
 

 

Episode 5: Musings of The Debutante Coven 
 

Touching a Feminist Surrealist Eroticism: The Wild Women of surrealism and their enduring 

fascination with hair. 

Molly Gilroy (University of Edinburgh) 

 

This paper will begin to excavate the feminist-surrealist sensual encounter and fascination with 

the ineffable tactile qualities of the corporeal material, hair. Specifically, I shall locate the 

intricate connections of the reoccurrence of hair lingered upon by artists Dorothea Tanning, 

Mimi Parent and Toyen, exploring how they upended the construction of the passive femme-

enfant archetype through a haptic erotic kinship of flesh and hair. Such focused study on the 

materiality of hair has remained unchartered territory within the histories of surrealism, and I 

hope to part the strands of such a discussion and reveal its carnal secrets. Indeed, Tanning and 

Parent in particular, harness the phenomenon of hair; a material which holds layers of secrets, 

mystery and powerful becoming, untying and re-framing it to unleash a feminist wildness and 

ferocity of sensuality. Penelope Rosemont deplores in ‘Surrealist Women” that “surrealism has 

been pronounced dead so many times that few writers have bothered to look at the plentiful 

evidence of its present day vitality.” As such, in revisionary practice, I will explore how this tactile 

and anti-aesthetic fascination of the sensual and secretive nature of hair has permeated into 

the practice of contemporary avant-garde female artists, drawing a matrilineage between the 

wild hair flowing within Tanning’s ‘Children’s Games’ (1942) and ‘Moeurs Espagnoles’ (1943) 

and Julie Curtis’s abstract visions of an unruly femininity. Though a working progress, I hope to 

move towards locating a feminine fascination of Wild Erotics through the symbol of hair as a 

central and transformative signifier of both an aesthetic and anti-aesthetic femininity, threading 

and weaving a new tactile pathway of fertile female sensual liberation. 

 

 

Molly Gilroy 

Molly holds a distinction in Film, Exhibition and Curation from The University of Edinburgh 

(2019), with her MSc dissertation titled ‘Haptic and Tactile Encounters of the Female Muse 

within Contemporary Female Surrealist Films’. She is the co-editor and co-founder of the 

contemporary feminist-surrealist journal, The Debutante, seeking to redress discrimination in 

the arts. Issue01 ‘The Feminist-Surrealist Manifesto’ launched at The Scottish National 

Galleries of Modern Art in January 2019 and Issue 02 ‘Feminist-Surrealist Odysseys’ is now 

available. Molly has presented papers focusing on female surrealists at the International Society 

for the Study of Surrealism (Exeter), Beastly Modernisms (Glasgow) and This Woman’s Work: A 

Kate Bush Symposium (Edinburgh). Molly is looking to pursue a PhD excavating the curious 

relationship female avant-garde artists have with the materials of hair, fur and feathers. She has 

a 1st Class Honours in English Literature from The University of Exeter (2018), taking an 

interdisciplinary approach to her dissertation on hybrid feline-females in the works of Leonora 

Carrington, Leonor Fini and Remedios Varo. Twitter @MollyGilroy_ is the best place to contact 

her.  

 



 

 

Slippery gender in surreal seascapes: exploring Claude Cahun’s influence on contemporary 

artist Rosanne Robertson  

Rachel Ashenden (University of Glasgow) 

 

My paper will examine the influence of Claude Cahun’s and Marcel Moore’s seaside 

photography on contemporary British artist Rosanne Robertson. While inhabiting the occupied 

land of Jersey during World War II, Cahun and Moore produced photographic portraits in the sea 

and washed-up on the sand to explore marginalised sexuality and gender expressions. 

Presently, Robertson - whose multimedia work spans sculpture, performance and video - uses 

water and land as a political and personal metaphor to reconnect queer existence with nature. 

My analysis will draw parallels between Cahun/Moore’s photography and Robertson’s water- 

themed visual language in their series ‘Packing’ (2020). To inform my reading of the sea as a 

surreal terrain to “dissolve” heterosexual binaries, I will interview Robertson too, discerning the 

true surrealist influence on their artwork.  

 

 

Rachel Ashenden 

Rachel currently works for the National Galleries of Scotland as Digital and Social Media 

Officer. She is really passionate about inspiring new audiences to learn about, and engage, with 

the fine arts. During her undergraduate and postgraduate studies at the University of Exeter and 

the University of Glasgow respectively, Rachel broke new grounds in the study of Léona 

Delcourt, the real-life woman behind André Breton’s Nadja (1928). Her research strives to 

counteract the biographical effacement of Delcourt, to revise the scholarly diminishment of her 

mental capacity, and to contrarily endorse her poetic and artistic ability. She is especially 

interested in women surrealist's appropriation of ancient femme-fatale myths, and aims to 

conduct a PhD on the subject of siren mythology in surrealism in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Awakening the Curandera’s gaze: reframing the male gaze from a woman-centred, healing 

perspective in Latin American women’s photography  

Tasmin Petrie (University of Glasgow) 

 

This paper focuses on the photographic production of contemporary Mexican women artists, 

and their reversal of the white colonial male gaze in favour of a healing, woman-centred gaze. In 

doing so, I envisage each of the woman photographers analysed as a curandera, the revered 

folk healers dating back to the Indigenous communities of Latin America. In deploying the same 

healing practices as these learned, predominantly women healers, the photographers 

demarcate a sacred space which aims to cleanse the historically male-dominated field of 

photography of phallocentric oppression and fetishization of Latin American and Indigenous 

women. Moreover, the women photographers I discuss often work as a collective, evidencing 

the enduring significance of women-led circles which mirror the framework of the coven. The 

potential of the coven as a nourishing space for artistic practice and mutual support networks 

also has a lasting legacy within modern and contemporary art; reflected by the coven formed by 

Leonora Carrington, Kati Horna and Remedios Varo upon their arrival to Mexico City as cultural 

exiles during the Second World War. My paper will touch upon the pivotal importance of the 

coven framework to these three artists, known as las tres brujas, whose artistic legacy was a 

precursor to the iconographic turn within Latin American women’s art which embraced the 

healing and empowering potential of artistic and cultural production; a notion which still holds 

relevance amongst contemporary Latin American women artists. 

 

 

Tasmin Petrie 

Tasmin’s background is in Spanish and Italian studies, in which she obtained her MA from the 

University of Glasgow in 2019. Having lived and worked in Mexico for six months in 2018, 

Tasmin nourished a profound interest in Latin American feminist-surrealists, particularly 

Leonora Carrington, who she went on write about in her undergraduate dissertation which 

explored the revival of the witch as muse within Carrington’s work. This year, she completed her 

MLitt in History of Art from the University of Glasgow, having focused her body of research on 

the artistic production of modern and contemporary Latin American women artists. Her thesis 

was an interdisciplinary study into the healing potential of contemporary Latin American 

women’s art, investigating how ritual and healing practices function as tools of resistance 

against neo-colonial frameworks and patriarchal oppression. Across both her academic 

research and personal endeavours, Tasmin champions emerging and early-career Latina artists 

and strives to strengthen inter-cultural dialogues between Latin America and Scotland. Tasmin 

is the online Editor of The Debutante, the journal dedicated to feminist-surrealist investigation 

in a contemporary context. You can find her on Twitter: @ojosdebruja and Instagram: 

@tasminpetrie.   

 
 
 
 


