The Deconstruction and meaning of an Artwork in Relation to the Politics of Representation from the Perspective of Gender Studies
[image: ]Figure 1 (Kruger, 2022)


In the book ‘Ways of seeing’ written by John Berger it is stated that ‘Every time we look at a photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other possible sights’ (Berger, 2008), this forms the foundation for a theory that suggests that a piece of art has been specifically selected and presented in a certain way by the artist to convey the meaning behind it. In this essay I hope to explore this theory in relation to Barbara Kruger’s Untitled (Never Perfect Enough) from the perspective of gender studies. Berger also states in his book that ‘we never look at just one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves’ (Berger, 2008), creating the idea of the subjectivity of art and how it will be perceived differently from person to person. 
The artwork, Untitled (Never Perfect Enough), was first exhibited by Barbara Kruger in 2020 in galleries using very large scale prints, an article by AUTRE describes Kruger’s displayed work as ‘bold, trenchant and unmistakeable.’ (Autre, 2022). But Barbara hasn’t always been an exhibiting artist, she studied in Parsons School of Design in New York City before progressing in her career and entering the world of graphic design for Conde Nast Publications at Mademoiselle magazine. (The Broad, 2022) At the age of twenty-two she was promoted to head designer and has since stated that her work in graphic design was the ‘biggest influence on my work’. Since then, Barbara Kruger has had many different styles to her work but has seemingly stuck with her mostly black and white images with white and red politically motivated text overlaid, which shows clear influence from her graphic design background. Barbera Kruger’s limited colour pallet is also a nod to her influencers; according to Rosie Lesso these included Alexander Rodchenko a Russian Artist, who was also very well known for his black, white and red politically motivated work. The heavy political standpoint of her work has earned its place in protests such as the use of her piece ‘Your Body is a Battle Ground’ as a pro-choice poster in a 1989 Washington Women’s March. (Lesso, 2020)

In this triptych piece Barbara Kruger seems to purposefully avoid showing the subject directly facing the camera, the previously stated quote provided by John Berger ‘Every time we look at a photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other possible sights’ (Berger, 2008) provides us with the proof that there must be reason why Barbara Kruger has decided hide the subjects front profile. Although there could be numerous reasons for this, it also links to another art piece produced by Barbara Kruger which has the words ‘Your Gaze Hits The Side Of My Face’ printed on it. Both of these pieces of art could suggest a link to the position of women in society and the idea of women being inferior because it seems to suggest that women aren’t worthy of being looked at in the face unless they meet the impossible standards for beauty set by society. It could also be a reference to Medusa and the inability for anyone to look her in the eye without turning to stone, this idea could suggest possible consequences or discomfort when challenging societal norms, which would explain the publics hesitance to challenge these archaic ideals. 

Historically, women are often seen naked in artwork, with women pictured laying down seductively posed like the work of Vecellio Di Gregorio Tiziano. John Berger criticises the historical portrayal of women in his book ‘Ways of Seeing’, ‘You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting “Vanity”, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure.’ (Berger, 2008). John Berger is suggesting here that the male artists were manipulating the situation to victimise themselves, as a result of this it added to the social idea of male superiority and the objectification of women. Katie Anderson states that for hundreds of years women have been an ‘object of attraction for men. They exist to be perceived by men – to be judged, rated and admired by men.’ (Anderton, 2021) This quote reinforces the idea that women have been historically objectified by men in art. John Berger and Katie Anderton are both implying here that women are being misrepresented in art. John Berger claims that some artists are changing the narrative to their work by incorporating props such as mirrors and using cleverly thought out titles to undermine women, and Katie Anderton suggests that women are only being seen as an object of desire to men and nothing more. In her work Barbara Kruger plays on the idea of the patriarchal society by questioning it, as seen in the piece above Untitled (Never Perfect Enough). Her use of words in this piece can be linked to the Berger quote by the reference of vanity, Kruger is making implications towards the unreachable societal beauty standards for women which can often be misconstrued as vanity, however Berger is hinting that vanity was a label created by men. 

The images chosen by Kruger for the Untitled (Never Perfect Enough) piece includes a woman undergoing some form of hair treatment similar to a perm; the unfinished nature of the treatment adds to the overarching idea of women never being able to meet the societal standards for beauty set by men. It also creates the image of women having to alter the way they look to meet other people’s standards; suggesting that the way the women naturally look isn’t suffice for societies expectations. Author Marianne Williamson says in her book ‘A Woman’s Worth’ that ‘society has programmed us…to believe that we’re not truly desirable as women unless we adhere to the current standards of physical beauty’ which backs up the previous mentioned concept. (Williamson, 2020)

The right hand image in Untitled (Never Perfect Enough) , Barbara Kruger has printed words  on the subjects head which may be commonly used against a woman to degrade, manipulate or embarrass them. There are a lot of powerful words which stand out amongst the others such as, ‘fear’ and ‘vanity’. The words scattered across the female’s head could signify a label in which she is portrayed in society. The word ‘fear’ could link to the ideology or stereotype that links to the fearfulness within a woman. This label could indicate the assumption that women are vulnerable potentially physically or emotionally. As well as this, the label ‘fear’ can portray women as passive, weak or easily intimidated. This is a very manipulating concept which limits opportunities for women in society. The word ‘vanity’ could also be construed as a label for women as it is printed on her head seemingly for everyone to see. Having the word “vanity” written on a woman’s head gives the impression of degrading a woman to a mere object of pleasure, this also links back to the previously stated quote from John Berger about vanity. 

The theme of the politics of gender studies is as prevalent as ever in the world of art. As mentioned in this essay the issues involved with this theme are, the superiority of men, the misrepresentation of women and the societal beauty expectations forced upon women, these are not new problems, they date back to some of the oldest paintings in the world and are still seen in modern art today. However, Barbara Kruger is seemingly fighting against this by composing her art in such a way as to make the viewer question the way that society perceives certain things such as the way that women are seen and treated in society. Although there is still a long way to go to ensure women are being represented correctly and fairly in art, Kruger’s art is making a huge difference in making people question the way that women are perceived and treated in society. 
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