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[bookmark: _Int_WcRPgD1k]Essay Question: De-construct the meaning of an artwork in relation to the politics of representation from the perspective of gender studies, the postcolonial condition or the visualisation of violence.





[bookmark: _Int_Oj4CbOHh]This essay will serve as a deconstruction of the violence that is depicted within the work of Malian photographer Fatoumata Diabaté using critical theory, focusing on the work titled “Nimissa” in particular, and its relationship to gender inequality, systematic violence against women and across the world. The artwork was recently featured at Elysium Gallery in Swansea, as part of a collaboration with Ffotogallery in Cardiff. “Nimissa” is an incredibly powerful art piece, to a degree that is almost overwhelming, given the context of its creation. The work serves as a great insight into the unfortunate and horrific reality of what women face outside of the West. 

Nimissa is the word for “Regret” in the Bambara language. “Nimissa” is used in this context for the artist to express her own frustrations and emotion regarding the feeling of “regret at never having known my body in its entirety and at being deprived of part of my sexuality.”  (Diabaté, 2021). Since December 2017, Diabaté has been the President of the Association of Women Photographers of Mali, this then puts her into a position which enables her to encourage other women to participate in personal creative projects, workshops, and exhibitions with the final goal of helping them achieve self-stability and autonomy. Her work as the president of the Women’s Association has had a significant impact in growing the photography community across Mali.
Within this ongoing series, her aim is to “bring more testimonies forward so that hopefully it will stop.” (Diabaté, 2023.) and to draw attention to as to why this procedure still happens. In an online interview with Elysium Gallery, Diabaté discussed that; “Societies excision of FGM is done to take away their womanhood, it is taking away a part of them, it is a way to put them (women) down to different place under men, and for men.” (Diabaté, 2023 – from interview transcript 18:43) which draws comparison to the written work of activist Susan Sontag, specifically her notable book “Regarding the Pain of Others”, in which she discusses the female perception and result of war and violence. “Men make war. Men (most men) like war, since for men there is some glory, some necessity, some satisfaction.” (p.1) 

Fatoumata Diabaté -  Nimissa

                                                   [image: Image]
Diabaté’s image acts as a representation of female suffering and loss of identity at the hands of the cultural tradition, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). Being a victim of FGM herself, the series in which the image can be found, includes self-portraits and others of several women who have also been through the traumatic procedure. 

The image in focus features a lone figure, standing on sand in front of a white, cracked wall background. Her body is completely covered in a vivid red robe, cloaking her identity, and is donning chicken-wire upon her head and smothering her face. A heavy padlock is held in place with duct tape, clamped tightly shut obscuring the subject's mouth. These stark, haunting details, encapsulate the true horrors that are unfortunately faced by many women within Africa. 
[bookmark: _Int_Hx3zddQL]Through her intense, surrealistic imagery she portrays both the physical and mental torture suffered by herself, and the other women shown throughout the series. Her works often feature striking red tones, in the form of cloth or paint to represent the violence, fear and bloodshed these victims have been through at such an early age. Due to the cultural and visual association with the colour red, the work is more visually brutal in its depiction of the atrocities that survivors have endured over thousands of years. This powerful symbolism strikes a resemblance to Stephen King’s groundbreaking supernatural novel “Carrie” and its iconic 1976 screen adaptation. 
The use of blood in Stephen King’s supernatural novel, “Carrie” is deeply linked with the religious and cultural oppression forced upon her by her mother. In the book her menstrual blood is seen by her mother as a “sin,” however she also believes that Carrie can only find repentance through blood. “Blood, fresh blood. Blood was always at the root of it, and only blood could expiate it" (S King -page 116). 
[bookmark: _Int_M1Ocia6N][image: Image] The character of Carrie faces severe bullying, humiliation and abuse at the hands of her deeply religious mother (Margaret White) and her school peers. At the climax of the film, Carrie is attending her school prom. While she is being crowned Prom Queen, she is doused in a bucket of pig's blood (shown left) and cruelly mocked. The iconic image of her standing alone on stage, head to toe dripping in dark, viscous fluid symbolizes the historical disgust at menstrual blood, feminine coming of age and violent, dehumanizing humiliation. 
Further reiterating the point that blood and the colour red have consistently been used throughout art and media (particularly within the horror genre) to show the punishments, atrocities, loss of innocence, lack of control and of bodily autonomy experienced by women and young girls. These are comparisons which can be drawn to Fatoumata’s work which comment on her own use of red and violent imagery, that despite modestly different origins and cultural context, it is another example in which the colour red is used to represent the shame, disgust and humiliation faced by women to this day. 
Further analysis of her use of the colour red within her images can also be attributed to the ideology of semiotics, the study of signs and their meanings. Semiotics serve as an investigation into how all visual language, such as images, symbols and sounds are all interconnected to create meaning within their own context. “What does it mean to mean?... Meaning is simply the referent of the sign: the mental representation of a preceding rainstorm as the meaning of wet streets.” (J Barry p20). Some of the most obvious uses of the colour red in society are used as warning signs or to indicate to stop at traffic lights, Semiotics can then in turn be applied to the work of Diabaté, by suggesting that her usage of red clothing serves as an outcry for the violent practice to stop, or acts as a warning to those who are unaware or unassuming of what young women across the globe face on a daily basis.

In Diabaté’s work, the subjects’ faces are often disguised through masks or mummified in various harsh, unforgiving materials such as wire wool, padlocks, tape, string, and plastic bags filled with liquid, allowing the artist to successfully depict the deep-rooted repression and fragility found within herself and other victims. The obstruction of the faces and mouths leads to further analysis and discussion surrounding women’s voices being censored, leaving them unable to speak up against oppressive cultural norms and controlling leaders within both their history and communities. The work then in turn serves as an insight which is unbound by censorship, allowing a survivor’s artistic expression to depict these taboo practices which are forcibly performed on young girls in the name of purity and the removal of their female identity. 

The realistic, and hard-hitting brutality found within Diabate's work is reminiscent of the philosophy and inspiration behind the paintings of artist, Francis Bacon, who is well known for his disturbing, twisted take on the human form, created from his experiences of lifelong trauma and violence. “My painting is not violent; it is life that is violent. I have endured physical violence; I have even had my teeth broken. Sexuality, human emotion, everyday life, personal humiliation ―violence is part of human nature. Even within the most beautiful landscape, in trees, under the leaves the insects are eating each other; violence is part of life.” (Bacon, 1992) 
[bookmark: _Int_hVdpwqL4][bookmark: _Int_2jDgdwQV]The images devised by Diabaté serve as a reminder of the atrocities committed by humanity all over the globe. These works and those that are similar, are incredibly important to delve further into the meaning, to break down barriers and express the feelings that so many hold onto but are too afraid to speak about. Violence within art has been a long-standing controversy, one that has and will continue for centuries. It can be consumed to the point of desensitization or be efficient as a driving force for change. Violence can be scarring, unforgiving and relentless but it is something that needs to be tackled and addressed, and Fatumata's visually captivating works have the ability to encapsulate both of these points beautifully. 
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