Ways Of Thinking.
Essay question: Applying a range of critical theories, identify, discuss and evaluate an artwork of your own choosing.
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‘Sad Shower in New York’ is a monoprint by British artist, Tracey Emin. I personally find this piece intriguing due to the simplicity of line and composition. I wish to explore this work further and the other mono prints that Emin has produced in her career so far. I am interested to learn how events at the time may have influenced the piece and her opinions on the work. As I have already looked into this work previously and am aware that this specific piece was made in 1995 during a period when “artists respond by gravitating towards issues of tangible lived experiences and identity” (LeBourdais,2015 [1]). I am also aware that Emin used her emotions and feelings at the time to help her to create. This specifically intrigues me as I am only now learning to put my own emotions into my work, and I believe that looking into Emin will help me to develop that.

‘Sad Shower in New York’ depicts Emin herself taking a shower and is part of a series of monoprints made by Emin. She uses these to display her emotions and feelings towards her sexual encounters. Emin’s choice of medium can also be seen as a way to convey her emotions, “The light touch of Emin’s line (partly an effect of the monoprint, which places the touch of the artist’s hand at a remove from the page) makes the work feel quick, executed without much of a plan, with a minimum of intention” (Doyle, 2002 [2]). This suggests that when Emin created her monoprints, and in turn ‘Sad Shower in New York’, she wasn’t really thinking about what she was creating, rather that she was automatically getting down the idea as quickly as possible. However mono printing takes more effort to create than if she had decided to draw it out with a pen, implying she wanted to put a little more thought into the piece. This is incongruous to the outward appearance of the work, with it appearing to have been made quickly, yet knowing that with the process of mono printing, is far from being a fast process. In her prints she tends to use text to help convey a meaning or some form of intention to the drawings, however in ‘Sad Shower in New York’ she has chosen not to, as when she produced the print, she did not feel the need to further indulge the viewer into what the image might be meaning as it seems very self explanatory, as well as leaving the viewer to make up their own mind and put themselves into the work. Looking at the semiotics (the study of signs and symbols and their use or interpretation) of the print ‘Sad Shower in New York’, we can clearly see that Emin has displayed a young woman taking a shower. The woman’s expression shows that she is sad and could imply that she is taking the shower to help relieve this feeling, as in the idea of washing away the bad feelings. Through researching Emin’s work and what may have evoked the work, I found that she had bad experiences with relationships, with some leading to sexual assault and rape. This could further imply that the print of the lady in the shower could be Emin herself after one of these awful incidents, and it is her that is taking a shower to try and wash away the impurities that she feels. In the mono print, there is nothing to indicate what else might be going on, this is only implied with the title of the work, ‘Sad Shower in New York’. So only once reading the title do we know that this piece is meant to be placed in New York. Emin describes her work by saying, “I usually get this incredible emptiness. It’s like a cleansing of my soul. It’s not just getting rid of baggage. It’s not that simple. Something happens within me.” (Brown, 2002 [3]); this follows the theory that her monoprints are a way of Emin expressing herself and letting out her emotions and feelings in a healthy way.

When I look at Emin’s work, I see her using her artistic abilities to express emotions, that in turn bring to light subject matters that aren’t always discussed and I find interesting the type of medium she has chosen to use. Emin’s monoprints look at her relationship with her body and her relationships. She uses her experience to inspire her work, as said by Chris Townsend “In these rapidly executed images Emin provides a series of representations in which she reflects upon her own life” (Townsend, 2002 [4]). With the medium she has chosen; it could be said that on one hand that the mono printing technique she has used to create ‘Sad Shower in New York’ and the other prints in this series could suggest a sense of immediacy to get down her idea. On the other hand, her decision to use mono printing over creating a drawing with a pen is interesting, showing it was a more thought through piece which she perhaps wanted to create using a more considered process. Mono printing takes time to create an image, as well as when creating one, repartition of an image is very difficult, or impossible to do, as unlike other printing processes, mono printing can create only one copy of the work, as stated in the name with mono meaning one.

‘Sad Shower in New York’ was made in 1995, a period of time in art where “artists respond by gravitating towards issues of tangible lived experiences and identity” (LeBourdais,2015 [1]). Emin did this within her monoprints, putting herself as the subject matter and forefront of the pieces. During the 1990s, art was showing subject matters that were aiming to shock the viewers with the truth and bringing more relevant matters to the forefront and socially critique. Popular art styles such as graffiti were being used and transgressive art (“aims to outrage or violate basic morals and sensibilities” – Wikipedia) was becoming more commonly seen than previously. More and more artists were addressing subject matters that were either being talked about in the news or that were relevant to society at the time, tackling issues such as equality and identity. In Tracey Emin’s monoprint, she has explored her sexuality, exploring herself and letting the viewer into her life through these prints. Other artists working at the time were Grayson Perry, Damien Hirst and Sarah Lucas. These artists also looked at current events to inspire their work; Sarah Lucas’ work focused on looking at the “bold and provocative use of materials and imagery” (Tate [5]), Perry’s work looks into “his observations of the contemporary arts scene, and for dissecting British "prejudices, fashions and foibles" (Tate [6]).” and Hirsts’ work focuses on themes of death. Each of these artists in their own way have created similar work to Emin, focusing on the current affairs during the 1990s. Emin has also been compared with other influential people such as Vivianne Westwood, stated in ‘The Trademark’ by Ulrich Lehmann “because Westwood is the Emin of the fashion industry, or perhaps because Emin is the Westwood of the art world” (Lehmann, 2002 [7]). He goes on to state, “seen as subjectively irrational, emotionally bare – and therefore very feminine – and each as the sexually liberated ‘wild child’ of their respective generations” (Lehmann, 2002 [7]), implying that her work is important in showing others that being yourself is not something to be ashamed of, and that you should be proud of who you are.

In conclusion, Emin’s mono prints are, in my opinion, important to the artistic community in showing them the hard truths of life and educating people in the current events. Her work demonstrates that art is a brilliant tool for bringing important matters to the forefront of wider audience’s view, such as sexual assault, and showing the world the truth about problems that they may not thought of previously. My initial thoughts about Emin’s work was that she was making art about herself, which she is. However, through what I have found that she has put more into these prints than can be taken from the surface value. Possibly she was influenced by the other artists around her at the time, allowing her to feel more confident with what she creates, and allowing herself to be vulnerable through her art in this way. Especially in a period when artist were creating more transgressive art. I also have realised that medium can also contribute towards the meaning being a work, for example by giving it more value if it’s a one-off piece. Lastly, through looking into Emin’s prints, and especially ‘Sad Shower in New York’, I have realised that in my own work I can also create meaningful art using my own personal experiences, as they can hold just as much value as any other art.
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