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FOTOGRAFISTE: A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE  
ON ARCHIVAL SOURCES FOR WOMEN’S 

WORK IN PHOTOGRAPHY1

Linda Bertelli, Agnese Ghezzi

 Silence may be a lan
rigorously e ecuted the blue rint to a life 

It is a resence
it has a history a form 

Do not confuse it
with any kind of absence

 Adrienne Rich, , 

INTRODUCTION: TIME, MEANS AND PLACES

In the  issue of the ournal , a short te t by the ia Cherubini Feminist 
Grou s’ Collective signi cantly entitled  (Time, Means, and 
Places), o ered a retros ective assessment of the rst years of the feminist movement  
The te t identi es a set of elements, at once concrete and indis ensable, for under
standing the s eci c o ression of women and for transforming the social reality that 

roduces it  Asking themselves hat do we need , the women of ia Cherubini 
res ond: Stable s aces of action grounded in the absence of delegation, and contin
uous work ca able of strengthening our bonds  (Collettivo dei gru i femministi di 
via Cherubini Milano, )  Certain te ts, or small constellations of te ts, while not 
directly intervening in a given eld of research, nonetheless function as its conce tual 

1 This essay was jointly conceived, discussed, and developed in all its parts by the two authors, who assume equal re-
sponsibility for it. As regards the drafting of the text, the introduction and the first paragraph were written by Linda Bertelli, while 
the second paragraph and the conclusion were written by Agnese Ghezzi.
2 When not otherwise stated, all the quotations are translated from Italians by the authors.
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background, roviding a dominant image that structures the work itself  
 has become one such text, beginning with the resonance of the three 

signi ers articulated in its title
During the two years of the national PRIN  PNRR ro ect  

omen in Photogra hy From Italian Archives ( ) , some of us have taken this 
o ortunity to engage in a broader re ection, never ignored, but here made ex licit, on 
what it should mean to inhabit the university, its structures and its rules, as feminists  A 

ro ect that set out to reconstruct the time, means, and laces available to women who 
sought to ursue a career in the hotogra hic eld during the medium’s rst century, has 
o ered us the time, the means, and the institutional s ace to re ect on the conditions 
under which feminist ractice can be sustained within academic research  This re ection 
exceeds the a lication of a feminist methodology to women’s history: it entails an ongo
ing interrogation of our own ositioning, and of the forms of res onsibility, collaboration, 
and ways of occu ying institutional s aces that such ositioning demands

At its core, the ro ect  aims to recover the identities, histories, and 
ex eriences of women who, between  and , worked in a wide range of roles 
within the hotogra hic eld  These include em loyees in studios or businesses di
rected by men; owners of hotogra hic studios (as examined in the second art of this 

a er); workers in industries roducing hotogra hic materials (as discussed in Greta 
Plaitano’s contribution to this volume); and, to a lesser extent, women who ractised 

hotogra hy within the domestic s here, either rofessionally or as amateurs  The 
ro ect is situated at the intersection of the history of hotogra hy and the social his

tory of women’s labour, and deliberately shi s the focus from authorshi  to the rofes
sional and material dimensions of hotogra hic work  It ado ts an ex anded notion 
of labour that encom asses both aid and domestic forms of work, in order to address 
the conditions, ractices, and cultural frameworks through which women were able to 
access and to construct for themselves a career, or more broadly a working life, within 
the hotogra hic sector  hile attentive to the wider Italian anorama and to interna
tional com arisons, the ro ect has concentrated rimarily on Tuscany and 
Lombardy, which constituted the main territorial hubs of the research

As this volume demonstrates, the ro ect emerges at the intersection of several strands 

3 The project started in December 2023 and ended in February 2026, founded by the European Union - Next Generation 
EU. It was promoted by IMT School for Advanced Studies Lucca (Principal Investigator: Linda Bertelli) and the Brera Academy 
of Fine Arts (Co-PI: Nicoletta Leonardi). For further information, see https://www.fotografiste.com/ and https://www.instagram.
com/fotografiste_/ last accessed January 21, 2026.
4 As part of the project, a relational database that offers a mapping of women working in photography across the Italian 
national territory has been developed. 
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of research develo ed over the ast thirty years, and articularly intensi ed in the last 
decade, centred on women and hotogra hy  These include studies on women’s ho
togra hic ractices (Leonardi, ; Di Bello, ; Hudgins, ; McCormick, 

); analyses of women’s artistic re resentation and self re resentation in hotogra
hy (Muzzarelli, ; Perna, ; Lederman, atskevich, ); e orts to construct 

local, national and international catalogues of women hotogra hers (Rosenblum, ; 
ohannesson, Kna e, ; Bouveresse ; Lebart, Robert, ); investigations into 

women’s rofessional involvement in hotogra hic labour and industries (G barowska, 
; Mitchell, ; Di Barbora, ; L ez Beriso, ; Lien, Sandbye, ); and 

studies addressing the relationshi  between feminism and hotogra hy (Raymond, ; 
Bertelli, a; Casero, ; Lewis, ; Muzzarelli, Marino, )  Taken together, 
this body of scholarshi  re ects not only a growing interest in the sub ect, but also a 
sustained e ort to move beyond isolated case studies, to ex and the focus from single 
authors to broader cultural contexts, and to connect diverse national and transnational 
ex eriences  

ARCHIVES, MEMORY, AND FEMINISM

One of the ro ect’s most signi cant methodological issues, addressed in the rst art of this 
a er, concerns its engagement with rimary sources and with archives (both hotogra hic 

and non hotogra hic) as institutions of reservation and systems of knowledge roduc
tion  This dimension is articularly crucial given that the histories and ex eriences of these 
women had to be reconstructed almost entirely from scratch  Two main uestions frame 
this investigation, uestions that, while by now classic, remain ressing  First: what does it 
mean to engage with standard archives, organized according to hierarchical structures that 
have historically marginalized certain histories and ex eriences, including those of women, 
in order to recover such data and, subse uently, to render it descri tively visible within the 
archive itself  Second, at a methodological level, what role does feminist historiogra hy lay 
in this rocess of emergence  How does it o erate both in the technical sense of informa
tion retrieval and cataloguing, and in the inter retative and memorial sense of describing, 
reconstructing, and giving historical meaning to these lives and rofessional tra ectories  In 
other words, how can one intervene in existing archival frameworks so as not only to extract 
information, but also to inscribe new forms of visibility and memory within them

5 This perspective has been recently at the centre of a number of research and valorisation projects dedicated to differ-
ent contexts: What They Saw/What We See, Women Photographers in Portugal 1860-1920 (https://womenphot.fba.up.pt/ last 
accessed 21 January 2026); Behind the Camera: Gender, Power, and Politics in the History of Japanese Photography (https://
behindthecamerajapan.arts.ubc.ca/ last accessed 21 January 2026); Fotografia Arte Femminismi (https://site.unibo.it/fotogra-
fia-femminista-italiana/it last accessed 21 January 2026); Fast Forward research project and network (https://fastforward.pho-
tography/ last accessed 21 January 2026).
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In the Italian context, the feminist movement of the s marked the beginning of 
a re ection on the construction of women’s historical memory, and conse uently on the 
elaboration of archives as instruments of self re resentation and self historicization  From 
the outset, this memory was conceived as non linear  Conce tually, drawing here s eci cal
ly on Carla Lonzi, feminism has no ast on which to rely: women’s o ression is, literally, 
historically irrecoverable, lost in the dark ast of the world  (Lonzi, , )  omen’s 
history is therefore marked by an originary amnesia  (Passerini, , ), a condition 
that also sha es feminist archival ractices, which were never conceived as roducing a 
cumulative or linear image of the ast  Linked to this conce t of amnesia is Lonzi’s further 
idea of the resent as the constitutive tem oral dimension of feminism (Lonzi, )  It is 
the resent that describes, tem orally, the gesture that erases revious ex eriences in order 
to res ond to a need for innovative ru ture, breaking the monologue of atriarchal history  

ithin this framework, feminist historiogra hy does not seek to reconstruct a continuous 
narrative, but rather to intervene critically in the very conditions under which the ast, the 

resent, and the future become thinkable  e must recognize and valorize that this history 
is built rimarily on erishable, non monumental traces, on what Lonzi evocatively called 
gestures made of air  (Lonzi, , )  It is recisely these traces, which can only a
ear in the form of fragments, that we must set out to recover

Starting in the s and s, a signi cant debate emerged in Italy around the writ
ing of women’s history from the ers ective of women’s own sub ectivity, that is, without 
eliding the erishable and fragmentary elements that constitute its very fabric  One of the 
earliest ublications in this eld was roduced by the , found
ed in  out of the need to create a coordination among women engaged in historical 
research in Italy, both within academic institutions and outside them  (Palazzi, Scattigno, 

, n )  As stated at the beginning of the volume One of the de ning elements of 
the Society’s ro ect is the ado tion of female sub ectivity as a foundation of knowledge  
(Palazzi, Scattigno, , n )  This theoretical and historiogra hical debate was closely 
intertwined with re ections on documentary ractice: the collection, reservation, and re
ordering of the materials roduced by the feminist movement  Across many Italian cities, 
archives dedicated to the movement were established (more recisely referred to as Doc
umentation Centers) which functioned not only as re ositories but also as laboratories for 
develo ing archival techni ues suited to constructing the memory of the women’s move
ment, as well as research methodologies for analysing and valorising its sources
In searching for a ro riate systems of classi cation, historians and activists soon re
alised that existing archival and bibliogra hic standards had failed to incor orate the 
e istemological shi s introduced by feminist thought within disci linary knowledge (De 
Lorenzo, )  The issue was not merely technical, but structural: how could 

SECTION I — LINDA BERTELLI, AGNESE GHEZZI
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women’s ex eriences be made retrievable within systems that had not been designed 
to recognise them  Among the initiatives emerging from this context, two ro ect stands 
out for their methodological and conce tual im ortance  The rst, , is a 
bibliogra hic re ertory develo ed in  by the  in Pisa 
(Baldacci, Biagioni, )  This ro ect addressed the roblem of situating texts on women 
within bibliogra hic re ertoires, raising fundamental uestions regarding sub ect indexing, 
classi cation, and the visibility of women’s writing within scholarly and ublic knowledge 
systems  The second, erha s more relevant for our ro ect, is  ( ), 
created within the , today 
Fondazione Badaracco, in Milan [FIG. 1]  It is a thesaurus built from the lexicon of feminist 
documents roduced between  and , which did not ada t re existing documen
tary tools but instead constructed a new vocabulary grounded in the words and categories 
used by women in their texts and olitical ractices  Its ve rinci al connectors (body, 
culture, work, olitics, re roduction) ma  the central areas of feminist ex erience and 
con ict, with the ex licit aim of rendering transmissible a memory otherwise destined to re
main marginal   introduced what was ex licitly conceived as a gendered 
gaze, interrogating what roblems do current documentary languages ose for those who 
start from the recognition of two distinct sub ects, men and women, with di erent ex eri
ences and life ers ectives  (Perrotta Rabissi, Perucci, , )

 inherits and simultaneously studies this tradition, focusing on two as
ects that derive directly from it  The rst concerns the methodologies for interrogating 

standard archives, understanding, as in the case of , the organizational 
dynamics of archival systems that have er etuated the marginalization of women’s ex e
riences, and thus, linked to this, the ways in which information on these invisible sub ects 
can be retrieved  The second concerns how to organize such information and data: as 
with , it re uires re ecting on a language that emerges from the recov
ered documents and the sub ectivity of these women, as well as develo ing methods for 
reconstructing extremely fragmented histories, regularly in ltrated by silence  In the next 
minutes, we will resent a single case study, to show how we have sought to give sha e 
to silence , to use the ex ression of historian Anna Rossi Doria ( )

FRAGMENTED STORIES

e have so far outlined the historical and theoretical background that, in Italy, created 
the conditions for the emergence of women’s stories and histories, as well as the dee  
connection between this emergence and ractices of archiving, labelling, and naming  In 
this second art, we aim to illustrate some of the concrete and material im lications of 
these historiogra hical issues by examining one case studies that has strongly in uenced 
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and sha ed our research ro ect and one of our earliest encounters in the archive with 
women hotogra hers: the Marsini sisters  Des ite their signi cant activity as owners 
of hotogra hic studios and as rofessional hotogra hers, reconstructing their careers 

roves di cult due to the fragmentary and dis ersed nature of the available sources  To 
make visible not only their story but also our research rocess, we have chosen not to 

resent their case as a olished historiogra hical narrative in which clues are seamlessly 
assembled and ga s are smoothed over  Instead, we unroll it through the very fragments 
that have sha ed our work, ex licitly foregrounding the challenges osed by the scattered 
availability of rimary sources as well as by the limited and discontinuous secondary bib
liogra hy  For us, this does not re resent a disengaged a roach, but rather a deliberate 
methodological ro osal: an attem t to confront and address the blank s aces that er
sist around gures and resences that have been historically marginalised

The rst fragment emerges from a local Exhibition of Fine Arts, Arts and Cra s (
) held in Lucca in  Among the rizes awarded, 

the ury granted the Marsini sisters an Honourable Mention  for their ortraits, which 
were raised for their shar ness, tonal variety, and artistic use of lighting (Società Filo
caristica Lucchese, , )  This document rovides us with both an early date for 
their rofessional activity and an indication of their s ecialisation in ortrait hotogra hy  
On this occasion, the sisters described themselves as , the term that ins ired 
our ro ect’s title  This designation di ers from the ex ected feminine form of  
in Italian, which would be  According to existing historiogra hy, the use of 

 suggests that women entering the rofession lacked an established or widely 
recognised designation and therefore ado ted alternative labels  These terms have o en 
been inter reted as signalling a more amateur status, or at least as marking a di erence 
from the masculine  This inter retation a ears to be su orted by the resence 
of other unusual forms, such as , ado ted by other hotogra hers, the Angio
lini sisters, who were awarded at the National Exhibition of omen’s ork (

) held in Florence in  (Finocchietti, )
However, this reading is contradicted by the  census of Lucca  In the summary 

tables listing rofessions in the city, organised al habetically and divided by gender, the 
term  a ears in the section dedicated to male occu ations  This evidence 
suggests that  was neither an exce tion nor a s eci cally female neologism, 
but rather a commonly used term in the s, at a time when hotogra hic terminol
ogy was still uid and in the rocess of consolidation  Signi cantly, in the same census 

6 1861 Population census, Stati riassuntivi, Archivio Storico Comunale, Lucca.

SECTION I — LINDA BERTELLI, AGNESE GHEZZI
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the summary table for female occu ations, under the corres onding al habetical sec
tion, does not include , listing instead rofessions such as ower sellers, fringe 
makers, bakers, and fruit vendors  This discre ancy ex oses a cultural ex ectation that 
has been re roduced within historiogra hy itself: the resumed absence of women from 
hotogra hy has led to the assum tion that women re uired a distinct or newly coined 

label in order to be recognised as ractitioners  Seemingly marginal or incidental data, 
such as an occu ation recorded in a census, can therefore bring to light contradictions 
within gendered ex ectations and destabilise inter retative frameworks  This, however, 
is only ossible if research actively interrogates classi catory systems themselves: in the 

resent case, consulting the male occu ational lists, rather than con ning the search to 
those designated for women, revents the uncritical re roduction of long standing histo
riogra hical assum tions

Adding another fragment, the consultation of the  census entry for the Marsini 
family rovides the rst information regarding their biogra hies and background  The 
father, Felice, originally from Lucca, is listed as a confectioner; the mother, Carolina, 
born on the island of Elba, is recorded as a housewife  Of the two daughters, the elder, 
Giuse a ( ), was born in Bastia, Corsica, while the younger, Emilia ( ), was born in 
Lucca  At the time of the census, both daughters were still registered as homemakers 
( )  Although this fragment does not o er direct evidence of their activity 
as hotogra hers, suggesting they were not yet rofessionally active in , it rovides 
valuable information about the family’s social osition and allows us to re ect on their 
economic resources  The Marsini family can be situated within the lower urban middle 
class, characterised by a migratory background and connected to a small scale commer
cial activity in confectionery  Moreover, this source su lies two im ortant biogra hical 
details that are o en absent from other documentation: the sisters’ rst names, omitted 
in most of the sources in favour of the collective designation , and their 
year of birth (  and )

To better understand the origins of Giuse a (or Giuse ina) and Emilia’s hoto
gra hic activity, and to reconstruct the gradual consolidation of their rofessional careers, 
we can turn to the few surviving hotogra hic traces, which o er valuable clues about the 
years around  A rst signi cant indication is rovided by few  that, 
amid light decorative ourishes, bear the im rint Sorelle Marsini – ia del Castellaccio 
no   – Lucca  [FIG. 2]  A further handful of surviving , roduced a few 
years later, marks a shi  in the sisters’ rofessional self resentation  These rints bear a 

7 1861 Population census, Parrocchia di Santa Maria Forisportam, box 5, folio n. 444, Archivio Storico Comunale, Lucca.
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new stam  incor orating the reference to the award Prized at the Provincial Exhibition 
of Lucca,  and ado t a more solemn designation: 

[FIG. 3]  This formula was clearly intended to resent the sisters as established 
and ublicly recognised rofessionals, signalling a greater degree of autonomy and sta
bility in their activity  The im rint also records a change of address, now given as ia 
San Nicolao n   This new location is con rmed by a handwritten letter signed by Gi
use ina and Emilia Marsini  In this document, the sisters formally re uest authorisation 
from the munici al authorities, informing them that:

The undersigned will shortly o en to the ublic a Photogra hic Estab
lishment in Lucca, ia San Nicolao N  , for which they hereby re uest 

ermission to write, in large characters, between the rst and second oor of 
the building, both from the San Nicolao side and from the street of the Fossi 
al Giardino, along the wall of the building itself, the following inscri tion:  
Photogra hic Establishment  Marsini Sisters

The letter not only con rms the relocation of the studio, but also attests to the sisters’ 
full assum tion of rofessional visibility within the urban s ace, through their ex licit re

uest to dis lay the establishment rominently on the building’s fa ade  e a roached 
this fragment with a certain degree of emotion, as it reveals the sisters’ determination to 
make their new business unmistakably visible, advertising it through signage dis layed 
on two di erent sides of the street  This a ective res onse forms art of the archival 
encounter itself, where fragments of administrative records unex ectedly convey an en
counter with the historical sub ect, su osedly marginalised but whose agency emerge 
from the a ers  e consciously acknowledge here this emotional reaction, aware that 
the marginalisation of a ect in archival discourse has o en been tied to gendered models 
of knowledge roduction that rivilege detachment and ob ectivity while devaluing en
gagement and sub ectivity as feminised modes of understanding  A feminist ers ective 
on archival materiality, however, inevitably im licates us in a ective relations: we become 
witnesses to lives lived through ho e, struggle, ambition, and constraint (Cifor, )

The  census records the Marsini family as residing at ia San Nicolao , at
testing to the overla  between domestic s ace and rofessional activity  A decade later, 
however, the changes concern not only the address but also the internal structure of the 
household and the sisters’ rofessional status  In this census both Giuse ina and Emilia 

8 Scritture del Protocollo generale, n. 6097, 1870, Archivio Storico Comunale, Lucca.
9 1871 Population census, folder 3, folio n. 291, Archivio Storico Comunale, Lucca.
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are ex licitly identi ed as  ( hotogra her)  Their father Felice continues to be 
described as a confectioner, yet he is no longer designated as head of household  This role 
is instead attributed to the elder daughter, Giuse ina, then thirty six years old  Such a 
detail should be situated within the legal and socio cultural framework of ost uni ca
tion Italy  The  Civil Code, while introducing certain measures that in some cases 
ex anded women’s rights, ultimately rea rmed marital authority by subordinating mar
ried women’s economic agency to their husbands’ legal authorisation  Civil ca acity was 
structurally tied to ro erty, and women’s access to rofessional autonomy was therefore 
mediated by family status and atrimonial arrangements  Census records from the early 
decades of the uni ed state further illuminate the ambivalent recognition of women’s la
bour (Patriarca, ; Pescarolo, )  hile women engaged in roductive activities, 
whether as inde endent traders or collaborators within family enter rises, could be reg
istered under a rofession, domestic labour was excluded from formal acknowledgment  
Moreover, the language through which women’s work was recorded reveals an im licit 
hierarchy: exam les overwhelmingly framed female labour as auxiliary to that of a hus
band or father, leaving autonomous rofessional ractice conce tually marginal  The 
only unambiguously recognised form of female inde endence within this administrative 
framework concerned ro erty ownershi  rather than rofessional identity

hen women’s work is considered in relation to family status, it becomes evident 
that the Marsini sisters’ unmarried condition layed a decisive role in facilitating their 

rofessional activity, enabling them to circumvent the constraints of marital authority  
As Maura Palazzi has shown, women alone , whether single or widowed, o en en
oyed greater autonomy in the management of economic resources and in the running 
of businesses (Palazzi, )  Giuse ina’s designation as head of household in the  
census indicates that the sisters functioned as rimary economic roviders, su orting 
their elderly arents  Female heads of household were more common among the lower 
social strata and com aratively rare within the middle bourgeoisie or aristocracy, where 
the control of ro erty and re roduction was more strictly regulated  omen’s autono
my tended to be tolerated when inheritance was limited or when their re roductive role 
was no longer considered central to family strategies  The Marsini case re ects similar 
conditions: modest family ro erty, Giuse ina’s unmarried status beyond the age of 
thirty ve, and the absence of brothers within the household, all factors that o ened a 
contingent s ace within which the sisters were able to negotiate and construct a system 
of economic su ort for themselves and their family while asserting a signi cant degree 
of rofessional autonomy

Turning to the sisters’ rofessional tra ectory, their venture in Lucca roved relatively 
brief  By November  the family had relocated to Livorno  This move, however, did 
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not mark a change in their rofessional identity  On the contrary, Giuse ina and Emilia 
transferred their ex ertise in ortrait hotogra hy to the coastal city, where they o ened a 
new studio  Their  now bore the inscri tion: Photogra hic Establishment 
 Marsini Sisters  Piazza d’Arme No    Livorno , as documented by surviving exam
les  The choice of location was far from incidental  Piazza d’Arme (today Piazza Grande) 

constituted the civic and symbolic heart of the city, centred around the Cathedral and 
surrounded by key commercial activities  Its strategic value had already been recognised 
by other hotogra hers, including the Parisian Alfonso Thaust Dodero and the Bolognese 
Carlo Na oleone Bettini, who had established their studios in the same s uare  The res
ence of multi le hotogra hic ateliers in this rime urban location oints not only to its 
commercial a eal but also to the existence of a com etitive and dynamic market

Their hotogra hic entre reneurial activity did not end in Livorno  In  their 
names a ear in the Commercial Acts of the Florence Tribunal, announcing the estab
lishment of a new studio in artnershi  with Emilio and Cesare Borgiotti, sons of Gi
use e Borgiotti, himself a hotogra her active in Florence  The new remises were 
located in ia Nazionale, a ma or avenue connecting Piazza dell’Indi endenza with the 
Maria Antonia railway station, already known for its concentration of rominent studios, 
including that of the Alinari brothers  Notarial archival documents clarify the structure 
of the artnershi  The Borgiotti brothers acted as working artners, while the Marsini 
sisters entered the com any as ca ital artners, investing the considerable sum of ,  
lire, a further evidence of their nancial solidity and entre reneurial ca acity  The rm, 
however, was o cially registered under the name , with no reference to 
the sisters  In addition, the Marsinis a ointed a male relative, Carlo Marsini, as their 

, entrusting him with legal re resentation and the role of com any treasurer  
This additional fragment o ers a double ers ective  On the one hand, it challenges the 

ersistent stereoty e of women con ned to auxiliary roles, demonstrating the sisters’ ca
acity to mobilise substantial ca ital and to osition themselves within the com etitive 
hotogra hic market of central Florence  On the other hand, their nancial investment 

did not translate into corres onding ublic recognition: their names were absent from 
the com any title, and male mediation was introduced into the formal management of 
the enter rise  The artnershi  with male colleagues thus did not necessarily diminish 
their economic agency, but it did entail a symbolic contraction of their visibility, re ect
ing broader structural atterns in women’s entre reneurshi  in nineteenth century Italy

10 Foglio degli annunzi della Provincia di Firenze, 08/01/1884, n. 3, in Tribunale di Firenze, Atti in materia di Commercio, 
folder 62, Archivio di Stato di Firenze.
11 Private act, 21/12/1883, in Tribunale di Firenze, Atti di commercio, Atti di società, folder 62, Archivio di Stato di Firenze. 
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CONCLUSIONS

The tra ectory of the Marsini sisters constitutes an exem lary instance of the kind of 
research this ro ect seeks to ursue  Through this case, we aim to retrieve the gazes, 
forms of autonomy, and modes of agency of the many women who, articularly in the 
early decades of hotogra hy, made the medium their livelihood, ex ressive ractice, 
and means of sustenance  Following these traces has re uired working through frag
ments: documents dis ersed across heterogeneous archival contexts in which women 
hotogra hers a ear only intermittently, o en in forms marked by omission or artial 

erasure  Our task, therefore, has been to read against the grain, venturing into archives 
not conventionally associated with hotogra hic history, iecing together dis ersed ma
terials, interrogating male authored and male indexed records to recover traces of female 
sub ectivities, and attending closely to the silences that structure the archival record as 
much as the data it reserves (Carter, )  This work of recovery is inse arable from a 

arallel re ection on documentary languages themselves: on thesauri, indexing ractices, 
and descri tive standards that sha e access to archival materials and condition the very 

ossibility of historical reconstruction
Conce ts such as margin, void, and archival silence have thus functioned not only as 

elements of a feminist a roach to research, but also as critical tools for uestioning clas
si catory systems that have historically failed to register women’s labour, authorshi , and 

rofessional roles within hotogra hic culture (Casella, Galasso, )  To reconstruct 
women’s resence within a social history of hotogra hy, in conditions of limited visual 
and documentary evidence, therefore also entails intervening at the level of archival de
scri tion, making visible what existing vocabularies and taxonomies have rendered sec
ondary or invisible  e conclude with one nal fragment: a sim le blind stam , devoid 
of business name or address, im ressed on the recto of a few hotogra hs likely dating 
from an earlier hase of the sisters’ career, when their activity had not yet ac uired a 
xed commercial identity [FIG. 4]  Much like the reconstruction of their story, this rst 

signature is neither a cons icuous ink mark nor an ex licitly informative document  It is, 
rather, a fragile and non monumental trace, an im rint ressed into the a er that brings 
into visibility, from within the materiality of the document itself, the memory and the 
gestures made of air  (Lonzi, ; Bertelli, b) of two sisters
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FIGURE 1: Front page of Perrotta Rabissi A., 
Perucci M.B. (1991) Linguaggiodonna, Centro 
di studi storici sul movimento di liberazione 
della donna, Milano 1991.
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FIGURE 2: Sorelle Marsini, recto, albumen 
print mounted on cardboard, 90×56 mm 
(carte de visite), Lucca, [pre 1867], inv. 
IDF 814. Courtesy Archivio Fotografico 
Lucchese “A. Fazzi”.

FIGURE 3: Sorelle Marsini, verso,  
90×56 mm (carte de visite), Lucca, [post 
1870], inv. VAF 755. Courtesy Archivio 
Fotografico Lucchese “A. Fazzi”.

FIGURE 4: Detail of dry stamp from Sorelle 
Marsini, 91×56 mm (carte de visite), Lucca, 
[pre 1867], inv. IDF 883. Courtesy Archivio 
Fotografico Lucchese “A. Fazzi”.


