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Women artists have worked with war as a
subject for a number of reasons, and in many
diverse ways. | want to know what they bring
to the predominantly male narrative of war,
and to find out about their motivations,
and how they have handled the emotional
impetus and negotiated the retelling.

It is also essential to ask - why paint war at
all? Be it officially commissioned, unofficial,
or made by those directly affected - what
is it that a painting or work of art does,
that other media doesn’t? Why send visual
artists, male or female, to the front line,
when a photograph or written report would
serve? Perhaps it is art’s ability to make
some sense of events that are hard to make
sense of and communicate beyond words, so
that we can walk in another person’s shoes
and feel pain and brutality, love and loss.
Human suffering plays out daily on our TVS;
news networks compete in ratings wars and
use images of war as broadcast wallpaper.
The shear scale of death, destruction and
displacement is on a sublime, mathematical
scale. It is simply too immense and too
horrific to understand. Yet visual art has the
power to help us engage on an emotional,
non-rational level, and remind in the
forgetting. It draws attention to hidden
realities and drags difficult issues out in
to the open, creating space for intimate
moments that allow us to psychologically
connect with history, for understanding
and compassion, and even action.

Women artists working with war often
identify their practice with history painting.
Some of the earliest examples of history
painting by a woman artist, are the military
scenes painted by British artist Elizabeth
Southerden Thompson, also known as, Lady
Butler (1846-1933). As one of the highest
forms of art, tool of state and nation, battle
scenes were then, not usually tackled by
women, but not one to shy away from a
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challenge, Thompson strategically chose to
work with the genre to ‘distinguish herself
from the ruck’ [1]. Her subjects were
soldiers and numerous battles, including the
Napoleonic campaigns, Rorke’s Drift, the
Crimea, Afghan and Boer Wars, and the First
World War; from military scenes rendered in
pencil, some of which made were first hand,
to watercolours and narratively complex,
large-scale paintings in oil. Scotland for Ever!
1881 depicts the Charge of the Light Brigade
on an ambitious scale, and Balaclava 1876 is
a telling portrayal of foot soldiers returning
from battle. In her painting The Royal Horse
Guards Retreat from Mons 1914 1927 she
paints a British cavalry regiment and it’s
wounded, crossing a battlefield in Flanders.
One of the best painters of battle scenes,
her work appealed enormously to popular
patriotism and achieved critical public
acclaim, even forcing Ruskin, to take back
his words “that no woman could paint” [2].
The 20th century was a century of tense and
escalating events. Beginning in the lead up to
the First World War, German artist Hannah
Hoch (1899-1978) wused photomontage
to articulate the anxiety she felt from a
pacifist perspective [3]. A member of the
Berlin avant-garde anti-war, radical left, anti-
bourgeois Dada movement, her satirical
spliced collages were included in numerous
Dada publications. Héch grew more and more
politically consciousness and critical of the
Weimar Republic as everyday life in Europe
became more precarious. She responded with
provocative punk compositions, for example,
Incision With The Dada Kitchen Knife Through
Germany’s Last Weimar Beer Belly Cultural
Epoch 1920, and Heads of State 1918-20,
poking fun at the decadence of German
politicians in swimsuits, and High Finance
1923 a critique of the ‘special relationship’
between the financiers and military at the
heart of the economic crisis in Europe of the
time [4]. In 1933 when Hitler came to power,
the Nazis declared Hoch’s art degenerate.
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Kathe Kollwitz (1867-1945)
Death and a woman wrestling over her child, 1910

Kathe Kollwitz (1867-1945), another German
artist’s sculpture, drawing and prints talk
of the vicissitudes of life, heartache and
sorrow [5]. After her son Peter was killed
in Flanders in 1914, she said to a friend:

There is in our lives a wound, which will
never heal. Nor should it. [6]

Kollwitz’s pacifist and socialist politics
influenced all of her work. Champion of
the underdog, she depicted working class
poverty and hunger in The Downtrodden
1900, Germany’s Children Are Starving
1924; and the tragedy of war in Death and
Woman Wrestling for the Child 1910, Killed
in Action 1921 and The Survivors 1923. The
first woman elected to the Prussian Academy
of Arts, Kollwitz was expelled by the Nazis In
1933, and in 1936, her art like Hoch’s, was
branded degenerate and removed from public
view [7]. Profoundly affected, she worked
through both wars. In 1942 her grandson
Peter was killed on the Russian Front.

WW1 was simultaneously fought on old
terms, and on a new Industrial scale. A
whole generation of men was lost, children
grew up in communities of women without
their fathers, and broken men returned to a
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Olive Mudie-Cooke (1890-1925)
In an Ambulance : A VAD lighting a cigarette for a patient
1916-1918. Art.IWM ART 3051

society unable to comprehend their trauma.
Women took over the men’s work, even
actively participating in the conflict. This new
independence was felt and documented by
several women artists. Olive Mudie-Cooke
(1890-1925) a volunteer member of the First
Aid Nursing Yeomanry drove ambulances in
France and Italy between 1916 and 1918.
She drew and painted, much of the time
from behind enemy lines, making chiaroscuro
watercolours and chalk drawings of wounded
troops and their evacuation away from the
front. In 1919, the Women’s Work Sub-
Committee, part of the newly formed Imperial
War Museum, acquired a number of Mudie-
Cooke’s paintings for its collection, including
In an Ambulance: a VAD lighting a cigarette
for a patient 1916-18 [8]. After the war, the
British Red Cross commissioned her to return
to France, where she recorded the Voluntary
Aid Detachment unit’s continuing relief work.
Her paintings brought home the broken
landscapes and grief of women at war graves.
On the home front, recording munitions
and other factories that worked to support
the war effort, Anna Airy (1882- 1964) was
one of the first women war artists officially
commissioned and was employed by the
Imperial War Museum in 1918. A Shell Forge
at a National Projectile Factory, Hackney
Marshes, London 1918 was a challenging
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commission. Airy had to work quickly to
capture theincandescent colour of the molten
shells and the temperature inside the factory
was extremely hot. On one occasion, the
ground heat was so intense her shoes burnt
from her feet [9]. Another painter skilled in
portraying the quotidian narrative was Flora
Lion. She painted Women’s Canteen at Phoenix
Works 1918, a depiction of female workersina
factory in Bradford taking a break. Outwardly
confident in their overalls, the women look
physically and emotionally exhausted [10].
Staying with the domestic and everyday
but moving forward in time to the Second
World War, few women artists were able to
disassociate from the jittery routine of being
at war; some appointed themselves unofficial
war artists. Priscilla Thornycroft (1917-) was an
artist with no official commission or drawing
permit. A supporter of the Communist Party
and politically motivated, Thornycroft made
quirky drawingsand lithographs of the working
class experience of the air raids around her
local Camden Town [11]. With Oh | Was Very
Lucky, London 1944 and In an Underground
Station: Old ladies with their false teeth in
their pockets 1940 she records the day-to-day
reality of the German bombing. An anti-fascist
activist she also made posters in support of
the left-wing Republicans fighting the Spanish
Civil War. Another unofficial artist was British
abstract modernist Paule Vézeley [12]. Shortly
after war broke out, she returned from living
in Paris, largely to escape the approaching
Germansandinparttocareforherparents. Out
on the streets of Bristol where she lived, she
photographed and drew the destruction and
debris around her. In Damaged Steel Girders
Bristol 1941 she achieves an impression of
contorted and buckled ruins within her own
stylistic practice. Never officially recognised
as a war artist, the Bristol Museum and Art
Gallery helped Vézeley to obtain a permit to
draw the activities of a local barrage balloon
centre that was crewed by women [13].
The resulting pastel and charcoal drawings
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Barrage Balloon 1942 and Barrage Balloon at
a Balloon Centre 1942 describe what she saw,
again informed by her modernist sensibility.
Dame Laura Knight painted all through the
war years [14]. Notable are her portraits
of heroic and glamorous women soldiers
Corporal Elspeth Henderson and Sergeant
Helen Turner 1941, Corporal J.D.M Pearson,
GC, WAAF 1940, and Corporal J. M. Robins,
Women’s Auxiliary Air Force 1941. She also
painted women working in factories, for
example, ordnance factory worker Ruby
Loftus Screwing a Breech Ring 1943, and an
all female crew hoisting a barrage balloon in
A Balloon Site, Coventry 1943. Recording the
cycle of justice, Knight was the official artist
at the Nuremberg Trials of Nazi war criminals.
She worked in the broadcast box just above
the defendants, including Hess, Speer and
Goering [15], making charcoal studies of
the proceedings that she developed in oil
back in her studio. Unresolved areas in the
painting The Nuremberg Trial 1946 augur
the desolate mood and the discomfort felt
[16]. Interestingly Knight’s husband, Harold
registered as a conscientious objector in
WW1. The WAAC also officially commissioned
French-English artist Ethel Gabain [17]. Her
series of lithographs Women’s Work in the
War (Other than the Services) 1941, skillfully
show the brute strength and intelligence
of women at work supporting the war [18].
Molly Lamb Bobak, the only official woman
war artist to be sent overseas, painted her
experiences in the Canadian Women’s Army
Corps. In her expressive portrait Private Roy,
Canadian Women’s Army Corps 1946, she
shows us the often-unseen role of African
Caribbeanwomensoldiersinthe USArmy[19].

The Australian War Memorial appointed
Stella Bowen as official war artist in 1944,
Her brief was to depict the activities of
the Royal Australian Air Force stationed
in  England at Binbrook, Lincolnshire.
Bomber crew 1944, is a painting of a typical
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Priscilla Thornycroft Oh | Was Very Lucky, London (1944)
© IWM (Art.IWM ART 17476)

Lancaster bomber crew, however it proved
emotionally traumatic as Bowen had to
finish the painting knowing that the crew
had failed to return from a bombing mission
over Germany [20]. She said of the work:

It was horrible having to finish the
picture after the men were lost. Like
painting ghosts.

In a sensitive, beautifully observed series
of lithographs Children in Wartime 1940,
Ethel Gabain depicts Evacuees in a Cottage
at Cookham [21] and Boys from South-East
London gathering Sticks in Cookham Wood
[22] and The Evacuation of Children from
Southend, Sunday 2nd June 1940 [23]. A child
evacuee herself, Gerda Meyer Bernstein’s
practice is wholly informed by a terrifying
night spent on the roof of her home during the
1939 November pogroms and the Holocaust.
She travelled for England on one of the last
Kindertransport and now lives and works in
the US. Bernstein identifies the experience as
beginning her “lifelong commitment to making
workthataddressesman’sinhumanitytoman”,
with particular weight given to her “concerns
with the inequality of women internationally”
[24]. Her large-scale installations include They
Were Our Children 2011-2012, a distressed
/ distressing wall of names and dates; Sense
Of Loss 2012, a configuration of chains
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Ethel Gabain, The Evacuation of Children from Southend, Sunday 2nd
June 1940 Children in Wartime© IWM (Art.IWM ART LD 264)

and walk-in packing crates; and Exercise
in Futility 2008, an arrangement of ceiling
hung soldiers’ helmets and kitbags [24].

Britishartist DorisZinkeisenwascommissioned
by the WAAC to record the activities of the
Joint War Organisation (JWO) of the British
Red Cross Society and the Order of St John,
its staff and resources deployed into newly
liberated Europe [26]. Travelling by lorry
and air, she recorded the rehabilitation and
repatriation of prisoners of war and civilian
internees, making sketches that she worked
on back at headquarters. She spent 3 days at
Belsen immediately after its liberation, in its
appalling reality [27]. The resulting painting of
orderlies washing inmates before they could
be moved to hospital uses a dark palette of
muted colours. The title Human Laundry,
Belsen: April 1945, brings an understanding to
the hideous nature of Hitler’s ‘final solution’.
Her son, Murray Johnstone, describing a
letter from his mother to his father said:

She always told us that the sight was

awful, but the smell she could never

forget. She had nightmares for the rest
of her life.

Taking up a position of opposition, German
artist Helen Ernst was arrested for being a
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Helen Ernst, Women of Ravensbruck Ravensbrucker Zeichnungen.
© (MRG/SBG). (Original in Historisches Museum Schwerin, Germany)

communist in 1933 when the Nazis came to
power.

After all her drawings and possessions were
ordered confiscated or destroyed and several
further arrests, she left for Holland where
she continued to oppose the Germans, even
making several clandestine and documented
trips back to Germany with the resistance.
When the Netherlands was occupied in
1940, Ernst was arrested again, and she was
deported back to Germany where she spent
more than four years in the concentration
camps Ravensbrick, built especially for
women, and Barth in Pomerania. Shortly after
the war, she worked at the State Committee
for the Victims of Fascism, but in a tragic turn
of events, her drawings of her experience as
a prisoner, led her to be accused of spying
activities within the camps, and she had her
membership and pension withdrawn [28].
Just before her death, two years later, she was
acquitted. Pregnant Woman and Women of
Ravensbruck 1946, quietly talk of systematic
degradation, the blue stripes of the women’s
prison uniformsjustvisibleinthe charcoal [29].

Another artist who took up opposition to
the Nazis, undermining the invading German
authority in occupied Jersey was French
artist Claude Cahun (1894-1954). An active
resistance worker and anti-war propagandist,
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she made political artistic actions with her
partner Suzanne Malherbe and produced
anti-German flyers, cut and pasting poems,
criticism and excerpts of BBC reports
describing Nazis’ atrocities in English and
German. The brave pair dressed up and
snuck into German military events where
they put their flyers in unsuspecting soldier’s
pockets and on their chairs, and into cars
and windows. In 1944 Cahun was arrested.
Fortunately her death sentence was never
carried out, though her treatment in jail
caused her to die early in ill health [30].
Artist Carolee Schneemann continues to be
part of the anti-war movement. Her seminal
film Viet Flakes 1965, brought to public
attention a counter portrayal of the war
between the US and Vietnam [31]. The film
collages together photographs from foreign
newspapers and magazines that Schneemann
had collected over a period of five years.
The narrative presents a different story to
the official story told by the US government,
showing the suffering wrought on the
Vietnamese people. A slow, disturbing film, it
shows pain, torture and death, set to a sound
track of Vietnamese chants, Bach and popular
music. Schneemann made another anti—-
Vietnamwar film Snows 1967, documentingan
experiential group performance exploring the
complex relationships of aggressor and victim,
torturer and tortured, lover and loved [32].

Again documenting civilian casualties of war,
FraukeEigen,aGermanartistandphotographer,
worked as a photojournalist for a government
relief organization in Kosovo [33]. When a
mass grave was unearthed in 2000, she was
overpoweringly moved by the lost humanity
that she witnessed, choosing to document
the personal possessions and clothing of the
unknown dead. Eigen’s photographs were
later submitted as evidence to The War Crimes
Tribunal in The Hague. Kathleen Palmer, Head
of Art at the Imperial War Museum explains:
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This focus upon their personal
possessions brings to life the people
who had been killed. Since the images
themselves are not horrific and graphic,
they allow the viewer to relate to the
horror in a different way... They allow
us to engage with the horror more
immediately. [34]

Continuing to think about sectarian conflict,
it is essential to look at the work of American
artist Kara Walker. Her practice is well
known for its darkly subversive negotiation
of the history of black representation, racial
politics, and the sexuality of oppression and
domination. With Harper’s Pictorial History
of the Civil War (Annotated) 2005, Walker
enlarges the aforementioned wood cut
plates, overlaying them with her recognisable
silhouettes [35], interweaving Southern
antebellum nostalgia, Civil War iconography,
and black racist stereotypes and collective
shame - examining what she describes as
“loving to hate what we hate to love” [36].
Another American Martha Rosler makes work
about war and national security, specifically
connecting the affect of war overseas on
womenathome[37].Herphotomontageseries
House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home 1967-
1972, shows domestic interiors juxtaposed
with human culpability, and in It Lingers
1993, she plays with German and American
triumphalism, and in her photographic series
Cuba, January 1981, presented in 2012, she
showsanintimate portrait of Cuba fromwithin,
made when Cuba was a more closed society.

Aleksandra Domanovi¢ is an artist
from former Yugoslavia. Her practice
is concerned with popular culture and
technology, political and economic
turmoil, and how we try to heal wounds.
Talking about her video based installation
Turbo Sculpture 2010-2013, she explains:
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Nonny De la Pefia Hunger in Los Angeles - Creator De la Pefia wearing
the goggles to play the virtual reality game

...the turbo prefix implies the effects
of social media, politics, television,
architecture and urbanism. [38]

Domanovié¢’s film From yu to me 2014,
documents the emotional and bureaucratic
impact of the arrival of the internet in a
country on the point of breaking apart [39].
LA-based Nonny de la Pefia works with virtual
reality and gaming technology to convey the
sights, sounds and feelings of the news [40].
Frequently shown in gallery settings, her
immersive journalism builds 3d environments
around real sound recordings of events. The
reconstructions make you an eyewitness. In
Use of Force 2013 you stand by as US border
guards beat a Mexican migrant to death. With
her recent Project Syria 2015, you find yourself
on a street corner, children are singing;
suddenly a rocket hits and there’s chaos [41].
British artist Fiona Banner exposes the
mechanics of war. Her technical yet emotive
works include Black Hawk Down 2010,
a wall drawing in Indian ink; a vitrine of
found newspaper clippings All The World’s
Fighter Planes 1999-2009; and large-scale
installations, for example, Bollocks and
Sperm 2010, described as nose art on Jaguar
XZ118 during Operation Desert Storm; and
breathtaking works Harrier 2010, a BAe Sea
Harrier aircraft, and Jaguar 2010, a polished
Sepecat Jaguar aircraft installed on its nose
in the Duveen Galleries at Tate Britain [42].
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Another British artist, Linda Kitson, was
commissioned by the Artistic Records
Committee of the Imperial War Museum to
record the Falklands war. The first female
artist to accompany British troops into action,
she made more than 400 line drawings of
training preparations, transport, fighting, and
ceasefire, and the landing ship Sir Galahad on
fire Sir Galahad Moored at Fitzroy 1982 [43].

Iranian New Yorker Sara Rahbar’s practice is
autobiographical and comes out of a need to
understand her need for belonging . Whatever
we had to lose we lost and in a moonless sky
we marched, Flag #41 2009, recalls her and
her families overnight flight from her home
and her parents later separation. A mixed
media artist she works with military and army
textiles, and canvas tarps, making objects and
sculpture [44]. In her Flag Series 2005-2011,
she tore and shredded fabrics from Tehran’s
bazaars and sewed them onto a US flag. She
says:

| have always been in a state of

running; away from the country where

| was born, away from my life, people

and circumstances, and constantly

watching things fall apart around me,

and attempting to put the pieces back
together again.

Putting pieces back together again - what
about reconciliation? Is it even arts role? The
Iragi and American Reconciliation Project
(IARP) brought Iragi women artists: Dena Al-
Adeeb, Julie Adnan, Sama Alshaibi, Sundus
Abdul Hadi and Tamara Abdul Hadi, to
Intermedia Arts, Minneapolis for a series of
public talks and collaborations, as part of the
exhibition Not About Bombs in 2012 [45]. The
programme that set out to draw attention the
misrepresentation of Middle-Eastern women
by the Western media, was unable to not talk
about war or Iraq.
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In Baghdadi Mem/Wars Still/Chaos 2010 by
Dena Al-Adeeb and Sama Alshaibi, the artists
explore memory, body and spirit. The Still/
Chaos section of the suite sees Al-Adeeb
and Alshaibi trapped in a collapsing padded
cell. Against the white background, awkward
black forms press against the claustrophobia
inducing walls, as the artists are compelled
to interact with increasing force, educing
resilience, revolt and compliance [46].

A women artist using art for change is Iman,
a Syrian subversive cartoonist who signs the
hundreds of protest posters she makes simply
with her name in English. Frequently working
by gas and candle light, in Arabic, everyone
and everything that has a negative effect
on Syrian life is critiqued, from Iranian and
US policy, the international community, the
Geneva Convention, to world leaders that play
a role in her country’s devastation, including
Putin, Ahmedinejad, Obama and Gulf leaders,
and Daesh [47]. She often includes the flags
of the Assad regime, France and Hezbollah
to name a few. In her interview with Zeinab
Khalil, a freelance writer and anti-violence
organiser, Iman says “You can’t discount the
role of civil and media activists, even in this
bloody armed conflict. Once that stops, there
is no uprising. We are preserving the roots
of the uprising, of how it began”. Up against
state security, her and her friend’s lives are
daily at risk. Imam often commemorates
people she knew personally who have been
killed or disappeared.

The war has changed everything. One
day | am a lawyer living in a flat in
Aleppo. Today, | am a refugee.

Displaced, she continues to support and rally
her community of opposition. In 2014 she
began posting her posters on Facebook where
her message has a wide reach. She says, “As
long as Syrian blood flows, | must continue.”
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Turner Prize-winner Susan Philipsz’ sound
installation at Tate Britain War Damaged
Musical instruments 2015-2016, features
recordings of British and German brass and
wind instruments damaged in conflicts over
the last 200 years [48]. Philipsz is fascinated
by the emotive effect of sound and its ability
to activate our memory, and the psycho-
resonance held in objects.

One such object represented is the
Balaclava Bugle, played by Billy Britain
tosoundthe Charge ofthe Light Brigade.
Falling in battle, Britain was nursed by
Florence Nightingale and immortalized
in Alfred Lord Tennyson’s ‘valley of
death’. He died of his wounds, with the
mutilated instrument at his side [49].
The bugle has a gash in it, made by a
Cossack that tried to pick it up from the
ground with his sword.

In this cursory look through the broad sweep
of time, we have seen war become more
surreal and the methods of its representation
more abstracted, and visual art’s capacity
to resensitise us grow in significance. From
history painting, modernism and abstraction,
to conceptual ideas in a multiplicity of forms —
none ofthewomenartistsshown here beautify
or glorify war and all bring a very different
perspective that goes beyond portraits of
war and the visual representation of people’s
experience to the mechanics of war, broken
down in to constituent and contributing
factors, and consequences. This has particular
resonance in our time of ultra-modernism
as the causes that have taken us to war
continue to do so and raise urgent questions
about corporatisation, acquisition, poverty,
prejudice, human rights and dissention. What
will war look like in the future? What will art
about war made by women look like?
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