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On November 8, 2019, I gave myself an assignment to make ink drawings.

I have been teaching for 15 years and have never applied this medium in my own practice. In 
my drawing classes, I ask my students to buy ink and a quill pen set. I am completely seduced 
by the line quality of the quill pen. It never fails me. There is nothing like it.  

I was already working on two long-term projects in my studio, but I wanted to start on a new 
project—something more immediate. That’s when I began making quick ink drawings. They 
didn’t need to mean anything special. They could be simple and small and live in a box. I wanted 
something I could work on at my kitchen table—something to do if I couldn’t make it to the 
studio. I posted the first drawing on Instagram on November 8, 2019 and asked people to send 
me postcards with images of women depicted throughout art history and images of work by 
women artists. About a dozen people sent me postcards or digital images. I had also started 
looking through a book given to me decades ago by my grandmother’s friend, a Time-Life 
Library of Art book called American Painting 1900–1970. This book was a good example of 
what I was taught in school. It mentions only three women artists. With the drawings I made 
from this book, I started to examine how women are depicted in art made by men. The images 
I selected to redraw focused on the female body. I began to notice what the women were doing, 
how they were sexualized, and what the narrative revealed. I thought about what I had been 
taught in Art History—what I knew, what I didn’t know, and also what I didn’t know how to 
find for myself as a white lesbian. Why were there so many men showing me what the women 
were doing? Where were all the women artists? 

This collection of drawings is not all inclusive—however, I knew I wanted to start with images of 
women portrayed by male artists, and include work by queer artists and artists of color. I am not 
an art historian. I make pictures—through looking, remaking, questioning, and repositioning 
images to understand the world around me. The creative process often raises more questions 
than answers. I used some of the images that were sent to me, and I also researched to find 
others. I finished the last drawing on March 28, 2020.  I made a total of 160 drawings and tore 
up five. This project was exactly what I wanted—the drawings filled up a box, which in turn 
filled me up. This project introduced a new medium into my practice and made me aware of 
new artists. It made me slow down and look at every little part of these pictures of art from the 
past. I saw women doing housework, dealing with motherhood, being angry and violent, being 
strong, protesting, and being sexual. After completing about 90 drawings, I realized I needed 
to archive them in a catalog. At the very least, this is a short art history lesson. I wish for you 
to experience three things with this collection of drawings: 1) You see what is going on, 2) You 
cry and then laugh, 3) You move forward with strength.

 								                  Truly,  
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I first met contemporary American artist Libby Black (b. 1976) in 2012, and was immediately 
captivated by her intimately scaled drawings. Quickly drawn, not overly wrought, there are 
expressionistic and performative qualities to the small drawings, which are scenes from her 
personal life and popular culture that range in tone from the poignant to the humorous. 
For Black, drawing is employed as a conceptual medium, and a tool to explore concepts 
surrounding queer identity, seriality, and the necessity of return—whether it is returning 
to a meditative daily practice, returning to a striking image/memory, or returning to her 
kitchen table to create another drawing.  

The present book of 100 drawings introduces a new medium to Black’s practice: ink 
drawings done primarily with quill and some brush work. The nature of the medium lent 
itself to the quick pace she prefers to work in—there is no erasing, and every mark shows. 
True to her role as a professor of art, Black used the medium to give herself a prompt 
akin to Linda Nochlin’s 1971 culture-shifting text, “Why have there been no great women 
artists?” Instead, the question became, “Why are there so many depictions of women by 
male artists?” In response, Black began amassing imagery of women and by women artists 
(known and once known), then translating the imagery into ink drawings. 

In this way, Black has created a taxonomy of objects within a category conceived and 
designed by herself. However, this is not quite the taxonomy of images created by preceding 
artists like August Sander or Bernd and Hilla Becher, but one inflected with a deeply 
personal aspect. Throughout this book, Black’s unique archive of women is arranged in a 
non-chronological sequence that intervenes in the linear form of traditional history books, 
and instead foregrounds intimacy. This intimacy is achieved not only through the small 
scale of the pictures, but through the tender scenes chosen, like Catherine Opie’s iconic 
self-portrait of queer motherhood [Page 20], and the knowledge of Black’s personal stakes 
in the project. 

T R A N S G R E S S I V E  T R A N S L A T I O N S :  S O M E  W O M E N  I N  C O N T E X T
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Through its organization and minimal use of text, Some Women is structured to create 
dialogues between images that are nuanced and open-ended. Employing a critical method 
that upends the power dynamics of looking, Black plays with the gaze of her drawn figures 
beyond the frames, carefully considering arrangements of who looks at whom. For example, 
Mary Cassatt’s white female figure faces away from Mickalene Thomas’s black female nude 
[Pages 79-80]. In addition, Black’s rendering of Emma Amos’s Yo Man Ray Yo—itself a 
critique of Man Ray’s Noire et Blanche (Black and White), 1926—is shown beside a drawing 
of a 17th century Dutch still life, a juxtaposition that  becomes a commentary on the 
representation and consumption of racialized female figures. In this way, Black stays attuned 
to her own subject position as well as the represented positions of those in this book’s pages. 

This triangulation of artist, subject, and viewer 
endows the drawn subjects with agency and 
empowers them within the constructed space of 
each drawing. 

In Some Women, Black appropriates the format of 
the book and its cultural reference as a vehicle for 
the production and distribution of knowledge. 
She contests the narrative closure of traditional 

art historical canons that she encountered so often as a student and their insistent focus on 
the male artistic genius and a linear progression of movements. Instead, her series prompts 
readers to reconsider what they think they know about art history, gender culture, and 
the relationship between them. In recent years there have been important correctives and 
interventions in the patriarchal canon of art history, and Black’s current book is a contribution 
to this revisionism. In this way, Black is an active participant in the ongoing effort towards 
a matriarchal, artist-led history of art, contributing to a radical reconsideration of history’s 
role as an activist tool and critical resource. 
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All drawings by Libby Black, based on the following artworks, as they appear:
I M A G E  C A P T I O N S

Anonymous, Venus Of Willendorf, 28,000 BCE–25,000 BCE

Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres, Angelica Saved by Ruggiero (Detail), 1819

John Sloan, A Woman’s Work, 1912

Masaccio, Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden, c. 1424–27

Guerrilla Girls, Dearest Art Collector, 1986

Johannes Vermeer, Woman in Blue Reading a Letter, c. 1663

Laura Aguilar, Grounded #112, 2006

Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Jeune Femme se baignant, 1888

Bronzino, An Allegory with Venus and Cupid, 1545

Carrie Mae Weems, Untitled (Nude) from the Kitchen Series, 1990

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Woman Sitting on a Divan, 1882

Greer Lankton, It’s all about ME, Not You (Detail), 1996

Pablo Picasso, Two women sitting at a bar, 1902

Nicole Eisenman, Sloppy Bar Room Kiss, 2011

Nina Chanel Abney, Untitled (XXX NO! COP), 2014

Nan Goldin, Nan One Month After Being Battered, 1984

Alice Barber Stephens, The Women’s Life Class, 1879

Michelangelo, Pietà, 1499

Catherine Opie, Self-Portrait/Nursing, 2004

Andrew Wyeth, Christina’s World, 1948

Gluck, Medallion, 1937

Ana Mendieta, Imagen de Yagul, from the series Silueta Works in Mexico, 1973–1977, 1973

Zackary Drucker, Before/After Collaboration with A.L. Steiner, 2009

Yayoi Kusama, Horse Play in Woodstock, 1967

Sylvie Fleury, Chanel Shopping Bag, 2008

Anonymous, Two Women Engaged in Oral Sex, 1895

Sarah Lucas, Au Naturel, 1994

Abraham Solomon, Waiting for the Verdict, 1857
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Graciela Iturbide, Procesión Chalma, Mexique, 1984

Alice Neel, Self-Portrait, 1980

Diane Arbus, A naked man being a woman, N.Y.C., 1968

Constantin Brancusi, The Kiss, 1907

Emma Amos, Yo Man Ray Yo, 2000

Clara Peeters, Still Life with a Sparrow Hawk, Fowl, Porcelain and Shells, 1611

Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore, E.D.M. Avex non avenus, 1930

Cindy Sherman, Untitled (Lucy), 1975–2001, 2001

Correggio, Jupiter and Io, c. 1532–33

Louis Bourgeois, Ear, 2004

Thomas Eakins, The Agnew Clinic (Detail), 1889

Titian, The Venus of Urbino, 1538

Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith Slaying Holofernes, c. 1620

Wangechi Mutu, Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix, 2005

Zoe Leonard, Dead Beaver in Water, 1997–98

Zanele Muholi, Balindile IV, The Square, Cape Town, 2017

Jan Saudek, F. Sisters (in arms), 1990

Joan Miro, Nude with Mirror, 1919

LaToya Ruby Frazier, Aunt Midgie and Grandma Ruby, 2007

Marie Laurencin, The Fan, c. 1919

Berenice Abbott, Janet Flanner in Paris, 1927

Diego Velazquez, Las Meninas, 1656

Bettina Rheims, 30 fevrier I, Paris, 1991, from the series Chambre Close, 1993

Auguste Charles Mengin, Sappho, 1877

Alice Austen, Julia Martin, Julia Bredt and self dressed up, sitting down, 1891

Paz Errázuriz, Adam’s Apple, 1983

Gustave Courbet, L’ Origine du monde, 1866

Georgia O’Keeffe, Cow’s Skull: Red, White, and Blue, 1931

Jacob Lawrence, Home Chores, 1945

Hayv Kahraman, Donate Money and I’ll Show You My Boobs, 2018

Judy Chicago, Cartoon for Entryway Banner #2—And She Made for them A Sign to See,
   from The Dinner Party, 1978

Frida Kahlo, My Birth, 1932

Lilla Cabot Perry, Woman with a Cat, c. 1898–1901

Leonora Carrington, Self-Portrait, c. 1937-38

Faith Ringgold, American People Series #20: Die (Detail), 1967

Mariana Yampolsky, Esperando al Padreciti, 1987

Graciela Iturbide, Jano, Ocumichu, Michoacán, 1981

Peter Hujar, Candy Darling on Her Deathbed, 1973

Pierre Bonnard, The Bath, 1925

Shelley Niro, The Shirt (Detail), 2003
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Maruja Mallo, Surprise of the Wheat, 1936

Marisol Escobar, Women and Dog, 1963–64

Romaine Brooks, Una, Lady Troubridge, 1924

Shadi Ghadirian, Untitled from the series Qajar, 1998

Herbert Gehr, Juliana Force speaking with Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, c. 1936

Mickalene Thomas, I Can’t See You Without Me, 2006

Mary Cassatt, Girl Arranging Her Hair, 1886

Marjorie Salvaterra, Keeping Up with the Janes, 2013

Francois Boucher, La Toilette intime (Une Femme qui pisse), (A woman who pees), c. 1760

Eva Gonzales, La Toilette, 1879

Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Self-Portrait with Her Daughter, 1789

Edouard Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergere, 1882

El Greco, The Penitent Mary Magdalene, c. 1577

Joan Brown, The Bicentennial Champion, 1976

Yuki Ogura, Women Bathing I, 1938

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Head of a Woman, Called Ruth Herbert, 1876

Cecil Beaton, Louise Nevelson, 1978

María Izquierdo, Naturaleza viva, 1946

Walker Evans, [Three 35mm Film Frames: Subway Passengers, New York City:
Two Women, Woman in Face-Veiled Hat], 1938

Gordon Parks, American Gothic, Washington D.C., 1942

Lili Elbe, Still Life, 1926

Tracey Emin, Sweet Thing, 1994

Sarah Paxton Ball Dodson, The Bacidae, 1883

Diane Arbus, Untitled (4), 1970–71

Shoen Uemura, Feathered Snow, 1944

Remedios Varo, Ojos sobre la mesa (Eyes on the Table), 1938

Artemisia Gentileschi, Lucretia, c. 1630

Kara Walker, Cut, 1998

Amrita Sher-Gil, The Merry Cemetery, 1939

Francesca Woodman, Untitled, Rome, Italy, 1977–78, 1977–78

Paul Delaroche, The Execution of Lady Jane Grey, 1833

Dorothea Lange, Kern County, California—Lettuce Strike, 1938
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A good friend of mine once said to me, “Take a moment and think of all the women who 
came before you when you go out there and march today.”  This book would not have been 
possible if it weren’t for all the women who came before me.  Thank you for showing me 
the way.

I want to acknowledge Mari Iki and Martin Maguss for helping lay the foundation for this 
catalog. I still remember walking in to that dimly lit pizza place with my box of drawings 
to show them to you. I watched your faces as you leafed through the drawings and felt your 
support and enthusiasm for the work. I love that I can bring things to you while they are 
still in process. I am also grateful for our friendship, especially the hours we’ve spent talking 
about art.

I also want to thank Nadiah Rivera Fellah for writing the catalog’s introductory essay. I 
appreciate that you’ve been critically engaged with my art over the last eight years through 
your curatorial and academic work. Your essay shines a new light on this collection of 
drawings that wakes them up and holds them accountable for how they exist in a broader 
context.

I am also grateful to Sheri Park for bringing her graphic design skills to this project. Thank 
you for all the hours you spent laying out the catalog and cleaning up the scanned images. 
I appreciate your generous attention to detail and pride in the final product. You showed 
me things I couldn’t see. 

Jen and Jasper, thank you for being my family. Jen, thank you for the countless early morning 
hours and many long walks spent talking about my creative ideas and the inevitable doubts 
and worries. You have pushed me to grow as a person and as an artist. Thank you, lover. 

This book was made possible through the generous support of a Faculty Mini-Grant from 
the San Francisco State University Liberal & Creative Arts College. Thank you to the 
committee for selecting this project for funding. I am honored to be part of San Francisco 
State University. 

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S
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Libby Black is a painter, drawer, and sculptural installation artist living in Berkeley, 
CA. Her artwork charts a path through personal history and a broader cultural context 
to explore the intersection of politics, feminism, LGBTQ+ identity, consumerism, 
addiction, notions of value, and desire. She has exhibited nationally and internationally, 
with such shows as “California Love” at Galerie Droste in Wupertal, Germany; “Bay 
Area Now 4” at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts; “California Biennial” at the Orange 
County Museum of Art; and at numerous galleries in New York, Los Angeles, and San 
Francisco. Black has been an artist-in-residence at Headlands Center for the Arts in 
Sausalito, CA;  Montalvo Arts Center in Saratoga, CA; and Spaces in Cleveland, OH. 
Her work has been reviewed in Artforum, Art in America, ARTnews, Flash Art, and The 
New York Times. She received a BFA from Cleveland Institute of Art in 1999 and an 
MFA at the California College of the Arts in 2001. Libby is an Assistant Professor at 
San Francisco State University.

Nadiah Rivera Fellah is the Associate Curator of Contemporary Art at the Cleveland 
Museum of Art. She completed her Ph.D. in Art History at the City University of New 
York’s Graduate Center. Her research focuses on issues of race, gender, and identity, and 
the intersection of art and politics.
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