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The Gendered Portraits and Writing of Claude Cahun: 

Gender Performance, Masks, Mirrors, and Photography 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

French Surrealist photographer and writer Claude Cahun’s gender-expressionist photography 

was revolutionary in the early 20th century.1  Their artistic career is also deeply informed by their own 

developing gender identity.  While other texts refer to Cahun by the pronouns she/her, this essay will 

refer to Cahun by they/them pronouns to respect their non-conforming gender expression and 

identity. 

Cahun’s work is situated into the context of misogynistic male-centric French Surrealism and 

challenges the Surrealists’ conception of ‘woman’ as an object2 as well as the notions of a gender 

binary.3  An understanding of Judith Butler’s concept of ‘gender performativity’ is advantageous when 

discussing Cahun’s work because of Cahun’s allusion to gender performativity tropes and stereotypes.4  

Butler states: 

 

Gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized 

repetition of acts. The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, 

must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various 

kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self.5 

 
1 Gavin James Bower, Claude Cahun: The Soldier With No Name (Winchester: Zero Books, 2013) p. 3. 

2 Ibid, p. 30. 

3 Claude Cahun, Disavowals or Cancelled Confessions, De Muth, Susan, trans. (London, Tate, 2007) p.209. 

4 Ibid, p. 151-152. 

5 Butler, Judith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge,  
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This essay will use Butler’s ‘gender performativity’ as a starting point to discuss Cahun’s self-

expression styles and gendered performance in their photographic and written work.  Through a 

narcissistic practice of gendered photographic self-exploration and Freudian ‘stream of consciousness’ 

writing, Cahun creates their own unique gender.   ‘Stream of conscious’ writing, also known as 

‘automatic writing,’ was a Surrealist form of writing where the author would write continuously 

without stopping.  This form of writing was thought to unleash the unconscious mind because the 

author was not editing their thoughts.6 

In this paper, I analyze three of Cahun’s photographic works as sites of gender performativity.  

Cahun’s autobiographical writing and Butler’s gender theories also elucidates my analysis of their work.  

Cahun’s artistry is multifaceted, and their work is situated in multiple academic disciplines.  I use an 

art historical perspective to analyze their photographs.  The medium, composition, and theatrical 

props in these works is indicative of Cahun’s identity and career as a Surrealist artist in the early 20th 

century.  I argue that while Surrealism was revolutionary to the art world and their psychoanalytic 

pursuits were engaging, the Surrealists were a glorified man’s club who excluded talented artists such 

as Cahun because of their gender expression and sexuality.  The Surrealists were very misogynistic, 

and in Art History, women artists were not recognized in the movement of Surrealism until the 1980s.7   

In addition, Cahun’s gender performance in these works establishes them in the field of gender 

and queer theory.  Cahun expresses gender dysphoria in their written works, and they intertwine 

masculine and feminine characteristics in their self-portraits to indicate their nonconforming gender 

identity.  Throughout my research for this paper, every text I encountered identified Cahun with the 

pronouns she/her.  Moving forward, I hope to encourage researchers to acknowledge Cahun’s gender 

expression as nonconforming and to include queer theory when analyzing their work.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
1999) p. 179. 

6 Ian Walker, City Gorged with Dreams: Surrealism and Documentary in Interwar Paris (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2002) p. 10. 

7 Bower, p. 28. 
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Becoming Claude Cahun 

 

Claude Cahun was assigned a female gender at birth8 in 1894.  Claude Courlis, Lucy Schwob, 

and Claude Cahun were three of Cahun’s known names/identities.9  The name Claude in French is 

used as both as masculine and feminine name.10 In this way, the name ‘Claude’ can be seen as 

genderless because it dips a toe into each gender without signifying a specific binary gender.  They 

were born into the upper-class Jewish Schwob family of writers, publishers and literati of Nantes, 

France and educated at the Sorbonne, as well as briefly at Oxford (under a pseudonym).11  Cahun 

began experimenting with photography at the age of eighteen and saw the medium as an avenue to 

express the various gender identities that they inhabited.   

French Surrealism officially began in 1924 with the publication of the Manifeste du Surréalisme 

written by André Breton, known as the ‘leader’ of French Surrealism.12  Surrealist artists were 

influenced by Sigmund Freud’s ideas of psychoanalysis and specifically the dream and the 

unconscious, automatic or stream-of-consciousness writing, and sexuality.13  Freud was virtually 

unknown in France until the Surrealists ‘discovered’ him and translated his works into French.14  While 

Surrealists boasted of releasing an untapped vessel of repressed sexuality as encouraged by their 

readings of Freud, the artists were explicitly sexist and exclusionist towards women.  Women were 

represented as objects of sexual desire, rather than equal to men with their own agency to create.15  

The Surrealists represented women in three basic models: muse-model-mistress.16  Woman as ‘artist’ 

was never fully accepted.  Although multiple women did create Surrealist works, during the early years 

of Surrealist activity (1924-1932) women were rarely allowed to participate and none were officially 

accepted into the group.17  During the 1938 Exhibition Internationale du Surréalisme, Breton omitted the 

name of his own wife Jacqueline Lamba as an artist contributor and refused to include Claude Cahun, 

 
8 A common way to recognize that someone was assigned female at birth is the acronym AFAB. 

9 François Leperlier trans., David Bate, and others, Mise en Scene (London, Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1994) p. 6 

10 Ibid, p.9. 

11 Ibid, p. 6. 

12 André Breton, Les Manifestes du Surréalisme (Paris: Sagittaire, 1947). 

13 Penelope Rosemont, ed., Surrealist Women: An International Anthology (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998) p. 44. 

14 Helena Lewis, Dada Turns Red: The Politics of Surrealism (New York: Paragon House  

Publishers, 1988) p. x. 

15 Amy Lyford, Surrealist Masculinities: Gender Anxiety and the Aesthetics of Post-World War I Reconstruction in France (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007) p.128. 

16 Bower, p. 30. 

17 Leperlier, Mise en Scene p. 6. 
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who had participated in a Surrealist show only two years prior.  Breton was famously homophobic 

and presumably disapproved of Cahun’s partnership with Marcel Moore.18  Regardless of their 

exclusion, in 1953 Cahun declared themselves to have always been a Surrealist, even though they were 

not published in Surrealist journals until the 1930s.19 

Cahun’s renowned Surrealist autobiographical text Aveux non Avenus (Disavowals or Cancelled 

Confessions in English) was originally published in 1930.20 Art Historian Erin F. Pustarfi comments 

on Aveux non Avenus: 

 

The utopian dreamscape created investigates issues of narcissism and otherness, female homosexuality, 

dandyism and going beyond gender, individual and social critique, mocking the antiquated views of art 

and writing, accepting and breaking taboos, while allowing for other departures from the accepted 

norm… Cahun created a world in Aveux non Avenus where [they] could exist in a space between the 

established feminine–masculine binary of 20th century Europe.21 

 

Within the autobiography are multiple photomontage photographs produced by both Cahun 

and their partner Marcel Moore22 as well as ‘automatic writings.’23  The text is dream-like in its phrasing 

and progression.  Cahun’s ‘stream of consciousness’ writing style is full of incomplete sentences, vivid 

descriptions, and inconclusive thoughts. A key element in this text is Cahun’s inner convictions about 

their gender identity.  Cahun writes: 

 

Masculine? Feminine? It depends on the situation.  Neuter is the only gender that always suited me. If it 

existed in our language no one would be able to see my thought’s vacillations.24   

 
18 Therese Lichtenstein, Julia Kelley, and others, Twilight Visions: Surrealism and Paris  

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009) p. 148. 

19 Leperlier, Mise en Scene, p. 6. 

20 Claude Cahun, Aveux non Avenus (Paris: 1001 Nuits, 2011).  The original text is Aveux non Avenus is written in French.  
For an English audience, this paper will refer to the English translation of this text titled Disavowals or Cancelled Confessions, 
translated by Susan De Muth. 

21 Erin F Pustarfi, “Constructed Realities: Claude Cahun’s Created World in Aveux Non Avenus”, Journal of 
Homosexuality, Vol. 67, No. 5 (2018), 697-711. p. 697. 

22 Moore’s name is a pseudonym; their birth name was Suzanne Malherbe. Cited from: Catherine Lord, and Richard 
Meyer, Art & Queer Culture (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 2013) p. 378. 

23 Walker, p.10. 

24 Cahun, Disavowals, 151-152. 
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Cahun proposes a new gendered term ‘neuter’ to describe their gender and cites that there is no 

word in their language that fully encapsulates their identity.  In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler states that 

gender is defined by its time and context and is characterized ‘through a stylized repetition of acts.’25  

Cahun’s gender is situated in the conditions and the gender constrains of the early 20th century France; 

this context should then be acknowledged in the reading of Cahun’s work.  Furthermore, Butler poses 

the question in Bodies That Matter, that ‘if gender is constructed, then who is doing the constructing?’26  

In the case of Claude Cahun, Cahun produces their own gender and therefore creates an identity that 

transcends the gendered experiences of their time. François Leperlier, a dedicated academic to Cahun’s 

work, explains Cahun’s journey through various identities as ‘forever casting roles’ and ‘taking to the 

limit that sexual ‘indeterminateness’, of which they dreamed of making a third gender.’27  I argue that 

through their exploration of these various roles and characters, Cahun reveals the multiplicity of their 

nonconforming gender identity. 

Cahun further pursued a more androgynous outlook to gender with their manuscript Les Jeux 

Uraniens from 1916-1918.  The title refers to the German activist Karl Urlichs, who appropriated the 

Platonic term uranian to refer to a ‘third’ or ‘intermediate’ gender.28  In 1922, the author Victor 

Margueritte popularized a new feminine type in his book La Garçonne.29  La garçonne translates to 

‘boyish,’ and it was a fashion where women would masculinize their appearance by cutting their hair, 

slimming down their figures, renouncing motherhood, and pursuing athletics.30  During the time when 

La Garçonne was published, Cahun would dye their crew-cut hair pink and green, dye their skin, and 

wear outrageous clothing to rebel against the idea of ‘woman.’31  A few years later, Joan Riviere 

produced a ground-breaking psychoanalytic essay ‘Womanliness as Masquerade’ in 1929.  Riviere 

asserts that women ‘may put on a mask of womanliness’ to prevent unnecessary ‘retribution’32 from 

men.  Riviere describes women in the late 1920s who have masculine inclinations, such as carpentry 

knowledge or a University education, to demonstrate when women overperform femininity to avoid 

unwanted male attention and questions.33  The idea of femininity as something that can be performed 

 
25 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, p.179. 

26 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993) p.6-7. 

27 Leperlier, Mise en Scene, p. 20. 

28 Lord, p. 278. 

29 Victor Margueritte, La Garçonne (Paris: E. Flammarion, 1922). 

30 Lyford, p. 143. 

31 Bower, p. 9. 

32 Joan Riviere, “Womanliness as a Masquerade,” The International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 10 (1929) p. 303. 

33 Ibid, p. 307-308. 
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instead of inherent and essentialist was formative for women in the early 20 th century.  Cahun was 

influenced by these psychoanalytic thoughts about gender expression, and their conceptions about 

gender performativity are manifested in their work.   

 

Gender Performance 

 

Cahun performs their own gender expression by utilizing gendered tropes and symbols. The 

photograph image ‘I’m in Training, Don’t Kiss Me’ (Fig. 1) from 1928 shows Cahun balancing a 

dumbbell, a symbol of masculinity and strength, while crossing their legs in a display of hyper-

femininity heightened by the two paste-on nipples, painted lips, two lacquered-down spit curls, and 

two bright hearts on their cheeks.  The dumbbell is inscribed by a team of comic heroes, the boy scout 

Totor and his sidekick Popol by the Belgium cartoonist Hergé, best-known for the popular Tintin 

series.  The Adventures of Totor follows the international escapades of a Belgian young boy scout (Totor). 

34  Cahun references the comic, which was written for a young male audience, and the heavy, 

intimidating dumbbell to contrast with their slight physical stature and performance of femininity.  

Cahun’s face is extenuated with dark, sensual eye makeup and pouty lips.  Men tend to sit with their 

legs splayed and feet firm on the ground, and Cahun displays a feminine stance with one leg daintily 

crossed over the other.  Professor Tirza True Latimer questions the admonition on Cahun’s chest, 

‘Training for what?’ 35  Early gender theories were being developed when this photograph was taken 

which acknowledged the ‘social conditioning’ of gender in the 1920s.36  ‘I’m in Training’ could be 

Cahun’s affirmation that they were directed to exist within the gender binary of ‘male’ and ‘female,’ 

and they did not agree with the ‘training.’  Cahun demonstrates a fusion of both masculinity and 

femininity in a performative way that shows a critical view of the binary constraints of gender.  The 

signifiers of gender such as the dumbbell, the make-up, and sitting position, can be read using Butler’s 

concept of gender performativity. Butler elucidates: 

 

The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as 

the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion 

of an abiding gendered self.37 

 
34 Ibid, p. 277. 

35 Lord, p. 278. 

36 Ibid. 

37 Butler, p. 179. 
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Cahun interweaves cultural signs of gender to build an entirely new image of a gendered being: 

someone who contains both feminine and masculine traits. In Aveux non Avenus, Cahun describes their 

intentions: 

 

The aim here is to cross, and overcome, all gender boundaries… to arrive, ideally, at just one gender, 

one’s own, which could never be compared with any other: literally to have a unique gender.38  

 

In Gender Trouble, Butler adds that if gender is performative, then there is no true or false act of 

gender expression.39 Gender cannot be quantified by facts or figures; gender is unique to every person 

and therefore gender can never be ‘wrong.’  Butler and Cahun question the origins of gender by 

demonstrating its performative foundations.  Cahun comments on other gender performances in ‘I’m 

in Training’ but refuses to adhere to a single gender, consequently constructing their own gender 

which reflects their truth. 

Cahun is the subject of these portraits, but it is essential to remember that this work was 

produced by Cahun and their partner Moore.  The performative nature to Cahun and Moore’s work 

is derived, at least in part, from their theatrical backgrounds.  In 1929, Cahun joined the theatre group 

‘Théâtre de recherches dramatiques: Le platuea’ where they reported to develop a ‘theatrical calling’ 

which was only additionally supplemented their current photographic practice.40  Cahun and Moore 

were both involved in theatrical troupes during their lifetimes; Moore was a set designer, and Cahun 

was an actor.41  Likely recognizing their artistic partnership with Moore, Cahun writes in Aveux non 

Avenus, ‘I provide the theatre, you choose your stage sets, your adventures, you character, your sex, 

your make-up.’42  Gavin James Bower argues that Cahun’s experimentation with make-up, costume, 

and prose allowed them to manipulate the conceptions of gender held during the time of Surrealism.43  

Cahun’s performative and theatrical disruption of gender norms further correlates with Butler’s notion 

of gender performativity. Cahun performs their own distinctive gender by fusing together gender 

tropes and using Surrealist ‘stream of conscious’ writing to deconstruct the constraints of gender.  

 
38 Cahun, Disavowals, p. 209. 

39 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 180. 

40 Leperlier, Mise en Scene, p. 18. 

41 Lord, p. 378. 

42 Cahun, Disavowals, p. 127. 

43 Bower, p. 3. 
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Cahun defies the sexist, misogynistic culture of the male Surrealists by refusing to adhere to the 

expectations of someone who is AFAB.44   

 

Masks 

 

Through their theatrical experience, Cahun also became fascinated with masks and their 

concealing nature.  Cahun and Moore utilized masks frequently in their collaborative artwork in a 

multitude of contexts.  A mask functions as a disguise as well as a façade.  Cahun writes in Aveux non 

Avenus:  

 

I remember, it was Carnival time.  I had spent solitary hours disguising my soul.  Its masks were so 

perfect that when they happened to run into each other on the plaza of my consciousness, they didn’t 

recognize one another.45   

 

Cahun uses the metaphor of masks to assign an image to their new identity and explain the 

‘mask’ of femininity that they would force themselves to wear during certain social situations.46  They 

further state, ‘Under this mask another mask.  I will never be done taking off/lifting up all these 

faces.’47  Cahun’s feminine performance in social situations is similar to Riviere’s ‘mask of 

womanliness’ that women would perform to escape male retribution.  Cahun’s nonconforming gender 

identity had to be kept private to move safely through their daily life.  Despite the legal toleration of 

homosexuality during this time in France, if Cahun were to outwardly express their sexuality and 

identity, they would be subject to antagonisms or even violence.48 

Cahun’s photograph ‘Self Portrait with Masks on Cloak’ (Fig. 2) from 1928 demonstrates 

Cahun’s experimental theatrical play and practice.  Their cloak is decorated with masks, and Cahun is 

wearing a wig and a mask.  This photo can be seen as a disturbance to the ‘real’ and the artificial.  The 

multiple masks are unsettling and cause the viewer to search for Cahun’s ‘real’ face.  Cahun’s face is 

unexposed and is covered by yet another mask, which gives the viewer no way of knowing who is 

 
44 As noted earlier, this acronym means ‘assigned female at birth.’ 

45 Rosemont, p. 52. 

46 Pustarfi, p. 705-706. 

47 Gen Doy, Claude Cahun: A Sensual Politics of Photography, (London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2007) p. 47. 

48 Ibid. 
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being portrayed in the portrait.  All the viewer knows is that the subject is hidden and deceptive.  In 

Undoing Gender, Butler comments that when one expression of gender is considered true, and another 

false, this judgment of authenticity is based on ‘a certain ontology of gender.’ 49  As stated earlier, there 

is no ‘real’ or ‘fake’ gender.  Cahun similarly experiments with authenticity in their self-portrait.  In 

‘Self Portrait with Masks on Coat,’ Cahun demonstrates their experience masking their gender identity, 

their gender performance, and Cahun questions what is ‘real’ and what is ‘fake.’ 

Cahun’s proclivity towards masks was also rooted in their disassociation or disgust with their 

body. The concealing quality of a mask had appeal for Cahun, who was unhappy with aspects of their 

body. Cahun writes in Aveux non Avenus: 

 

I shave my head, wrench out my teeth, my breasts- anything that is embarrassing or annoying to look at 

– stomach, ovaries, the brain, conscious and covered in cysts.50   

 

The struggle of Cahun to identify with aspects of female anatomy such as ovaries and breasts 

suggest that Cahun wished to inhabit a body without characteristics associated with the female body.  

Erin Pustarfi further argues that this disassociation with female body parts is Cahun’s struggle to 

connect themselves to female ‘beauty.’  Cahun struggled with chronic health issues for the entirety of 

their life, 51 which could also have contributed to their body disassociations and dysmorphia.  Cahun, 

while describing their relationship with their body, writes: 

 

Redundant breasts; irregular, iffectual teeth; eyes and hair of the blandest color; hands delicate enough 

but twisted, deformed. The oval head of a slave; forehead too high… or too low; a nose fashioned well 

enough of its type- a hideous type; the mouth, too sensual: pleasing when you’re hungry but once you’ve 

eaten it makes you want to vomit; the chin hardly juts out at all; and body-wise the muscle barely 

sketched.52 

 

The use of language like ‘redundant’ when describing their breasts and ‘too sensual’ when 

referring to their mouth develop an understanding of Cahun’s dislike of their own body and their 

 
49 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004) p. 214. 

50 Cahun, Disavowals, p. 30. 

51 Bower, p. 35-36. 

52 Cahun, Disavowals, p. 50. 
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seemingly feminine appearance.  Cahun’s disjointed relationship with their body fostered their interest 

in the self-portrait and images of themself. 

 

Mirrors and Photography 

 

In Cahun’s writing and photography, the usage of mirrors is prevalent to represent multiplicity 

and self-exploration.  Cahun was friends with the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, 53  and was certainly 

inspired by Lacan.  His notion of the mirror phase is evident in Cahun’s work.  The mirror phase, is 

when a young child ‘through the mirror image, embarks on the beginning of the construction of an 

independent self.’54  Unlike Lacan however, who sees this mirror identification as a misrecognition of 

the self, Cahun uses the mirror to reflect the multiplicity within their identity.55  In ‘Photomontage’ 

(Fig. 3) by Cahun and Moore from 1929-1930, there is a depiction of a hand mirror where a partially-

obscured photo of Cahun is seen, addressing the viewer with eye contact.  It is unknown who is 

holding the mirror itself, as Cahun’s positioning suggests that they are further away from the mirror.  

This can be seen as an allusion to their partner Moore’s collaboration and participation in the piece.  

The eye at the bottom of the frame also reflects an image of Cahun’s face; the viewer reflects, is this 

Moore’s eye looking at Cahun, is it the viewer’s eye, or is it Cahun’s eye reflecting upon their own 

mirrored image?  The work is riddled with themes of self-identity and perception.  The photographic 

medium is also a mirrored image.  In a camera, mirrors are inserted to reflect light and the image onto 

light-sensitive film.  Both mirrors and photographic film are also coated in similar chemical substances 

to produce reflection and capture an image. 56   Doy argues that Cahun used the camera as a mirroring 

device whose images, through the printing process of the photographic negative, reflected the ‘true’ 

reflection seen by the viewer.57    

During the Surrealist time period, photography was ranked highly among the various mediums 

that were deployed by artists.  Founder André Breton describes the camera as a ‘blind instrument’… 

this very ‘blindness’ which enables it without prejudice, embellishment and, most importantly, artistry, 

to faithfully record all that comes within its frame.’58  In the late 1920s Salvador Dali, another 

 
53 Doy, p. 62. 

54 Ibid, p. 18-19. 

55 Ibid. 

56 Ibid, p. 58. 

57 Ibid, p. 19. 

58 Walker, p. 10. 
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renowned surrealist expressed ‘Nothing proves the truth of surrealism so much as photography.’59  

Ironically, Cahun manipulated their photographs to record artistry through disguises and manipulation 

of gender. A camera records images without judgment or hesitation, but the images created by Cahun 

and Moore meant to record the ‘real’ that was felt within, rather than the literal, physical ‘reality.’  

Claude and Moore deranged the ‘truth’ of a photograph by using disguises, mirrors, and masks to 

distort the ‘reality’ in their images. 

Cahun hyper-fixates on their self-image to explore their identity, but at the end of the 19th 

century, women were being criticized for their interest in their self- image.  In 1889, British journalist 

Lynn Linton described women as living in front of her mirror, and creating their existence before their 

‘glass’ in the popular journal Modern Women from the mid 19th century.60  Women were expected to 

cultivate their appearance to facilitate the male gaze, and this required the use of a mirror.61  However, 

I argue that when an artist uses a mirror or their reflection to their own advantage they were taking 

agency over their own image.  Doy states that ‘The mirror is a tool for the woman image-maker.’62  

Cahun, although they did not identify as a ‘woman,’ certainly took the mirror as well as photography 

into their own hands as a contradiction to the misogynistic male Surrealists artists of their time.  Bower 

asserts that Cahun ‘challenged the surrealist conception of “woman” by featuring themself as the 

primary subject in their work.’63  Whilst male Surrealist artists used the image of ‘woman’ as an object 

of desire, Cahun refused to adhere to this format and equally refused to adhere to the category of 

‘woman,’ as understood by the Surrealists.  François Leperlier explains Cahun’s desire for their book 

to interact with other people in Cahun’s social sphere even though the book essentially focuses on 

themselves to the point of narcissism.64   

Cahun uses mirrors and photography to reflect the multiplicity in their identity and their self-

exploration.  Cahun relates to Narcissus and writes, ‘the myth of Narcissus is everywhere. It haunts 

us… For the invention of polished metal derives from a clear narcissian etymology.’65  Cahun’s book 

is unapologetically narcissistic as they attempt to traverse through layers of identity.  Cahun’s fixation 

on their own mirrored image and ‘doubled’ self is explicitly stated in Chapter II of Aveux non Avenus 

 
59 Michael Raeburn, ed., Salvador Dali: The Early Years (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994) p.227. 

60 Doy, p. 56-57. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Bower, p.3. 

64 François Leperlier, “Afterword,” Disavowals or Cancelled Confessions, by Claude Cahun, trans. Susan De Muth (London: 
Tate, 2007) p. 207. 

65 Cahun, Disavowals, p. 32. 
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which is titled, ‘II Myself (For want of anything better) The siren is beguiled by her own voice.’66  The 

psychoanalytic writer and translator, Harry Tucker, connects Rank’s notion of ‘the doppelganger’ to 

Freud’s theory of narcissism.67  Tucker explains, ‘Narcissus’ legend, associated with the sight of the 

double, should have been masked especially by the theme of self-love.’68  Doy argues that alongside 

Freud’s connection of the double with ‘mirrors, shadows, guardian spirits and so on.  We could also 

add the mask to this list… as a ‘doubling’ of Cahun’s face.’69  Cahun’s obsession with doubling and 

mirrors also relates to their struggles with the gender binary of male and female.  They exist beyond 

the binary of two genders, and Cahun yearns to express their individual identity outside of the 

constraints of the binary.  Cahun explores and performs their gender identity through narcissistic 

practices like mirrors and photography.  In Undoing Gender, Butler explains, ‘One does not ‘do’ one’s 

gender alone.  One is always ‘doing’ with or for another, even if the other is only imaginary.’70  Cahun’s 

gender identity journey is remembered from the photographs and writing they left behind.  In this 

way, Cahun was performing their gender for an audience as well as for themself.  They wanted their 

gender performance to be recorded. 

 

Conclusion  

 

In conclusion, Claude Cahun’s work rejected the Surrealist conceptions of gender and wielded 

Surrealist artistic methods to convey their true gender expression.  Cahun utilized  the Surrealist 

technique ‘stream of conscious writing’ to map out their innermost thoughts, feelings, and desires.  

Their photography also played with the idea of truth and authenticity, which contradicted the 

Surrealists’ purpose for the photographic medium.  Using props such as mirrors and masks in their 

photography, Cahun conveys their struggles with the gender binary and reveals the duplicity in their 

gender identity. 

Although they could not safely express their gender identity fully in public, Cahun could express 

their identity artistically.  Cahun takes agency over their own image with their photography, and with 

their partner Marcel Moore they create their own truth.  Their photographs perform masculinity and 

 
66 Ibid, p. 21. 

67 Otto Rank, ‘Introduction’ in Double: A Psychoanalytic Study, Tucker, Harry, trans. (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1971) p. 2. 

68 Otto Rank, ‘Chapter 5’, in Double: A Psychoanalytic Study, Tucker, Harry, trans. (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1971) p. 1. 

69 Doy, p. 44. 

70 Butler, Undoing Gender, p. 1. 
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femininity together in one image, and Butler’s theory of gender as performance is helpful when 

analyzing their work.  However, the gender that is being performed within the artwork is not one of 

society’s making.  Cahun exists outside of the gender binary of male and female; Cahun and Moore 

develop their own representation of a ‘neuter’ gender to which Cahun refers in Aveux non Avenus.   

Cahun’s work is fundamental to the understanding of French Surrealism and their ideas about 

gender, as well as nonconforming gender expression of the early 20 th century.  Even though Cahun 

was never fully accepted by the male Surrealists, their subversive writing and photography gives us 

insight into the gender norms of the time. Cahun’s work is historically significant and unapologetically 

authentic, which makes them a prominent and indispensable artist in history. 

 

Images 

 

Fig 1. Claude Cahun, Marcel Moore, “Autoportrait” in Leperlier, François, Claude Cahun: Photo 

Poche, (Verona: Actes Sud, 2011) p. 14. 
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Fig 2. Claude Cahun, “Self-Portrait with Masks on Cloak” in Doy, Gen, Claude Cahun: A 

Sensual Politics of Photography, (London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2007) p. 41. 
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Fig 3. Claude Cahun, Marcel Moore, “Photomontage (Cahun et Moore)” in Leperlier, 

François, Claude Cahun: Photo Poche, (Verona: Actes Sud, 2011) p. 32. 
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Commentary 

 

By Paridhi Gupta 

 

In the paper, ‘The Gendered Portraits and Writing of Claude Cahun’, the author uses primarily 

an art history analytical lens to look at selected photographs produced by Claude Cahun. Cahun’s 

exclusion from the French surrealist art world as a woman, is posed alongside their performativity as 

a gender-non-conforming person, visible also in their productions. The photographs are seen as 

intrinsic sights of these performances by Cahun as they are their self-portraits. The author analyses 

the content of these images by historical contextualisation of the props, and symbols used by Cahun 

within the photographs. The central concept for the author to understand these is Butler’s framework 

of gender performativity.  

While Butler’s idea of gender performed through a repetitive stylization is used here, the author 

also brings in concepts from psychoanalysis to situate Cahun’s photograph and writing in their 

historical concept. This paper is thus, an interdisciplinary attempt to locate Cahun as a gender non-

conforming surrealist of their period. It furthermore tries to correct the mis-gendering of Cahun 

within academia through semiotic dislocation from the gender binary pronouns. Therefore, the paper 

would have also benefitted from a deeper engagement with queer theorists beyond Butler.  It 

nevertheless, open us possibility of re-reading of artworks as mechanisms to address past exclusions, 

such as from the art world, and academia in this case. 


