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Romola Campfield, wife of painter, illustrator, designer and maskmaker, W. T. Benda, 1926.
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Sculptor Phoebe Stabler completes her latest work, The Onlooker, c.1926.
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‘For most of history, Anonymous was a woman.’

Virginia Woolf

In 2017–18, when we were working on our first book together, The Colour of Time, we found ourselves repeating what would, over the months, become a familiar lament. That book, like this one, was a world history told through digitally colourized photographs from the ‘black-and-white’ era – roughly speaking, 1850–1960.

Then, as now, the historical parameters we set ourselves were broad: we wanted our story to range far and wide, mingling the famous with the unfamiliar and the everyday with the extraordinary, using colourized photography, based on thorough historical research, to tell a big story about a changing world. Yet as we worked, we kept coming back to a single observation.

There aren’t enough women in here.

*

That’s not to say there were none. It would have been an old-fashioned history indeed, which told the story of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries without any reference to women’s contribution to the world. And we felt we did what we could to bend the arc of our storytelling towards inclusion and representation. We were proud of The Colour of Time, and remain so today.

Yet at times during the production of that book – and again during our second, The World Aflame – it felt as though we were battling with history itself. No matter how much we willed the past – or, more precisely, the photographic archives – to offer us an equal balance of men and women through whom to tell our story, all too often we would find ourselves surrounded by dudes with bushy beards. The big beasts of history, in their top hats and military uniforms, with their famous names and glorious (or notorious) reputations.

There were just so many of them. And sometimes it felt that all we could do was shrug and say to ourselves: well, that’s history for you. It’s a man’s world.

Except, of course, it’s not. The historian blaming her or his sources is no better than the workman blaming their tools. History makes us. But we also make it. And although it is true that for most of human civilization, patriarchy has underpinned most forms of social and political organization, that, today, is no excuse for laziness.

That is why we decided that in this, our third book, we would set ourselves a challenge.

No dudes.

No beards.

No men allowed.

What you hold in your hands today is the result. This book recounts a history of humanity between 1850 and 1960, told through women’s pictures, lives and experiences. It is designed to serve as a tribute, a tableau, and, in its way, an example. It is a both a conventional history – arranged chronologically and thematically, with an eye for events and important individuals – and a radical one.

This book is created to show that we can frame our histories just as we frame our photographs: focusing on the things we think are important or arresting or terrifying or beautiful, and cutting out what does not, in the moment we press the shutter, capture our interest.

There are many ways historians can frame this particular age of history. There are many ways to tell an infinitely fascinating story.

This is A Woman’s World.

*

Between the middle of the nineteenth century and the middle of the twentieth, the world changed almost beyond all recognition.

Telegraph cables, ocean liners, roads and railway lines connected people across vast distances at previously unimaginable speeds. People flew, first in hot air balloons and zeppelins, then in bi-planes and fighter jets, and finally at the speed of sound and into space. European imperial powers laid claim to the lands, labour and resources of other nations and exploited them for all they could, before two World Wars redrew the map of the globe, to reflect the pre-eminence of nuclear-armed superpowers.

Technology brought about a revolution in entertainment: film and television made actors and performers into national and international celebrities. Writers and artists found ever-larger audiences. Sports were codified, organized as mass spectator events and eventually televised.

Meanwhile, scientists began to unravel some of the most fundamental mysteries of the universe, with mindboggling advances in genetics, nuclear physics and computing, as well as in mundane but essential fields like food production and preservation.

In all of these fields and more, women were involved in critical ways.

Women’s and men’s history are not independent, but they are distinct. Female and male experiences are profoundly shaped and defined by social norms, gendered ‘rules’, and religious or even ‘scientific’ beliefs. Yet it is hardly bold to say that historical writing has both absorbed and reflected a view of the past that revolves chiefly around men.

A traditional history of the First World War would typically focus on powerful tanks, bloody battlefields and the stories of men who sacrificed everything they had to fight for their country. But if we look more closely at the Western Front of that war, we will find Marie Curie – the world’s leading chemist and physicist – together with her 17-year-old daughter, Irène, driving and operating mobile X-ray machines that saved the lives of thousands of wounded soldiers.

Step back to the Crimean War in the 1850s and we will find the British nurse and social reformer Florence Nightingale transforming field hospitals by emphasizing sanitation, and not only alleviating generalized misery but cutting death rates among the wounded by two-thirds.

Step forward to the 1950s and we will meet Rosalind Franklin – who sits alongside Curie as one of the most important scientists of the twentieth century. Franklin, a research associate at King’s College London, headed the team that took what has been dubbed ‘the most important photo ever taken’, which revealed the double helix structure of DNA. Her work was of world-changing importance, yet she was cited only briefly at the end of the Nature paper published by scientists Francis Crick and James Watson in 1953 as having merely ‘stimulated’ them. Crick and Watson were awarded a Nobel prize and were eventually recognized as the actual ‘discoverers’, although they later admitted their formulation ‘would have been most unlikely, if not impossible’, without Franklin’s work.

There are similar stories in almost every field we might care to examine.

The most famous aviator before the Moon landings of 1966 was Amelia Earhart, whose disappearance during a voyage across the Pacific in 1937 still fascinates people today. The greatest monarchs of the age included Queen Victoria, Taytu Betul and Empress Dowager Cixi. The greatest athlete was Mildred ‘Babe’ Didrikson Zaharias. The greatest actor was Sarah Bernhardt. Rosa Parks sat at the forefront of the civil rights movement, while Eleanor Roosevelt codified human rights in a model for the whole world to follow. Only Elvis Presley could challenge Marilyn Monroe for the name of the most famous celebrity of this time. No story of achievement despite physical disability is so well-known or inspirational than that of Helen Keller.

Of course, we have given much space in this book to women who fought for equality, freedom and opportunity during an age where, across the world, women’s rights were curtailed and suppressed. That story is told most explicitly in Chapter 2 (Women in School) and Chapter 7 (Women in the Streets). But it is implicit everywhere else, too. The bare truth is that almost every woman we have featured in this book had to do more than a man would have done in her position to achieve the same result. It would
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