
[bookmark: _Int_ce2Bqxyi][bookmark: _Int_TdtHJ6YM]Applying a range of critical theories, identify and discuss an artwork of your own choosing.
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Margaret Harrison “Banana Woman” 1971
[bookmark: _Int_TEJ1h2p4][bookmark: _Int_kbhiqjS1][bookmark: _Int_hi7K0A6x]“Seeing comes before words,” words from John Berger which entirely sums up the basis of this work (Berger, John. (1972). Ways of seeing. British Broadcasting Corporation). The striking image, "Banana Woman” composed by Margaret Harrison in 1971 has a type of comedic shock value that leaves a viewer wondering, and in a way lost for words, and can only be made sense of when considering the symbolism and context of the piece. Harrison’s art has mostly been considered controversial, having multiple brushes with the law, including her 1971 exhibition, which was London's first overtly one-woman, feminist art show. The show was immediately shut down by police after just one day, on the grounds of indecency (the Guardian, 2011) Thinking in more modern and critical terms, we must consider what is so indecent about these images in the first place, and why, as a society de we feel uncomfortable when presented with an image of this nature? Why are the connotations of an image of a naked woman ‘pornography’ and’ vulnerability’ instead of the emergence of questions surrounding women's rights and the power of sexuality? Margaret Harrison was a founder of the Womens Liberation Arts Group in 1970, and is a woman herself, why can't she freely express her opinions through art as a woman herself and an active and well-informed feminist? Many theories and variables must be considered in order for one to even briefly answer these most heavy questions. 
[bookmark: _Int_VkjbOpez][bookmark: _Int_y7ODRG5A][bookmark: _Int_KyofvLlp][bookmark: _Int_SrNOrWxy]Ferdinand De Saussure, a Swiss linguist is heavily connected with the idea of semiotics, which is crucial to the way in which we perceive images, spoke about the idea of the signified and the signifier. The signifier is the physical appearance, or the surface level of an image, object, word etc. On the other hand, the signified is the concept behind something, or the ideas attached to them (Dewanti, D. (2023). Semiotic Analysis of Ferdinand De Saussure’s Structuralism on ‘Energen Green Bean’ Advertisement. ([online] Social Science Research Network.) These ideas help us to understand in image or artwork, which brings me back to Margaret Harrisons work. Semiotics are a visual language that is shaped through our cultural experiences and environmental context, and when thinking about the initial connotations that have developed in the west surrounding the different signs in this piece, it proves the piece to be extremely thought provoking, especially when considering the artists background. One of the main signifiers in this piece is the humorously large banana in the centre of the image which has the initial signifier of being a fruit, healthy and edible. However, when considering the context in which the fruit has been placed in and the cultural connotations of the specific fruit developed through pop culture and social media, the signified can be argued is of phallic nature, and the banana could be symbolic of a penis. These conclusions could not have been brought together without the other main element of the piece, the woman promiscuously straddling said banana. The signifier of this element of the artwork is woman, female, and beauty, however the signified can be so many different things in this circumstance; sexual, pornographic, suggestive, femininity, nude, vulnerability. It is extremely interesting to see the comparisons between how we describe the signifier and the signified, how we visually see images juxtaposing with the ideas that we attach to them, that could possibly be different in other cultures. Semiotics is all about a shared understanding of the world around us and surrounds a visual language that is developed through context.

[bookmark: _Int_oubpy1gl][bookmark: _Int_jvVPCgUl][bookmark: _Int_tpJwQWjv][bookmark: _Int_jIueVeWE][bookmark: _Int_QECDVvDA]Another key theorist to link with the idea of semiotics is Roland Barthes who used the ideas of denotation and connotation in a similar was that Ferdinand De Saussure used signifier and signified. Barthes argued seemingly innocent objects and images carry a literal, denotative, meaning and a non-literal, connotative meaning. By deconstructing the connotative meaning one can then expose the ideological structures on which consumer society is built and maintained. (The Art Story. (n.d.). Roland Barthes Overview and Analysis. [online] Barthes also proposed the idea of the photograph or image as a “kind of speech” in the same way as a newspaper article and that if an object means something it becomes speech (Barthes, R. (1957). Mythologies. Points, p.111.) when putting all these ideas together and really thinking about this piece we can find meanings within the images, such as the high stiletto heel that the subject is wearing in the piece being symbolic of womanhood and femininity but can also be seen as something that is shameful, and not ladylike, and then can be transformed into a sort of language, and can act as a way to portray the character in a specific way. Promiscuity is prominent within the black lingerie that has been depicted on the subject, positioned in certain areas to show more skin, and expose the subjects bottom and breasts. The colour black has connotations of being ill-intentioned as well as powerful and mysterious and the lack of said black clothing enforces the idea of sexuality and almost bad intentions. The body language and facial expression of the “Banana Woman” are also extremely significant as the way that the artist has decided to portray this woman and banana is as if they are intertwined, as one. This is down to the way that the artist has drawn the female subject around the banana, as if embracing in in a loving manner. However, I don't really see any lovingness within this piece, the subject's facial expression has denotations of pleasure and general happiness, however the connotations when considering the other elements of the piece including the bright red lipstick and perfect black ring curls, is of a performance. That this woman has dressed up to perform, possibly for men. Her dress codes relate to that of pin up girls in the 1950s that were largely for the entertainment of men, which is what made me come to this conclusion. Thinking back the ideas of both Barthes and Saussure and the ideas that we understand images through signs and that culture and context inform these signs I believe that one significant character that can be related the subject in this artwork is “Curley’s wife” from the novella “Of Mice and Men” by John Steinbeck, which was first published in 1937, which could have influenced the idea of this specific portrayal of women in this piece  (Steinbeck, J. (1937). Of Mice and Men. London: Penguin Books, pp.1–107) Her hair is described as “rolled clusters like sausages” as well as having “full rouged lips” and that she was “heavily made up”. Curley’s wife is one of the only female characters within the book and is purposefully unnamed to show her subservient place as a woman, which is then solidified through the vivid imagery surrounding her appearance. These descriptions have connotations of again, being sexually promiscuous and provoking, potentially “un-ladylike”, which I believe are the intended connotations for Harrison’s “Banana Woman”, or at least that is what the signs suggest. This example really demonstrates the power of signs and symbols as a visual language and that as a society that have shared values and ideas, we can recognise the meaning behind certain images easily as we know what they represent, even if these ideas are wildly different to what the image is initially preserved to be.
[bookmark: _Int_Al5hs5wB]However revolutionary the idea of semiotics may be to the world of art in helping us understand images and why we put certain ideas on objects and things, there are obviously going to be some minor criticisms of the concept which must be considered. Victor Burgin states that “Although semiotics is necessary to the proposed theory, it is not (not would it ever claim to be) sufficient to account for the complex articulations of the moments of institution, text, distribution and consumption of photography” (Burgin, V. (1982). Thinking photography. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, [20]09.) Burgin recognises that we cannot successfully understand images through the ideas of semiotics and images are just so complex and vast for us to fully comprehend. I also wanted to clarify that although many of these theories and theorists are based on photography and media, the theories are still truly relevant in art as it's all about the creation and curation of an image and the way that we see them as a society. 
[bookmark: _Int_g52au1yQ]To conclude, the concept of semiotics is one of the most successful ways in which we can decipher images within art, and with regards to Harrison’s “Banana Woman”, the reasons why this piece and many other of her works can be seen as controversial can be put down to our subconscious understanding of signs. We know that the banana can be seen as phallic, and that black lingerie and garters are impure, because that's what we have been told in the media and society as a whole. when thinking about it through a feminist perspective however, the image portrays a woman as almost psychologically comparable to a piece of fruit and can be viewed as edible. Adding on the historical pop culture references within the dress codes, the artist slightly exaggerates the portrayal of women in the media throughout history, in a remarkably effective manner. 
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