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The Androgynous Component in Man Ray’s Portraits 

 

Brief Introduction 

Born in Philadelphia, on August 27, 1890, Emmanuel Radnitzky, son of Minya and Melach, 

grew up to become one of the more important artists of the 20Th Century.  In 1908 he 

graduated from high school, in 1910 he started attending classes at the National Academy of 

Design, in 1911 he also attended the Art Students League. His family changed its name to 

Ray in 1912, a common practice among immigrants, he started to sign Man Ray. In the same 

year he enrolled in evening art classes at the Francisco Ferrer Center, the leading anarchist 

center in New York City, place for political radicals. It was also called the Modern School. 

The place was a forum of discussions about socialism, birth control, free love, Cubism, 

Futurism, psychoanalysis, feminism and anarchism (Baker, Dickens, Foresta and Klein). 

In 1915 Man Ray was introduced to Duchamp. That friendship would influence both 

artists for the rest of their lives. Like Duchamp, Man Ray knew the importance of what he 

was doing, pushing barriers, erasing limits and moving forward intellectually. Man Ray was 

very fond of painting, but his success as a photographer allowed him to explore his ideas 

without attachment to any kind of predetermined structure specific to the medium. He saw no 

barriers while working with photography. Arturo Schwarz describes a situation when, in 

1922, Stieglitz circulated the inquiry “Can a photograph have the significance of Art?“. 

Duchamp wrote in reply, “I would like to see it make people despise painting until something 

else will make photography unbearable“ (New York Dada: Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia 14). 



The way Man Ray dealt with photography as a medium indicates that he would agree with 

the statement of his friend,  he “ was an artist unconstrained by rules who considered the 

medium in which he worked a mere convenience in the service of his ideas” (Ware qtd. in 

L’Ecotais and Sayag 17). 

 

Androgyny  

The androgynous component in Man Ray’s portraits is important because it signifies – in 

most of the pictures in which that element is more apparent – not only the conflict between 

genders in constant dispute for power.  In a subtle stroke, it precisely conveys the character of 

the person depicted in the images by, with some exceptions, neutralizing manifestations of 

masculinity in men and femininity in women.  When the androgynous aspect is apparent in 

Man Ray’s pictures, it is used as a tool to reach not objectivity - for that word would probably 

hurt his ears - but clarity in a sense it addresses the elements the artist puts in question, it also 

allows the Kantian “free play of powers of representation“.  By neutralizing, or even 

inverting gender roles Man Ray left space for important elements he wanted to play with.  

He often made use of technical resources such as solarization, in which the print was 

exposed to light during its development – in this case, the tones would appear reversed, the 

dark areas would be flooded with light and the light areas would appear dark. This technique 

allowed Man Ray to clean areas around the subjects, frequently blending similar tonalities in 

the print, making it more even, soft and calling attention mainly to the subject and to the 

composition. In one of his pictures of Lee Miller (see Fig. 1. L’Ecotais and Sayag 126) we 

see her profile, the solarization manages to outline it giving her strong features, a well 

pronounced neck, a prominent lower jaw and a strong nose. The tonalities of her hair blend 



with the highlights and push all attention to her face that bears a fierce look, which in 

addition to the dark outlines give her figure a masculine inspiration.  

Man Ray also used composition as a technical resource to invert the gender role: In an 

untitled portrait of 1931 (see Fig.2. L’Ecotais and Sayag 143), a woman poses naked but her 

arms are holding her head in a very particular way, they cross each other while her contracted 

muscles give strength to her feature and symbolically detach her head from the rest of her 

naked body. The masculinity seen in her defined muscles separates her head from her body 

that lays down exposing all her femininity.  

Another practical decision relating to his portraits was the fact that “most of his sitters 

were photographed some distance from the subject and then enlarged, a technique that 

enabled him to achieve a softness and idealization” (Foresta 6). By copying and reframing the 

area he would chose to be enlarged, he was freely manipulating the content of the photograph. 

There wasn’t the “decisive moment” Cartier-Bresson would later formulate, for Man Ray, it 

was a continuous process of creation from the choices he made in the studio, while adjusting 

the light and composing the scene, passing through the processing techniques he elected for 

the print to finally reframing and making the final composition of the photograph. Thought 

was in constant movement during his whole artistic process and never stopped to play with 

all ideas that could be expressed. The duality created by the androgynous component would 

put everything in motion sometimes in a circular trajectory of thought, but often extrapolating 

the plane of mere representation.  

Man Ray, in advance of the surrealists “understood the creative power of photography. 

Its inherent recording function – its apparent attachment to reality – had immediately 

triggered an acute awareness of the unrealness contained within reality itself“ (Lévy 148). As 



Man Ray wrote, “If desire is strong enough, it will find a way. In other words, inspiration, not 

information, is the force behind all creative acts“ (Martin and Ray 129).  His portraits of men 

were less explicitly androgynous, and sometimes this element wasn’t present at all. The 

portrait of Yves Tanguy, (see Fig. 3. L’Ecotais and Sayag 83) didn’t have the softness one 

might find in other pictures, but had something very unusual for Man Ray’s portraits of 

artists, his face holds a small smile, a delicate expression of joy, which breaks the expectation 

for a masculine confrontation conveyed by a tense appearance. That does not occur with 

Salvador Dalí’s portrait (see Fig. 4.L’Ecotais and Sayag 88). Dalí is shown with a serious 

expression, but the portrait is taken in very low light what gives a general softness to the 

image, blending the possible strong masculine features with shadows. Dalí’s young age also 

contributes to a more feminine look. If it weren’t for his thin signature mustache one could 

have mistaken him for a young woman wearing a suit, what would not be uncommon for a 

Man Ray’s photograph. There is a very pronounced sense of beauty in this portrait and it 

emanates from the conflict generated by feminine and masculine components on the figure of 

Dalí.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Lee Miller, 1929 Fig. 2. Untitled [Natasha], 
1931 

   Fig. 3. Yves Tanguy, 1936 Fig. 4. Salvador Dalí, 1929 



In the portrait of Tristan Tzara (see Fig. 5. L’Ecotais and Sayag 119), the 

androgynous elements are separated. There is the image of a woman with her naked torso 

applied to the scene as a background, as wallpaper, while Tzara sits at the top of some sort of 

balcony holding a cigarette in his right hand and having a hatchet hanging by his head. The 

image of the woman is out of scale, it is bigger in comparison to the small figure of Tzara. 

Her face is blurred by shadows, while his head faces the camera. The hatchet gives the idea 

of his head being separated from the rest of his body while the breasts of the woman could be 

clearly seen. Masculine and feminine elements are in a circular play in this image. That kind 

of play in Man Ray’s photographs was very attractive to Dadaist and later Surrealists.   

In the case of the portrait of André Breton, (see Fig.6. L’Ecotais and Sayag 121), the 

writer has a serious semblance, but we see only his profile, slightly tilted. The print is 

solarized and have a general softness, calling attention to Breton’s face. In this case, it is hard 

to find conflicting elements outside the highlights and shadows. But to Man Ray, solarization 

was also a technique used to obtain a striking effect “suggesting a materialization of a 

person’s aura. The fact that Man Ray photographed and then solarized the most important 

artists of the day (Picasso, Braque, Duchamp, Breton, Max Ernst) reinforced the theory that 

some artists are geniuses who possess a special aura” (L’Ecotais and Sayag 125). Breton said 

that “Cubism was a school of painting, futurism a political movement: DADA is a state of 

mind” (Baker, Dickens, Foresta and Klein 7). Man Ray’s portraits of artists sometimes 

conveyed that specific state of mind. He wasn’t radical in terms of being Dada, or engaging 

in a given manifesto, but he was radical and quite rebellious while engaging in art in a more 

broad sense and “it was his uncompromising individualism and aesthetic anarchism that 

made him most welcome to his fellow Dadaists” (Foresta 5).  Man Ray was attracted to the 



fact that Dada was the expression of liberation from all political and artistic convention and 

conformism (Nauman). André Breton also wrote about Man Ray in 1927 stating that  “far 

from entrusting himself to photography’s avowed aims and making use, after the event, of the 

common ground of representation that is proposed, Man Ray has applied himself vigorously 

to the task of stripping it of its positive nature, of forcing it to abandon its arrogant air and 

pretentious claims. “ (Breton qtd. In Heiting 15).  

 

Fig. 5. Tristan Tzara, 1921                   Fig. 6. André Breton, circa 1930 
 

Images of Strong Women 

There are very interesting portraits of women made by Man Ray that might illustrate the use 

of the androgynous component. More than the pictures themselves, those women were 

notable for their strong characters. Titaÿna, née Élisabeth Sauvy, was a well known French 

journalist. In this picture (see Fig.7. L’Ecotais and Sayag 29)  she is holding the head of 

Buddha between her hands as if it were her own.  Her own head rests almost in the same axis 

of the statue’s, the pose gives an impression of a double headed figure. Titaÿna’s stare is 

fierce and decisive, communicating an idea of power.   

Suzy Solidor, a French actress and singer, was openly gay at a time that it wasn’t 



common. She posed for the great artists of her time, including Pablo Picasso, Francis Picabia 

and Georges Braque. In the portraits made by Man Ray (see Fig.8. L’Ecotais and Sayag 105), 

she looks very masculine, her strong hands cover her breasts and her nude torso has well 

pronounced lines made by the hard light. That technical resource brings about more definition 

to her muscles almost as if Man Ray wanted to draw masculine forms upon her body.  

The artist Meret Oppenheim appears in the series Érotique Voile (see Fig.9. L’Ecotais 

and Sayag 173). She is naked standing in front of a dressed man who has his head down 

while he cleans her hands in a respectful act. The highlights of the image are over her body, 

the rest of the scene lies in a darker tone. The shadows hide her breasts and her sex, placing 

the conflict of gender within her figure, not in the scene. The picture is very complex, there is 

no confrontation between man and woman, actually there is reverence on behalf of the man, 

he empowers the undressed figure in front of him as if she were a queen. The tension lies 

between the shadows and the highlights on Meret’s body, she is at the same time the 

androgynous element and the luminous and powerful being in the scene, as if all elements 

and ideas that are at play had to pass through her figure in a gesture of purification.   

 

Duchamp and History 

Fig. 7. Titaÿna, 1928 Fig. 8. Suzy Solidor, 1929 Fig. 9. Érotique Voilée, 1933 



The most influential figure in the work of Man Ray was probably Marcel Duchamp. He 

appears in several of Man Ray’s pictures, often playing chess casually and in a series of 

experimental portraits such as one where the photographer uses distortions to stretch the head 

of Duchamp (see Fig.10. L’Ecotais and Sayag 236).  There is also the portrait of Rrose 

Sélavy, 1921 (see Fig.11. Foresta 38), where Duchamp is dressed as a woman. In this portrait 

there are several elements at play. Although dressed as a woman, Duchamp still conveys the 

masculinity as a hard light is shed upon his chin revealing details of his skin. The feminine 

element is on his clothes, it is external to his appearance. He is wearing a wig and eyeliner 

(although it is not clear if it was an effect made during the processing of the print), but has a 

serious look, less joyful and playful than in any other portrait of him made by Man Ray. It 

shows that to Duchamp performing as Rrose Sélavy was a serious matter, as if his work was 

being represented instead of himself. Here the androgyny is what sets the game in movement. 

The association goes to Duchamp, then to Rrose, and the conflict between those two points 

out to the essence of the work - something very abstract and outside the world of 

representation- both in Man Ray’s picture and in Duchamp’s work. This portrait was used by 

Marcel Duchamp in  “Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette“, an assisted readymade of a Rigaud 

perfume bottle with the picture being showed on the upper part of the label (Gross 35). 

 

Fig. 10. Marcel Duchamp,  Distorsion, 1925 Fig. 11. Rrose Sélavy, 1921 



 

Conclusion 

The portraits that are here under the present analysis were taken between the 1920’s until the 

second half of the 1930’s.  Man Ray went to Paris in 1921, after the First World War, in a 

moment where Europe was being rebuild and politically reformulated. The Great War had 

been the outcome of a decadent system: “On December 28, 1918, Count Harry Kessler, the 

liberal aristocrat, patron of avant-garde art, and observer of the international political and 

cultural scene, beheld the recently plundered royal apartments in Berlin. Germany had 

capitulated seven weeks before; (…) To Kessler, the costly but tasteless objects now in ruins 

and scattered about the palace were a symbol of the decadence and irresponsibility of the 

regime which had made the war and which had just perished. ” (Shapiro 173).  Kessler 

thought the war was the responsibility of people who lived in “this kitsch-filled, narrow-

minded world of appearances“(Shapiro 173), where the “Bourgeois meals reached such 

proportions that an intermission had to be introduced in the form of a sherbet course between 

the two fowl dishes. The untaxed rich lived in shameless luxury and systematically brutalized 

le peuple with venal journalism, inspiring promises of progress and expanding empire, and 

cheap absinthe.”(Shattuck, 3-4).  

Man Ray established himself in Paris in a moment were art had to find its way after 

years of carnage and nonsense violence. In this context his association with Dadaists – that 

had begun in New York, before his departure to Paris -  and Surrealists was almost natural 

given his inclinations towards breaking paradigms and constantly innovating his language: 

“The history of every art form shows critical epochs in which could be fully obtained only 

with a changed technical standard, that is to say, in a new art form. The extravagances and 



crudities of art which thus appear, particularly in the so-called decadent epochs, actually arise 

from the nucleus of its richest historical energies. In recent years, such barbarisms were 

abundant in Dadaism. (…) What they intended and achieved was a relentless destruction of 

the aura of their creations, which they branded as reproductions with the very means of 

production. (…) In the decline of middle-class society, contemplation became a school for 

asocial behavior; it was countered by distraction as a variant of social conduct. Dadaistic 

activities actually assured a rather vehement distraction by making works of art the center of 

scandal. One requirement was foremost: to outrage the public” (Walter Benjamin qt in Cahn 

337).  

Man Ray kept himself curious until the end of his life, he wrote that “Looking back, I 

cannot help admiring the diversity of my curiosity, and of my inventiveness. I was really 

another Leonardo da Vinci. My interests embraced, besides painting, human anatomy, both 

male and female; ballistics and mechanics in general”(Ray 6). The androgynous component 

was not always present in his work, but was a recurrent element in his pictures. It is more 

apparent in portraits of women, occurring less frequently with men. It is not an irrelevant 

element because it gives movement to what is being represented in the image, or even, if one 

takes Man Ray’s notion of art, what is not being represented, but what really is - in an 

existential interpretation. Art was really his life and he didn’t hide his disposition of playing, 

creating intellectual conflicts and confrontation with his work. One of his dealers once noted 

that Man Ray was playful in confusing precise information on so many aspects of his life and 

work and was pleased to tell one fact about a particular situation to a visitor in the morning 

and something else to a visitor in the afternoon” (Heiting 4). 
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