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Black and white photography can often be a 

difficult medium to display. The lack of 

colour, sizing and framing regularly lends 

itself to relatively monotonous exhibitions. 

However, Lee Miller: A Woman’s War is not 

one of them. Using images carefully selected 

by curator Hilary Roberts and Miller’s son, 

Antony Penrose, the Imperial War Museum’s 

exhibition focuses on Miller’s war 

photography, both during her time at Vogue 

and as a war correspondent. 

Though Lee Miller is often known simply for 

her associations with other artists such as Man 

Ray, Roland Penrose and Picasso, the 

exhibition does not linger on these ties and 

briefly uses them to help the uninitiated to 

contextualise her within the world of 

Surrealism. Her influence on the movement is 

quickly affirmed and her own achievements as 

a photographer, fashion model and artist muse 

are cemented within the first room of the 

exhibition. 

Peppered with objects and letters we move 

through to her work with Vogue who 

established the importance of the 

representation of war in the magazine - though 

glamourized. The visual richness of the 

photographs is enhanced by their careful 

grouping to create dialogue. War is described 

through fashion and fashion through war. The 

two themes that would seemingly be 

conflicting are seamless through Miller’s lens.  

Throughout, hints of her Surrealist influence 

infiltrate her imagery. Miller’s time with Man 

Ray is alluded to in her solarised images in 

which the process seems to reach its fullest 

effect. In her editorial of a swimwear model, 

the futuristic qualities of the process give the 

model’s body a metallic robotic look, a 

signifier of the modern industrial age and the 

mechanisation of war. Surrealism meets 

commercial photography again in her 

photograph of models wearing fire masks. On 

the one hand, the photograph acts as a 

campaign for war involvement in which war 

becomes stylish. On the other, the identity of 

the women is removed, they become stitch-

eyed puppets, automatons in the machine of 

war. Through our modern eye, we can also 

note Miller’s appreciation of detail: the beauty 

of the masks and grasp of their connotations. 

The start of the women’s conscription in 

December 1941 allowed Miller to move away 

from fashion photography into the world of 



photojournalism. She captured the efforts of 

women on the home front before being the 

first female official war correspondent to be 

sent to continental Europe. Image after image 

of women at work are laden with depth and 

subtlety that enthral and mesmerize and the 

captions (written by Miller) provide just 

enough information to explain the bare bones 

of the image allowing the mind to wander.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The images vary in size and format with some 

blown-up and back-lit ensuring that the quality 

of the photographs is not lost in their quantity. 

Miller journeys through the field hospitals in 

Normandy, the liberation of Paris and the 

horrors of Dachau and Buchenwald. She 

documents the morbidity of the war criminals 

who staged their own suicides so as to be 

surrounded by various significant objects. The 

thin line between attraction and repulsion, 

reminds us again of her Surrealist tendencies. 

The subjects almost seem too horrific to 

photograph yet Miller applies the 

complimentary fashion-like photography of 

her Vogue years to make them look beautiful. 

The corpses seem to become still-lives or 

mannequins.  

The last image is a large colour photograph of 

a much older Miller, captured at the kitchen 

table for House & Garden Magazine. The 

jarring contrast between the photojournalist of 

the previous images and this new domestic 

being suggests that, like for many, the horrors 

of the war were overwhelming.  

The women she captures often look strong, 

smiling, and empowered. They were 

photographed more often than not in the work-

place doing jobs that only men were doing up 

until this time and represent the strength 

needed to carry on during the travesties of the 

Second World War. We see the struggle Miller 

herself, along with thousands of others, battled 

with as life continued after these horrific 

events and the difficulty of dealing with them.  

Lee Miller has appeared and reappeared in 

exhibitions since before her death in 1977 yet 

she seems to keep being “rediscovered”. 

Though perhaps marginally more well-known 

than some of her female Surrealist 

contemporaries, she too seems to find it 

difficult to cement her place alongside her 

male counterparts. For a movement in which 

men and women collaborated and not only 

mutually respected each other but were often 

respected equally, A woman’s war seems like a 

crucial step towards breaking away from the 

sexist retrospective assumptions of the 

Surrealist movement. Perhaps the exhibition 

will even serve as the long awaited 

Fire masks, Hampstead, London, 1941.  



permanence of Miller’s position in the canon 

as one of the most important photographers of 

the 20th century. 

 

Lee Miller:A Woman’s War at the Imperial War Museum, London until 24 April 2016 


