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Examiner Commentary

Mike’s approach is industrious and methodical, with numerous photographic and drawn research projects, initially taken from the 

landscape, but later exploring human isolation. His sketchbook drawings of body parts and then a series of photos and drawings of 

family connections on a sofa have potential and a sense of emerging creativity, particularly in his use of colour to show emotion.  

Some progress is made but always his control over the formal elements remains at a basic, rather than adequate level and holds 

back his ability to realise intentions. A lack of further creative experimentation and variety in approach hampers his ability to move 

beyond high Performance Level 2, and outcomes are particularly disappointing. 

Although he does make contextual investigations into Turner, George Shaw, Hopper and others, these don’t help him to inform his 

creative journey to any degree of sophistication and he is unable to sustain outcomes with the ambition or creativity to go beyond a 

basic Performance Level 2 of assessment. 

His Personal Study into the theme of Isolation is extensive, exploring both landscape and figure-based imagery, but lacks coherence 

and relevant analysis. His understanding of the intentions of the artists he writes about lacks depth, which is especially evident from 

his conclusion. It achieves low Performance Level 3. 



















































































































  
  

How do artists convey 

the different ways in 

which isolation can be 

felt? 
 

 



 

Isolation is an extremely abundant theme throughout Art History and is interpreted in a multitude of 

ways. In this essay I will communicate some of the many ways different artists have portrayed 

isolation and the different emotions coinciding with the development of the theme of ostracisation 

over time. 

When looking at “Slaves throwing overboard the dead and dying – Typhoon coming on” (hereby 

referred to as “The Slave Ship” by JMW Turner it is revealed to be an iconic piece within art history 

and displays connotations of isolation in a very different way to most other artists. Like most 

Romantics, Turner was fascinated by nature and the power of nature and most of all God. This is 

evident through all of his works due to the prominence of light. The central proximities of the sun 

and the reflection in the water suggests a sort of omnipotence of light which strongly links to religion 

and power. The feeling of isolation is also conveyed through considering the Romanticism of Turner; 

we know that he appreciated more the peace of the countryside and enjoyed loneliness which is 

evident in some other works, 

for example “Rome from 

Mount Aventine”, however in 

“The Slave Ship”, Turner is 

conveying isolation of the 

bodies in the water and the 

ship allowing the 

interpretation that God and 

nature killed these people, 

punishing them and further 

suggesting power. The piece 

radiates a sense of 

movement, especially in the 

water since we can see 

figures of people and perhaps 

fish/sea monsters which 

further link to the idea of 

nature overpowering 

mankind. This struggle links to the colour palette of the piece which mainly consists of reds and 

yellows, reflecting fire or blood but also connoting the anger of God on these people. The piece is 

very fluid and the line created is somewhat blurred, there is no crispness to the upper half of the 

piece, the definition lies within the sea, focusing on the people there however it is evident that 

Turner has purposefully kept the illustrations of human life minimal in order to express its 

insignificance within this overpowering atmosphere of the storm and also to convey the larger 

argument within the piece. This could have been done to warn the audience of the omnipotence of 

God and enforces his beliefs of strong religion. Furthermore, since Turner was a Romanticist it is 

likely that most of his work has a strong influence from other Romanticists for example the Poets. 

Thomson was a very large influence on Turners work throughout his life and brought upon pieces for 

example “Slaves throwing overboard the dead and dying – Typhoon coming on” was greatly 

influenced by a passage “Summer” from Thomson’s poem “Seasons” within this passage Thomson 

discusses the consequences of a tempest on a slave ship and a shark in the water.  

Light is a very key focal point found in the majority of Turners works because of his dedication to 

religion and belief in nature being much more powerful than mankind. However, this power doesn’t 
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seem to overwhelm Turner like it did 

with some other Romantic artists, 

Turner shows massive appreciation for 

this power within his works and there is 

a sense of awe attached to it. A piece 

that demonstrates this power and also 

isolation in a more positive context is 

“The Fountain of Indolence” this piece 

shows mankind in a more forgiving light 

however Turner has still maintained 

nature as the focal point of it all. 

Instead of expressing the buzz of the 

busy town, he focuses on the wonder   

associated with the surrounding         forest. Yet again there is a definite point of light however it 

seems to be dividing the piece between nature and mankind, this could be Turner portraying God’s 

want to preserve nature the way he created it. Similarly, to The Slave Ship, Turner has only used 

definition from line where there is a presence of mankind. This could be to contrast with the 

whimsical idea of nature. Turner seems to isolate the nature in this piece, suggesting that mankind is 

not appreciating it as much as Turner thinks they should. An issue that is still present today in 

contemporary artists works. However, this negativity in overwhelmed by the light cascading down 

onto the water, the entire scene seems wondrous and almost heavenly, the people in the piece all 

lack detail, keeping the focus on the natural element of the piece, and the contrasts makes the 

forest seem entirely peaceful. 

In contrast to Turner, Canaletto portrays 

predominantly cityscapes in order to enhance the 

business of human nature. This could be interpreted 

to suggest isolation through loneliness within a busy 

scene however the use of vivid light tone and the 

abundance of yellows and gold conveys an 

overwhelming appreciation for the impact mankind 

has had on the world. The majority of Canaletto’s 

works include a very architectural stance on the 

world, with the light shining down on the buildings 

creating an ethereal atmosphere, however Turner’s 

world focus on light as a being and as a central to 

the piece. This heavenly appreciation for the 

cityscapes implies Canaletto felt mankind were improving the structure of the world, however 

Turner’s pieces seemed to give the impression that mankind is destroying nature with structure. 

In his collection, My Back to Nature, George Shaw refers to feelings of isolation in public places due 

to a particular focus on manmade objects within a natural landscape. The style of the pieces are 

naturalistic, bringing intertextual ideas of the Renaissance period through the draped fabric, Shaw, 

however, does not want history to bring a particular influence on his work which is why he uses 

enamel paints in order to creative vivid colours therefore modernising the painting. The 

colourisation of the piece is very interesting since the bright blue colour used for the material of the 

subject matter is very artificial looking which contrasts with the natural colours of the existing 

landscape surrounding it. This creates a sense of isolation since the material therefore looks 

unnatural, highlighting how out of place it looks, conveying loneliness. The loneliness could also be 
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translated into the fabric being forgotten, and 

subsequently the owner of the fabric being 

forgotten since nobody has returned it to them. 

Even though there is no figure in the painting, 

the impact of humanity and the presence of a 

person is still within the piece. The tonal values 

of the entire piece further enhance this through 

the intricate use of highlighting, this makes the 

material look shiny and even more unnatural, 

contrasting it even more with the natural 

landscape in which it has been placed. By 

placing such an unnatural material within this 

landscape and making it the focal point, Shaw 

could be trying to comment on modern day 

society. This is even more implied since when 

looking at context, Shaw was commissioned to paint this series of pieces by the National Gallery and 

did so looking at the subject matter of the woods surrounding where he grew up as a teenager upon 

his own experiences when he had the feeling that “something out of the ordinary could happen at 

any time, away from supervision of adults”. The commission was exhibited in amongst the classical 

Renaissance paintings in the National Gallery in order to overwhelm the audience as they walked in. 

The atmosphere is quite sinister due to the dark palette and the busy texture of the material. The 

landscape creates a sense of a changing space since all the leaves on the trees are on the floor and 

have been replaces with the blue material, this could be a comment on how society is disregarding 

nature and turning to more materialistic artificial products or alternatively could portray a misuse of 

the landscape and lack of care for nature. 

This piece “The Blossomiest Blossom” Is from a collection called “Scenes from the Passion”. It is 

evident through this collection in particular – and from the majority of his work, that Shaw values 

nature and therefore most of his work has a strong presence of nature attached to it. This collection 

was based off of the council estate that Shaw lived on when he was growing up, and the use of 

nature in all the pieces is a comment on how not everyone gets to appreciate the art presented in 

galleries and the nature of the rest of the world and therefore he paints the nature surrounding his 

home. The colouring of this piece is very simple and realistic, it doesn’t have the same artificial 

atmosphere as the previous piece, however the use of enamel paints is used to create a more 

saturated atmosphere which in turn isolates 

the blossom as it is the brightest original colour 

in the scene. Alternatively, this has been done 

to showcasing the beauty of nature Shaw uses 

the focusing on the blossom but also including 

a house to establish the context of the piece, 

showing that human impact is everywhere, but 

it cannot overcome nature. Another 

interpretation could suggest how more higher 

classes of people may not find the highlighting 

of council houses beautiful however since it 

means so much to Shaw, the purpose of the 

pieces is to show how powerful nature is at 

making a place beautiful. 

My Back to Nature - 2016 George Shaw  
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When comparing Turner to Shaw it is evident with the alternative time periods that you would 

assume the style of painting of the two artists would be very different however, when looking at the 

two, they are quite similar. Shaw paints in a classical manner but in a more Renaissance style 

compared to Turner who paints in a Romantic style using more scumbling and painterly techniques 

whereas Shaw is very precise and detailed. The different paints used also creates a define difference, 

the oil paints Turner used allows layers to be added and therefore depth which then creates 

isolation through the level of perspective and expression added however, Shaw uses enamel paints 

which allows creates high saturated colours and allows isolation of either a bright colour or a dark 

colour in this way. The tone created also differs in terms of highlights. Shaw uses light and dark in 

order to isolate an object, when referencing the collection My Back to Nature, Shaw uses this 

technique to make the material in focus more artificial looking. However, Turner uses dark and light 

to emphasise the power that nature and religion has by isolating humanity. Alternatively, Shaw also 

isolates beauty through nature and so does Turner, both appreciate nature and express its beauty 

and the power of that within their work. 

 

In this piece, “Listener 4” Shaun Ferguson portrays a sense of privacy linking to isolation through the 

solitary proximities of the figure in relation to the background. The positioning of this piece could be 

interpreted in multiple ways, on one hand the figure could be lying on the floor which conveys a 

feeling of loss or giving up, however on the other hand, when looking from a different perspective 

the figure could be pressed up against a wall listening and therefore portraying a sense of 

desperation. The colours within this 

piece show a contrast, the yellow floral 

dress would typically reflect happiness 

and look bright however Ferguson has 

juxtaposed this by muting the colours 

to enhance the loneliness felt in the 

piece. The lines in the piece are 

extremely blurred, this creates a 

whimsical atmosphere perhaps 

suggesting the lack of presence the 

figure feels she has. The background is 

very ambiguous however the figure 

looks very contained in the space since 

the audience cannot see any context 

around her. This could make the 

audience feel trapped.  Furthermore, 

the colourisation of the background 

incorporates the colours present in the 

figure, this creates a tailored 

background to the figure specifically which could suggest maybe she is living inside her own head. 

The red highlights on her nails and lips convey a sense of beauty which perhaps has not been fully 

acknowledged or the woman feels like she is worthless because of it, it could also be interpreted to 

show her as an outcast of a group, or that she is trying to fit into a certain clique in society but does 

not feel that she belongs. This is an extremely contemporary issue surrounding mental health and I 

feel that Ferguson is attempting to draw these issues out of the audience by shedding a light on 

them. The texture of the piece is quite ambiguous from the photo captured, the use of the 

background blurring over the body creates either a very impasto texture which furthers the blurring, 
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or it could be smooth which blends with the rest of the piece creating a calming tone. The use of the 

crop on the piece could perhaps link to the Reproduction theory by Walter Benjamin since we as an 

audience cannot see what is surrounding the snapshot Ferguson has recorded, this narrows our view 

on the piece since the artist only wants us to focus on this specific section, meaning that anything 

else could be happening in context to the piece.  

This piece “Drift” contrasts greatly to Fergusons 

other works, the colour palette of this piece 

seems to be quite monochrome with the neutral 

tones on the skin, this creates an ostracised 

atmosphere since the absence of colour makes 

the painting look bleak. Furthermore, the use of 

the suit and the black balloon seem to juxtapose 

one another since they are characteristic of both 

children and adults, this isolates the figure since 

it is implied that he is confused as to his age and 

perhaps does not want to grow up. The fact that 

he is asleep furthers this since children nap 

however it is rare for adults, this could be a 

comment on how men or adults overwork 

themselves and should give themselves time to 

enjoy life. Alternatively, Ferguson could be 

commenting on homelessness with the 

positioning of the figure, or also mental health 

through the interpretation that the man could be 

drunk, either after a party or he could be an 

alcoholic, the vast number of interpretations link to this idea of mental health since through toxic 

masculinity, men do not feel they can share how they feel since there is such a massive stigma 

around it. By painting this piece, Ferguson is wanting the audience to question how the figure is 

feeling and I feel that usually the individual interpretation the audience gives, creates a meaning that 

is reflected within them 

In contrast to the Shaw, Ferguson incorporates colour in order to stir emotion within a piece through 

emphasising coordinating colours for example the red highlighting beauty, however Shaw creates an 

artificial atmosphere by making an unnatural blue colour with enamel paints. The contrasting 

locations and contexts of the pieces both create an intense isolated feeling through the importance 

of the juxtaposing colours of the background and the subject matter and the off-centre positioning 

in terms of the rule of thirds. This creates a sort of canted angle which throws the audience off and 

makes them have to look in a different direction, this then isolates the pieces since the subject 

matter is not central of the rule of thirds which makes them of less importance.  

This piece, “Eleven A.M” is an Edward Hopper from 1926. Isolation is immediately conveyed through 

the use tone of the lighting; the woman is sitting at a window which is well lit, however the rest of 

the room is dark. These contrasting tones highlight that perhaps she is alone in the room maybe 

mentally however the outside world is where she wants to be. The colours within the piece are very 

muted, creating a depressing atmosphere which is reflected through the woman’s body language, 

which suggests that Hopper could have captured a very private moment with the woman, this is 

furthered by the way the woman is positioned as it is interesting considering her identity is 

concealed from the audience’s eyes. This could have been since in a historical point of view it would 
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have been wrong to expose a woman’s body in this 

way, but it also could be Hopper trying to portray a lack 

of identity within the subject matter which therefore 

isolates the woman, but also simultaneously isolates 

any viewer who puts themselves vicariously within the 

painting. The piece also conveys a strong sense of 

voyeurism through the exposure of the woman and 

how the open window means that everyone outside 

would be able to see her. The style of painting puts 

emphasis on the highlights and shadows in the 

paintings creating a chiaroscuro effect which highlights 

each area of the painting. Looking closer in on the 

woman you notice that she is very pale, this isolates her 

from the warm glow that is coming through the window and also creates a frail figure, contrasting 

with the rest of the dark painting. When looking at the painting with acknowledgement of the 

Reproduction theory by Walter Benjamin, it is quite difficult to assess the real quality of the painting 

in terms of texture and also meaning since you no longer have to go to the gallery in which the 

painting is on display in order to view it. Therefore, the texture could be different to how it is seen 

through a screen. I believe the texture it smooth, which creates a relaxed feeling which contrasts to 

the feeling of isolation displayed by the figure. I feel that the painting is quite minimalistic in terms 

of the artistic elements however it conveys a very strong theme of isolation through the lack of 

identity.  

One of Hopper’s most famous pieces, “Automat” is a brilliant demonstration of isolation felt in a 

public place. Much like Eleven AM, Hopper shows the figure to be exposed however in this painting 

it is not portrayed in a voyeuristic way. The 

darkness in the empty window behind the woman 

has become a void for her thoughts perhaps 

showing how empty she is. The darkness of the 

window juxtaposes with the light shining inside 

the automat above her, highlighting her fully and 

highlighting her loneliness in the scene. It is 

evident from this piece and many other works 

that Hopper was a people watcher, particularly 

without him being seen himself, this is perhaps 

why many of his pieces include a subject which is 

turned away from the audience as a way to either 

preserve their identity or that he simply could not 

see their faces. Cleverly this conveys isolation 

even further since Hopper picked lonesome 

characters in a normal scene. Furthermore, Hopper liked painting solitary figures and cafes and 

restaurants so combining the two was frequent within his work, usually, artists would reflect their 

own thoughts and feelings within their work, which despite Hopper being (happily married) is 

perhaps how he felt deep within. The piece was displayed in one of Hopper’s first exhibitions in 1927 

on Valentine’s day, this could also fuel interpretations of the figure feeling a loss of someone in their 

lives instead of personal and mental isolation. 

When comparing this piece with that of Shaun Ferguson, its noticeable that both Hopper and 

Ferguson focus predominantly on human figure however Hopper also works on landscapes, but most 
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do incorporate some sort of figure. Even though they are similar in that aspect, it is evident that 

Hopper prefers to keep the figure’s identity hidden however Ferguson exposes the face in order to 

convey more emotion.  This then differs the type of isolation that is portrayed since Hopper seems 

to isolate the person’s identity whereas Ferguson isolates their feelings. Ferguson is very focused on 

the figure and isolating them from any context and surroundings whereas Hopper includes a scene 

around the figure in order to create a more scope for interpreting what and why the figure is 

positioned in that way. The colourisation is very different between the two artists, Hopper creates a 

chiaroscuro atmosphere using dark colours and almost blocks of colour however Ferguson uses the 

same neutral tones incorporated within the figure in the background in order to create a whimsical 

abstract atmosphere and a lack of context so the audience is open to more interpretations. 

I have reflected my inspiration within my work by developing my own style with influences from the 

artists. For example my work reflects ideas of isolation, both human and manmade. I have explored 

how inanimate objects can have an identity and how they can be forgotten and mislaid. Likewise, 

with the human figure, I have given a particular focus on the Gothic – both the architecture and 

genre in order to create places of fear, mimicking Turner and Shaw and therefore creating isolation. 

To contrast this, I then focused on the works of Canaletto to enhance a whimsical landscape and 

create an identity for the mundane. I have developed this further by exploring isolation within the 

human form – much like Ferguson, and how people can be neglected. I have reflected this through 

investigating homelessness and how society tends to dehumanise and be ignorant of those 

experiencing hard times. 
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