
This arTicle aims To explore visual arTisT laura swanson’s “anTi-self-porTraiT” as a 

response To TradiTional readings of The disabled body in visual arTs. she resisTs The 

visual rheTorics ThaT founding disabiliTy sTudies scholar rosemarie garland-

Thomson idenTifies in her essay The poliTics of sTaring: visual rheTorics of disabiliTy 

in popular phoTography. swanson’s “anTi-self-porTraiT” TiTled peggy lee realizes 

garland-Thomson’s call for an inTegraTion of feminisT criTical Theory and disabiliTy 

sTudies. The work inTenTionally engages The convenTional reading of disabiliTy, 

which narrowly defines as an exoTic sTaTe of difference. Though decepTively 

sTraighTforward, peggy lee exploiTs space and posiTion To reverse The TradiTional 

power dynamic which privileges The viewer’s gaze over The depicTed subjecT. by 

obscuring her face behind an osTensible symbol of socieTal beauTy sTandards, 

swanson reclaims The social riTual of sTaring aT disabiliTy.
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Minnesota-born artist Laura Swanson is one of seven 
adopted children in her family, and one of three with a 
physical disability. She credits her artistic exploration of 
identity to her mother, who “wanted [her] to experience a 
full life without inhibition”.1 In her collection of 
photographs titled Anti-Self-Portraits, Swanson explores 
her identity as a woman with a physical disability. Her 
artist statement reads:

Her work centers around a critical exploration of the behavior 
of looking at difference: how physical difference is visually de-
picted and objectified in culture, the consequent behaviors that 
cause discrimination in everyday life, and the psychological ef-
fects of being socially marginalized.2 

Influenced by images in popular culture, from the “visual 
tactics used by the advertising and retail industries” to the 
films of director Wes Anderson, to TV sitcoms like Friends, 
Swanson’s work can also be read more generally as a 
response to the visual rhetoric of popular photography that 
disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 
defines in her essay The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics 
of Disability in Popular Photography. In her response to 
these visual rhetorics in her “anti-self-portrait” called 
“Peggy Lee”, Swanson resists a traditional reading of a 
disabled body and reclaims her identity through self-
representation.  

A self-representation (or self-portrait) of the disabled, 
female body provides a visual response to Rosemarie 
Garland-Thomson’s call for the integration of feminist 
critical theory and disability studies. She writes, 
“Disability—like gender—is a concept that pervades all 
aspects of culture: its structuring institutions, historical 
communities, and the shared human experience of 
embodiment.”3 Further, Garland-Thomson’s work on “the 
politics of staring” takes into account the feminist principle 
of the “gaze” in relation to images of people with 
disabilities, thereby introducing a shared language 
between feminist discourses and disability studies. 
Swanson’s revision to the genre of the “self-portrait” calls 
for the consideration of the female body, pushing back 
against the form of a traditional portrait—a posed, formal 
drawing or painting that shows only the face or the head 
and shoulders of a person. The title of Swanson’s self-
portrait, “Peggy Lee”, references the name of the singer on 
the album that covers the subject’s face. Drawing on the 
archive of popular images, Swanson adopts the doe-eyed, 
flaxen-haired singer’s face and name as a critique of beauty 
standards. Garland-Thompson writes, “The twin ideologies 
of normalcy and beauty posit female and disabled bodies, 
particularly, as not only spectacles to be looked at, but as 
pliable bodies to be shaped infinitely so as to conform to a 
set of standards called normal and beautiful.”4 Swanson’s 
image of herself is split: she adopts society’s beauty 
standards in her face, but her body contrasts the “mask” 
she holds, as she is unable to change her body to fulfill the 
standards of beauty and normalcy. There is an ironic 
frankness in the self-presentation. Swanson teases the 
audience with what they want to see: a conventionally 
beautiful woman. In doing so she draws attention to her 
own inability to reflect these standards due to the 
circumstances of her human embodiment. 

The frankness of self-presentation asserts the artist’s pow-
er to command how she is perceived, and is negotiated 
through the gazes working in the photograph. Visually, the 
frank and sometimes eye-level gazes of artists on album 
covers surround the subject, but the subject withholds her 
own gaze by hiding her face with the album cover. Staring, 
then, becomes the subject of this photograph. The frag-
mentation of an otherwise essential process in photogra-
phy disrupts the power relations that normally dictate the 
subject-viewer relationship. Garland-Thomson writes in 
her aforementioned essay, 

Staring thus creates disability as a state of absolute difference 
rather than simply one more variation in human form. At the 

Photo of Peggy lee from ad on may 5, 1945 from 
BiLLBoard magazine (Courtesy of wikimedia 
commons)
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same time, staring constitutes disability identity by manifest-
ing the power relations between the subject positions of dis-
abled and able-bodied.5

In Swanson’s anti-self-portrait, power relations between 
the subject and the viewer are inverted; the subject wields 
the power to be seen or not to be seen. She wears a mask, 
hidden from the viewer, but the mask gives the illusion 
that she returns the gaze, even as she rejects it. Swanson is 
dressed in casual, loose-fitting clothes, which resists the 
sexualization of the female body and the fetishization of 
the disabled body at once. Swanson’s red shirt stands out 
against the otherwise neutral and cluttered background, 
but it neither draws attention to the shape of her body, nor 
hides it among the background. By positioning Peggy Lee’s 
face over her own, the artist asserts control over the terms 
of the stare and in defining her own identity. The image—
one that pairs the ideal standard of beauty with the physi-
cally disabled body—asserts human variation over “abso-
lute difference,” as the lines between subject and viewer 
and subject and subject are blurred.

Whereas the categories of visual rhetoric that Garland-
Thomson defines in popular photography draw attention 
to disability as a state of difference, Swanson’s anti self-
portrait falls into none of those categories. It therefore 
does not perpetuate a representation of “the wondrous, the 
sentimental, the exotic and the realistic.”6 The domestic 
setting belies the careful construction of the image. Geom-
etry plays an important role, as the rectangles in the image 
help to guide the viewer’s eye. Swanson’s body can be read 
as a rectangle that fills in the gap between the two rectan-
gular speakers. In this way, the image addresses Garland-
Thomson’s formulation of the “wondrous” in which “dis-
ability operates visually by juxtaposing the singular 
(therefore strange) mark of impairment in a surrounding 
context of the expected (therefore familiar).”7 Swanson’s 
body, however, is positioned so that it blends rather seam-
lessly into the background, not drawing attention to her 
body, but not hiding it either. Coupled with the verbal play 
of the title, “Anti-Self-Portrait,” Swanson, herself (and her 
body), nearly disappears from the image. The image is also 
static, barring the “supercrip” character in the “wondrous” 

image. That is, Swanson is doing nothing out of the ordi-
nary; in fact, she is doing nothing at all.8 Because the im-
age indicates no movement or action, Swanson draws at-
tention to the fact that it was posed. Barring the possibility 
of the “wondrous,” the closest mode “Peggy Lee” comes to 
is the realistic, as it is placed in a mundane, domestic set-
ting. The trick of the eye of the Peggy Lee record, however, 
lends itself to the surreal, which is characterized by the 
whimsical and irrational juxtaposition of images, unbri-
dled by traditional societal constraints.9 The visual manip-
ulation of the body to blend in with everyday objects is 
reminiscent of the work of Surrealist photographers, such 
as Man Ray.10 By adopting this new category of image to 
represent her body and her identity, Swanson challenges 
expectations of self-representation, adding another possi-
bility for reading the collection title, “Anti-Self-Portraits.” 

Swanson resists traditional images of disability, and in do-
ing so, avoids the role of “spectacle” in her own image and 
reverses the power relations of staring in photography, re-
claiming what Garland-Thomson calls “the social ritual of 
staring at disability.”11 She asserts her own identity as the 
artist in refusing to conform to the visual rhetorics that 
would define her identity as a woman with a disability. In 
producing these images, Swanson also adds to the archive 
of images of people with disabilities, allowing for new cat-
egories of images to add to a fuller understanding of indi-
vidual experience. In this way, Swanson’s photography col-
lection can be read as a form of activism, as it promotes 
different ways of viewing the disabled body. The collection, 
then, fulfills all of the domains of feminist disability theory 
that Rosemarie Garland-Thomson defines: representation, 
body, identity and activism.

“Swanson resists traditional images of disability, 
and in doing so, avoids the role of ‘spectacle’ 

in her own image...”
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