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Examiner Commentary

Jenny’s investigation into motherhood and childhood memory is personal, skilled, and thoroughly informed. Her visual development 

of ideas has a real sense of energy and momentum, through sensitive and refined observational drawing. She demonstrates a 

confident use of photography and sustained experimentation in a wide range of media, including installations. She produces work 

that has an engaging awareness of relationships, her Portuguese heritage, and occasional flashes of humour. Her contextual 

investigations into Rego, Saville, Semmel and others are relevant and insightful, and effectively inform her independent and sensitive 

investigation into the relationships between mothers and their children.  Her outcomes communicate her ideas with imagination 

and personal feeling, without necessarily showing comprehensive control over formal elements. This demonstrates mid to high 

Performance Level 5 achievement.

The Personal Study genuinely informs and is informed by her creative work - something which she acknowledges and examines 

throughout the project. She also explores sophisticated sources and ideas such as Barthes’s ‘Death of the Author’ and the ‘Surrealist 

Jolt’, without ever quite being able to resolve her ideas into a firm conclusion, achieving a mid- Performance Level 5.











































































Should art expose the artist's
views or be a space for people to
express their own emotions?



My initial theme and ideas were based around the theme of hidden and exposed, and i
started looking at artists whose work has many layers of meaning behind it, with backstories,
political influence, personal experiences and emotions. I wanted to explore how significant
different interpretations of art are to it’s value as a piece. Should we relate pieces to our own
experiences, painting them in a new and unique light? Or should we merely understand the
artist’s original intentions for the meaning of the painting, emulating their own personal
experiences? Artists like Paula Rego, who exposes stories and reality with her work to put
out a social message, Joan Semmel, who portrays her exposed body with a very personal
story behind her work, and Jenny saville, who exposes her body in her paintings to create
complex meanings and representations, all play with the meaning behind their work and how
this is distorted and bent to the viewer’s understanding. I want to explore how artists
deliberately use imagery that can be understood in various ways, enabling it’s viewers to feel
there is a space for their own experiences and emotions to fill the painting. Roland Barthes
suggested the idea of ‘The death of the Author’, where his thoughts regarding the
significance of the intended interpretations of the creator link to my study of whether artist’s
intended meaning is significant too.

Paula Rego, a Portuguese contemporary artist, influenced my whole project, relating to her
ideas of having a story, a message, behind her artwork. For example, her ‘Abortion series’
(1998) served to tell the stories of the women she painted, and of their suffering, in a
response to the negation of a referendum to legalise abortion in portugal.
Looking at Paula Rego’s Abortion series, I chose to closely focus on ‘Untitled 1’ .



In this specific piece, the use of figures and composition stands out, while remaining a
conscious decision. In terms of composition, Rego places the woman in the very centre of
the image, immediately utilising the fact that the eye is drawn directly to her. The woman’s
full body in sight, creating a sense of vulnerability and exposing her to the intruding eyes of
the viewer. By making the viewer feel as though they are intruding, Paula Rego further
emphasises the fact that the criminalisation of abortions is hiding women away, forcing them
to resort to desperate measures. Her way of guiding the human eye creates a path from the
legs to where the woman’s top is covering her genitals, due to the way that she holds her
legs apart. The exposing position the woman is in could be taken as sexually explicit,
especially by those who are not aware of the artist’s intentions and the message she puts
across, possibly making the viewer uncomfortable. Furthermore, the way that Rego depicts
gaze comes off as quite striking, adding to this discomfort and uneasiness that the viewer
feels. The woman stares straight at the viewer, making the viewer look at her eyes and her
face, which is exactly what Rego aimed to do, to force people to look directly at the issue at
hand, rather than turning a blind eye. In terms of the painting itself, it is interesting that there



is no highlight in the woman’s eyes, conveying a strong sense of raw emotion, vulnerability
and desperation.

Rego also uses symbolism in her painting to emphasise the story of the woman she depicts,
telling a narrative of pain and suffering. The bowl and the basin, (presumably there to aid the
home-abortion process in some way) are household items, showing the medical poverty the
woman is suffering due to the poor political choices happening in portugal. She is depicted
in her bedroom, with a towel under her, a contrast to the medical environment in which the
procedure should take place. Contextually, the whole series is largely based on the political
state in Portugal in 1998, when a referendum to decriminalise abortion was rejected. Rego
portrays the pain and discomfort of at-home abortions, exposing the unsettling reality of the
‘war’ against women’s rights to autonomy. Her bold political statement appealed to me, as
even over 20 years later, America finds itself in the same situation. I found that her use of
storytelling is dependent on the viewer and their experiences, which interested me because
when discovering the work of Rego, the mere name ‘Abortion Series’ immediately revealed
the meaning of the artwork to me. Therefore, I was less inclined to embrace the artwork as a
space for my own interpretations and feelings, which impacted the way I viewed the piece.
The rigid boundaries of Rego’s original intentions for meaning meant that for me as the
viewer, I felt less connected to the ideas she was presenting.

On the other hand, I later discovered that Rego’s women are not victims. Although all
emotions are present, she did not construct this series around pain, shame or grief. Instead,
she presents experiences of abortion as nuanced as the women themselves. There is space
for ambiguity in terms of emotion, which is natural of human nature, it is imperfect. These
ideas are ones which are easier to connect to and empathise with, creating a stronger
connection between viewer and piece.

Joan Semmel is an American feminist painter, who often creates large-scale nude self
portraits from her own point of view in order to present her femininity and her relationship
with her body as an ageing woman. I decided to look at one of her many pieces, untitled but
often referred to as ‘Purple Diagonal’



Joan Semmel’s ‘Purple Diagonal’ is an explicit, striking image. In terms of composition, the
use of limited empty space and awkward extreme angles is what draws the viewer to take a
second look. Within just seconds of viewing it may be difficult to orient where the body is,
which direction the people are lying in, and how many figures are in the painting. The limbs
are tangled, and the foreshortened perspective allows the viewer to feel a sense of intimacy,
positioning the eyes of the viewer as the eyes of Semmel. While her identity remains
anonymous to an unknowing audience, a quick search online reveals that it is in fact
Semmel herself. However, without background knowledge, the only information revealed is
that her sex is female, creating an opportunity for personal feelings and experiences to be
related to the piece. In terms of colour, Semmel uses unnatural skin tones, almost
abstracting certain areas of the piece. The blue, green, red and yellow marks create
movement within the artwork, leading the eye down the body in its foreshortened pose,
guiding the viewer in a similar way to Rego, where the line of the legs and the composition
guides the viewer.

I chose to look at Joan Semmel because of her use of storytelling with her art. The way that
she explores her relationship with ageing and sexuality in her paintings tells a personal story
of struggling with confidence. This story is so personal and intimate that the meaning of the
artwork is complex, but is completely eradicated to the viewer. The viewer is invited, then, to
reflect and think about their representation of the meaning of the painting. In terms of this
meaning, at first glance, from the explicit image, it comes off quite striking and may seem
like erotic art, however, Joan Semmel has a very personal relationship with her work,
considering she is her own model. Despite the artwork also serving to present her body



without touch-ups or correcting imperfections, she also connects her work to her relationship
with her ageing body, and how she may feel nostalgic remembering how she was when she
was younger. Contextually, Semmels work is unlike Rego’s as it does not aim to put out a
large-scale political message, however, once the layers of meaning are peeled back, it is
essentially extremely similar, telling the story of a woman, her relationship with womanhood
and how this means different things to different people. While in Rego’s piece, womanhood
tells a story of pain and struggle, fighting for women’s rights to bodily autonomy, Semmel
embraces the natural process of ageing, exploring her difficult relationship with womanhood
in terms of body confidence. She breaks down the stigma that older women cannot be
deemed attractive or involved with intimate relationships. Both aim to expose a personal
story, whether it be to someone who can empathise with them, or an audience who is
detached from these realities.

In comparison to Paula Rego’s painting, Joan Semmel similarly uses perspective and gaze
to present the vulnerability of exposing yourself visually. In Rego’s piece, the woman’s gaze
is aimed directly at the viewer, so we have a clear image of who this woman is, a face is an
identity. However, in Semmel’s ‘Purple Diagonal’, there is no face, creating a hidden identity
that avoids holding the gaze of the viewer. While both promote movement of the eyes of the
viewer and encourage a closer look, semmel’s has more fluidity because of the loose
strokes and abstract use of colour.

Jenny Saville’s ‘Propped’ is once again, a striking composition, an image of Saville herself
sat on a chair with her arms crossed over her legs and her fingers digging into her thighs.



The significance of presenting the female figure in a way that expresses discomfort and
challenges femininity is huge. There is significance in her choice of subject, the primary
subject of her early works is of course, herself, as a female artist carving out a space for
herself in a very male-dominated field. It’s scale, composition, boldness and conceptual
basis all reflect the way that Saville works and are key characteristics of her work.

I chose to look at Jenny Saville due to the way that she chooses to put out her own body
and expose her story, but in subtle ways. When initially lookling at the painting, someone
who is not aware of her work may not realise that she painted herself. They may make their



own assumptions about topics such as femininity, body confidence, possibly motherhood,
however the real intentions behind the painting are not immediately apparent, and have to
be slowly revealed through research and further reading. In this way, the artist’s intentions
behind it become less relevant to the viewer as they begin to craft a narrative based on the
pieces, which differ between individuals based on their own social, economic and political
situations.

The skin is painted in a way that shows every up and down of it’s surface, with precise
attention to those small shadows and intricate patterns that skin creates. This is different
from the skin painted in Semmel’s ‘Purple Diagonal’, where the colourful strokes are mixed
with patches of painted smooth, almost airbrushed skin. The distorted angles that create the
exaggerated proportions on the figures emphasise different aspects of the painting’s
meaning. There is an intense sense of vulnerability in Saville’s pieces, (similar to the way
that Rego and Semmel present the vulnerability of their subjects), and yet, the immense size
distracts from this impression of fragility. There is significance in the fact that Saville’s head
is partially cut off, which essentially draws the viewer’s eye to the very centre of the piece,
where the bulk of her body is positioned. The focus is therefore drawn to Saville’s hands,
which are uncomfortably digging into her thighs, a subtle but important detail that implies her
possible suffering and discomfort with her own body or her own identity as a female painter.
Similarly, this sense of identity is shown in Semmel’s piece, where her face is not visible,
creating a blurring of who is being presented in the piece. Contrastingly, in Rego’s piece, the
full face of the woman is in the centre of the piece, creating a similar discomfort, but using
different methods. There is more discomfort found in Saville’s piece in subtle ways, like the
stool that digs into her ankle, and the way that her feet are held behind the leg of the stool.
The figure could be seen as almost maternal. The size and child-like intimacy of the painting
envelops the viewer, and there are no sexual connotations despite the image being her nude
body. This is different to Semmel’s personal exploration of her relationship with her body and
her sexuality, painting erotic scenes in expressive ways.

Joan semmel, Jenny saville and Paula Rego’s work all presents the concept that it is
possible that the addition of the viewer’s life and ideas to the painting may overshadow the
original meaning. Roland Barthes’ ‘The Death of The Author’ explores this very concept; the
concept that the interpretation of literary works is solely based on the individual and unique
experience of the consumer. In this way, the intended interpretation and the life of the author
that leads to a piece of work is found to be unnecessary. In his essay, Barthes states that
‘the explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman who produced it’, yet ‘As
soon as a fact is narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality but
intransitively… this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his
own death, writing begins.’ While he is referring to literature in his essay, the idea that a
creator loses their origin and role as the providor of meaning and explanation to the
consumer is relevant in my own studies looking at whether the original meaning of artworks
is important, and whether or not art should be a space for the consumer to explore their own
emotions and interpretations. In Rego’s painting, the political context and intentions are
important to understand the painting’s influence and potential, and in Semmel’s painting, the
intimacy of the meaning behind it, exploring her relationship with ageing and sexuality, is
important to craft an understanding of the piece, and yet it can be interpreted in a variety of
ways, which can be argued to be more significant.



Barthes interestingly also mentions surrealism and it’s role in his theory of ‘The Death of The
Author’. He states : ‘Surrealism, though unable to accord language a supreme place
contributed to the decentralisation of the image of the Author by ceaselessly recommending
the abrupt disappointment of expectations of meaning (the famous surrealist 'jolt'), by
entrusting the hand with the task of writing as quickly as possible what the head itself is
unaware of (automatic writing), by accepting the principle and the experience of several
people writing together.’ This links to the way that in all three, Semmel, Rego and Saville’s
work, the art is entrusted to convey their thoughts and emotions to others, who will continue
to share and express their own, creating a large network of ideas from different ‘creators’,
diminishing the importance of that singular powerful voice coming from the artist themselves.

To conclude, I believe that after looking at three artists who all use similar techniques to
create differing effects, each has given a different ratio of importance to their own initial
meaning, some allowing more room for interpretation as seen in Jenny Saville’s ‘Propped’
where no clear, obvious meaning is shown. I think that in response to my question of ‘Should
art expose artist’s views or be a space for people to express their own emotions?’, I have
come to the conclusion that both are equally important to consider when creating artwork.
Yet, the space that we allow for people to express themselves as part of another's piece is
significant in that it represents the sharing of emotions and stories that characterises our
human experience. It is important to understand the elements of the artwork that are
especially chosen to present a certain meaning, without devaluing the creativity that it allows
people to have with their ideas surrounding said chosen elements. For example, each artist
has emphasised the meaning of their artwork through carefully chosen positioning of the
body and in Paula Rego’s piece, the objects the figure has surrounding her are significant in
telling the figure’s story. These could, however, be interpreted in different ways, and each
individual viewer of the piece could have separate ideas on why the artwork has been made
that way.
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