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Â© Lotte van Raalte

â€˜BODYâ€™ is the first photography book by Lotte van Raalte. It is an ode to the female body in all its glory, an
intimate documentation of the photographerâ€™s encounters with womenÂ of all ages. We asked few questions to Lotte about
the project of the book - the design is by Merel van den Berg and there is a text by Lou Stoppard - on the eve of its launch
which will be tomorrow at 6 PM in London @photobookcafe. The book launch will be accompanied with a solo exhibition.

What was the driving force behind the project?

Iâ€™ve always been fascinated by people: their faces, bodies, expressions and stories. I was already focusing on skin and
shapes but never thought Iâ€™d be drawn to nude photography. Then I was shooting in Morocco for a beauty brand and on the
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last day - while I was editing - I got distracted by the beautiful freckles and birth marks of my producer. I started to take close
ups of her skin and not much later she was completely naked in the pool. It felt like such a liberation to shoot without any
products, just a pure human being. And someone who had never been in front of a camera. I knew that I wanted to continue this
â€œresearchâ€• towards the female body. Not models, but all kinds of women of all ages and backgrounds. I had always been
quite critical about how we have portrayed women in fashion, art, the film and music industry and wanted to see where this
research would lead me. I wasnâ€™t sure If I would like it at all, seeing as I always wanted to get as close to people as
possible. So looking back, I think this project has always been in the cards for me.

The protagonists of your photos are 46 women, aged 13 to 94.Â 

How did you choose them? How do you deal with your subjects?Â 

After my trip to Morocco I started a search for women on social media of all ages, sizes and shapes to pose nude. I received an
overwhelming amount of responses and started to shoot most of them, one by one, in nature or my daylight studio. Most of
them were under 40-years old which let me to look for an older demographic of women offline. I also photographed my mom at
a nude beach near my home town. That day on the beach I also met some other incredible women at the higher end of the age
spectrum. In fact my mom was quite instrumental in helping me tap into a different demographic, she was the one who
introduced me to a 94-year old lady, for example. At first I was quite nervous. Iâ€™m always super conscious and sensitive to
peopleâ€™s energy and since - for most of the women - it was the first time ever to do something like this, I felt a huge
responsibility. I am however very aware of the fact that I always shoot my subjects as real and honest as possible. After a while I
didnâ€™t feel any difference between shooting with or without clothes. In addition, I also interviewed all the women asking the
same questions: â€œWhatâ€™s your relationship with your body? What do you think of the current beauty standards?
Describe your body as objectively as possible in short words.â€• The answers to this last question were transformed into an
index featured on the first and last page of the book.
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How do your subjects react to the pictures you take of them?

To me, personally, itâ€™s maybe even more interesting to talk about how they felt and behaved during the shoot itself. Some of
them were super nervous. Others very confident (like the youngest, a 13-year old girl). For most of them it was a very liberating
experience. My biggest accomplishment with this project was when the women felt more happy, confident or content in their
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bodies after the shoot. I really made sure that I kept everyone updated on image selection, which most of the women reacted
very positively about. Of course - since I donâ€™t photoshop or hide anything - one or two images got changed or removed
from the final edit out of personal reasons from the women. What still fascinates me most is to realize that almost all women will
react more critical to their own images compared to images of others. I am still not quite sure why that is. Still havenâ€™t found
the right answer to where this comes from. Maybe because we - as human beings - are in general most critical and hard on
ourselves and effectively also on our incredibly loyal bodies. Luckily I found a way to change this around a bit, not only for the
women Iâ€™ve photographed for the book, but also the people that have seen the photographs and said â€œWow, I find this is
so beautiful. I should embrace this part of myself just as much.â€•

Your pictures show women in their most natural form, as they are. There's a feeling of freedom that reminds me of Ren
Hang's statement: 'People come into this world naked and I consider naked bodies to be people's original, authentic
look. I feel the real existence of people through their naked bodies'. What kind of body image were you looking for? By
showing naked bodies out of context in all their powerful beauty, are you constructing a â€˜new mythologyâ€™?

I can relate strongly to Ren Hangâ€™s quote, because I do feel that thereâ€™s nothing more real (strong & vulnerable) than a
naked body. I wasnâ€™t â€œlookingâ€• for a certain body image when I started, but I did find it shocking how many issues
people have with their bodies while itâ€™s such a beautiful and incredible instrument. I guess our issues with our bodies reflect
our fears in general: fear for imperfection, fear for change and fear for impermanence. I donâ€™t think Iâ€™ve constructed a
â€˜new mythologyâ€™, I would rather say that Iâ€™ve constructed a â€˜new realityâ€™.
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The Italian writer Elena Ferrante wrote: 'Even today, after a century of feminism, we canâ€™t fully be ourselves,
donâ€™t belong to ourselves. Our defects, our cruelties, our crimes, our virtues, our pleasure, our very language are
obediently inscribed in the hierarchies of the male, are punished or praised according to codes that donâ€™t really
belong to us and therefore wear us out. Itâ€™s a condition that makes it easy to become odious to others and to
ourselves. To demonstrate what we are with an effort at autonomy requires that we maintain a ruthless vigilance over
ourselves'. This is especially true about the relationship that women establish with their bodies. As a woman
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photographer, what does photographing female bodies mean to you?

This is so accurate and also something that Lou Stoppard and I talked about while writing the text for the book. â€œOf course,
the body is fashionable. It always has been soâ€”an object, or prop, to delight, inspire and titillate. It has been used to spark
desire and insecurity, to sell products, to control taste. We are informed by our age. In the past we admired quite different
stomachs, thighs and faces. Back then, beautiful meant something else entirely. Each age has its own requirements, its own
odd ideals and obsessions. Today it is fashionable to talk of celebrating the body, to talk of empowerment. How can one ever
showcase the body without commodifying, or sexualising, or narrowing it in some way, however small, however subtle? Maybe
one canâ€™t. Here, we are asked to forget all this, and simply admire this wonderful, complicated, unbelievable instrument. We
are asked to look freely.â€• So to answer your question; photographing their bodies meant â€˜freedomâ€™.

We are living in the 'age of the female gaze'. Are there any artists who influenced/ inspired the way you see women
through the lens?Â 

I donâ€™t think so, but Frida Kahlo has always been a huge inspiration to me. Besides her unique aesthetics she questioned
gender, politics, class and race within her society, which was very unusual for her time. I love how she mixed reality with
fantasy, her inner and outer world, her fears and her love. To me she is the definition of smart, talented, honest, vulnerable and
strong women.

Everyday we are overwhelmed by pictures of women which are often stereotyped: they perpetuate cliches that
manipulate our way of seeing and interpreting femininity. In your opinion, how many 'different' images should we see
in order to change our mentality?

Iâ€™m really very worried about our visual culture, on and offline: plastic surgery, botox, fillers, filters, the â€˜perfect Instagram
lookâ€™. You would think that in this time and age we would have set ourselves free from the male gaze. Even when we see
beautiful, more curvy women on our screens, to me it still feels like a sexual approach to beauty, which to me is so narrow
minded and sad. Thereâ€™s nothing wrong with feeling sexy, but why does it always have to be so provocative and have this
illusion of perfection? Perfection doesnâ€™t exist, perfection is boring, perfection only leads to frustration. I completely
understand that itâ€™s in human nature to look up to someone, to be inspired by others, but we can also look at impermanence
and imperfection - that what life is in its nature - and be inspired. I cannot say how many images we should see, but this book is
my attempt to I show a different view on beauty. Maybe itâ€™s not even about the amount of images we should see of people.
When do we ever say â€œthis is an imperfect or ugly treeâ€•? Perhaps if we payed more attention to nature, we might
understand the nature of the human body much better.
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This is your first photography book. Why did you decide to publish it?

Thereâ€™s a few reasons. First of all Iâ€™ve always been a collector of books, especially art books, so Iâ€™ve been meaning
to publish my own for a long time but never thought a project was valid or important enough. After the first few shoots I did for
this project I knew this was going to be a document, a collection of women. Then I asked one of my favourite designers Merel
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van den Berg if she wanted to design the book and she said yes. I really wanted it to be a dialogue between us two so we
started very early in the process while I was still photographing we already were editing. I think we spent approximately one year
on editing and the design. Secondly, thereâ€™s so much imagery and most of the images we take end up online. We take one
second to look at the content and scroll on. So I wanted to make something that had more value and permanence to it. An
actual object that (hopefully) lives on longer than me. Then a third reason is the fact that these images are not allowed on social
media (I cannot even post the cover of my book) so it needs to live in the real, offline world.

Does the exhibition reflect the book's layout? How do they differ?

The exhibition at the Vriend van Bavink gallery in Amsterdam has links to the books layout, for example I used the colour
combination that Merel made for the book in some of the photo prints and I used some of the diptych image combinations within
the show. I always look at a space first before I come up with the presentation concept so the gallery in Amsterdam had a lot of
framed prints, but the space in London (the Photo book cafe) will focus more on the book and Iâ€™ll present actual uncut
printed pages that I took from the book printer. Next month Iâ€™ll do another presentation in gallery La Senora in Oaxaca
including performances from artists/dancers in Mexico with their interpretation around the subject â€œBODYâ€•.

Is it an on-going project or is it over?

My research towards human bodies and nature is definitely not over. Iâ€™m working on a new project that is more about the
outer AND inner nature of our bodies, between reality and staged...but no photography this time :)
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