




Bodies: The Abject, Hunger, Standards and Norms





Name: Tilly Lewis
Student Number: 2306039
Module: Research in Practice (ADAD5004)
Lecturers: Alex Duncan and Paul Duerinckx
Word Count: 2347 (Excluding list of illustrations, reference list, titles and in text image references)

List of Illustrations
Figure 1: Musée national d’art moderne – Centre Pompidou (2025). Musée national d’art moderne – Centre Pompidou. [online] Navigart.fr. Available at: https://collection.centrepompidou.fr/artwork/mona-hatoum-corps-etranger-150000000007761 [Accessed 21 Feb 2025].
Figure 2: The National Gallery (n.d.). Diego Velázquez | The Toilet of Venus (‘The Rokeby Venus’) | NG2057 | National Gallery, London. [online] www.nationalgallery.org.uk. Available at: https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/diego-velazquez-the-toilet-of-venus-the-rokeby-venus.
Figure 3: Christies.com. (2020). Nan Goldin (b. 1958) , Joana and Aurele making out in my apartment, NYC. | Christie’s. [online] Available at: https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-4794553 [Accessed 2 May 2025].
Figure 4: Sotheby’s. (n.d.). ‘Closed Contact #11’ | Contemporary Photographs | 2021. [online] Available at: https://www.sothebys.com/en/buy/auction/2021/contemporary-photographs/closed-contact-11.



Introduction 
Within this essay I will be exploring themes of the figure and the body, focusing specifically on ideas of the abject, norms and standards and hunger in order to form my dissertation proposal. I feel that my focus is also specifically on the female body, which did not begin intentionally, but as a woman it’s natural to have a fascination with interpretations and representations of your own flesh. “Women are mere “beauties” in men’s culture so that culture can be kept male.” (Wolf, 1990, p. 59). I will discuss the disgust around the abject form, and how the perceived lack of beauty and femininity in a woman, and the female body as a whole, can provide one with this sense of embarrassment and repulse. I will look into the history of the body through Diego Velazquez, as well as contemporary examples such as Mona Hatoum and Jenny Saville. 

The Abject
[bookmark: _Int_Oni1uUAw]The Abject is a term best well known from the writings of Julia Kristeva, specifically from her 1980’s book Powers of Horror. The abject in art is used to describe artworks that are transgressive and threaten our idea of cleanliness, specifically in terms of the body and bodily functions. She took inspiration from the writings of George Bataille in the 1930’s when he introduced the notion of ‘L’informe’ – formless (Tate, 2017). He suggested that art should be brought back down to earth and be taken off its pedestal. Creativity is the process, the formless is abstract and undefinable. I’m fascinated by the intense uncomfortable feeling that can be conjured up, simply by seeing another body, or a body performing a function, the same function that billions of people's bodies. Kristeva (1982) argues that a corpse must be considered to be abject as it forces us to think about our own mortality or the mortality of others, it is similar with the sight of blood, vomit, menstruation, urine and faeces. I think that I enjoy exploring these notions as it makes me think about my own attitude towards more ‘taboo’ subjects and compare them to others. I am also made to feel uncomfortable when forced to think about these natural things, and I judge myself for that often, so to understand it in a personal sense and for winder society is an extremely intriguing challenge. 
[bookmark: _Int_e1QWL7KS]One of the most recognised example of abject and formless transgressive art is Andres Serrano’s, Piss Christ (1987) which depicts a crucifix submerged in what is thought to be the artists own urine. When first viewing the image, I thought it was a beautiful piece with amazing lighting and markings. And then I was told it was a photograph of urine, and the whole meaning changed, making it more interesting but more disturbing. The piece is a comment on the commercialisation of religious imagery, so the work does conceal a deeper meaning. I think an argument is formed here, however, as we can question where the line between abject art for the sake of shock factor, and abject art with meaning lies. 

[image: A close up of a screen

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]








Fig. 1: Mona Hatoum, Corps étranger (1994)
In figure 1, Hatoum’s work is extraterrestrial, otherworldly. The artist had rather invasive procedures done in order to film the inside of her body, displaying the footage in this small, enclosed, circular space. It’s easy for the body to be unrecognisable at this close distance, our minds only briefly making out veins and hairs, to the point where race, age, gender and beauty are afterthoughts. I enjoy this ambiguity, and the willingness of the artist to become the piece, to be admired, almost in a clinical sense. Sally O’Reilly in The Body in Contemporary Art talks about the work and suggests that “subconscious fears associated with the body’s interior are unleashed- especially those relating to the generative or devouring power of the female body” (2009, p.132). I think that we all share this fear of the inside of our bodies, wondering if its working as it should, what it looks like, or a squeamish disgust at the very thought of blood and organs. Then gender is brought into it, and O’Reilly’s use of “devouring” here to describe the female body is really provoking, allowing the female body to be seen as ‘monstrous’. The monstrous feminine is rarely portrayed in media, films or literature, we always see a pure, beautiful woman on our screens. The male body, however, is allowed to be perceived as beastly, evident in the common trope of the female beauty and the male beast, seen in stories such as ‘The Hunchback of Notre Dame’, ‘The Grinch’, and of course “Beauty and The Beast”. It is very rare that you see the reverse trope, and if the woman is the monster she is the villain all throughout the story, whereas men often find redemption, and the woman is still meant to see past his flaws and fall in love. Tatar (2017) suggests that the story of Beauty and The Beast encourages young women to give herself to her husband, suggesting that their relationship is similar to that of an arranged marriage, as Beauty expresses fear and anxiety for living with the Beast. The female body is not allowed to be monstrous; it is this that what makes the female body the pinnacle of abject when it is depicted as unruly. 

Norms and Standards
When talking about norms and standards that surround our cultures and societies, I believe Ann Oakley’s sex role theory must be considered. In her 1972 book, Sex, Gender and Society, she begins with the question “does the source of the many differences between the sexes lie in biology or culture?” (Oakley, 1972). She later determines that it is not the sheer fact that someone is female or male makes them the way that they are, it is the socialisation into these gender roles that makes up for the differences. She argued 4 main contributing factors, manipulation, canalisation, verbal appellations and activities. Through this patriarchal socialisation we end up feeding into capitalism more as women, paying more for products advertised towards women, and convinced we need more than we actually need. Although Oakley’s theory doesn’t explain the increasing numbers of diverse identities or how men specifically are socialised into dominant roles, it’s a good basis on understanding feminism and the unfair treatment of women. 
When talking about norms and standards, it is natural to begin with thinking about bodies and how much time and money is spent on making our bodies ‘up to standard’ or for our looks to align with societal norms and pressures. In the art world, its common for artists to challenge the notion of perfection by showing bodies being bodies, natural and the unnatural, a way of shocking the viewer. There is a deep history and fear of the female body, so society continues to change the norms for women, convincing them they need to change and look impossible. In Lauren Elkins ‘Art Monsters’ she describes attitudes towards women and their link with the monstrous, such as how women in history have been described as “deformed men” by Aristotle and “beautiful evil” by Hesiod.  She explains that the word monster became a way to describe difference and excess, “women are an easy double for this kind of chaos. Our bodies are uncontainable: squishy, unreliable, unreasonable, mysterious, unknowable” (Elkin, 2023, p.15). This is intriguing as it conjures the question as to why do men still want to have power over, marry, and take advantage of women if we are deemed as so evil? The standards are so unevenly weighted that we have become blind to it. The contradictions in literature over time are comical even, attitudes towards women constantly changing, especially in art. Elkin, when talking about Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus (1647-51) describes how “the female nude is art or obscene, depending on the context. Made by a man, in the context of the history of art, it is beauty itself…but if the painting had been painted by a woman, a self-portrait say, it would have been an even more notorious painting, a scandalous one, slashed long before Mary Richardson came on the scene.” (Elkin, 2023, p. 91-92). The female body being owned by men in art for centuries, but if a woman was to depict a female body in her art it would result in her being shunned. It is not discussed enough, why are women’s bodies policed even when they are depicted on a canvas? But accepted when painted with a man’s hand. 
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Fig 2: Diego Velázquez, The Toilet of Venus ('The Rokeby Venus’) (1947-51)
Something that is considered when talking about societies divides and our different standards and norms, is what we all have in common, which is why this quote from O’Reilly is quite conflicting: “no matter what our social, physical or emotional state, or political or religious allegiances, our common physiological experience enables us to empathise with the bodies of others” (O’Reilly, 2009, P.31). I found this sentiment moving yet I have never really thought about how the one thing that connects all of society together is the sheer fact that we share the same human form, the body. However, I also feel that I must question that we “empathise” with the bodies of others, as if this were the case we wouldn't be having conversations about women's reproductive rights, unrepresentative images of bodies in media or constantly inflicting violence on those we see as different.  
Hunger 
In many dictionary definitions, hunger is defined as a feeling that results from lack of food, which is without saying, a correct definition. However, when I think of the word hunger I think of something more. I think of greed and yearning. I think about consumerism, and the constant hunger for money that doesn’t go away. I think of the hunger to be passionate and sexual. Hunger is something personal, we all have a hunger for something. Pornography and nudes are rife in the media, easily accessible and unavoidable, making me believe that they are there to satisfy a significant number of people’s hunger. And then a big question must be considered, is pornography liberating or demeaning for women? I don’t think there is an answer for that yet, and I believe it depends on the context, as Gemma Commane states in her book Bad Girls, Dirty Bodies: Sex, Performance and Safe Femininity, “Bad girls challenge heteronormativity as the default through highlighting that more femininities exist beyond the binary” (Commane, 2022, p.21). This is a more empowering view of women choosing what to do with their lives and bodies, but it doesn’t consider the greedy men that are usually lurking behind the scenes, ravenous for money and sex. Commane also states, “Insulting women who have failed femininity is one way for women’s bodies and femininity to be demeaned.” (Commane, 2022, p.31). this idea of “failed” femininity is an interesting concept, as how can someone who is female fail to be feminine? And who is to decide that? 
If we are dealing with themes of the body, which naturally comes with the connotations of sex and food, hunger is at the heart of it. There is a powerful hunger in most of us, starving for different things in life, and it can quickly turn to greed. The art world is hungry, and artists are hungry to be seen and to have a ‘shock factor’ which is prominent in much transgressive art. 
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Fig 3: Nan Goldin, Joana and Aurele making out in my apartment, NYC, 1999

In figure 3 the subjects are exhibiting hunger as a feeling, an overwhelming emotion, identified by body language, expressions as well as the almost angelic and heavenly lighting and pose. Here I feel is where all the words I have discussed in this essay intersect. The abject nature of sex and the standards that develop from that. The emotion transcends the physical and grows into something more, something that can only really be conveyed through the form of imagery, words come too short. 
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Fig 4: Jenny Saville and Glen Luchford, Closed Contact #11 (1995-96)

In figure 4, the collaboration between the fashion photographer and artist transforms the body into a spectacle, the distorted form of the artist seems to be in anguish, hungry for relief or, even a desire to be seen and represented. The image inherits the instinctive and visceral qualities of Saville’s own paintings. The glass acts as a barrier between subject and viewer; disgust and desire. This draws a link between how we feel safe when a body cannot come into our space, it is kept at a safe distance, whilst also making us feel slightly uncomfortable, like we’re looking at something we shouldn’t be. I also question if my judgement of this piece would be different if it was a man behind the pane, if it would have a predatory feel instead of a more divine one. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, whilst delving into these words and notions in a deeper sense, I have gained a stronger sense of what drives my research and art alike. Bringing context to these themes have brought many other similar concepts to light such as class, race, age and gender intersectionality, which has already extended my research. The term ‘intersectionality’ was coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in her 1989 paper, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex, where she recognised that there are marginalised groups in society that were discriminated against based on intersecting factors, such as age, race, gender etc. she focused on the discrimination of black women primarily in this paper; “the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are subordinated.”(Crenshaw, 1989). This is something that I feel is essential for future research and to base more of my dissertation around. 
Considering my research, the working title for my dissertation is “Disgust and The Divine: exploring the female body its impact and influence in art”. This title is certainly not yet polished; however, it is something I can refer to when conducting my research. This title is also subject to change as my research and practise develops, as there are many other subject matters I am interested in that are tandem to these ideas, such as how the abject lies in materiality, or the history behind the monstrous feminine. 
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