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With no requirement for consent, the gaze is used to assert power and to incite a reaction from the 
other. The reaction – including obvious attempts to ignore the camera – is reveled in.   

Being looked at can at times feel like intrusive touch, a threat, a violation: violent and controlling. This 
video shows that, and the work – physical, psychological and emotional – that goes into the job o f being 
looked at. It recreates the sexual script we all know and shows how damaging that script can be to the way 
the subject is perceived by others – and possibly, eventually, by her/himsel f.   

The work is one o f a series o f attempts by Alex Brew to explore gendered power relations and dynamics. 
It aims to recreate the societal in fluences and expectations governing and limiting many o f our 
interactions with the opposite sex.  

She says, “I like working with the Horse Guard Troopers because they have to be silent. They are on 
display. They are a showpiece. They are blond-wigged or red-headed. These phallic head-dresses (or 
helmets) have a tight strap that pushes the bottom lip up and out. It ’s a bit bondage. People take pictures 
of these men (exclusively men) constantly. Pose with them. Wave their hands in front of their faces. Added 
to this, the Troopers are not allowed spontaneous human reactions. They have to control themselves, 
censor themselves, and behave. But sometimes they can’t help it. There are some links here to what it is 
like to be the type of woman who ‘behaves’.  

It was also nice to be working in an environment where these men couldn’t stop me looking. There was no 
potential comeback of violence for me. That isn’t a usual situation between men and women. I enjoyed this 
new situation but I was polite about it too and fairly easy on them. These men could not hear the words I’m 
speaking in this video. I was not leering at them particularly. I was not staring at their bottoms or pecs or 
crotch. I was holding a camera in front of my face and watching them through that. I was using a small 
device – one that many tourists were using around me (most of the tourists had bigger and better cameras, 
actually).   

I was easy on them… and yet, they didn’t enjoy my gaze. They didn’t enjoy being seen like that. You can 
see that from the man’s face in the first frame. He’s at work. And is not in a sexual context. He is not 
thinking about sex, so having these young women around him making him into a sex object for their pictures 
is irritating.   

When you’re looked at consciously and for a prolonged period in a sexual way, you can feel it. You feel like 
you need to react either with it or against it. Maybe you consciously ignore it. It makes you feel vulnerable 
or defensive or turned on. It isn’t a neutral space to be in.  You feel it like you feel touch. You know the 
dialogue that goes with those looks too. This is the dialogue [in the video] that women know when they’re 
looked at. It ’s the dialogue of porn films and the dialogue of men commenting on women. It ’s a tape that 
plays in your head if you let it. If you bend over in public, if you stretch a certain way or eat a banana or 
suck an ice-lolly, it’s there. Men don’t often have to cope with that. They aren’t used to having to deal 
with someone they don’t want looking at them sexually doing it anyway.   

The violence done isn’t the act of looking at another person or approaching them or chatting them up and 
flirting. It ’s doing it when the other person does not obviously want it back. The violence is the irrelevance 
of the other person’s reaction, the irrelevance of their embarrassment and lack of desire. In a culture where 
we’re very protective of men (while making a show of being protective of women) I think it’s interesting to 
withhold that protection for a few minutes.”   

 

  
     Stills from ‘Not for the faint-hearted’ by Alex Brew, 2011   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Alex Brew's photography has been shown at 
universities, squats and artist-led galleries 
including RampART, Kings College, Bethnal 
Green Working Men’s Club and ArtsBar, and 
published in the academic journals Feminist 
Media Studies and International Feminist 
Journal of Politics. Her 'zine 'At Sea With 
Sexists' is stocked by radical bookshops and 
archived by the British Library. Late last year 
she put together an exhibition looking at 
masculinity called ‘me maskuline’ which 
included work by Del LaGrace Volcano, Alexis 
Hunter, Grace Lau and Oreet Ashery. This 
year, she gave a workshop on feminist direct 
action as part of the ‘Pornified?’ seminar series. 
More recently, she gave a talk at the Feminist 
Library in London as part of an evening of 
discussion around the eroticisation of men with 
Filament Magazine – transcript on RAG Dublin. 
This year Alex has spent more time making 
new work in new disciplines – mostly digital 
photography and video – some of which is 
shown for the first time today at Middlesex 
University.  
 
The work displayed on the 5 projectors along 
the side-wall of the lecture hall – ‘Not for the 
faint-hearted’ is one of a series of attempts by 
Alex Brew to explore and intervene in gendered 
power relations and dynamics. It aims to 
recreate the societal influences and 
expectations governing and limiting many of our 
interactions with the opposite sex (more 
information on this work is overleaf).  
 
Other work includes a series of hand-printed, 
black and white images, from the project 
‘Asking For It’ in which she attempts and fails to 
objectify men. The project becomes more of an 
exploration of the skewed power dynamics 
between men and women that make 
objectifying men so difficult.  
 

 
The ‘Asking For It’ project incorporates text, 
sound and images documenting her progress 
from acquaintances to strangers. She 
approaches men in public places outside 
offices, pubs, cafes and gentlemen's venues 
often in London's square mile and then 
negotiates with them into a more private 
space – an alleyway, a car park, or back at 
their place or hers. Once there she asks them 
to remove items of clothes. 
 
Currently in progress is a project called 
‘femmetakingliberties’ which uses strategies 
from the Pick-Up Artist community (normally 
exclusively male and heterosexual) to pick up 
men. As part of this project, she sat in a café 
for a week and used lines and tactics from the 
book ‘The Game’ – on m en. In addition she 
asked some men to take her picture for her, 
using her camera. There was a queering of 
her interactions with men as she performs her 
pick-ups using a more-butch-than-usual (but 
still passing as female) persona; taking on the 
usually-reserved-for-the-male role.  
 
“Attempting to perform the ways of interacting 
described in the book was depressing in some 
ways and led to incredibly surprising and 
human interactions in others. For a start, I was 
originally going to follow the suggestion of 100 
approaches in a day but it was too much. 
That’s grueling. You can’t be human at all 
approaching that many people in a day. 
You’re bringing the capitalist productivity 
model into your personal life. Maybe I’ll try it 
some time but it’s a horrible prospect. Then 
there’s the problem that you can’t really just 
be open to a person. You have to stay in 
control of your game. Everything is about your 
performance, your pick-up. It’s the 
professional smile. Going back to the same 
café day after day with the manager and staff 
taking an interest in me (this loud, 
inappropriate girl), and ‘getting to know me’.  
Of course they weren’t. They were getting to 
know the act. And so were the men I ‘picked 
up’. I felt a bit of a dishonest shit at times. 
 
There was never a moment where I was 
concerned about this getting out of hand and I 
think that’s because it was always me who 
made the approach. Just like the boy who 
doesn’t like a girl who’s too forward, I was out 
of there the moment they came on too strong. 
If I wasn’t leading the game, I just left them 
behind.” 

 
 

 

      ‘Pride of the litter’ by and of Alex Brew, 2011   


