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: AUVANTAGES
OF BEING
% WOMAN ARTIST:

out the pressure of success
¢ 10 be in shows with men
swcape from the art world in your 4 free-lance jobs
wor career might pick up after you're eigh
hafever Kind of art you make if will be Tabeled femining

B T ; | & ' wk in a tenured teaching position
. — '} E 1 our ideas live on in the work of others
* y iy the - pportunity o choose befween career and motherhood
N ‘ r | Weving 1o choke on those big cigars or paint in Italian suits

« time to work when your mate dumps you for someone younger
¢od in revised versions of art history
) undergo the embarrassment of being called a genius
. picture in the art magazines wearing a gorilla suit

e messace eon OUERRILLA GIRLS covccmncr -
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LCPTCS e How Ve interpreted the ener il o { 1lie}
\s individuals we ¢ st s st as | ve
1als we “ver h \
: have never I..ul.luvmp[ ‘te concept ol our true selve Ve exist as a number ver t
Sk ‘ ki as i wr ol v 1ons, tron
A SOCTE ews us 1o our own perception and ideas of who we are. Through art we have ey i i
E attemnpted to depict

[:( ever 'n hanging concept .”l self” by pinpointing an aspect that in contrast is an unchanging concrete image-

|'l ir! the human form, The figure for centuries has served as a basis for unde l\l.lhl'lll'\"lht‘ human u'l‘;.h:un It
l; .‘ 16 \[fl')‘:l'(] down version of ourselves, the visual representation of how we choose 1o present who \\"I e l“
the world. Sometimes the figure can be deceiving, for it is essentially a shell that contains the true esser '
being. However looking at how the depiction of the figure has gradually e
developed throughout time demonstrates much more than « hanging surface
aesthetics. Instead it shows us the adaptive natare of art; how lh.:' traditional
purpose of hguratve art for communication or religious purposes has today
become expressive and cong eptual, providing an insight into the mner self ‘|||\|

as twe see i B ( 1
much as what we see on the outside. Therefore, in many ways we have

begun to question, is it essential }
g juestion, 1s it essential for the figure to be a fully realised version in

order to represent the human form?

I'he figure has been an integral subject matter throughout the history of

artistic endeavour. With the exception of gender, what is essentially the same
form han ‘en repeatedly interpr 1 1
u having been repeatedly interpreted in sculpture, paintng and drawing for

centuries still serves today as one of the main inspirations behind works, If we

Bual

] L at . M the m o . - M 1
ook at some of the most renowned art pieces- Michelangelo's ‘David’ and
David, Michelangelo, 1501

Bouticelli's the *Birth of Venus® the figure is presented in striking
realism. In both there is a defined curvature of limbs, a sliqh(l\‘i
leaning posture and intricacy of the hands, portraying nm.hiné
but a very real and very vulnerable humanity. Despite the f[lft.
this sculpture and painting depict a biblical character and an

ancient goddess, the artists have replicated the essence of the

human form almost perfectly. This sublimity is something art
historian Lee Stanford epitomises in David as ‘the brillia;u
projection of the ideal’; focusing on the figure’s unarmored yet
powerful body as the personification of renaissance belief in

mans ability to face impossible odds and nevertheless succeed. The Birth of
e Birth of Venus. Botticelli. 1480s

Comparing these works to more modern picces such as De Kooning's

‘\\om;ir) we can see why one may argue it isn't a true representation of the human form. In contrast o the
‘I%lnll of Venus's’ statuesque body and idealised presentation of femininity, “‘Woman' is bulky and lll‘l\{‘lllil:C
with a severity coming from brash brushstrokes and disproportionate features. Whilst there is an ) .
u‘m'ompromisine: energy emerging from the realism in Michelangelo’s and Botticelli’s work, for De Kooning the
prccrs't-xu-rg‘\' derives from the very opposite of this. The essence of humanity is instead found in its comy l.exe
disparity with the traditional form with the vivid colour and shifting gestures ;:]111()51 moving in front of 1:
compared to the refined stagnancy of “Venus” and ‘David’. Created as one of a six part serirs De Knonil.\.":
army of violent women dispelling the expected notions of elegance of women in the 1950s, \\:ould of in n:

Woman I, Willem De
Kooning, 1951

Part of the ‘Woman Series’, Willemn De Kooning 1950-1952

doubt shocked the audience at the tme. However, De Kooning was not pamting out of the desire 1o present a

tully realised image of humanity, but rather to express the energy creat d by its presence., The fact that hi

sporadic mark making, that horders on abstracuon, il allows us to recognise a woman and even hier

temperament. excmplifies how wwenticth century artists exploring the limits of figuration were usbig subjective

representation as an caually accnrate way ol depic ting torm,

Sparked by the 1940< movement ol Abstract Expressionism De Kooning was only one of the many arusts

attempting to reclaim the figure after it has been initally disregarded by avant-garde movements of the early

that 1 will be focusing on therefore 1s how in a time ol aristic rebellion

20th century. One of the questions
» The way

against taditonalism did artists manage 1o reinvent possibly the most traditional of all subject matters!
Picasso. De Kooning and Gorky all portrayed the

hadd a fixed form that stood in direct contrast to abstr

essence of the body ransgressed previous ideas that the hgure
action. By focusing more on what the be sy symbolised such

as the conflicts of human emotion and the psychology (hat laid beneath the skin these artists showed that two

scemingly apposing artistic styles ¢ ould therefore come together.

i v own work the movement from pure abstraction to incorporating aspects of realism was a natural

progression inspired by the figurative artists in the era of Abstract |

Ixpressionism alongside more contemporary

-

it. Despite the face typically being the external represent
arms, legs and feet could be indicators of emotion, or even just the
abstract, Uncomfortable almost disjointed imagery of limbs

Seated Woman, Anna Schuliet, 2011 Own Work

s such as Anna Schule ation of feeling, I somewhat

arts
oddly became fascinated with the way that
human presence in a painting that was mainly
wrt in this and whereas the colour schemes of light greens, blues and browns suggested

played a large p:
natural world, the incongruity of the legs distorted

harmonious connotations due to th
the compasition so that the pieces appeare

ver much I dissembled and disfigured the body there w
dered. Why is it then that our psyche recognises elements of
can capture this energy

association with the
d more chaotic and filled with movement. What interested me was

howe: as still a resemblance, not necessarily to the
wraditional image of the figure, but the cnergy itren
abstract? The first artist to potentially question how one

humanity in what is outwardly
%ablo Picasso. As David W,

of the figure without dircctly portraying i
Galenson, author of ‘Conceptual Revolutions in Twentie
ative style as a ‘vehicle for expression’,

s traditional form was in no doubt I
th-Century Art’ argues, Picasso used his
unconventional figur “Thus his paintings mark a revolutionary turning
point in the early 1900s of not representing reality, but insteac
himself that he painted ‘objects as 1 think them, not as [ see them’ Picasso’s d
provided a new geometric and unfamiliar v ing things, signified the end of the traditionalist era of
and led to what we now define as modern art.

{ distorting it to his own accordance. Claiming
evelopment of cubism, that

vay of see

working
ost controversial works of the 20th century, not only due to their politicised
Jecause of his presentation of the human form. Often thought to have inspired De Kooning's

ionally demure portrayal of the female seen in “Women’, Pi
contemporaries at the time of its creation, including his frie

ad been ‘drinking turpentine and spitting fire”. It was not the fact

Picasso has created some of the m

content but t
o's ‘Les

aggressive approach 1o the tradit
Demoiselles 1)"Avignon” appalled many
who went as far to suggest Picasso h

nd Georges

Braque,



Les demoiselles d’avignon, Picasso, 1907 Blue Nude I, Matisse, 1952

that these wormen were
nude however that created
such contlict, it was
Pieasso’s angulan sharp

' stvle that distorted

the women making them
appear fragmented;
lacking the realism that
was expected of figurative
work in 1907, Described
as ‘ndiculing’ the modern
art movement by Matisse,
despite being an artist who
would later in 1952 create
‘Blue Nude 1T’

demonstrating the same

tlatness he denounced, in
the early stages of his career the consensus was that Picasso showed little regard for the stylistic techniques nsed

by other prominent artists

In *Les Demoiselles D' Avignon” the five women appear to dominate the space within the painting, with the fleshy
red and pink tones heightening their sexual prowess. Even so, contrasting their overtly provocative positioning
their dark hallowed eyes demonstrate a expressionless gaze that one could even interpret as melancholy, This can
especially be seen in the two central figures who have the most pronounced and *human’ faces, reminding us of
the prostitutes that these figures were based upon. The other three faces instead have a prominent resemblance
African Masks, objects that Picasso was known to have collected after being enthralled by their purpose 10
‘overcome fears by giving them colour and form’. It seems therefore that likewise to the eves, noses and mouths
on the masks, Picasso used the women in the picce as initiators of impact and
not for naturalistic representation. This is highlighted due o the
abandonment of perspective in the picce, where the compression of space
between background and foreground confines the women inside a mass of

sharp edged colour blocks that disperse into the pigment of their skin.

It was Picasso’s intent to paint the figures from more than one angle which is
why almost like shards of a shattered mirror, the limbs seem to have been
{

broken apart and placed back together, giving the piece an overall feeling «
fragility. What most intrigues me about this work however is the primitive
nature of the women and I can see now why a generation accustomed to
seeing the sensuality of a women being portrayed with a curvature and
softness of lines, like in the paintings of Paul Cézanne, would be appalled by

Picasso’s work. Whereas in Cezanne’s ‘Femme Nue Debout” the figure holds

her hands above her head and poses lazily, in “Les Demoiselles D" Avignon” the
Nude Woman Standing, women hold their hands with a much more exaggerated sense of purpose.

Cezanne, 1899 Thes:

are women who understand their sexuality is simply a means of profit

when it comes to men and thus pose to reflect masculine animalistic desires. By
reducing the women into flat shapes Picasso therefore highlights them as metaphorically and visually hardened
figures, with the lack of ¢ ompositional depth also reflecting this essence, From a modern perspective, these were
the first steps into the development of the Cubism. Inspired by ‘Les Demoiselles D"Avignon” artist Braque would
20 onto develop collaboratively with Picasso until World War I this breaking down of perspective and

simplification of form that we most assoc iate with cubism today.

I

centur
Picasso's flat planes, whilst the Abstract Expressionist artist Asheville Gorky took a much more umque approach

250’ contributions to Cubism and later to Surrealism influenced countless artists throughout the 20th

. Matisse in ‘Bathers with a Turtle’ combined the more traditionalist, rounded figuration of Cezanne with

o colour and form. Gaorky, who explared Cubisin pramnently
throughout the 19205 and 30k descnbed Preasso as one aof “the new
masters” and studied his style closely so that in plece’s such as “Blue
Figure i a Chan” we can see resemblance 1o Picasso's nse of open lorn
and sharply angular heoraton. Gorky's use of the figure is often
mterpreted as being highly abstract, bt despite heing an avtst who ofien
sated *Ldo nor ke o put a face on an image” there is certainly
imphications ol the human form in the magority of bis pieces. In many

wavs Gorky rook the distortion ol the hzare further tan Picasso did,

Bul/u-'n with a Tur!lt' Henri Mutisse
ans of abstraction: unlike 1908

with the viewer themselves having o plece together aspects thit
resembled humaniy from within his de

>
Picasso wi

o generally placed 1he figure centrally and quite obviously

within a compositon, Gorky's “Blue Figure in a Chair’ and Picasso’s

*Dora Maar au Chat’, two preces that
sprung from the Cubism movement, we can

O arust’s

see the distinetions in the

ntation of the figure. Whercas

reprc
Picasso presents a clear separaton benween
the background and foreground of the
piece, Gorky's geometric shapes have been
simplified further, leaving us with a lack of
clarity where the body ends and the chaiy
and walls begin. There i almost a
mechanical feeling ro Gorky's work, with the
strong contrast of the white and black paint
exapgeraning the stiflness of the higures

posture created by the angular lines. The

Dora Maar au Chat, Picasso Blm; Figurein a 1‘”/1‘11:7'
1941 Govky, 1931

more I find the

longer I'look at the piece the
figure becoming part of the machinery of the
chair itself, reflecting the lack of name in the
title in that there is a loss of identity that comes with their connection to the cold cmotionless presence of the
object. All of this is in contrast with Picasso's women, whao contradiets the cool wnes of her colour scheme and
wwisted contours of clothing by appcaring content or even amused in her expression. "This defined sense of
vs lover Dora Maar whose influence both

character is unsurprising consicering this was a portrayal of Picas
challenged and stimulated his work. Their relationship was turbulent, and Picasso's frustration came out in the
many violently distorted paintings of Maar, showing the effect that cmolional connection to ones subject has on

depicting its essence. Whereas there is a deep vibrancy and intricale patterning focused on Maar's clothing, her

face appears pale and undisturbed. This matchies the regality, of her positioning, with the black cat also

emphasising irnplications of Maar’s sexual aggression within the piece.

Own Work



Classic Male, De Kooning, 1941

Iwould like to think my own drawings and paintings ol people sitting on chairs thercefore mirrors Picasso's more Lassic Male” created in 191 seen i t i 1}

. x oo . tei g : Kooning's e 1 onal hy at s Later gestural uby
intimate setting than that of Gorky’s. Even though in my paintings there is a clear image of the structural Kooning's early waditional figures and his Liter gestural o

. z . ] g N resented enlarged often monstrous mterpretations of form, Neanny the
sturdiness of the chair and legs holding the figure up, this does not compromise the presence of the body's upper presented enlarged often BHOUS INterpreta i

3 3 ) 6 . torso there s almost a direct point where this transinion occurs, the
half that is often represented by a mass of colour suggesting an organic and alive source of energy from the i i

deepening into a more red based, fleshier colour and the thin line

human presence underneath it In this case I have found that the drawings of Gorky made during the final years

£ finely enc apsulate the rest of the pamting thickening into a much more
of his career have served as a greater inspiration for my work. Thought to be a prefigurement to the Abstract

X deep set barrier between the two stvles, 10s hike there is a figure within a
Expressionist movement itself, Gorky’s work takes elements from Cubism, Fauvism and Surrealism, and develops

figure, which creates a sense of movemnent and hichlichts

them into his own lyrical abstractions where energy emerges from loose, fluid mark making. Hs pi:-(rT lYilll\'(.Jl'ln complrtiegenl thpieos bk aten Drphies i SieEGe. A i The e
people and memories into an abstracted reality, demonstrating his statement that *dreams form the bristles of has been restrained and is now breaking free. De Kooning appeared 1o
the artist's brush’. Similarly in my own work [ have atempted to mirror the essence of humanity rather than focus on this solitary male figure throughout the 30° and into the vears of
directly portray it, using mlu]tiplc' layered drawings of the same person in different positions so that the focus is World War Two. Despite their strong, muscular bodies, each man shares an

essence of melancholy combined with a muted colour palete that

highlights, as art historian Sally Yard argues, their ‘vulnerable existence’, In
contrast to the wild energy and power of his later female subjects living in

anew American age. De Kooning instead uses his male figurations o

express the loss and instability facing
the population, especially the men, during the war.
One of the main contrasts in the piece is therefore of stability and
nstability. We see, despite the solidity of the bottom half with its opaque
geometric shapes thickly applied with oil pastels alluding 1o Picasso’s use of

Hat planes, there is on the top half the faded appearance of the figure as it
blends into the walls yellow pigment. This itself looks to be the beginning
of De Kooning's exploration of a space he named ‘no environment’.

Unlike Francis Bacon for example, another 20th century figurative artist

o3 - KRS TR

SRR R DR EPENASY: e N 3 2 who made distinctions between his grotesquely distorted figures and their
Untitled,Gorky, 1940 Oun Worl enigmatically plain backgrounds, De Kooning created a method that
dissolves the two into one. What results from this therefore is whilst Bacon’s
the energy of the lines rather than the subject itself. Stylistically these drawings look a lot like many of figures appear in a state of turmoil due to their surreal disfigurement of

on the energy y € 3 ey 4 ¢ . ' i
Gorkv's | li} intitled pencil works where figures have to be sought out within the intense interlocking imagery limbs and features: isolated from the normality of the world around them,

sorky’s later v > gures il 1 : o R . - -

h d ; hates the picce. Because of this the viewer is made to question whether the long spindly lines that for De Kooning the energy of his figures simply becomes part of this chaos
that domina : picce. S s the = e . £ abstracti
could be legs or the rounded sections that look like heads are simply the means of human instinct to seek out the of abstraction.
familiar in whit'we struggle to contemplate. The figure here is by no means an objective image, yet the trauma In this essay T have aimed to depict how traditional figuration is not always — Studies for a self portrait,
m——— d by Gork f;(;m his familial losses in the Armenian genocide to cancer in his later years seem to be necessary in order to translate the energy and essence of humanity. Instead — Francis Bacon, 1985

cperienced by Gorky s familial losses : £ U :
. d" th ‘ iece within the disassembled chaos of it all. Therefore, somehow by erasing the figure, we have scen how movements developed in the 20th century such as
S ke tl { it even more whole Cubism, Abstract Expressionism and Surrealism have all led to much more freedom in how one captures the
Gorky has gone on to make the essence of it ever hole.

kv  influel . ithin tl I Expressioni o and ssibly th ost presence of the human form, whether it be ’ddd])lln. the |)S\'(‘l (JIU\V\' of the person or p. in(mg a figure f e
asst S Wi u Any W 1e Abstrac LXPressionist movement, and possibly the mosl B4
Like Picasso, Gorky ork influenced ma ny ithin t ) t t t

prominent of these was William De Kooning. As a mentor to De Kooning in the .19305 together they attempted
to reconcile the body’s classical form with their own modernist ideals and convictions, m\(.l zllllhoufzh the two
artist’s works differ stylistically we can still see they are sourced from the samf: in.lem to orfgmal‘ly mt’erprn.:l the
figure. According to Balcommb Green, another prominent Abstra'ict Expressionist at (-he time, ‘De l\lt)t)tllllg '
\'i>rtually worshipped Gorky’, which is why the influence of orgarllc forms,and .surreahst nspffc;s ca(l;lul seen in
many of his early works. As expressed in the beginning of [hIS‘ ess,ay, l?c l\(‘)onmg )vas no; hl‘ll. ered ); .
expectations of artistic boundaries, arguing himself that he ‘didn’t paint \-mh the ideas of artin mm(\ z}ml
with this he also strayed from the stercotypical portrayal of gender, especially thro.ughout the 1940s. Whi :l”‘ )
“‘Women I' is often remembered as the artist’s most prolific piece for its ('omrmjerlsu'\l por(rfmyal of the :lggll’()-‘.ssl\t
female with her crazed stare and abrupt energy, looking earlic.r into hi's career it is interesting ml;ce]?ow De
Kooning’s perception of form began to alter. A key turir?g point of this would have bccn' w'l:en Pcn o}(;mméq
worked with Gorky and other Abstract Expressionist artists of the 30s afld 40s, :such as Jackson ollog ‘an'
Franz Kline, at “The New York School’. This group cmbodit.td b},' American artists and Europcm; ulnmlgmm
artists following the war, combined styles derived from th? differing cultures and produced fuel the l:lost‘ "
influential artistic movements the world had seen. There is no doubt‘ thcn?fore.\\fhy.aﬁ.er being surr(l){un by ;
gestural works of Pollock and witnessing physical engagement of Kline with his paintings, that De Kooning's

. S s e The Mothers, Jenn Hozw I Sat, Tracey Emin,
$ { nal form. Vituivian Man, Da Vinci, s v
figure began to attain a much more looser, unconventiol : ;yuow a Saville, 2011 2014

basis of pure abstraction. Although these result in people who are distorted and even unrecognisable, nothing
like the image of humanity Leonardo Da Vinci was drawing whilst studying proportions of the human body in

the Renaissance, we could go on 1o argue that Da Vinci's interpretations are equally dissimilar to the stick figures
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being carved onto walls in 38,000 BCE. How we depict the human form therefore alters according 1o how
humanity sees itself: whereas Da Vinei was drawing to understand in a purely mathematical fashion in a time of
reasoning and observation, today, possibly because of the invention of the camera that can capture this in an
mstant, we are living in a world more accustomed 1o wanting o explore the person beneath the skin. In terms of
amaodern approach to the figure, artists such a Tracy Emin, Jenny Saville and Louise Bourgeois look past the
body’s superticiality and delve into experiences and the past to attain a truer sense of what it is to be *human’.
Like Gorky’s works where the pieces are so distant from, vetsull recognisable to the human form, Bourgeois's
disembodied limbs and shapeless sculptures all have an uncanny connection to humanity. Upon visiting the
Bourgeois exhibition at the Tate I found these sculptures even had a particular presence, and thus I wasn't only
surrounded by other visitors but by the memories captured in the suspended pieces.

Marina Cashdan, editorial director of the

website ‘Artsy’, deseribed Bourgeois’s pieces

as ‘at once figurative and abstract’, a concept

. which I find sums up all of the pieces I have
- 3 looked at in this essay. This stylistic contrast
A . / has therefore gone on to influence the final
5
T NG, ¥

outcome of my practical work, where I have

painted realistic aspects of the figure but in
unnatural, highly pigmented blues and reds,
emerging from a mass of multicoloured
abstracted shapes. This is where I found my

p>

real excitement and fascination with the

figure lies, in reproducing the figures essence
|

whilst consistently referencing to and
switching in between aspects of realism and
Part of the suspension

The Couple, Louise abstraction. I've found there is no distunction

hibiti 3
exhibition, Louise Bourgeois 2007

. between the two artistic styles, as both equally
Bourgeois 1995 y s
portray the energy of whoever is sat in front
of me or the aspects of the figure i'm focusing
on. However, I do find that the abstracted elements connect me on a much more personal and emotional level
with the figure. This is because I am often portraying my close friends and family; thus their energy and
relationship with me are translated through the collection of colours and mark making in my work. There is no
doubt Anna Schuliet has had one of the largest influence’s towards this way of working, with her gestural
paintings that blur the boundaries between subjective and objective ways of seeing the human form.
Throughout my own artistic process I gradually became more and more fascinated with her balance of mark
making and negative space on a page, and how even the smallest resemblance to the body was used to bring

these aspects together.

It is impossible to know how the figure will next be interpreted by the art world. Itis one of the oldest forms of
inspiration yet it refuses to die, merging and aligning itself’ with new movements and artistic styles that are

L:

Chew and Chew and
Chew, Anna Schuliet, 2008

Own Work

brought about. Today, in a society focused on image, we find social developments such as the emergence of the
“selfie” have simply become other ways of interpreting who we are. Therefore in a way, we have created a world
where we have the power to dictate the way we represent ourselves down to the smallest detail. Despite these
advances in photography however, I still feel that there is a significant value placed upon life drawing and the act
of the individual personally interpreting the figure. It is almost as if we will never stop being compelled to
recreate what is in front of us in order to display our own view of the world, despite the difficulties and
technicalities of doing so, in an age where technology has simplified and even taken over this challenge. For me,
the figure is something I am continually secking to understand and learning how to comprehend it has at times
been a struggle, but in no doubt helped develop my drawing skills. At a young age we all draw completely
unselfconsciously, yet if given a camera a child would be ignorant to how it worked. This instinct represents how
natural and fulfilling transferring vision to action is, and why we continue to draw after all this time.

Overall, I have come to the understanding that there is no definitive way to express the energy and essence of
the human form. Even though the traditional depiction of the fully realised body renders emotion through
posture and expression, sometimes abstracted works that dissemble this perfected image can even evoke a better
sense of what someone is truly like.
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