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Fig. 1 Ida Thoresen, Nirvana, 1920.  
Photo private collection.



An installation shot from from the Association for 
Swedish Women Artists’ exhibition a in Copenhagen 
in 1920 is representative of Ida Thoresen’s (1863–
1937) body of work. At the back there are portraits 

– Thoresen was continuously commissioned to portray 
friends and dignitaries, politicians and intellectu-
als. In the foreground are her nudes, the focus of this 
chapter. The sculpture in the middle, entitled Nirvana 
(Fig. 1), is of a young seated female figure. Her marble 
body is so life-like, it feels like her toes might recoil 
from a tickle, or her cheek blush should we look just 
a moment too long at her soft, alluring body. In a way, 
Thoresen’s art is conformist, dabbling in nudes, por-
traits, mythology and a realist expression. The differ-
ence is only that it was a woman who created this sen-
suous female figure, at a time and place when women’s 
desire was very much repressed, yet it seems to have 
stayed under the radar, while being exhibited in broad 
daylight. This chapter deals with one of art history’s 
best-known secrets: female longing for female figures. 

THE FEMALE ARTIST’S TOUCH

Ida Thoresen trained as an artist in Gothenburg, in the 
studio of a sculptor named Edward Brambeck (1843–
1919). From 1895 she spent the better part of five years 
in Paris, training at Académie Julian, exhibiting and 
networking. No doubt Ida Thoresen was well versed 
in the ideas and debates which influenced the interna-
tional art scene towards the turn of the century: the 
fad for Egypt, mythology, symbolism, impressionism, 
realism. Exactly what inspired her or preoccupied her 
thoughts we shall never know fully. However, a draw-
ing from the 1930s seems to contain all the things close 
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to Thoresen’s heart: sculpture, music, dogs, and the 
creator of the drawing, Elisabeth. In the little drawing 
Thoresen exudes confidence as she leans back, playing 
her guitar seated next to a piano. Presumably relax-
ing after a day in the studio. Thoresen had allegedly 
trained as a singer in Italy and Germany as a young 
woman, before giving up music in favour of fine art.1 
Whilst music is portrayed as her pastime, her profes-
sional life frames the image. Her dirty sculptor smock 
hangs on the back wall and a bust of Mamette (1898), 

Fig. 2 Ida Thoresen, Mamette, plaster, exhibited  
at the Salon National de la Société des Beaux Arts  
in 1898. Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.
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a peasant woman from Bretagne, is placed high up on a 
pedestal to the right. (Fig. 2, Fig. 3) Next to the artist is a 
little black dog. Throughout her life, Thoresen is photo-
graphed with four-legged friends, mostly Jack Russells, 
at her home and when travelling.2 Finally, there is 
the signature of Elisabeth Barnekow (1874–1942) her 
friend, life-long partner and collaborator. Beginning in 
the 1890s, the pair frequently travelled across Europe, 
worked together, networked, and shared a home until 
Thoresen’s death in 1937.3 

Thoresen was described by contemporary crit-
ics as a gifted artist.4 She was also financially secure, 
having inherited part of her industrialist father’s 
estate. Thus, as an artist she never had to work for her 
income yet understood the importance of profession-
ally striving for her legacy as an artist. She came to be a 
powerful player on the Swedish art scene as one of the 
leading figures of the Association for Swedish Women 
Artists (Föreningen Svenska konstnärinnor). Thoresen 
and Barnekow were involved from the very start in 1911, 
together with the chairperson Ida von Schultzenheim 
(1859–1940).5 In starting the organisation they built on 
the model of sister chapters across Europe, most nota-
bly in Paris where they had all spent formative years 
and were familiar with the contemporary debates and 
success of the French organisation for women artists.6 
The main objective was to give equal opportunities to 
women artists to exhibit their art, and Thoresen and 
Barnekow worked as exhibition organisers securing 
venues, exposure and the participation of their female 
colleagues in Sweden and abroad.7 Long before she 
chose her path and destiny as an artist and women’s 
rights campaigner, Thoresen seems to have had a rebel-
lious streak. Her personality comes across as brave and 
single-minded. In 1890, newspapers across Sweden 
reported on how a young, eccentric Miss Thoresen 
had been fined 300 SEK (approximately €2 000 in 
current value),8 because she had recklessly obstructed 
the national railways by lying down on the tracks.9 The 
reason, as she declared in court, was a bet over whether 
it was possible to lay down between the railway tracks 
and survive when a train passed over her.10 

It is tempting to dig into the private life of 
Thoresen and her relationship with Barnekow. Their 
private correspondence discloses their love and long-
ing, even though wordings such as embrace, love and 
kiss may have had a different connotation at the turn 
of the century. But any real details of their relation-
ship remains speculation. Literary scholar Sharon 
Marcus suggests that instead of trying to pry into the 
bedrooms of historical figures we should look at the 
context.11 Although female homosexuality was less 
contested than male homosexuality, Sweden was one 
of only a few countries to introduce legislation spe-
cifically aimed at female homosexuality (in 1864).12 
It remained illegal to have same-sex intercourse in 
Sweden until 1944, and it was classified as a medical 
condition until 1979. Still, the topic of homosexuality 
and sexual rights was debated during Thoresen and 
Barnekow’s lifetimes. Thoresen’s contemporary and 
friend Frida Stéenhoff kept repeating the naturalness 

Fig. 3 Drawing by Elisabeth Barnekow representing 
Ida Thoresen. Not located. 262Sculpture and the Female GazeSculpture and the Female Gaze



of same-sex love, shocking her friend and mentor 
Ellen Key, who propagated free love over arranged 
marriage, but strictly within a heterosexual frame-
work.13 In a feature article for the broadsheet Svenska 
Dagbladet in 1931, they are presented as inseparable 
at work, in private and on their many travels across 
Europe. The journalist describes their forty-year 
companionship, how they have shared a home and 
how their adjoint but separate studios have been a 
meeting-place for artists, friends and intellectuals.14 
Marcus describes the so-called female marriage in the 
Victorian era as two women who lived like a married 
coupled and mimicked social norms.15 The sexuality 
in a female, same-sex couple did not present a social 
problem, due to their gender.16 Regardless of how or if 
Thoresen and Barnekow touched each other intimate-
ly, they presented themselves as a couple in the public 
eye and amongst their social network.

The public persona of Thoresen is thus aligned 
with her relationship with Barnekow, but the role of 
a sculptor carries its own context, adding a further 

complexity when a sculptor is also a woman. Touch is 
fundamental for all sculptors. The hand of the artist 
has in certain periods been a testament to the au-
thenticity and quality of the sculpted piece. There is a 
metaphorical touch where the artist’s hands serve as 
substitute for the viewer’s hands on the object. There 
is also the daily dirty work of touching and shaping 
clay, plaster, stone and wood. As the craft of sculpting 
began to balance “between gentlemen artists and 
working-class craftsmen”17 due to an increase in tech-
nical proficiency and collaboration with stone-carving 
workshops, the touch of bourgeois women was ques-
tioned due to their gender. Thus, when Thoresen start-
ed out as a sculptor, people still questioned whether 
women really could do this heavy and dirty work, and 
if so, if it was even appropriate?.18 The reception of 
women artists, and Thoresen in particular, mirrors 
this gender split even decades into the new century. 
From the late 1910s and throughout the 1920s and 
1930s her work was found to be convincing, elegant 
and expressive – for being made by a woman. It was 
therefore understood, by male critics, to be inferior to 
the work of male artists. 

The length of Thoresen’s career corresponds to 
the shift from mistrust in the woman artist’s touch 
due to her femininity in the late nineteenth century, 
to the mockery of her loss of femininity because she 
aspired to the sculptor’s touch in the 1920s. This shift 
corresponds to the increased independence of women 
and the legal right to vote. In a caricature from 1925, 
Annie Bergman (1889–1987) has captured Thoresen as 
a gentleman artist, an imposing figure transgressing 
gender roles. (Fig. 4) Her hair is tucked back and she is 
dressed in a footlong, polo-neck garment, more suit 
than dress. One hand holds a pince-nez and the other 
elegantly grasps a cigarette. The caricature emphasis-
es her power, posing with a prominent belly, a common 
feature in portraits of male colleagues like Anders 
Zorn, superior and masculine, looking down her nose. 
In another caricature Bergman has captured the spite 
against women sculptors in her portrayal of Gerda 
Sprinchorn (1871–1951) as old, fat and humorously 

Fig. 4 Annie Bergman (1889–1987), Caricature of  
Ida Thoresen, 1928. Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 263Katarina Wadstein MacLeodKatarina Wadstein MacLeod



masculine, again with a cigarette ungracefully falling 
from her lips, the cigarettes no doubt underscor-
ing the masculinity alluded to. The little sculpture 
Sprinchorn is working on, formed like a devil, recoils 
from the uninvited touch of the artist.19 

NUDES

In her survey on the Norwegian artist and sculptor 
Ambrosia Tønnesen, Jorunn Veiteberg describes an 
unconventional woman who lived her life with an-
other woman, but followed aesthetic conventions in 
her professional career as an artist. Veiteberg asks if 
it was perhaps necessary to follow common topics in 
order to keep her private life private, and make it as 
an artist. In her art,20 Thoresen follows conventional 
and popular topics and styles such as ancient Egypt, 
mythology and Vitalism.21 Her interest in the Vitalist 
movement is particularly evident in her male figures 
of strong, lean, young and active bodies.22 Thoresen 
herself was an avid follower of the Vitalist movement. 
With Barnekow she was a regular with Doctor Ernst 
Westerlund in Enköping, renowned for championing 
Vitalist trends and prescribing outdoor life, physical 
activity and cold sea bathing against mental unrest.23 
Together, Thoresen and Barnekow frequently visited 
spa resorts, from Lysekil on the Swedish west coast to 
Vevey in Switzerland.24

Thoresen’s female nudes seem to follow another 
logic altogether. In an installation photograph from 
Thoresen’s exhibition with the Association of Swedish 
Women Artists, Daggkåpan [Lady’s Mantle] is placed 
next to Soldyrkaren [Sun Worshipper]. (Fig. 5) The male 
figure is standing tall and active with every muscle reg-
istered in the stone surface. The tension of his athletic 
body is palpable as the figure holds its contrapposto. 
The female figure, on the other hand, sits on a rock cov-
ered with Lady’s Mantle flowers, her head tilted down 
and body soft and still. He stretches, looking towards 
the sun; she is being looked at. The trope of women and 
nature being one, in particular at the cusp of entering 

womanhood, was revitalised on the Swedish art scene 
by the immensely popular work of Per Hasselberg 
(1850–1894) depicting many female nudes in nature. 
Young female nudes allegorical for sexuality was a 
common topic as Thoresen entered her artistic train-
ing and career. In Hasselberg’s Snöklockan [Snowflake] 
(1881) the Venus-like figure is decorated with a waist-
band made of a snowflake leaf, just about to snap open. 
The voyeurism is overt, so too the implication of de-
flowering. In Näckrosen [Waterlily] (1892) the reclining 
female figure rests on a bed of waterlilies, with arms 
flung across her face, facilitating an uninterrupted 
view. Up close one can see two male faces peeping out 
amongst the flowers. 

In her survey of Swedish women sculptors, 
Irja Bergström has found that many of Thoresen’s 
peers, men and women, engaged in themes related 
to Hasselberg’s sculptures well into the twentieth 
century. One example is Alice Nordin, (1871–1948), 
Thoresen’s friend and collaborator, in her sculpture 
En Vårdröm [A Spring Dream].25 The figure is Nature 
embodied, a dream of spring, sitting on a stone with 
her arms behind her head, eyes closed and body read-
ily available to be admired and devoured. In Nirvana 
a similar economy of looking is at play. The title itself 
brings to mind pleasure and paradise – with the route 
going via the female figure. However confident, rebel-
lious and invested in women’s rights Thoresen was, 
she was also essentially an artist shaped by the end 
of the nineteenth century who took to the Salon style, 
with an emphasis on realism and popular themes. 

Whilst the naked female body is a given fea-
ture in Western art history, a critical debate over its 
meaning has emerged only in the latter part of the 
twentieth century. In 1956, Kenneth Clark published 
his conservative view on the universal difference 
between the naked and the nude. According to Clark, 
the former is undressed and inappropriate and the 
latter aesthetic perfection, a proposition effectively 
challenged by Lynda Nead in the 1990s.26 The balance 
between obscenity and aesthetic refinement, argues 
Nead, is defined and redefined according to time and 
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Fig. 5 Ida Thoresen, Soldyrkaren [Sun Worshipper] 
at the American Swedish Historical Museum in 
Philadelphia, 1930’s. 



Fig. 6 Ida Thoresen’s Sphinx 1919 from the 
Association for Swedish Women Artists' exhibition  
in Copenhagen 1920. Photo private collection.



place.27 For Nead the female nude and the perceived 
levels of decency are dependent more on context than 
content. The question is which context is most telling 
regarding the œuvre of Thoresen. Nirvana, depicting 
a seated female nude, is often described as one of her 
most successful works – the nudity on display a given, 
the sensualism never debated. The seated nude figure 
holds up a hand to conceal one of her breast. But the 
gesture of modesty most of all emphasises the other 
breast portrayed as natural, heavy and with empha-
sis on the erect nipple. The sculpture and its theme 
of a sensual young female nude was part and parcel 
of the visual culture of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. Yet, when she looked at her models 
and formed the sculptures in clay and plaster with 
her fingers, the context of the desiring gaze seems of 
equal importance.

RETURNING THE GAZE

There has been much feminist thinking on how to read 
images of women made by women artists. As demon-
strated by Abigail Solomon-Goudeau there is a com-
plex relationship when women artists portray their 
own objectified bodies.28 Although these sculptures of 
young, female nudes are no self-portraits by the aging 
artist, Thoresen can still, through her own woman’s 
body, be seen to be both the seer and the sitter, the sub-
ject and the object. In 1973, Laura Mulvey coined the 
term “the male gaze”, referring to how the audiences of 
romantic Hollywood movies automatically are posi-
tioned in the perspective of the male hero, devouring 
the objectified female. Regardless of gender and sexual 
preference, the representation itself in cinema, argued 
Mulvey, dictates the way in which we look at the pro-
tagonist.29 In Sitting Figure, at Berga Castle grounds, 
the portrayed young woman sits on a stone, looking 
across a pond. Cast in bronze, the hard material is 
made to look soft as flesh, the waist emphasised, the 
buttocks folding against the rock. She is clearly there 
to be looked at, from across the pond. But rather than 

closing her eyes or looking away, the figure is deep in 
her own thoughts. One interpretation of the figure is 
that it plays on the male viewer looking at woman in 
nature, as nature. But an alternative interpretation is 
that this sculpture accommodates the desired object 
and the feeling subject in the same figure. 

There is a clear common theme of desire in 
Thoresen’s female figures, from the soft sitting figures 
to direct gazes and erect nipples. The most striking 
example of Thoresen returning the gaze is Sphinx 
(1919) now in the collections of Jamtli, Östersund. 
(Fig. 6, Fig. 7) It’s a pitch-black bust featuring a female 
figure with a slender, idealised face. In an interview, 
Thoresen commented on the choice of material, saying 
that she really preferred to work in Italian marble but 
due to material shortage after the war and increased 

Fig. 7 Ida Thoresen, Sphinx, black granite.  
The sculpture’s breasts were probably cut off at  
an unknown date. Jamtli, Östersund. 267Katarina Wadstein MacLeodKatarina Wadstein MacLeod



prices, she had to look closer to home and found poten-
tial in Nordic, black granite.30 The figure has high eye-
brows over half-closed eyelids, the nose is completely 
straight, and the mouth is a perfect bow. The hair 
crafted as a wig, embossed with a geometrical pattern, 
is made from a yellowish stone, which a critic made 
fun of by describing it as an animal fur thrown across 
her head.31 Beyond the hair and title there are no other 
signs – no ornaments, jewellery or lion body – that 
bring to mind ancient Egypt. Once again, Thoresen’s 
sculpture has more to do with the theme of the female 
nude. The most striking feature of this bust are, again, 
its breasts, pointy with large, strikingly erect nipples. 
During her lifetime the Sphinx is mentioned again 
and again as one of Thoresen’s great achievements. 
However, its most striking feature, the pronounced 
nipples and breasts, are never mentioned. Thoresen 
regularly sculpted male bodies but for a woman to 
sculpt a male figure with similar sensual undertones 
would have been far more contentious. Whilst female, 
same-sex relationships were neither unknown nor 
invisible, female same-sex sexuality went under the 
radar in a way that male sexuality never could. Well 
into the twentieth century, female sexuality was still 
widely seen as passive and lacking drive. Yet, some-
one, somewhere saw it fit to alter the sculpture and 
in the only currently known version of the Sphinx, 
the breasts have been brutally mutilated, leaving an 
empty and even surface. What made Thoresen sculpt, 
and exhibit, such emphasised breasts? And why were 
they cut off? Perhaps at some point the overt sexuality 
was suddenly seen. 

Thoresen’s female figures can be situated in dif-
ferent historical narratives – as typical or hypersexual. 
Through the lens of contemporary art, the tension 
between conventional beauty and near aggressive 
sexuality come to the fore. Contemporary art makes 
visible how queer aesthetics can play with heteronor-
mative ideals. In the exhibition Futuristic Lesbians, 
the Swedish artist Cajsa von Zeipel (born 1983) used 
exaggeration and appropriation of heteronorma-
tive femininity in what has been described as queer 

aesthetics.32 The figures are like a hyperbole of aggres-
sive femininity. Cast in silicone they portrayed and 
exaggerated every possible consumable in heteronor-
mative ideals to enhance a queer and camp femininity: 
enlarged lips, handbag dogs, purple eyelashes and 
technological prothesis.33 The framing of the exhibi-
tion is the future, but it serves well also as a mirror to 
the past. We should rest assured that same-sex desire 
has been visible in visual culture, at different times in 
different ways.34 Regardless of Thoresen’s sexual pref-
erence, her sculptures bear witness to an artist who 
looked and looked again at the intimate details of the 
human body, in particular the female body, and who 
investigated different ways in which the female body 
can express desire. 
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