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The Naked Truth

Clutching my only copy of a book dummy I had just recently put together,  
I made my way on a sleety February day in Manhattan to meet with a 
museum director. I had not met her before, but she was interested in 
looking at my work through the recommendation of a mutual friend.   
Over hot tea we went through the book together, and several pages in 
she looked at me and asked, “why the nude?”. I was taken aback. I never 
had questioned the “why” of it, only the contemporary meaning, the 
politics, and the powerful feelings that looking at a naked body evokes. 
Because the naked body has been the subject for artists since the Greeks 
and beyond it comes as no surprise that photographers have claimed 
this subject for themselves.

Kenneth Clark in his seminal book The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form  
asks, “What is the nude?” He goes on to say, “It is an art form invented 
by the Greeks in the fifth century, just as opera is an art form invented 
in seventeenth-century Italy…that the nude is not the subject of art but a 
form of art.” I am not sure Clark’s thesis holds true in our age of reality 
TV, the internet with its glut of pornography, and barely clothed women 
selling pop music, cars, and guns. Contemporary artists have very much 
made use of the body as a subject to explore imperfections, flaws, de-
formities, and the grand diversity of the human form. Clark’s idea of the 
nude as an art form suggests a kind of formal balance, an abstraction, an 
idealization of the human form, a striving for perfection. In stark contrast, 
artists and their audiences today appear to be more interested in the idea 
of the naked, which conjures a raw state, stripped bare, and more synony- 
mous with activities once thought of as private. 

In my photographing of people without clothes I thought of them as 
naked and an extension of my portraits.  My subjects had removed their 
clothes, but in most cases were confronting the camera, and hence the 
viewer of the final photograph.   The real subject was the person’s es-
sence, unclothed and vulnerable, but with a sense of control, and com-
fortable in their nakedness.  The viewer has to look into the eyes of the 
naked person, which subverts the voyeuristic gaze.

 With the advent of photography in 1839, photographers almost imme-
diately started making daguerreotypes of naked people.  These images 
date from as early as 1850, some highly erotic and others more classical 



in nature.  Throughout the development of photography, photographers 
have been engaging with the naked body in myriad ways.   If you are 
familiar with the history of photography you can see a single image 
by any number of notable photographers who have done considerable 
work with the nude or naked body and immediately be able to recognize 
their style and know who took the photograph.  Think about the work of 
Anne Brigman, George Platt Lynes, Edward Weston, Imogen Cunning-
ham, Ruth Bernhardt, Irving Penn, Robert Mapplethorpe, Helmut New-
ton, or Nan Goldin to name a few. What images come to mind? Are they 
nudes or nakeds?  Every one of these photographers has a unique vision 
and way of looking at and dealing with the naked human body.  This 
applies equally to contemporary painters.  I think of Lucien Freud, Alice 
Neel and Margaret Dumas as prime examples.

The photographs of Dennis Letbetter, as with these other photographers, 
have an easily recognizable style.   His subjects are the mostly young, 
urban women of San Francisco.  They typically appear alone, in a bare 
room whose walls have the patina of age.  The room itself, though 
spare, has great character and is in contrast to the young flesh.  A mood 
of melancholy pervades the photographs, the models with a touch of 
ennui; sometimes playfully coquettish, sometimes isolated in their own 
private thoughts. Their bodies are strikingly imperfect, displaying tat-
toos, scars and moles.  Though young, many look as if they have lived 
long and hard. Their lack of perfection is what makes them seem real, 
both desirable and challenging.  

From a recent conversation with Letbetter about his methods and the 
models themselves, he told me some were friends and others were 
women he hired after placing ads in various publications.  Many of the 
women he photographed who responded to the ads were expecting to 
be paid for sex, not really to be photographed.  An unexpected dynamic 
arises.  The women aren’t sure what is really expected of them.  They 
are used to having men see them naked, but it usually goes beyond just 
looking.  I think this uncertainty plays on their faces.  As I look at these 
women I am searching for their thoughts and responses. I want to know 
what they are thinking and feeling.  I see a wary questioning.  This is but 
half of the equation.  Letbetter, the photographer is the other part, and 
we have to ask, what is he asking of these models?  More then half are 
what I would call naked portraits, the face showing and often making 
eye contact with the photographer.  I feel he is giving the women a lot 

of room to just be by not over-directing them.  He is using a steady and 
neutral hand.

We viewers, voyeurs, audience, what we project while looking at these 
photographs is tempered by our own feelings, experiences, tastes, 
prejudices and belief systems.  The naked body is a subject loaded with 
taboos, eroticism, fetishism, idealization, curiosity, grotesqueness, and 
shame.  Letbetter gives us his vision and interpretation on the contem-
porary Venus.  Does she please or repel you?  Do you admire or fear 
her?  Do you want to know her or run in the other direction?  These 
photographs, like all photographs of models in the studio are ultimately 
a collaboration.  They cannot exist without the cooperation of the sub-
ject, regardless of whether or not they are being paid to perform.  The 
photographer sets the scene and directs the action. We are not in on the 
secret of how the photograph transpired, the conversation, nodding, 
praising, cajoling, but we get to see the final result.  The rest is up to you.

Judy Dater



Draughtsman Drawing a Recumbent Woman Albrecht Dürer, 1525

A Page about Non-Recognition

These photographs were created exercizing the simple precept that 
women are beautiful without enhancement, simply enveloped in reflect-
ed daylight. They are my attempt to celebrate the female form without 
either physical or contextual adornment, away from fashion, eroticism, 
and the supposed improvements of seductive lighting. Francis Bacon 
said that he simply preferred the qualities of male flesh; I simply prefer 
female flesh. A man’s body looks best with some muscular definition, 
suggestive of effort and mortal ambition; in a woman’s is found a touch 
of the lyrical, an embrace of the universal.

The photographs were made with an 8 x 10 inch camera. I did not tell 
the models how to pose or present themselves. I only exposed to film 
what they offered. 

 When I began to photograph nudes, I let myself be guided 
 by this camera, and instead of photographing what I saw, 
 I photographed what the camera was seeing. I interfered 
 very little, and the lens produced anatomical images and 
 shapes which my eyes had never observed
                                                                                           Bill Brandt

Working with an 8 x 10 inch camera is a slow process. Nothing happens 
instantly, or even quickly. The exposures themselves are generally either 
½ or 1 second. Nothing is “taken”, as with a hand held camera. It is a 
gentle collaboration between the photographer and the model.

The resolution of a 20 x 24 inch print made from an 8 x 10 negative is 
virtually grainless, allowing skin to appear as it is, and offering a clear 
assessment of both the in and out of focus bits. There is even more 
integrity as a contact print and the reproductions in this issue are the 
exact size of the negative. Reproductions in magazines, with the con-
trast cranked up for maximal commercial impact, poorly prepare us for 
seeing the subtle tonal range of chemistry-based prints. Even the best 
quadtone reproductions subvert the breathtaking qualities of somber 
dark toned platinum or palladium prints. I am trying here to embrace 
the qualities of a silver print and not have the original in thrall to the 
possibilities of contemporary reproduction. 



Beyond their original intent, photographers define their vision in the 
images they choose to exhibit. 

 I have destroyed 300 prints to-day.
   Alfred Stieglitz in letter to Georgia O’Keeffe,1929

Stieglitz’s was certainly an act of courage and integrity, the distillation of 
an aesthetic voice requiring a discipline of vision that I haven’t always 
got. Monday I am choosing the “best” images; Tuesday the ones which 
I imagine might please others; Wednesday the comfort of ones that 
are similar to known images; Thursday those that defy any convention, 
including my own; Friday simply beautiful ones; Saturday images ap-
proaching the ugly or unlikely poses. Sunday is a day of rest, and then 
there is a new week.

In one of his bloviating interviews, Itzhak Perlman said that a musician 
must be able to hear himself. It is wishful thinking at best. You have 
your intention and make your choices, but can you ever really hear the 
results? Our intentions deafen and blind, and leave us challenged to 
discern. Every time I look at one of these images I remember what I was 
trying to do and the images I’ve rejected, which gets in the way of what 
remains. 

In the 80s, Barbara de Genevieve invited me to take part in a panel dis-
cussion in Chicago about the photographic depiction of the female body. 
I refused when I read the list of topics, of which the most abhorrently 
clueless was whether a man can ever make an image of a female nude 
without it being exploitative. Setting aside for the moment the simplistic 
and problematic insistence that images of the nude are always fogged 
by sexuality, if sexual desire is the incriminating factor then surely a 
lesbian need be equally condemned. I hope, but doubt, that that dismal 
period of puritanism disguised as feminism has passed, but perhaps it 
has simply been trumped for the moment by the dominating swirl of 
gender politics. All of these models have willingly posed as they wanted 
to present themselves and, for what it matters, all identified themselves 
as female.

Once, at an exhibition of my nudes in San Francisco, I overheard a moth-
er, looking at one of my images of a woman sitting on the floor, tell her 
perhaps 17 year old daughter how terribly horrible and sexist it was to 

have a man with a big camera looking down on the model in such 
a submissive pose. It was very gratifying when a painter for whom the 
model had previously posed came up telling me, not having heard the 
mother but within her earshot, “she always sits like that”. When I exhib-
ited nude photographs in Moscow I only had to field aesthetic questions, 
not political ones. Culture clearly shapes our abilities to see and inter-
pret images.

Pornography and fashion photography in particular have compromised 
our ability to see figure photography. The specificity of photographs, 
and particularly of nudes, separates them in a significant way from 
a drawing or painting of the same subject, in the eyes of some viewers. 
Criticisms of the model never come up in the consideration of a seem-
ingly less factually reliable drawing or painting. Why do nudes inspire 
such prurient specificity? Is there prurience in our minds even when 
we view the Stieglitz nudes of Georgia O’Keefe?

This work is pursuing the transcendental, not as precognized judgment 
but as a way of working. 

 Transcendental style is first and foremost a style; it uses 
 specific film techniques for specific purposes. 
       Paul Schrader

As in Dreyer or Bresson, it is an intention to express the ineffable 
beyond mere presentation of subject. Not saying but signifying. Less 
Wordsworth and more Mallarmé, where words have a more ethereal 
intention.

True listening is an innocent openness to sound. Listening is not aug-
mented by knowing an opus number. Is it late Mozart or early Beetho-
ven? Maybe it is similar to really looking at the letters a-n-d, forgetting 
momentarily what they spell. I once tricked my sister, a pianist, into not 
recognizing her own playing. Musical decisions are hard fought by musi-
cians, phrase by phrase, but merely telling my sister that I was playing 
a recording from the 50s of a pianist whose name I pretended I had 
forgotten was enough to change her way of listening to one of a com-
plete lack of recognition. In the same way, pianist Stephen Kovacevich 
has said almost verbatim what composer Aulic Sallinen said: “I turn on 
the radio, listen to the music that comes out, and it takes quite a while 
before I realize that the music is my own”.



In such a way, I propose looking at a photograph of a nude as if it is the 
first ever; even more so, that it is not even a nude. Photography is an art 
and it can transcend its subject.

Dennis Letbetter
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The nakedness of woman
is the work of God. 

William Blake




