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Distorted Realities

For as long as art has been around distortion has played a huge role in the way we challenge perception and reshape the way we understand and look at reality. My exhibition Distorted Realities explores how a variety of artists and designers across different time periods have used distortion to manipulate visual language. Instead of simply changing appearances distortion is such a powerful tool as it asks us the question of what are we looking at? And through this it reveals deeper emotional and psychological ideas. 
As we look back at history, distortion can be traced back too many different movements such as Mannerism. This was in the 16th century where many different artists used exaggerated proportions and structure to move away from the Renaissance ideals of balance. In the 20th century, we then had Expressionism which further developed distortion to further express emotional experience. And as of today, distortion has continued to evolve through things such as digital media and graphic design reflecting on modern and present-day concerns around identity and perception which has a big thing to do with media. 
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Fig 1, (Munch, 1893, The Scream)

I have decided to use The Scream (Munch, 1893) by Edvard Munch as the central work to anchor Distorted Realities. I love how this painting represents distortion not as a design flaw but instead as a strategy that is deliberate. The painting was created in a period of the 19th century when there was an increasing anxiety within Europe, Edvard Munch created the painting to reflect both his own anxiety and the broader cultural anxiety. He himself has said that he got his inspiration while walking at sunset while feeling a profound anxiety, during this he said that he felt “a great unending scream piercing through nature” (Munch, 1892). We can clearly see that this emotional experience has been visually translated through the background of the painting which is the warped sunset. But most of all we can see this through the almost skeletal figure which is standing in the centre as it represents great sadness. 
As we all look at the painting, we can see that distortion works on multiple levels with The Scream. Visually we see that the background is created with swirling lines and Edvard Munch also uses a very unnatural colour palette, he uses fiery reds and oranges but makes them clash with very deep blues, creating distortion visually (Tate, national museum of Norway, n.d.). I can see how the figure is stripped and doesn’t show any identity at all, with its face reduced to a mask-like form, it shows us that anxiety was everywhere during this time and represents it on a universal level rather than on a personal one. This matches the work with the beliefs of Expressionism, which prioritised emotional truth over realistic representation (Tate, Encyclopaedia Britannica). When we bring all this together the context becomes that distortion is a tool to express the inner psychological thoughts, making feelings that would otherwise be invisible feel as if they are visible. 
My inclusion of The Scream in this exhibition is crucial as it establishes distortion as a language of emotion rather than just a visual design. It also provides historical grounding for my exhibition and shows how artists began to break away from the representation of realism and instead went for a more personal experience within their art. I’ve also put this painting in as it shows a big shift in design choices and it is essential for us to understand the later developments in distortion across design, from realistic and surrealism design to more of a digital manipulation. 
For my exhibition layout, I would position The Scream at the very start and at the entrance of my exhibition. This placement will allow the design to act as a mental entry point which would introduce the visitors to the idea of distortion representing psychological intensity. Around the painting I would also set out some past sketches of Edvard Munch’s from the 19th century anxieties as this would deepen the viewers emotional understanding and it would attract the viewer into the exhibition. I would also use curved walls each side of the painting as this would create an uneasy vibe which is exactly what the warped background depicts. 
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Fig 2, (Dali, 1931, The Persistence of Memory)

For the second work I will add to my exhibition I have decided to expand the view of distortion by adding The Persistence of Memory (Dali,1931) by Salvador Dali. The distortion used in this painting is very different from what we saw In the Scream, as Dali’s approach is much more towards the dreamlike vibe of surrealism, where he redesigns what reality is and destabilises it through subliminal imagery. As we all know, the paintings most eye-catching feature is the melting clocks which transforms rigid and measurable time into something distortion based. I love this painting as it challenges the viewers perception of reality. 
Dali’s techniques were like nothing we have ever seen before; he used precise almost photographic painting techniques which worked so well with the unsettling, distorted forms to almost heighten it entirely. If you look closely at the landscape in the back which was inspired by the Catalonian coast, it becomes increasingly irrational as the viewers will start to notice the soft and sagging objects. I love this contrast as between the precise realism and the distortion it shows us the idea that even reality itself can be very deceptive. 
With its inclusion in ‘Distorted Realities’ it opens the exhibitions scope, going from emotional distortion to the manipulation of time and perception itself. I believe this work would engage viewers to ask the question of the stability in the world around them. Pair this with The Scream and it shows us how distortion has evolved so much since it’s beginning, going from expressing anxiety to the exploration of the mind. 
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Fig 3, (Picasso, 1907, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon)



One of the most pivotal pieces of work I have chosen for ‘distorted realities’ is Les Demoiselles Davignon (Picasso, 1907) by Pablo Picasso. This painting was such a huge change from the traditional representation and too this day is widely regarded as a foundational moment within the development of cubism. I love Picasso as with this painting he disrupts the conventions of perspective. He even disrupts the proportion of the people and created five figures with sharp fragments as their body. 
The distortion within this design works in multiple ways such as formal and conceptual. The painting has been influenced by African masks and Iberian sculptures and with this Picasso has turned the human faces into geometric style which challenges the western ideals of beauty (reference). In this painting the thing I love most is that the characters confront the viewer straight on and their disjointed faces creates a sense of distortion but also unease. 
I’ve decided to include it in ‘Distorted Realities’ as this painting shows us distortion as a tool not only for reshaping perception but also representation. Unlike both the types of distortion I have already added this painting shows intellectual distortion which breaks reality and then puts it back together in pieces. I think if this piece was put in a section named “fragmented realities” it would highlight how distortion not only reshapes what we feel or dream but in fact how we see the world.
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Fig 4, (Bacon, 1953, Study after Velazque’s portrait of Pope Innocent)

For my fourth choice I have decided to go with ‘Study after Velazquez portrait of Pope Innocent’ (Bacon, 1953) by Francis Bacon. This portrait was inspired by the original portrait of Diego Velazquez, but I have chosen Bacon’s one as it highlights distortion. Bacon decided to use violent distortion to create this design as the pope looks as if he is trapped inside a cage, with his face smeared and stuck in a silent scream. I love how this design dissolves the traditional idea of power and control. 
I’m such a big fan of Bacon’s technique and that is the main reason I just had to have him in this exhibition; his loose brushwork and blurred visuals create a dark and oppressive tone. This is exactly what violent distortion is and it creates a vibe of instability. If we look back at Picassos cubism this now looks structured compared to Bacons, but his distortion feels so raw and I love it. The inclusion of this work in my exhibition creates a consistency and reinforces distortion as a way of showing identity with authority instead of just being changed form. I would have this painting placed in a section called “Distorted Power” as this deepens the exhibitions narrative and shows us that distortion can be unsettling and emotional. 
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Fig 5, (Picasso, 1937, The Weeping Woman)

For the final piece of work for my exhibition, I have decided to include The Weeping Woman (Picasso, 1937) by Pablo Picasso. This painting was designed to create a response for the violence of the Spanish civil war; the design shows intense suffering emotionally through using extreme visual distortion. We can see that the figures face has been cut up into multiple different fragments all sharp and all in an angular form. She also has a very overly exaggerated face that is covered with all types of colours which shows the anguish and despair of the war. 
If we compare this to cubism, we can clearly see that Picasso is building on visual language but in this design the distortion becomes a lot more expressive but symbolic. The tears on the woman’s face are glass-like shaped, and the disjointed face creates a very emotional vibe. 
I have decided to make this my final piece as it brings the exhibition to an entire circle. As we return to emotional distortion as we first saw with The Scream. This piece will be positioned at the conclusion of my exhibition as it leaves the visitors with a very powerful reflection on how we can use distortion to communicate so many emotional things and feelings. 
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