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Framed by Imperium Introduction
What is art, and what is it to be human? Who am I in the here and now?
I’ve always been an artist. Painting has always been part of my life, and I’ve had some commercial success with seascapes, landscapes, and family portraits on the beach. I began my master’s studies because I wanted to find meaning beyond the observed. My paintings have always expressed what I see in an emotional way, but I did not expect my studies to become an emotional journey. That happened naturally. 
Framed by Imperium emerges from lived experience — motherhood, media saturation, and the sense of overwhelm — situated within wider cultural and historical structures of power. The gilded toy and jewellery frames, what I call “debris frames,” act as détournement: historically, ornate frames elevated art objects as symbols of power and wealth; here they are remade from discarded fragments of family life. They glisten with the false promise of status, embodying both the beauty and burden of domesticity (Barthes, 1957; Derrida, 1978).
My methodology is rhizomatic, informed by Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of knowledge as non-linear, associative, and multi-directional. This mirrors both contemporary digital life and my own neurodivergence, where thought resists hierarchy and moves through fragments and connections. Media narratives, feminist histories, and personal experience are layered together, forming a practice that is both critique and record of the present.
The work situates itself within a lineage of artists who confront the intersection of the personal and the political: Niki de Saint Phalle’s Shooting Paintings (Saint Phalle, 1961), Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (Rosler, 1975), Barbara Kruger’s Your Body is a Battleground (Kruger, 1989), and Anselm Kiefer’s monumental landscapes of memory (Kiefer, 2014). Theorists such as Judith Butler (1990), Michel Foucault (1972; 1975), Roland Barthes (1957), and Doreen Massey (2005; 2012) provide frameworks for thinking about gender as performance, space as power, and cultural myths embedded in objects.
Throughout this process, I have grappled with recurring questions:
· How can motherhood be valued without romanticising it or diminishing women’s autonomy (Warner, 2005)?
· How can we reframe mythologies that have constrained women for millennia (Foreman, 2015)?
· How do consumerism, media, and spectacle trap us in cycles of distraction and control (Debord, 1967; Ariely, 2023)?
In reflecting on my practice, I recognise both its strengths and its tensions. The layering of debris, collage, and text allows me to challenge systems of representation, yet the work remains deliberately unresolved. It refuses neat answers, instead embracing fragments, contradictions, and overwhelm as the condition of our time. By staging Framed by Imperium within the civic and imperial architecture of Swansea Central Library, I aimed to amplify these echoes of power, to confront what is inherited, and to ask what we choose to believe.
Ultimately, this report and body of work stand as a cultural commentary — not an escape from everyday life, but an interrogation of it. My praxis resists simplification, seeking instead to hold complexity, to provoke reflection, and to create space for others to question the frames that shape us.
2. Feminism and Repetition
In looking at art that addresses feminist issues, it becomes clear that feminist critiques and narratives are often on repeat. In the 1960s, Niki de Saint Phalle created her Shooting Paintings, an expression of rage against patriarchy and a violent response to the abuse she suffered at the hands of her father. The white plaster bled with dripping paint, like wounds spilling out over an assemblage of objects from her everyday environment. Yet violence, rape, and abuse against women remain prevalent today, with statistics showing that women are at greater risk than ever. Saint Phalle had a complex relationship with her own childhood. She struggled with trauma and personal pain, and her use of toys could be seen as a way to reclaim and process these emotions. Toys were also a means for her to channel a childlike sense of freedom and expression, allowing her to break away from more traditional or constrained artistic norms. They also acted as symbols of rebellion. Her "shooting paintings," where she shot at her works filled with plaster, paint, and toys, were not just an act of destruction but a symbolic gesture of freedom, rejecting control and embracing spontaneity and chaos. The use of toys added to the playful nature of her art, turning destruction into an act of creation.
In the 1970s, Martha Rosler produced Semiotics of the Kitchen. Her anger is palpable as she demonstrates kitchen utensils with disdain, exposing the frustration and confinement of domestic labour. The issues she raised are far from resolved. Mothers are still, in many ways, “driven back to the kitchen sink and homeschooling,” and the disparity in domestic responsibilities between men and women remains high. The myth of equality is reinforced by changes such as the 2014 Department of Work and Pensions guidelines, which require parents of young children to work the same hours as those without. Parents must now prove, through lengthy bureaucratic forms, that their children need additional care in order to avoid being forced into full-time employment and long commutes.
By the 1980s, Barbara Kruger’s Your Body is a Battleground highlighted the struggle for women’s autonomy over their bodies, created in support of Roe v. Wade. Decades later, the ruling was overturned, stripping away reproductive rights and reducing women’s bodies to the status of “hosts.”
Taken together, these examples reveal a cycle in which feminist art continues to confront the same battles across decades: patriarchy, domestic confinement, and the policing of women’s bodies. 
‘If we can look closely at the art of our ancestors, perhaps we will be able to reconnect with something vital that we have lost."'. (AnthonyGormley,BBC,2019)
The Venus of Willendorf, dating back to around 28,000–25,000 BCE, is a prehistoric figurine discovered in Austria. It is believed to have been crafted as a fertility symbol, featuring exaggerated sexual characteristics such as large breasts, buttocks, and abdomen. This figure is often interpreted as a celebration of fertility and abundance, reflecting the cultural values of its time.
On the other hand, Barbie, created in 1959 by Ruth Handler, is a modern cultural icon representing a more idealized and unrealistic standard of beauty. Barbie's proportions, with her slim waist, large bust, and long legs, have sparked controversy regarding body image and its impact on young girls' self-esteem. Unlike the Venus of Willendorf, Barbie is a commercial product marketed primarily as a toy, fashion icon, and cultural symbol of femininity.
In comparing the two, it's evident that they reflect different cultural attitudes towards femininity, beauty, and the female form. While the Venus of Willendorf celebrates natural fertility and abundance, Barbie represents a more artificial and idealized standard of beauty influenced by modern consumer culture. Whilst creating the figures in clay, Barbie’s frailty is evident, which sparked questions to me about why it would be so desirable for women to be so frail and delicate.
“Something to really think about is what makes us who we are in the world that we live in—and how culture constructs and contains us.” — Barbara Kruger
Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity in Gender Trouble also underpins this conceptual shift. “There’s no ‘true’ essence of womanhood,” Butler argues; gender is constituted through repeated acts and symbols. Motherhood, as I have experienced and documented it, often feels like a performance scripted by societal expectation. As Butler suggests, media plays a crucial role in enacting this script. The work therefore addresses the ways in which femininity and domestic roles are rehearsed, idealised, and judged through visual culture.
Dan Ariely’s analysis in Misbelief, which explores how emotionally vulnerable individuals gravitate toward coherent yet false narratives. “We like to think our beliefs are the result of rational thought,” he writes, “but more often they emerge from emotion, identity, and social connection.” This is particularly true of motherhood. Public narratives idealise it, yet structural support is lacking. As Judith Warner observes in Perfect Madness, “We live in a culture that simultaneously idealises and undervalues motherhood. It heaps praise on mothers in theory but leaves them to flounder in practice.”
Early in the research, I began to shift from viewing gendered subjugation as a purely patriarchal issue to understanding it as a symptom of broader systems of control. The transition from egalitarian prehistory to land-based ownership, as explored in Dr Amanda Foreman’s The Ascent of Woman, marks the beginning of codified patriarchy. “The hard truth is that in almost every civilisation, women have been deemed the secondary sex,” Foreman writes. Her work helped me situate the domestic not just as a site of care, but as a terrain of historically embedded power and containment.
Media Narratives & the News Mask
My professional background in graphic design and editorial work revealed how news is shaped by commerce. On the newsroom floor, it became clear that selling was the primary goal; information was filtered through what would appeal to readership rather than what was most important. Sensational stories were selected, while narratives of care or social good were often sidelined. This early experience underpins my understanding of media not as neutral reporting, but as a constructed spectacle.
Today, we live in a culture of saturation, where algorithms mediate experience and meaning through infinite, often contradictory, channels. The problem is not one single issue but the multiplicity of stimuli that define our moment. As an artist who has lived through analogue-to-digital transitions, I find myself drawn to the emotional and philosophical condition of overwhelm. This is not only a subject of my work but an embedded reality within it.
Standing before Paul Trevor’s Constant Exposure (1977–79), a photomontage of multiple television stills, I recognised how repetition and juxtaposition can embody this condition. Trevor’s work echoes my own experiments with Instagram screenshots, where saturation itself becomes the subject. Overwhelm is not fully acknowledged as a social condition, yet it shapes how we live, think, and consume. This insight influenced my decision to curate the exhibition as an immersive experience: like Trevor, I wanted to replicate the sensation of saturation physically, using the architecture of the Grand Salon to frame contemporary issues within the visual language of comfort and grandeur (Kennedy, 2023).
Masks became another strategy for exploring media and identity. Much could be said about the symbolism of masks, from tribal origins to contemporary politics. In my work, I constructed a mask from newsprint headlines and placed it on a mannequin with a flawless, idealised face. This juxtaposition contrasts aesthetic beauty with the unsettling violence of text. The mask draws on Hannah Höch’s photomontages, where female faces were fragmented to critique gendered representation, and reflects my awareness of “masking” within ADHD and autism communities — a survival strategy of concealing struggle beneath a socially acceptable exterior.
These works are situated within broader political contexts. Alongside collage and mask-making, I documented events such as the overturning of Roe v. Wade, the invasion of Gaza, the rise of AI-generated imagery, and the spread of algorithm-driven misinformation. Using screenshots, cut-outs, and social media posts, I highlighted the tension between aesthetic surface and political urgency. Barbara Kruger’s strategy of disrupting media language is an important precedent here: as she insists, art must “question and change the systems that contain us” (Kruger, 1989). My news mask embodies this demand, exposing how power is hidden in plain sight, mediated through repetition and spectacle.
4. Power and Control
“This is what the ruling class has decided will be normal” (Bushnell, 2024).
Aaron Bushnell’s words, spoken before his self-immolation in protest at the U.S. role in Gaza, remind us how political and media systems work to normalise violence and inequality. His statement speaks directly to the themes of spectacle and complicity, an act of defiance against the narratives presented by political authority and the media.
Theories of power have long oscillated between necessity and danger. In Leviathan (1651), Thomas Hobbes argued that without sovereign authority, human life would descend into being “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” (Hobbes, 1651, p.89). This justification for order imposed from above finds echoes in contemporary debates about security, borders, and control. Michel Foucault complicates this model: in Discipline and Punish (1975) he demonstrates that power is not simply hierarchical but circulates through everyday practices, institutions, and even the body itself. Power is thus relational and pervasive, operating within the most intimate structures of daily life (Foucault, 1975).
Roland Barthes helps us understand how ideology becomes embedded in culture. In Mythologies (1957), he showed how everyday images function as modern myths. Advertising, soap operas, and even wrestling spectacles may appear natural and harmless, but they actually reinforce dominant ideologies. For example, the smiling mother in a detergent advert perpetuates the myth of joyful sacrifice, natural femininity, and consumer-driven love. This critique resonates with my own painting inspired by Eugène Carrière. At first glance, the canvas presents a mother and child in a dreamlike haze, yet hidden words plugged into a cattle grid lie buried in the paint like “easter eggs,” waiting to be discovered. These fragments destabilise the idyll, questioning the cultural myth of motherhood as pure devotion. The surrounding frame, cast from distorted dolls, further unsettles the image: one figure, overtaken by roots as if discarded in the undergrowth, lies beneath the watchful eye of Batman — a symbol of patriarchal authority presiding over female roles.
Dr Amanda Foreman (2015) situates this historically, tracing how women’s voices have been consistently silenced or co-opted under imperial and patriarchal systems. This cultural scripting is echoed in another of my works, where three women dressed as Playboy bunnies beam with exaggerated joy. Their smiling masks present pleasure, yet their roles — “characters designed to please men” — reveal the objectification at the heart of the spectacle. The collaged headline “Knowledge is Power” punctuates the scene, acting as both a reminder and a provocation: to encourage women to question the myths that contain them.
Dan Ariely (2023) reinforces this by arguing that belief systems are less rational than emotional: “We like to think our beliefs are the result of rational thought, but more often they emerge from emotion, identity, and social connection. Once formed, they’re remarkably resistant to change—even in the face of strong contradictory evidence.” The cultural mythology of “the good mother” functions in precisely this way: it naturalises servitude, keeping women in cycles of sacrifice without adequate compensation, support, or recognition (Hochschild & Machung, 2012).
Doreen Massey extends this conversation to geography and lived environment. For Massey (2005; 2012), space is not a flat backdrop but a dynamic product of social relations, shaped by history, inequality, and movement. Homes, cities, and cultural sites are built on layers of meaning and conflict, and they profoundly influence who we become.
To create art as a woman, as a mother, and as someone navigating media overwhelm and emotional labour, is already to engage with these systems of power. If art fails to interrogate capitalism, patriarchy, class, and control, it risks becoming merely a record of those systems rather than a critical response. Framed by Imperium aims to resist such passivity: by détournement of domestic debris into gilded frames, it questions the myths that dress inequality in beauty, exposing how power circulates within everyday life.
5. Collage as Disruption
Hannah Höch once declared: “I wanted to show the modern woman as she really was… not just a doll that men can play with” (Höch, 1920s, cited in Lavin, 1993, p. 45). This ethos resonates within my own collage practice, where cutting and reassembling fragments becomes a strategy to fracture cultural images of femininity, beauty, and power.
Collage has long operated as a disruptive medium — from Höch’s Weimar photomontages to Barbara Kruger’s direct text-image juxtapositions. Both artists revealed how the visual languages of mass media and advertising inscribe cultural scripts. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1990) helps frame this: identities are shaped through repeated cultural acts, and collage interrupts these repetitions, exposing them as constructed. In my own work, fragments from newspapers, adverts, and children’s publications carry these scripts — femininity as domestic play, beauty as compliance — yet when rearranged, their meaning shifts.
1. The Three Glamorous Women
 In one series, three glamorous female figures are collaged into ornate frames. Their facial features are exaggerated to grotesque scale, transforming them into caricatures of fashion and consumer desire. The bright, seductive colours echo the gloss of advertising but also mask a deeper violence. These works critique the hidden economic burden of “maintaining beauty” — the financial and emotional labour women undertake to meet societal standards. What appears initially celebratory is, on closer view, a satire of glamour as caricature and compliance.
2. Trump and “I Love Being Average”
 Another collage juxtaposes an image of Donald Trump with the fragmentary text “I love being average.” The absurdity of this pairing destabilises both the political persona and the aspirational rhetoric of consumer culture. The language of power is reduced to nonsense, echoing Guy Debord’s notion of détournement in The Society of the Spectacle (1967), where elements of dominant discourse are re-used in ways that subvert their original intent. Here, populist power is reframed as farce, revealing the fragility of political spectacle.
3. Slave Ship and Revenues
 A further collage overlays the economic headline “revenues will rise before the fall” onto the familiar diagram of a transatlantic slave ship. This pairing collapses historical time, confronting the viewer with the brutal economic foundations of Western wealth. The economic language of growth and decline, typically abstract, is forced into dialogue with the human suffering that underpinned empire. The collage functions as an act of visual resistance, recalling Debord’s (1967) insistence that the spectacle must be turned against itself in order to reveal its hidden structures of exploitation.
For me, the cut-up method is both therapeutic and critical. The physical act of cutting disrupts the overwhelming flow of media, allowing chance and serendipity to create new juxtapositions. Narratives emerge subconsciously — part satire, part lament. As Butler (1990) reminds us, gender and identity are scripted through repetition; my collages attempt to interrupt these scripts, generating spaces where cultural messages fracture and alternative meanings can be imagined.
6. Frames / Debris & Detournement
On a visit to Venice, I was struck by the opulence of Ca’ Rezzonico. The grandeur was breathtaking but also unsettling: a clear display of wealth and inequality. In the ballroom, ornamental figures glorified the ownership of Ethiopian slaves, bound in chains (Ca’ Rezzonico, 2023). In the throne room, lined with red velvet, an elaborate portrait of the patrician Pietro Barbarigo proclaimed his authority. Framed by allegories of virtue and surrounded by symbols of status — yachts, slaves, warriors, patriarchal figures — the throne beneath reinforced his power.
Faced with this spectacle, I asked: what if I changed the script? What if I redefined what is granted status? What if I elevated the overlooked and discarded, giving them unexpected importance? By framing the domestic as a political and conceptual site, I aim to challenge assumptions that it is passive, private, or apolitical.
Doreen Massey reminds us that the home is “not just a physical space—it is a social space full of power and meaning” (Massey, 2012). The materials I use — feminised, mass-produced, often ephemeral — carry those meanings into the gallery, where they are reframed and questioned. In this sense, my practice parallels Anselm Kiefer’s approach to material symbolism. Kiefer uses ash, straw, and lead to speak of trauma and memory; I juxtapose dolls with missiles and superhero figurines. These deliberate contrasts expose how ideological training begins early and is largely visual. As Sue Palmer argues in Toxic Childhood (2006), gender stereotyping, over-scheduling, and media saturation are reshaping children’s inner worlds. By embedding toys and fragments of consumer culture into my sculptures, I preserve them as artefacts while critiquing their role as instruments of social conditioning.
Traditionally, frames confer value. As John Berger observed in Ways of Seeing (1972), the frame elevates the artwork into a separate realm, disconnecting it from everyday life. In contrast, I treat the frame itself as a site of enquiry. Constructed from the debris of domestic life — cheap, broken, gaudy materials — my frames turn the margins into the centre. Roland Barthes’ notion of myth (1957) is helpful here: by encasing childhood debris in gold, I construct a new mythology of modern motherhood, one that is simultaneously precious and discarded.
The ruin becomes an apt metaphor. My frames are not intact — they sprawl, collapse, glisten. They hold together remnants of emotional labour, of mothering, of femininity as performance. And like ruins, they resist easy interpretation. They demand to be read not only through form, but through feeling. As Kiefer reflected: “I was born in ruins. So as a child I played in ruins, it was the only place… But I also like ruins because they are a starting point for something new” (Kiefer, 2014). My own frames embody this paradox: they are monuments to fragility and persistence, collapse and renewal.
7. Beauty, the Body, and Representation
Jenny Saville has remarked: “Beauty is always associated with the male fantasy of what the female body is. I don’t think there is anything wrong with beauty. It's just what women think is beautiful is different” (Saville, 1994). Her statement points to the historical imbalance in art: women’s bodies have often been objectified rather than autonomous. The Guerrilla Girls highlighted this disparity with their iconic poster: “Do women have to be naked to get into the Met Museum?” (Guerrilla Girls, 1989; Tate, 2019). Their critique underscored how women are overwhelmingly represented as nudes but rarely recognised as artists.
My own anxieties about painting the nude were tied to this legacy. Would I risk reinforcing objectification? My perspective shifted when I encountered FEMEN protesters in France, who painted anti-fascist slogans across their bare chests (Walker, 2012; FEMEN, 2012). Here, nudity was not submission but resistance: the body became a weapon against authority. This helped me understand that the nude can also signify agency and power, depending on how it is framed.
We are drawn to narratives, and the human figure becomes a vessel for them. The Venus of Willendorf (c.28,000 BCE) is typically interpreted as a fertility symbol. Yet when her story is retold through patriarchal eyes, the meaning changes. Reader’s Digest (1975), for example, presented the Venus not as a celebration of life but as evidence of men’s fascination with women’s curves. Such distortions reveal how women’s bodies are persistently narrated through external, often patriarchal, perspectives.
Saville’s own paintings confront these distortions directly. Her canvases depict bodies in raw, visceral ways that challenge conventional notions of beauty and perfection, interrogating issues of body image, aging, and female experience. Lucian Freud, too, influenced my understanding of figuration. As he observed: “When I look at a body it gives me choices of what to put in a painting… There is a distinction between fact and truth. Truth has an element of revelation about it” (Freud, 1991, p.249). His figures are unflinching: heavy, grounded, and often uncomfortable. Encountering his work in person — at Whitechapel in the 1990s and later in the etching rooms of the V&A — left a lasting impression on me, particularly the way he used flesh and line to insist upon truth rather than idealisation.
Francis Bacon shaped another aspect of my practice: distortion. His bodies appear stretched, trapped, or pulled apart, as though the canvas itself confines them. Bacon declared, “I want to paint the scream more than the horror” (Peppiatt, 1996, p.42), and his figures carry pain on their surfaces. This resonates with my own attempts to depict overwhelm and conflict, allowing the inner to erupt visibly into form.
Niki de Saint Phalle’s “Nanas” take a different approach, celebrating the female form in its diversity and vitality. In their exuberant colours and rounded volumes, they resist patriarchal ideals of beauty by affirming womanhood as multiple, powerful, and joyous (Saint Phalle, 1965). For me, they stand in dialogue with both Saville’s visceral bodies and Bacon’s agonised figures, expanding the field of how the female body might be seen and valued.
Together, these artists shape how I position my own practice: wary of reproducing objectification, but determined to use the figure as a site of resistance, vulnerability, and truth.
8. Exhibition and Belief
Framed by Imperium was installed in the old entranceway of Swansea’s Central Library—a space rich with architectural history. The whitewashed classical structure, with its permanently open wrought iron gates, created a threshold between public and private, tradition and reinterpretation. These tensions reflect the wider conceptual concerns of the exhibition: power, gender, motherhood, beauty, and the overwhelming nature of media.
The line YOU ONLY SEE WHAT YOUR EYES WANT TO SEE is positioned on the floor as you enter it could be easily missed and introduces the theme of selective perception and bias—whether personal, cultural, or institutional. Positioned to create a sense of confrontation, the exhibition deliberately overwhelms with multiple layers of text, image, material, and media.
On one wall, a curtain of imperial deep navy is the backdrop for a grand salon style series of paintings in ornate golden frames hung from chains, a nod to the chains of slavery. These are not traditional frames; they are constructed from cast-offs of domestic life—children’s toys, plastic figures, USB cables, fragments of costume jewellery. These debris frames, though gilded, subvert ideas of value and permanence. Batman, Iron Man, soldiers, missiles, and baby dolls peek out—icons of gendered and cultural conditioning. The works speak to how domestic life and power are reframed in contemporary culture.
One central painting shows a large hand grasping a smaller one—a moment of intimacy that could be read as protection or control. Above it a self portrait emerges from the golden debris frame. Above a mannequin wears a news mask  - referencing how media narratives distort identity and reality.
At the centre of the show is the large-scale painting Metamorphosis, featuring a seated female figure inspired by the ancient Catahoyuk mother goddess sculpture. In your version, she is flanked not by leopards but by a domestic cat—a nod to the reframing of feminine power. Behind her rises a distorted figure, reflecting the loss of ancient matriarchal structures and the dominance of consumerist, media-shaped ideals. The goddess transforms into a sculptural woman, emulating historic marble figures but eroded by headlines.
To her right, another portrait—unfinished for years—depicts a romanticised mother and child. The work includes a cut-out newspaper phrase: You don’t have to be a woman to understand the story. It signals a shift from private to political, from motherhood as identity to motherhood as contested ground.
Beneath her, a painting of a pregnant woman stares directly out. She is surrounded by text, tentacles, and collage—formed of USB cables and newspaper. The woman is caught in the contradictions of nurturing life while being entrapped in a digital capitalist culture.
On the opposite wall, further gilded frames surround collages of glamourised female faces—eyes, lips, heads—emphasising beauty culture and the commodification of femininity, The space also features a mixed-media jellyfish video. Floating across a collage of political headlines and societal contradictions, the jellyfish—one of the planet’s oldest lifeforms—symbolises drifting, consumption, and silent danger. The screen flashes with statements like Let the games begin, positioning viewers as participants in an unpredictable system.
The words BLAME, SHAME, AND JUSTIFY —a behavioural framework used to describe coercive deflection, now used to reflect cultural and political gaslighting. OBEY, LOVE and LOVE, OBEY hint at marriage vows women must obey to be loved and love is something to be obeyed. The words are positioned on pillars which form the architecture of the space
Text lines frame the gates: IF YOU TOLERATE THIS, YOUR NEXT (Manic Street Preachers, originally a poster from the Spanish Civil War) and THE SHAME OF POWER IS COMPLEX (Who is in power? What are we tolerating? Who bears the shame?) NOT WITHIN YOUR REALM OF UNDERSTANDING. FIFTY-SECOND CAPACITY OF MIND TOO DEMANDING ( Erasure, Drama) represents the veracity of information if you choose to see it
Through layered references—détournement, feminist critique, historical metaphor, and poetic subversion—Framed by Imperium challenges the viewer to question what is framed, who is doing the framing, and what power structures remain hidden behind gold, media, and beauty.
9. Conclusion
Framed by Imperium has been a journey of uncovering how personal debris, cultural narratives, and historical power structures intersect. What began as a response to my own experience of motherhood and overwhelm has developed into a critical practice that questions how value, identity, and authority are constructed. Through the detournement of the gold frames an image which historically speaks of wealth and status, I have reframed the ‘debris’ of family life, changed its status and challenged what is to be celebrated.
The research underpinning this practice has drawn from feminist, philosophical, and cultural theory. Butler’s writing on gender as performance, Foucault’s conception of power, Massey’s understanding of space as relational, and Barthes’s exploration of mythologies all resonate within the work. These frameworks have enabled me to articulate how motherhood, domestic labour, and media saturation are not simply private concerns, but political terrains in which wider systems of control operate. 
In my own work, the gilded debris frames, collages, plaster hands, clay sculptures, and jellyfish installation together form a vocabulary of resistance. They are fragments that speak to the complexity of lived experience, to the simultaneity of beauty and burden, and to the seductive but suffocating nature of consumer culture. This praxis is not about producing harmony but about embracing multiplicity, rupture, and contradiction. It reflects a world in which narratives are layered and contested, and where the domestic and the political can never be separated.
Throughout the process of creating art that holds meaning—art that stands as a record of our time and a reflection of humanity within this place and space—exploration and research have raised questions that remain unresolved:
How can motherhood be valued without either romanticising it or diminishing women’s autonomy?
How can we dismantle the millennia of mythologies that continue to constrain and devalue women?
How can we resist the power structures of consumerism, capitalism, news, and media that entrap us in their alluring tentacles?
The artists who have influenced my practice—Kruger, Kiefer, Bourgeois, Rosler, Saint Phalle, Saville, Emin—have shown how art can expose contradictions, resist containment, and create new ways of seeing. This report reviews only a small selection of artists, theorists and historical artefacts that have influenced my work and helped me develop my language.
From the handprint marking prehistoric caves, the need for human expression and making a mark to say “I was here” is here to stay. Like all technological advances in history OpenAI is a tool which will change that expression but not stop it. This report was developed with the support of generative AI (OpenAI ChatGPT). with the overwhelming threads of research that I have explored OpenAI has served as an additional memory bank. A combination of Menopause and stressful personal situations have caused unforeseen problems over the duration of my studies, difficulties with fatigue, focus and memory have hindered my ability to recall research and organise it in a coherent way. Open AI has threaded my thoughts, analysis and research and helped bring structure to the chaos. Used for brainstorming, structuring, and drafting ideas, arguments, and analysis are my own. The collaboration has however needed careful curation. Open AI has written its own poetry, added information, quotes and references from sources that I have not reviewed and made connections without prompting, these have been removed.
Critically, the project has also been an exploration of methodology. A rhizomatic approach has allowed me to embrace non-linearity, intuition, and serendipity, mirroring both the condition of media-saturated life and my own neurodivergent way of thinking. At times this has presented challenges in organisation and reflection, but it has also been generative, opening pathways between ideas that might otherwise have remained separate.
[image: ]
My Instagram page serves as a guide documenting my portfolio and research https://www.instagram.com/rachelc_mafineart/
Endnotes and References
My methodology also involved occasional use of OpenAI’s ChatGPT to restructure my research notes and test clarity of expression. This support was used critically — not to generate ideas but to reframe fragments, check coherence, and act as a dialogic tool within my research process (OpenAI ChatGPT, personal communication, 12 September 2025).
Instagram Research Posts
1. Place and Space — Reflection on Doreen Massey, Barbara Kruger, and Anselm Kiefer. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
2. Motherhood and Domestic Labour — Journaling, Sophie Calle, and analysis of unpaid domestic work. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
3. Symbolism and the Jellyfish — Terminator 2 metaphor, Francis Bacon, and Louise Bourgeois. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
4. Women in History: Venus and Power — Massey, Amanda Foreman, Judy Chicago. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
5. The Painted Body — Jenny Saville, Lucian Freud, Francis Bacon, Niki de Saint Phalle. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
6. Collage as Resistance — Hannah Höch, Barbara Kruger, Judith Butler. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
7. Frames — Casting process, symbolism of toys, superheroes, and Venus. Posted @framedbyimperium, September 2025.
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