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Queer photography does not exist. Its constituent terms, ‘queer’ and ‘photography’, are capacious and subject to change, and in their respective resistance of easy definition they work against any stable reading as genre, style or historical phenomenon.

But this does not mean that queer(s) must abandon photography, and step away from the world of images and reproductions. Rather, this book proposes that queer identifications and politics can use photography, working through and with it to expand staid understandings of what photography means and, more importantly, does.

According to the photographer and theorist Deborah Bright, what photographs do is ‘tend to get into trouble’.1 Aligned with ‘queer’s’ own troubling of binaries and social codes, a history of queer photography is one of images that have punctured the conventions we take for granted, brought bodies out of isolation and into relationality, and affirmed different ways of being in the world. In their refusal of a heteronormative ‘straight and narrow’, forms of sexual and gender dissidence reveal that ‘the path we thought we were on naturally, or by choice, we are in fact on by arrangement, and in straying we discover alternative ways to alternative futures’2. This book explores the foundational role of photography in forging such alternatives.

In her 1993 book Tendencies, the American scholar Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick proposes that ‘queer’ is ‘an open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excess of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’.3 Queer, in other words, can be felt, embodied and visualized in a multitude of ways. Following Sedgwick, we propose that ‘queer photography’ does not just mean images of subjects who identify as queer, or which are made by photographers who similarly position themselves apart from heterosexual and/or cisgender identity. Rather, Photography – A Queer History aims to collect and put into conversation photography that ranges across periods, places and subject matter, and which carries the charge of a ‘queer effect’.4 This might look like Ryan McGinley’s ecstatic pictures of naked, unencumbered bodies; Herbert List’s evocative still life of two, overlapping pairs of sunglasses; or portraits made of Fanny and Stella, otherwise known as Frederick William Park and Ernest Boulton, who became famous as cross-dressers in Victorian London.
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Fred Spalding, Frederick Park (right) and Ernest Boulton as Fanny and Stella, 1869
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, ‘Untitled’, 1991. Billboard. Installed at 11th Avenue and 38th Street, Manhattan, 20 February–18 March 2012, for Print/Out, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 19 February–14 May 2012. Dimensions vary with installation. Photograph by David Allison
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Ryan McGinley, Jake (Shining Rock), 2008
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Lisetta Carmi, I Travestiti, 1965–71
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Diana Davies, Rita Mae Brown, in Lavender Menace t-shirt, at the Lavender Menace Action, 1970



For this reason, Photography: A Queer History is not arranged in chronological order. Instead, we set out a kind of ‘user’s guide’, looking in turn at an introductory set of issues that are structural to the overlap of ‘queer’ and ‘photography’. The book includes documentary photographs – made for both public and private purposes – which have affirmed queer subjects in their present and in the futures they anticipate, like Lisetta Carmi’s portraits of self-identified Italian ‘transvestites’ in the 1960s, and Diana Davies’s photographs of the group Lavender Menace, who in 1970 staged a protest at the Second Congress to Unite Women in New York, demanding that the women’s movement account for lesbians in feminist theory and activism. We consider the constitutive role of fantasy, as well as the overlaps and divergences between images of queer sex and sexuality and ideas of the pornographic, illustrating how what stands as a picture of queer eroticism has changed over time. We explore how photography has been put to work in the service of mourning and political activism, and to reimagine the place of queerness in urban and rural landscapes. Subsequent chapters examine work that explores photography’s materiality to produce ‘images’ which are non-representational and thereby resist singular meaning; pictures that grapple with the durationality of bodies in motion, or which performatively address their viewer; and photographs that project an image of what queer life could yet become. The chapters that follow are themselves an open mesh, overlapping, diverging, and together creating a composite picture of different propositions for how ‘queer’ has been activated, embodied and visualized.

~

‘Queer’ is rooted in a Euro-American context, and was reclaimed in the early 1990s through political activism centred on HIV/AIDS and sex-positive feminism, and the simultaneous theorization of queer within academia. But this oft-cited origin story also imposes limits. Queer remains, for many, a term linked to ongoing projects of colonial assimilation, read onto bodies that appear as queer through a Western lens, but which understand themselves on culturally specific terms that ‘queer’ fails to translate. This became clear during the process of writing, as several photographers working outside of Europe and North America declined to participate in the project, hinting at the blinkered limits of using queer as a ‘global’ term. Still more artists and photographers who we approached did not wish to be included in a ‘queer’ book, perhaps through concern that the term might delimit the reception of their practice, or maybe because ‘queer’ simply does not resonate as an identification. This book is ‘a’ rather than ‘the’ history of queer photography, and its framing as such both holds it together and has foreclosed its contents.
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Herbert List, Sunglasses, Lake Lucerne, 1936



In making a selection, we have strived to privilege younger photographers and those practising outside of Euro-America. Their work demands to be seen, and tasked with compiling a history we have pursued photographs that are not only representative of queer’s many uses and significations, but which together challenge the primacy of queer’s Western associations. Even so, a project such as this one could never claim to be definitive. Any history of queer cultural production must grapple with the material legacies of racism, homophobia and transphobia that have delimited access to photography and self-representation, and which permeate archives through the erasure of names and the rewriting of personal histories. These presences and absences are dramatized by Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s empty billboard, which calls up the memory of those lost to AIDS-related illness. For every photograph that has travelled into our present, like Frances Benjamin Johnston’s late 19th-century portrait of two women kissing, or portraits of the androgyne journalist and photographer Annemarie Schwarzenbach, whose ascent as a queer icon speaks to the archive’s class bias, countless others have yet to be redeemed, and the work of reconstituting a queer historical record is ongoing.

~

We live, regretfully, during a moment in which identity categories are coagulating. These categories are used to consolidate complex objects of art into commodities, and their histories into marketable stories of erasure and ‘discovery’. The contemporary interest in ‘women artists’ is one such case, where, as Gabriella Nugent has written, ‘the alleged celebration of women artists still abides by a masculinist norm that treats them as curios commodified for a mass market’.5 In this book we want to hold onto a sense of identity as, in Kara Keeling’s terms, ‘always relational and situated’, and produced through history, or as Kobena Mercer puts it, arising ‘from difference, how difference is articulated’.6 Following Keeling and Mercer, Photography: A Queer History does not aim to reinscribe a ‘conventional, liberal, individualistic understanding of identity that conflates difference with pluralism’.7 We have included biographical detail in the entries that follow, but with the aim of enabling a structural picture to appear, one which charts the social and political conditions that enable ‘queer’ and ‘photography’ to intersect with and produce each other. This is not just a history of queers taking photographs, or photographs of queers, but one that asks how difference is visually assembled, and to what ends.

In a photograph from Parminder Sekhon and Poulomi Desai’s book, Red Threads: The South Asian Queer Connection in Photographs (2003), a woman sticks her tongue out, gently pressing its tip into the lips of another, whose eyes remain closed in gentle pleasure. The image revels in the intimacy and frisson of contact. Queer history is itself an active process, formed in the contact between subjects, in the transmission, reception and remaking of stories as they are passed on and retold. It is a live and contested process, happening as queer bodies move through the world, interact, and find spaces to occupy and in which to live, share and create. This book can only offer to participate in this work, and prompt more of it.
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Frances Benjamin Johnston, photograph of two women kissing, c.1890
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Parminder Sekhon, from Red Threads: The South Asian Queer Connection in Photographs, 2003
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