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“Explore how artists have expressed gender in art practice. Providing evidence from at 

least two artists and thinkers” 

In this essay, a semiotic approach will be used to explore how gender is expressed in art 

practice by both male and female artists. I will begin by defining what semiotics is and how 

it is used before going on to explore the work of Leonora Carrington and her approach to 

surrealism as a female artist, and then a comparison of two artworks from the early 1800s 

by Maria Cosway and William Blake. 

Semiotics is defined by dictionary.cambridge.org as “the study of signs and symbols, what 

they mean and how they are used”. The use of semiotics is to break down images or 

artwork into its visual elements and analyse what each element could be interpreted as. 

Signs themselves can be broken down into two separate categories: icons and indexes. An 

icon would be something that clearly resembles what it is representing, an index would be 

something that indicates the presence of something else, and a symbol has no obvious 

connection to what it is representing; therefore the meaning of a symbol can change 

depending on a variety of factors such as the culture you grew up in or the peer group you 

are a part of. This is pointed out in John Berger’s Ways of seeing (1972) where it states, “The 

way we see things is affected by what we know or believe.” For example, a pentagram can 

be a symbol of devil worship in some communities, but also be a symbol of the elements in 

others. The way I am interpreting the following paintings is influenced by my own 

upbringing and experiences and could be interpreted differently by someone else. 

Section 1: 

Leonora Carrington – And then we saw the daughter of the minotaur. (1953) 
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“Andre Breton and many others involved in the movement regarded women to be useful as 

muses but not seen as artists in their own right.” (Lenkiewicz, A, 2015) 

Figure 1: And then we saw the daughter of the minotaur by Leonora Carrington (1953) 

 

Elements of the painting: 

- Mystical white figure in the centre of the painting – dressed in lilac 

- A minotaur dressed in red 

- Two small children dressed in black cloaks 

- Two white dogs 

- A rose on the floor, wilting and petals falling off 

- Twenty silver orbs, eleven on the table and nine on the floor 

- A table covered in a gold tablecloth 

- Clouds in the ceiling 

- Night-time setting 

- Plants growing around a pillar in the background 
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- A ghost-like figure dancing in the hall leading up to a doorway. 

In this painting, the feminine figure is the central focal point of the painting, with the 

minotaur’s daughter sitting to the left, almost as if she is there for guidance from the mystic 

in pink. there are many elements of gender in this painting that show that the feminine is 

considered a threat, in that the orbs around the image are drawn to the larger-than-life 

character at the centre of the piece. It is as if, when surrounded by the softness of a dream-

like state, each aspect of the feminine can become one with herself, something that the 

construction of a patriarchal society will struggle to understand. A second element is that 

much of the feminine, the mystery of matriarchal society since the beginning of time has 

been almost repressed to the point of forcing it underground, shown by the columns and 

apparent night sky scene on the ceiling of the image.  

There is a peace, an awe of the surroundings within this surrealist composition that would 

lead us into the dream space, a sub-reality where women are supported in their growth 

through various means, such as the mystic arts, of crystallomancy or spheromancy and this 

is further supported by the presence of orbs in the image, with the theory of orbs 

representing spirit. The children in the image are boys dressed in black, a colour of 

protection in mysticism, which supports the earlier statement of the patriarchy repressing 

all things they regard as witchcraft, mythology, or mysticism, all of which are innately linked 

to the feminine. 

Witchcraft – witch trials  -  

Section 2: 

A comparison of how gender is expressed through painting between Maria Cosway’s A Girl 

by the Sea Repelling the Spirit of Melancholy (c. 1800) and William Blake’s Frontispiece for 

‘Europe: A Prophecy’ (1824/27).  
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Figure 2 (left): A Girl by the Sea Repelling the Spirit of Melancholy by Maria Cosway (c.1800)  

Figure 3 (right): Frontispiece for 'Europe: A Prophecy’  by William Blake (1824/27) 

In Cosway’s painting, the artist has represented a woman dressed in orange who appears to 

be sitting or leaning on a large rock in the centre of the image, with her head resting on one 

hand and the other stretched out behind her towards the winged woman on the left of the 

painting and slightly behind the central figure who is wearing blue and is holding a dark 

sheet above her head. The setting is that of the coast either at dawn or dusk as shown by 

the sea in the background and a glimpse of sunlight appearing or disappearing on the 

horizon. The winged female figure is thought to be representing melancholy (Hyde, 1997, p. 

68), If this is the case then it brings up the question of why did Cosway choose to represent 

melancholy as a woman rather than a man.  

Like Cosway’s painting, Blake’s painting is also dark in appearance however it depicts a male 

presenting god named Urizen with defined muscles, crouching in the centre of the painting 

and using a compass below himself and dark clouds surrounding him. In the background is a 

bright orange ball of light shining behind the man and the clouds, this illuminates the figure, 

thus drawing attention to him and, along with the way that Blake has painted him to be a 

muscular figure, represents that he holds a lot of power. 

Both paintings were created around a similar time and the gender of the figures within the 

two compositions are that of the artists who painted them. It would be safe to assume that 
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because of this, gender has been represented in a way that reflects how the artists felt it 

was to be either a man or a woman in the early 19th century. Cosway’s painting generally 

has a softer feel to it, softer colours, softer shapes and so on, while Blake’s painting tends to 

be louder and bolder in the ways that Cosway’s is soft. Each is more stereotypically feminine 

or masculine respectively.  

The male artist has produced an image of awe-inspiring male power and domination, 

whilst the female artist has produced an image of female weakness and disturbance. 

(Hyde, 1997, p.67) 

The author then considers whether the paintings simply mirror how it was to be male or 

female in the early 1800s, or if there is something more to investigate, regarding how the 

figures are portrayed.  

Earlier on in this section, it is debated whether the setting in Cosway’s painting is at dawn or 

dusk, however, upon further reading, the painting itself is created as an illustration to 

accompany a ballad by another female writer which reads: 

 I rise with the morn, I gaze on the sun.                                                                       

Aurora’s bright lustre I see; 

But I sigh with regret when the daylight is gone,                                                              

For night brings no comfort to me. 

I wander at night where the nightingales sing;                                                                      

I traverse the sands of the sea; 

They hear not my sighs, so no comfort they bring,                                                           

For what can bring comfort to me. (Monthly Magazine, 1801, quoted in Hyde, 1997, 

p.68) 

When situated alongside the ballad it becomes clearer that the setting of the painting is in 

the evening, or dusk, which in comparison to the sun in the background of Blakes’s painting, 

both correlate to the personifications of the sun and moon in Greek or Roman mythology, 

which had a great influence over the arts in the 18th and 19th centuries (artst.com, 2022). 

In Greek mythology the sun is represented by the Greek gods Helios and Apollo, Helios 

being the personification of the sun and Apollo being associated with truth, knowledge, 

prophecy, and protection (Matyszak, 2010, p. 82), all of which are indicated or represented 

in Blakes’s painting, even down to the title of the accompanying written work; “Europe: a 

Prophecy”. While the moon is represented by the goddesses Selene, its personified form, 
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and Artemis, who is associated with hunting, nature, childbirth, and womanhood. 

(Matyszak, 2010, p. 14, 87) These aspects are less expressed in Cosway’s painting, 

nonetheless, the interrelationship between the indication of the sun and moon in each 

artwork still stands.  

The artwork by Blake is interestingly masculine considering he has been labelled “an 

advocate for androgyny” in an article by Anne K. Mellor in the winter 1982/83 edition of 

Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly. However, the article later points out that Blake appears to 

have a consistently sexist portrayal of women and that this disqualifies the claim that he 

was a genuine advocate for androgyny. Urizen is depicted as an almost god-like figure using 

the compass to create the world, which in itself implies a power strictly associated with 

masculinity in Blakes’s wider range of work as implied by the following quote:   

In Blake’s metaphoric system, labour is strictly divided on the basis of sex-gender. 

Males – or the masculine dimension of the psyche – creates ideas, forms, designs; 

females – or the feminine states of mind – can desire (and thus inspire) these forms 

but not create them. (Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly, 1982, p. 149). 

Even if Blake were such an advocate for androgyny and that Urizen is potentially a 

genderless figure, the way Urizen is portrayed (with the Beard and muscular frame) is still 

stereotypically masculine and is immediately associated with the patriarchal desire for the 

masculine to be seen in such a specific way.  

Conclusion: 200 words 

- Related to the introduction. 

- Succinct. 

- Sum up all points spoken about in the essay. 
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