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Looking at the Performance of Male Bodies in Landscape:

Imogen Cunningham?’s Photography of the Male Nude

Jui-Ch’i Liu

Imogen Cunningham (1883-1976) is a pioneer photographer creating women’s
own tradition of male nudes.  Since the 1910s, she had boldly taken photographs of
male nudes, often in landscape settings. Her artist friends, such as John Butler, Ben
Butler, as well as her husband Roi Partridge, posed for her early tableaux of male
nudes. The most representative photographs are Partridge’s dance-like performances
in these two series: On Mount Rainier series (1915) and Roi on the Dipsea Trail

(1918). Her fascination with male nudes continued throughout near seven decades
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of her career. Her noted series of male nudes include photographing the
performances of modern dancers John Bovington and José Arcadio Limoén in
landscape from the late 1920s to the 1930s, as well as Rainwater’s performances in
the series On Oregon Beach (1967). Cunningham’s contribution on changing the
discourse of male nudes has received few significant gender studies, although it has
been applauding by feminists after the second wave of the Women’s Movement.

Cunningham’s photographs of male nudes are so exceptional that they offer
double gender role reversals.  Set against the term of hegemonic masculinity, her
male nudes are remarkably made to occupy feminized and eroticized positions. In
addition, reversing the convention of female nude in/as nature, her male nudes exhibit
their effeminate bodies in harmony with the natural world, which is deflected from the
usual masculine-defined activities of making culture.  This paper, based on visual
analyses, will employ psychoanalytic feminist (film) theories to decode the receptions
of Cunningham’s male nudes by the heterosexual female spectator, the heterosexual
male spectator, and the homosexual male spectator in order to explore the gender
significances of the aforementioned double reversals. If possible, | will also trace
gender discourses on the bodily performances of Cunningham’s contemporary male
dancers, such as Russian ballet dancer Vaslav Nijinsky (who inspired Cunningham’s
photographs of Partridge’s nudes), and modern dancers John Bovington and José
Arcadio Limén in‘order to-analyze the collusionsand collisions between
Cunningham’s representations of their nudes and their public images. By so doing, |
would like to supplement my visual and theoretical interpretations with
socio-historical dimensions.





