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Thursday 27th February was the opening of the “Work to Be done” Exhibition - curated by 
collective Whack ’n’ Bite - at Ffotogallery, Cardiff. I will begin by saying how much I 
enjoyed the exhibition. I am a big fan of photographic works that are not only interesting 
in themselves, but also provoke conversation and debate. Be it conversation about 
elements inside the boundaries of the art on show, or about the conceptual’s they uphold.


Johan Bavman’s “Swedish Dads” is an excellent example of this. When speaking abut his 
work, Bavman made it very clear that he does not aim to portray the men - who take 
equal parental leave - as special. “I do not see them as supermen” he said, instead 
making it clear that he “aims to start discussion” with his photography, inspiring more 
men in Sweden to take their equal share of parental leave, as currently only 14% do so.


Indeed when viewing the work I debated the reasons behind this statistic, with close 
friend. We wondered if women often take more parental leave because of a genuine 
physiological difference, and a greater maternal instinct? Or is it down to a deep set 
ideology in society, that we have all grown up with, that this is predominantly the role of 
the woman? in my opinion it is a mix of the two. Whilst it has been proven that women are 
often more empathetic and caring, this is only enhanced by our cultural upbringings. 


We also shared contrasting views on visual elements of the work. The image below, in 
particular, provoked opposing views. 




At first I felt that this image portrayed the Father as some sort of hero, with the pipe 
draped around him like a cape, or superhero outfit. The opposing view was that Ola 
Larsson, 41, who was on paternal leave for 8 months, is getting stuck in and making an 
effort to bond with his son (Gustav) as much as possible - even whilst doing mundane 
chores - in the same way that mothers have for years. The more I observe this image the 
more I begin to believe this portrayal, and that is the beauty of Johan Bavman’s work. We 
initially see these men as role models, but slowly realise that they are not marvellous, they 
are doing something that more men should be doing. A fine line is being toed between 
showing that men can be parental just as much as women, and portraying these men as 
special. It is at this point, when they stop being extraordinary and become human, that 
you “see yourself in them, or your farther” as Johan put it.


I didn’t enjoy the work of Beta Bajgart from her book “A Woman’s Work” as much, 
although that did mean I engaged more on a critical level.


In my opinion some of the photographs are simply not as interesting as others. For 
example, when I lay eyes on a woman sat in what appears to be a secondary school 
classroom, I can’t help but feel underwhelmed. Especially having just read a passionate 
foreword about documenting female pioneers showing what they are capable of, in 
“unusual and often predominantly male professions”. As far as I am aware teaching is not 
a male dominated occupation, nor is it particularly unusual. That underwhelming feeling 
also comes from the image itself, which does not captivate or draw me in. It relies heavily 
on the separate, accompanying sheet of text, which informs us that Nora Khaldi is a 
mathematician and scientist. Apart from this, and some awkwardly, unnaturally held 
sample tubes - which I am certain I have seen on my ex-school website - there is very 
little in this image that excites or engages the viewer.


This is in contrast to the very next photograph, in which we see rally driver Rosemary 
Smith. 




Immediately we see a women at home. Confident and assured in an environment that we 
do not associate with women, especially not a seemingly elderly one. We do not need to 
read anything, we do not need to look for awkward little clues, we see a strong, relaxed 
woman, showing what she is capable of in a world that is undeniably male dominated. 
Yes, the accompanying text adds interest and detail, but we do not need to be convinced 
by it. The photograph does not rely on it. 


Unfortunately, the following photograph is a woman in a lecture theatre, and the 
underwhelming feeling has returned. We have moved from a school classroom to a 
university theatre, that is the only change from the photograph of Khaldi the 
mathematician. Oh, and instead of the signifier being a sample tube, it is a powerpoint 
slide in the background. We still find ourselves uninterested in a bland scene. 


Ola Hardiman, who is being depicted, is an incredibly intriguing Professor of Neurology, 
but that intrigue is not translated through the photograph. In exactly the same way as 
before, the photograph relies on added text, and an element staged by the photographer. 
What if I didn’t pick up the sheet of paper at the start of the show? I would have even less 
interest in these images. I would not know how interesting this woman was, and I 
certainly would not assume that she is a pioneer in a male dominated profession.


Several pictures later I came across my favourite image of the series, and my love of this 
image only intensifies the disappointment I feel when looking at the images around it. We 
are shown Polly Donnellan, a welder. 


It looks like a bloke has been pulled out of his work boots by a big giant, and Polly has 
been placed straight down in them. The oversize, heavy workman’s gloves; the oversize, 
rigid factory apron; the oversized, disorganised warehouse. None of these things 



correspond with, what we would typically call, a woman’s job. And yet, despite this, Polly 
looks at such ease. Tranquil in chaotic surroundings. Polly is the embodiment of a woman 
breaking the stereotypes of both genders, and their historic roles. Moreover, because of 
the intriguing imagery, I didn’t need to read the accompanying text to see, or feel, her 
presence.


Polly leads me nicely to my final point, about the show as a whole. When reading the 
foreword of the overall exhibition, I sensed that the show is not about female 
empowerment, but about the levelling of the playing field between the genders, often 
because of structural, mechanical, and technological advances. Two, ever so slightly, 
different things. I’m not sure that the importance of modern technology, to many of these 
equalities, shone through. Except for Beta Bajgart’s image of Polly Donnellan, and a 
couple by Mikko Suutarinen in his “Truckers” project, which we haven’t delved into in this 
article. 


However, this is a small detail in the grand scheme of what I though was a very interesting 
show. Whereby lesser images sparked just as much debate as some of the more 
interesting photographs. Furthermore, the aim of the artists was for us to focus on the 
content of the images, and to start conversations about gender equality. Which they 
undoubtedly achieved.
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