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By Aimee Miller

Walking into the Threesome art show I felt 
somewhat embarrassed as I realised in all 
my 20 years of  being on this earth, I had 

never stared at a vagina directly. I can safely say I have 
now.  Standing higher than my 5ft 2in self  and wider 
than my little arms could stretch, the nude painting 
of  cabaret performer Ursula Martinez spread eagled 
against a mirror, looking down into the reflection of  
her vulva caught me off guard. What did I expect from 
an art show titled Threesome – An Exploration into 
the Female Gaze? Paintings of  frilly girls doing each 
other’s makeup? No, I came here to see some badass 
women and a lot of  queer art. And here it was, staring 
blatantly in my face; pink, natural and ever so female. 

Opening on January 11 2018 at New Art Project, 
London, the exhibition has already received praise from 
magazines such as Diva, Bust and Studio International. 
Threesome is an exhibition in which three queer artists – 
Roxana Halls, Sadie Lee and Sarah Jane Moon - paint 
portraits of  one another alongside self-portraits. In 
addition to this, they have each created a fourth piece: 
a nude of  Ursula Martinez. Running alongside is the 
photography exhibition 3X3, which shows nine queer 
photographers questioning their own gaze. 

Curator Anna McNay helped develop Threesome, 
explaining at the start of  the event that any eroticism 
you see in the titles of  the work and the art itself  is 
intended: “We all just want to make people question 
how they look at themselves and others; to what extent 
they objectify women, to what extent this is okay,” 
McNay said. 

After the show I sat down with the artists to find out 
why they chose their methods of  design, the thoughts 
behind the paintings and why they targeted the 
female gaze. 

It Takes
Three...

We meet the artists behind the
eye opening exhibition 
Threesome: An Exploration 
into the Female Gaze
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One of  the three portaits 
painted by Roxanna Halls. 
She works with theatrical 

staging, following a 
narrative, using mannequins 
in her work. For this project 

she chose to examine 
the relationship between 
male film directors and 

representations of  lesbians.
Credit: Roxanna Halls
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One of  the three portraits painted 
by Sadie Lee. Her artwork references 

Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus from 1510. 
She turns her back to the spectator to 
make a much more powerful impact.

Credit: Sadie Lee
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One of  the three portraits painted 
by Sarah Jane Moon. She places 

tools of  production into the  hands 
of  the subjects to redirect the gaze 
and have the objectified return the 
stare, while pointing to something 

that expressed their collective 
ability to create, picture and 

author images.
Credit: Sarah Jane Moon
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One of  the three nude portraits 
painted by Roxanna Halls. Again 
shes used the same colour pallet 

and based her painting off a 
promotional advert she saw of  
Martinez holding a show box 

against her crotch.
Credit: Roxanna Halls
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Plan in Action
Following an all-female exhibition 

Moon curated at the Menier Gallery two 
years ago, in which 12 artists showcased 
their work in a non-sequential narrative, 
she was struck with inspiration to 
create a show that was more politically 
in line with what she saw her work as 
addressing: the Queer. 

She contacted Lee and Halls whose 
artwork matched her own- all being 
queer, figurative painters- and got 
together in a pub to figure out the finer 
details, a “one-pint decision” Lee joked.

Together, they decided to create an 
experience that had a clear identity with 
work created in response to the theme 
of  the female gaze and nude, wanting 
to produce all new work for the show. 
“For a long time we were talking about 
this hypothetical show, hypothetical 
images, and it was much more about the 
concept,” Lee said.

The female gaze is a concept that was 
created in response to the term ‘male 
gaze’, but alternatively looks at the way 
women view other women. The show 
deals with the theme of  taking power 
away from the viewer, and giving said 
power to the painting.

Halls added: “The question about the 
nude, and what it would mean to paint 
a nude, as a woman who identifies as a 
lesbian, was something I’d been mulling 
over. None of  us had painted that many 
nudes, certainly not women in states of  
undress. I’d painted male nudes before, 
but the question of  the female nude was 
one that we were all puzzling over.” 

Lee felt that the subject of  the female 
nude has been a prevalent theme 
throughout history, believing that a nude 
is generally a faceless, nameless series 
of  shapes that form a nude woman that 
people can look at, enjoy and consume. 

 “What we were doing here was 
very much a portrait of  someone who 
has a sense of  their own identity and 
autonomy, and that’s 
very different from just 
some decorative female 
shape that’s there just 
to be adored, exploited 
and appreciated for her 
idealised form.”

Moon agrees that 
this project is also 
about making a space 
to investigate the 
female gaze. Part of  the problem with 
defining the female gaze is that there 
hasn’t been enough female representation 
generally, or queer female representation 
specifically. “Culture is saturated with 

male voices and male paintbrushes, 
images by men, that reference the world 
from a male standpoint. We all wanted 
to open up space to see what might 
happen,” said Moon. 

A Timely Exhibition 
Last year was the 50th anniversary of  

the Wolfenden Report and the partial 
decriminalisation of  homosexuality, 

which inspired many 
exhibitions across the 
country. However, 
the report referred to 
male homosexuality 
which seemed to be the 
inspiration behind the 
events. “We wanted to 
add lesbians to the story 
that had been told of  
gay men last year. Gay 

art and queer art is so often androcentric 
[male orientated],” McNay said. 

The exhibit follows on from Tate’s 
Queer British Art show which cuts off at 
1967.  “It was also important to bring 

women into the limelight, as many of  
these demi-centenary shows focused on 
male artists, as of  course the anniversary 
related to male homosexuality,” McNay 
said. Moon added that they wanted to 
add a female and lesbian-centric theme 
to the exhibitions already showing. 

The artists felt it was important to 
bring a contemporary offering to this 
discourse through the medium of  
painting, something more traditional and 
part of  the canon of  art history. 

Sexuality in Work 
Slowly walking from white room to 

white room, you can clearly see the 
contrast in each artist’s work. From 
Halls’s neon cinematic portraits, to 
Lee’s sexualised ones you can see the 
artists own interpretations of  the theme. 
Yet each piece has a warm sensual 
familiarity, and their sexuality is prevalent 
in their work. 

“That was something we were really 
aware of  – the commonality of  all being 
women, painters and lesbians. Thinking 

 “Culture is 
saturated with 

male voices 
and male 

paintbrushes."

One of  three nude potraits 
painted by Sarah Jane 

Moon. Moon had not met 
Martinez before and wanted 
to paint the performer in a 

confident pose that reflected 
Martinez's onstage creative 
ability. Credit: Sarah Jane Moon

| CULTURE | it takes three...

18



 |         |     KI   I  K

about my portraits particularly, they’re 
queer and they’re feminist and they’re 
lesbian, but I’m not sure how that comes 
across. I don’t think I heightened that 
specifically for the show. I was just aiming 
to make a portrait of  us all,” Moon said. 

“I heightened it! I was all about the 
sex!” Lee shouted across Moon, “We’re 
all painters, but the thing that I felt was 
really cool was that we all identify as 
lesbians and I really wanted that to be 
clear in the work.” 

When asked about the female gaze, 
Moon argued that it is more than just an 
opposition to the male gaze, it instead 
embodies empathy with 

the viewer. 
Halls added: “Do we want to ask 

ourselves: ‘Are we looking like men?’ I’m 
not [a man], and so I’m not. We’re so 
steeped in existing material. I know that 
we remake what we find and hopefully 
find something true in there and the fact 
that we love and respect women, that we 
adore women, is there in the work that 
we make.” 

Ursula Martinez
Alongside their collection of  three 

portraits, each artist also produced 
a nude of  cabaret performer Ursula 
Martinez. Before the production 
they discussed how they had either 
not painted a nude before, or felt 
uncomfortable about it, as if  they 

somehow were not licensed to. Yet, as 
women painters, in a figurative tradition 
which celebrates the nude, they wanted 
to pick up that baton and celebrate nude 
art from their own female perspective. 
To interrogate this tradition of  the male 
gaze at the female nude, they wanted to 
take a female gaze, and not just that, but 
a queer female gaze, at a female nude. 

Lee said: “Ursula 
uses her body in 
her art a lot. She 
puts herself  in a 
position that could 
be vulnerable, but 
she’s in control. It’s 
really interesting that 
she uses the audience 
and maintains that 
control. It provokes 
a lot of  thought, it’s 
very challenging and 
really very brave.”

All three women painted Martinez in 
powerful poses, in which Martinez is in 
charge of  the viewer’s gaze.

 “I’ve emphasised the things that I 
appreciate in women – that confidence 
and self-assurance – and I’ve emphasised 
your [Martinez’s] muscular tone. To me, 
all of  that’s quite sexy,” Moon said. 

Halls said that Martinez came across 
as being “incredibly self-possessed and 
attractive. In your performances, you 
have enormous sexual power, and I 

 “The fact that we 
love and respect 
women, that we 
adore women, is 
there in the work 

that we make."

wanted to get that to come across.”

The Female Gaze and Myself
As I left the studio, into the cold 

night air, I did not speak. Thoughts 
were running through my mind. The 
bright neon colours flashing every time 
I blinked. It took my two-hour train 
ride home to fully collect my thoughts. 

Even now I am still 
finding new meanings 
to the artwork. I 
took away from this 
show that the art 
was made for the 
artists, not the viewer, 
yet they invited the 
audience to share 
the experience. 
Their intention 
was to explore and 
paint female beauty 
without objectifying 

it. It got me thinking, if  a man created 
this exhibition, would it have the same 
impact? I questioned why it had to 
be three queer women who needed 
to address this topic. I felt Martinez 
summed it up well: “Look, if  three 
straight white men had come to me and 
said: ‘We want to do a project and we 
want to paint you naked’, I would have 
absolutely said ‘no’, because I wouldn’t 
have understood the intention, it 
wouldn’t have made any sense to me.” 

One of  the three nude portraits 
painted by Sadie Lee. Lee saw a 

performance of  Martinez singing 
a cover of  'Guantanamera', with 

the lyrics changed to 'Wank-On-A-
Mirror'. This performance became 

her inspiration for the portrait.
Credit: Sadie Lee
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