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“Women artists. There is no such thing – or person. It’s just as much a 
contradiction in terms as ‘man artist’ or ‘elephant artist’”. 

- Dorothea Tanning – 
 
16 April 2021, London: Next month, Sotheby’s will stage the (Women) Artists sale: its first auction dedicated to female 
artists across the centuries, many of whom have been categorised or marginalised by history due to their gender. 
From the Old Masters to the Contemporary, the sale will explore the art historical contributions and personal stories 
of these artists across 400 years: from a 1680s Dutch painting by a 22-year-old Rachel Ruysch to Dame Laura Knight, 
the first woman to be granted full membership of the Royal Academy in the 1930s, and a sculpture by YBA artist and 
first-female Turner Prize winner, Rachel Whiteread.  
 

“The divisive classification ‘women artists’ but never ‘male artists’ is at the heart of a debate that has been 
disputed for decades, and yet continues to be a trap that is so often fallen into. Female artists should not be 

pigeon-holed nor segregated, which is precisely why we are holding a sale that appears to be doing exactly that – in 
order to turn the tables and open up this debate. Yes, these artists are women, but more importantly, they are 

artists.” 
Marina Ruiz Colomer, Contemporary Art Specialist, London 

 
“Many of the female artists we are offering here were well known and respected within their lifetimes, but history 

has not treated them kindly. They have come to be remembered as the wives of painters, as the ones that enabled 
their husbands, fathers and brothers to paint or as their muses, but rarely ever as they deserved to be: the artists 

in their own right! Recently museums and institutions have led the charge in reappraising the contributions of 

Rachel Ruysch, (Forest floor still life with a pool, 1687, est. £150,000-200,000; Dorothea Tanning, The Witch, 1949, est. £220,000-330,000;  
Rachel Whiteread, Wait, 2005, est. £60,000-80,000 

OR ALTERNATIVE CTP WORK 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2t5md59dxhi5fdd/AAAlktTXlQdHm_tYwH461NSIa?dl=0
https://www.sothebys.com/en/buy/auction/2021/women-artists


 
 
 
 
female artists. We need to explore their narrative and celebrate their contribution and achievement. If we can bring 

visibility to just some of those through this sale, then we have made a step towards the right direction.” 
Lisa Stevenson, Impressionist & Modern Art Specialist, London 

 
The narrative will further unfold through a virtual panel discussion with Marina Abramović in May, exploring the history 
of women in art across all movements. Abramović explains that she was not concerned with gender when she 
emerged as an artist and still is not now: “I greatly admire Louise Bourgeois for having a family, a husband and a 
wonderful career but when I am looking at Spider 1994, I’m not wondering what gender of artist made the work.” 
However, she takes issue with the continued undervaluing of works for the majority of women artists: “I feel a really 
big injustice because work by women artists is under-priced. You still have people like Cindy Sherman, whose works 
are really well-priced, and I think that’s a great justice to her. But there are some great people who don’t have her 
profile and the work is wonderful.”  
 
A glimpse inside the sale:  
 
Rachel Ruysch’s (b. 1664-1750) Forest floor still life with a pool (est. £150,000-200,000) is the earliest piece in the 
sale. Painted at the age of just 22 in 1687, this has not been seen since it was acquired in The Hague in the 1950s. 
The daughter of a lecturer in anatomy and eminent botanist whose samples she would copy, Ruysch purportedly 
delayed marriage to focus on her career until meeting fellow painter Juriaen Pool in her thirties. Though Ruysch had 
ten children, she continued painting into her eighties, while Pool gave up his own career in light of her talent. Ruysch 
achieved international fame in her own lifetime, invited to serve as court painter to Johann Wilhelm, Elector Palatine 
in Düsseldorf, with her works – which she always signed with her maiden name, even after marriage – commanding 
high prices. Just recently, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam announced that for the first time in its history, it will 
permanently exhibit works by women artists, including Ruysch, in its Gallery of Honour.  
 
Painted 262 years later in 1949 is Dorothea Tanning’s (b. 1910-2012) most surreal and dynamic The Witch (est. 
£220,000-320,000), originally created for the ballet of the same name. Though Tanning was renowned for her 
painting, she was also commissioned to create costume and set designs for ballets choreographed and produced by 
the co-founder of the New York City Ballet, George Balanchine. Not only did Tanning become one of the most 
important Surrealist artists of the twentieth century, she was also a strong believer in equality. She married fellow 
artist Max Ernst, and in addition to rejecting the label “woman artist” she similarly didn’t want to be defined by her 
relationship. She once stated: ‘I never heard him [Ernst] use the word “wife” in regard to me. He was very sorry 
about that wife thing.’ 
 
Sharing a similar view was German Dada artist Hannah Höch (b. 1889-1978) who, as one of the few female artists 
in the group, expressed interest in the social construct of the ‘New Woman’ – an idea that emerged in the late 19th 
century of a professional and androgynous woman who wanted to take her place in society as a man’s equal. Engaged 
in the political and social discourse surrounding gender roles in Weimar Germany, Höch was a proponent for their 
independence and agency. In art, she was among the originators of photomontage, often creating satirical and witty 
commentary on the cultural landscape of the time as we see in Begegnung mit dem Wesensfremden (est. £12,000-
18,000). Her unusual use of media did not find parallel emphasis until Pop art in the 1960s.  
 
Elsewhere is Dame Laura Knight’s (b. 1877-1970) The Gift (The Flower) (est. £150,000-200,000), among the largest 
of her canvases ever made. Arguably her generation’s most popular female painter who pioneered for recognition of 
her fellow women counterparts, Knight had a long and celebrated career. She became the first woman elected to full 
membership of the Royal Academy in 1936, and her retrospective exhibition there in 1965 was the first for a woman. 
Very few surviving privately-owned paintings compare with The Flower, which remained in Knight’s possession until 
it was sold in Sotheby’s 1971 studio sale and given the title The Gift. It hung for many years in the reception area of 
Odin’s restaurant in Marylebone. 
 
Though often presented as Henry Moore’s ‘female alter ego’, Barbara Hepworth (b. 1903-1975) rose to international 
fame, exhibiting around the globe during her lifetime. As a woman in a largely male-dominated art world, she firmly 
rejected the idea of competing with men. In 1973, in an interview for the Brooklyn-based Feminist Art Journal it was 
suggested that her working life might have been easier without so many domestic distractions. “No no,” she replied, 



 
 
 
 
“I was made that way — to incorporate family, children, everything. I hadn’t much patience with women artists trying 
to be women artists… I think art is anonymous. It’s not competitive with men. It’s a complementary contribution.” 
Carved in 1956, Imprint signals to Hepworth’s earliest experimentations and dexterity with the piercing of her forms.  
Rachel Whiteread (b. 1963) was the first woman to ever win the Turner Prize in 1993. The award was granted for her 
sculpture House for which she cast a Victorian terrace house that was scheduled for demolition with concrete. Offered 
in (Women) Artists is Wait (est. £60,000-80,000) from 2006, a piece reminiscent of her iconic Untitled (One Hundred 
Spaces), which was exhibited as part of the historic Sensation show in 1997.  
 
From one of the leading voices within contemporary feminist discourse comes Wine (Muktada) (Bringing the War 
Home: House Beautiful, New Series) by Martha Rosler (est. £6,000-8,000) (b. 1973).  Rosler first began this series 
in 1967, combining images of Vietnamese civilians and US soldiers with those of pristine dwellings, drawing attention 
to the horrors of the Vietnam war. Through her art and writings, Rosler explores social issues, including homelessness, 
public housing and public space. Continuously addressing the marginalisation of women, in her pivotal performative 
work Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975) the artist parodied cooking demonstrations broadcast on American TV in the 
1960s to highlight the frustrations of the reductive portrayal of women in the media. 
 
 

 
The (Women) Artists sale will take place online from 20-27 May 2021, and will be accompanied by an exhibition at 
Sotheby’s New Bond Street from 22-27 May.  
 
The full offering will be unveiled in due course. Please RSVP to this email to register your interest in receiving 
advanced information.  
 
Female artists at auction 
 
According to Sotheby’s Mei Moses, in the past five years the rise in prices for female artists have outpaced male 
artists by 29% across the market. The contemporary and old master markets have seen particular growth, with prices 
for female artists outpacing growth for male by 49% in the contemporary market, and by 45% in the Old Master & 
19th century markets.  
 
Record for any work by a female artist:  
$44.4 million for Georgia O’Keefe’s Jimson weed / White flower no. 1 sold at Sotheby’s New York in November 2014. 
 
Record for any work by a living female artist: 
$12.5 million for Jenny Saville’s Propped, sold at Sotheby’s London in October 2018. 
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Images are available to download here. Courtesy Sotheby’s. Visit the sale page here.  

 

Dame Laura Knight, The Gift (The Flower), est. £150,000-200,000; Barbara Hepworth, Imprint, est. £110,000-160,000; Hannah Höch, 
Begegnung mit dem Wesensfremden est. £12,000-18,000; Martha Rosler, Wine (Muktada) (Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 
New Series), est. £6,000-8,000 

mailto:Alicia.Stockley@Sothebys.com
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2t5md59dxhi5fdd/AAAlktTXlQdHm_tYwH461NSIa?dl=0
https://www.sothebys.com/en/buy/auction/2021/women-artists


 
 
 
 
About Sotheby’s 
Established in 1744, Sotheby’s is the world’s premier destination for art and luxury. Sotheby’s promotes access, connoisseurship and preservation 
of fine art and rare objects through auctions and buy-now channels including private sales, e-commerce and retail. Our trusted global marketplace 
is supported by an industry-leading technology platform and a network of specialists spanning 40 countries and 50 categories, which include 
Contemporary Art, Modern and Impressionist Art, Old Masters, Chinese Works of Art, Jewellery, Watches, Wine and Spirits, and Interiors, among 
many others. 

Instagram | Facebook | Twitter | YouTube | LinkedIn | Pinterest | WeChat | Weibo |  Youku 
 
* Estimates do not include buyer's premium or overhead premium. Prices achieved include the hammer price plus buyer's premium and overhead 
premium and are net of any fees paid to the purchaser where the purchaser provided an irrevocable bid. 

Stream live auctions and place bids in real time, discover the value of a work of art, browse sale catalogues, view original content and more at 
sothebys.com, and by downloading Sotheby’s apps for iOS and Android  
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