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Examiner Commentary

Vicky’s investigations into Decomposition show visual curiosity and emerging individuality. Her experimentation is purposeful, 

showing an effective use of drawing and photography to observe the colours, textures and shapes of decaying fruit with some 

sensitivity. For instance, her photographs of decay taken through a microscope have real aesthetic potential, and her ‘life and death 

pillows’ are imaginative and playful.  However, she is less confident in knowing how to develop this research into final outcomes, 

which tend to play safe and fall back on more predictable strategies. Her contextual research into Jules Olitski, Crystal Bennett and 

others is diverse and inspire some creativity, without her outcomes showing the more realised and sensitive qualities to reach 

Performance Level 5. Overall, the practical element achieves low Performance Level 4. 

The Personal Study is an effective survey of some of the themes of Vanitas, without managing to come to a particularly informed or 

original conclusion. One artist is considered after another in a rather ponderous and descriptive way without leading to further 

insight, indicating a mid- Performance Level 4 achievement. 





































































Rachel Ruysch is a Dutch still life painter from the 17th century. She specialised in painting flowers and due to her lengthy
career, her work has been well documented. Ruysch's biggest influence was by Otto Marseus van Schrieck1, who was famous
for his representations on dark forest flora with insects and lizards. I chose this image due to the complexity of this image,
including a variety of fruit, leaves, insects and animals. Ruysch work displays a still life representation of fruit being covered by
insects. During 1711 flowers and exotic fruits were a sign of luxury and wealth. The Netherlands had recently become
independent from Spain which led to flourishing international trade. Meaning that uncommon subjects became more in demand
in still life paintings by buyers, it also meant a new art market was created by wealthy merchants producing directly for buyers
rather than being commissioned by the church. I found that, despite not being commissioned by the church, religious imagery
can still be spotted in her work. The use of large groups of grapes highlights symbolism of the blood of Christ2 As this work was
created in the peak of the renaissance, it is not unusual for art to have hidden connotations from the bible into paintings. I think
that the work also expresses the shortness of life, which can be seen as ironic as by painting fruit; she has made the subjects
live forever. The shortness of life is highlighted by the fruit beginning to wilt, denoting an idea of everything coming to an end.
Death is inevitable, even in the most beautiful aspects of life. The use of tonal range in this painting points the audience to the
three round peaches, suggesting that these peaches are at significance. Ironically peaches have been used in art to represent
immortality3. On the peach a fly has landed on it, contradicting this idea of immortality . This as the focal point of the work
reinforces the idea that immortality is a myth, and everything at some point has to embrace decomposition and embrace death.
The large areas filled with darkness show an ending. Reflecting similar traits to when the sun sets, we are seeing a final
glimpse of this work before it completely decomposes.

3 https://issuu.com/sister_magazine/docs/en_sistermag30_3/s/121925

2 https://www.cityofgroveok.gov/building/page/grapes-or-grapevine

1 https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/rachel-ruysch

 
How  can  decomposition  be  explored  in  the  world  of  art?
For  my  personal  study  I  have  chosen  the  theme  decomposition  in  still  life  starting  in  the  18th  century  and  then  focusing  on 
contemporary  artists.  In  my  project  I  want  to  explore  how  different  subject  matters  decompose;  what  that  looks  like  in  a  variety
of  forms,  how  that  is  impacted  by  speed  and  how  this  process  can  link  to  human  life.  Artists  I  would  like  to  explore  include 
Rachel  Ruysch  Fruit  and  insects.  This  links  to  my  theme  through  the  representation  of  decay  in  organic  life,  depicting  how  art 
can  freeze  moments  in  time.  As  well  as  Sam  Taylor  Wood,  a  film  artist  who  documents  the  process  of  rotting  fruit,  depicting  an 
idea  of  confronting  the  inevitability  of  death  and  how  we,  as  humans,  are  decomposing  from  the  moment  we  are  born.  I  would 
also  like  to  investigate  photography  artists,  and  consider  Klaus  Pichler,  who  photographed  rotting  fruit  in  an  elegant  and 
expensive  way  portraying  the  subject  as  a  delicacy  .In  addition  I  plan  to  investigate  Lippman  still  life  photography,  where  he 
obsesses  over  the  shortness  and  longness  of  life.  I  plan  to  also  investigate  how  other  cultures  have  depicted  decomposition.
For  example,  Zhang  Xiatao  works  with  rotting  strawberries  and  how  this  compares  to  other  cultures'  depiction  of  rot  and  how 
using  realism  can  impact  the  meaning  of  a  painting.  I  want  to  visually  reference  “How  decomposition  can  be  explored  in  the 
world  of  art?”.  My  project  highlights  the  course  of  decomposition  and  how  decomposition  is  inevitable.

The  most  prehistoric  artist  is  Rachel  Ruysch’s,  Fruit  and  insects,  which  was  created  in  1711.  Secondly,  Salvador  Dali’s,Prunier 
Hatif,  1969.  Thirdly  is  Zhang  Xiaoto,  Strawberry,  2006.  Afterwards  came  Sam-Taylor  Woods  a  matter  of  time,  2007.  Lastly  Klaus
Pitchler,  STRAWBERRIES,  2013  and  Peter  Lippman,  Noble  rot  8,  2013  were  both  created  in  the  same  year.  I  feel  a  timeline  of 
the  artists  I'm  studying  is  important  to  note  before  extentally  researching  them  to  understand  what  time  period  each  exploration 
of  decomposition  was  created  in.  I  want  to  look  at  the  way  decomposition  was  used  specifically.

Rachel  Ruysch  fruit  and  insects  1711

https://issuu.com/sister_magazine/docs/en_sistermag30_3/s/121925
https://www.cityofgroveok.gov/building/page/grapes-or-grapevine
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/rachel-ruysch


A matter of time sam taylor wood 2007

Sam Taylor wood is a modern day contemporary film director, photographer, and artist. Starting her career in sculpting,
Taylor-wood began to work in film and photography. Taking a particular liking to film, in 2006, Taylor-wood created a movie
depicting a timelapse of fruit rotting. I chose this specific screenshot of the film as it reflects that decomposition is taking place
but the process hasn't fully spread yet. It's an important moment to reflect upon, representing how death affects everything. To
have life there needs to be a balance of death. A matter of time expresses an ability to stretch and quicken time indicating how
the mathematical understanding of time is not reflected during the human life cycle. Taylor-Wood rejects the traditional idea of
time in her work, highlighting how Taylor-Wood sees film as a way to abandon society norms and create something fresh and
new. “I wanted to become an artist because it meant endless possibilities.”4 Taylor-Wood states. I think that the video creates a
cinematic element with the use of vibrant colours and carefully thought out framing.In the foreground we see a dull brown
background where a heavy shadow is cast over a third of the background, highlighting the beginning of the end. The shadow is
used to reflect the inevitability of death approaching, as a viewer we can't stop the shadow, or interact with it we just have to
wait for the ending similarly to humans relationship with deathThe use of a dull, muted background allows the fruit bowl to stand
out even more producing a clear focus on the fruit, Talor-Wood has purposefully forced her audience to watch the fruit . A
matter of time , similarly to fruit and insects, can be seen as a depiction of life. Showing stages of decomposition until eventually
leading to death. Capturing the reality of the inevitability of growing old. To add to this, A matter of time expresses an ability to
stretch and quicken time, emphasising how I found that the focus on three peaches in fruit and insects mirrored the focal point
at the end of matter of time of 3 oranges that had grown fur, symbolising the ancient Greek belief that the number three
represented, past present and future5. I think that this suggests a journey of life and how decomposition is a process. We can
also see imagery of the rule of three in Ruysch's work, but through peaches. Both artists use this as a focal point in their work
highlighting the importance of time especially in decomposition. As well as underlining the idea that death is an inevitability
again. In comparison to Rachel Ruysch depiction of the body of Christ, Sam Taylor Wood highlights religion in a different light.
The hour-long world ends with shots of the sun setting, suggesting that religious life is approaching a historical conclusion. I
think that this highlights how as a generation we shy away from the religious aspect of life.

5 https://wno.org.uk/news/three-is-the-magic-number

4 https://www.azquotes.com/quote/299493

https://wno.org.uk/news/three-is-the-magic-number
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/299493


Klaus pichler, STRAWBERRIES, 2013

Klaus Pichler is a photographer who created a series of images displaying rotten fruit6, highlighting how food waste has taken
over our society. Using storytelling as an art form, Pitchler strives to create dramatic images with irony blended with critical
perspective to address impacts of human behaviours. Pitchler grew up in Vienna, Austria, where one fifth of all food bought is
thrown away.7 I chose this image due to dramatic lighting, visualising that the photograph is displaying something extravagant
and delicious, when in reality it's mouldy fruit that is covered with flies. The contrast between the vibrant red and the dull,
lifeless grey that consumes each subject, highlights the idea that to have life we must accept death, allowing it to eventually
become us. Pichler has used the process of decomposition to create a piece that is not only gruesome and disgusting, but also
beautiful and impressive. The black background surrounds the bowl of fruit which I think is creating a deep and focused view of
the rotting fruit. The flies hovering above symbolise how in order to survive, life must interact with death. Using a group of
strawberries, instead of documenting a singular strawberry decomposition journey, creates an understanding of decomposition
from something that happens from the moment of birth. To have life is to have death. Which results in decomposition as a
collective process. This is similar to ‘A matter of time’ where there is also a bowl of fruit, depicting how death spreads
throughout the living. In contrast, ‘STRAWBERRIES’ glamorises the rotten fruit and depicts it as extravagant and expensive
whereas ‘A matter of time’ presents the rotten fruit in a homely and traditional way. Most people in their homes would have a
fruit bowl, but not a silver platter. Sam Taylor Wood's work in a way is more relatable to its audience, whereas Pichler uses a
shock effect to add to the delivery of his work. Over glamorising his work creates the illusion that the rotten strawberries are a
lavish gourmet dish when in reality, no one would eat that. Pitchler does this in other pieces of art, such as “PINEAPPLE”,
where the decomposed fruit is portrayed as a godlike artefact, as it hovers above a gold platter.

7 https://vienna.impacthub.net/2019/07/01/lets-talk-food-waste-in-austria/

6

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/visualizing-waste-klaus-pichlers-gorgeous-rot
ting-food

https://vienna.impacthub.net/2019/07/01/lets-talk-food-waste-in-austria/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/visualizing-waste-klaus-pichlers-gorgeous-rotting-food
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/visualizing-waste-klaus-pichlers-gorgeous-rotting-food


Zhang Xiatao, Strawberry, 2006

Zhang Xiatao is a 53 year old, Chinese contemporary artist who creates large close up paintings of life, including fruit and
animals.Studying Oil painting at degree level, Xiatao produces intricate artworks of usually small objects. His work is created to
bring awareness to the amount of food waste we put out into the world. Which is relevant to Chinese culture as in China 35
million8 tons of food gets wasted each year, making China the biggest food waste in the world9. An initial way that Xitao creates
a depiction of decomposition is through the spreading of mold, representing an idea of how waste is spread and confronting the
audience to be more conscious when wasting food. The volume of strawberries connotes an idea of how life and death interlink
with each other, similarly to Pichlers work. The use of strawberries is significant to his work as strawberries have been used in
the past to symbolise perfection and purity. As Xiaotao used them to represent waste, the strawberries highlight how as a
society we even allow ‘perfection’ to die. Similarly, Klaus Pitchlers work also has this effect of allowing greatness to die, through
the rotten fruit being kept in a polished silver dish.The strawberries are presented like important goods, when realistically no
one would eat them. Pichler explores decomposition by glamourising it, whereas Xiatao explores decomposition as something
we should be ashamed of for over producing food, leading to food waste. Connoting an ideology of consumerism, highlighting
how as humans we have over produced and excessively consumed to the degree that we have begun wasting food. We can
see a large impact of perspective, Xiatao presents a close up composition enlarging the subject creating a claustrophobic effect
with a more serious impact on the audience, leading to the audience feeling as if action has to be taken now. . In comparison,
Pitchler work is to scale, creating a realistic effect. Arguably creating more of an impact, due to it reflecting something we see
on a day to day basis.The effect of his large outcomes portray the growth of decomposition in the modern world. Confronting its
audience on the grotesque impact food waste has.To add to this, the use of realism in this piece impacts the message further.
Highlighting the realness of this issue, Xiatao uses his work as a cry for help, warning the viewers of the impact they are having
on our world and ecosystem. He explores decomposition as a wake up call to the realness of the destruction we are causing,
his work holds a mirror up to society and confronts its viewers with the truth of what they have done to the world, in hopes that
this can impact them enough to change their behaviour.

9 https://www.statista.com/statistics/933083/food-waste-of-selected-countries/

8 https://earth.org/food-waste-in-china/

https://www.statista.com/statistics/933083/food-waste-of-selected-countries/
https://earth.org/food-waste-in-china/


Noble Rot 8, Peter Lippmann, 2013

Peter Lippmann is a contemporary artist who creates still life photography. Lippman began his career illustrating children's
books, but now devotes his time and energy to fine painting. Over the past three decades Lippmann has established himself as
one of the most popular still life and advertising photographers working with big brands such as Cartier, Vogue and The New
York Times. Rejecting traditional advertising conventions, Lippmann creates his work by being inspired by art history. In all of
Lippmann's work there is a clear theme followed, the idea of decomposition. In an interview Lippmann explained this fixation
stating ‘My artwork is always involved with the same themes. The passing of time, living, ageing, an obsession with both the
shortness and the long-ness of life, all the wrinkles that come with it.’10 I am fascinated by the artist's use of a cohesive vision in
all his work, connecting each piece to each other while defining himself in the art world. Lippmann in Noble Rot 8 photographs
grapes, in still life art, grapes have been used to represent salvation11. To add to this, the set of grapes creates a collective of
circles that can even be seen within the vines, linking to the philosophical concept that we start at the end and end at the
beginning12. No matter how big or small the circle is, it all ends and begins in the same way. Another way circles have been
used a symbolism is within the bible, where the circle has been used to portray timelessness13. I find this particularly interesting
as Lippmann's work is created from the inspiration of decay, a process that occurs through time. The use of circles is ironic to
the point he presents as by creating this work he has allowed decomposition to be preserved in an exact moment forever. The
grapes foreshadow this. The grapes have begun to rot, defining the idea that religious life in modern day is beginning to wilt
away, and as a society we are turning our backs on faith. Likewise, Xiatao also uses fruit to symbolise a greater meaning. Both
alert their audience on how as a generation we have neglected important parts of our world and culture through allowing
decomposition to take over. In Lippmann's work he creates a darkness around the subject highlighting an idea of isolation
alluding to how decomposition can feel isolated, whereas in Xiaotao piece he fills the whole canvas with fruit portraying the idea
that decomposition is spreadable, like a disease. I think that the impact of having a singular fruit emphasises that the fruit
depicts more than rotting fruit, Lippmann visualises the human cycle. From the moment life is born, it begins to decompose,
raising the question if from the moment we , as living things, begin to die from the moment our lives begin. Once again,
highlighting the idea that death is inevitable.

13 http://websites.umich.edu/~umfandsf/symbolismproject/symbolism.html/C/circle.html

12 https://impakter.com/the-circle-of-life/

11 https://www.markmitchellpaintings.com/blog/the-connotations-of-fruit-in-art-and-still-life-paintings/

10 https://www.commarts.com/features/peter-lippmann

http://websites.umich.edu/~umfandsf/symbolismproject/symbolism.html/C/circle.html
https://impakter.com/the-circle-of-life/
https://www.markmitchellpaintings.com/blog/the-connotations-of-fruit-in-art-and-still-life-paintings/
https://www.commarts.com/features/peter-lippmann


Ultimately, it is clear that decomposition has been explored throughout the world of art for centuries, using human
understanding and research as subject matter for their art work. Commonly representing a link between human life and the
relationship we have with the inevitability of death. This essay has attempted to show the impact of decomposition imagery on
art and photography. The investigation intended to explore how decomposition has been explored in the world of art, and has
established a clear link between human life and fruit being used to represent one another. The theme of using fruit as a
metaphor for portraying humans, presenting ordinary things to appear extraordinary, is continuously repeated throughout history
of art, constantly resurfacing. The results provide cause to conclude that decomposition is explored in relation to the inevitability
of mortality and how as living organisms we must experience death to experience life. In my own artwork I want to further
explore how decomposition can be used to express the idea of death, and become a metaphor to mortality. In Rachel Ruyschs ,
fruit and insects, we were presented with an idea of the shortness of life. In contrast, in Sam Taylor-Woods, a matter of time,
displayed how death affects everything, and to have life there needs to be a balance of death. Whereas Klaus Pichler,
STRAWBERRIES, exposed not only the gruesome and disgusting parts of decomposition but the beauty within it. Xiaotao is
notable for using deco position as a way to alert his audience of the waste they put into the world, highlighting decomposition in
a negative light . Finally, Lipperman uses decomposition to express his obsession with ageing.
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