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Q. How are female characters identified in images within stories and movies?


























In society we are branded, identified time and time again labelled, and categorised. We as humans are constantly visually seeing this through art. Identity within art is seen not only as one person’s identity but as both artist and subject. Identity art has left many to question the art market and cultural history of the white, male, and hetero-normative experience. In later times artists reflected in the social struggle, and work through the theme of identity by looking at intersectionality, which is diverse to all who see the work, authors have been an extreme factor in the ways we as humans interact in society. 
Storytelling has been around for millions of years, from caveman paintings to illustrations in books today. We as readers explore the story through characters, creating fictional and non-fictional worlds. For some people reading a book is an escapism, in being able to read deeply into the characters' feelings and emotions. Many artists have recreated characters through a variety of media, including photography, paintings, and illustrations. Through engaging using the words of literature artists have recreated many female representations of characters. A key story of manipulations and recreation, the fairy tale of Little Red Riding Hood is a great example of a female representation of being a girl, young and unable to follow simple instructions. Orenstein explores how the representation of a female character in a metaphorical way of how a child is to be developed into a woman.  “Tellers have consciously and subconsciously manipulated the plot to portray a seduction by a temptress, the rape of a virgin in the passage of a young girl into womanhood.” (Orenstein, 2002) The story has been manipulated over time; however, the main character stays the same and the story is carried on through her naivety. Some see this naivety, but some see it as female empowerment of her exploring independently and being fearless when she faces facing with the wolf.

 Males have dominated the Art world for centuries, including writing literature and exhibiting work in a gallery. Many authors before the first women’s movement contained stereotypical female and male characters with a misogynistic view. From the most famous English literature, Charles Dicken's storylines are seen as misogynistic due to the female characters' perception and innocents in the world. “Lady Dedlock, then, is one who has allowed her emotional life to die in her by renouncing her passionate attachment to Captain Hawdon, by whom she has had a child she has always been told is dead.” (Holbrook,1993)
The younger generation of children’s literature is also influenced by the gender female stereotype of being beautiful and always seeking romance. In recent years being beautiful has become more popular among young adults and teenagers to hide behind layers of makeup making their appearance seem the most important aspect of their lives. Seeking romance, young girls exploit themselves to having to find a man to fall in love creating an unrealistic fantasy of the real world. In the fictional story of Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf could be portrayed as a man hunting for a girl and the grandmother for a sexual desire. The words of the wolf when dressed as granny indicate this “All the better to see with, my dear”. (Pullman,2014) An example of this is the fairy tale story of Little Red Riding Hood the manipulation of this story has been recreated in many ways, once during the twentieth century due to the feminist movement. Orenstein refers to the change in the characteristics of the character due to the change in the author. “Storytellers from the women’s movement and beyond reclaimed the heroine and her grandmother from male-dominated literary tradition, recasting the women as brave and resourceful, turning Little Red Riding Hood into the physical or sexual aggressor and questioning the machismos of the wolf.” (Orenstein,2002)
Throughout history, the male gaze has been dominating the art world since the feminist movement in the 1960s introduced their style of representing themselves. The gaze investigates the philosophical and figurative sense of how one perception of something is portrayed. Misogyny threads through the male gaze, allowing misogynistic traits to cast stereotypes. One famous female artist during this period of time was photographer Cindy Sherman, her photographs fought against what depicted art.



Cindy Sherman a self-portrait photographer develops her work by subverting the male gaze by reclaiming the power of women to be portrayed how she feels within herself.  Laing explores the feminist viewpoint of explaining how a narrative is portrayed, “The woman’s gaze at herself is enabled by others, both human and mechanical: the photographer and the camera, as well as her lover, who very often ‘ghosts’ the boudoir experience and narration.” (Laing, 2020) In the majority of her work the key subject is looking at females, she has developed the concept of her experience as a woman and transformed that into her work, containing objects of high significance to the character she is to portray. “The well-heeled female subjects in these photographs are depicted in their sumptuous homes, their fingers suffocated by rings, and their eyes speaking of hauteur or quiet desperation, depending on the photograph.” (Skelly, 2020) Sherman also changed history by being one of the few females to be in the picture generation and get her work exhibited in a gallery, also her subject matter of female representation grew an audience.  “The well-heeled female subjects in these photographs are depicted in their sumptuous homes, their fingers suffocated by rings, and their eyes speaking of hauteur or quiet desperation, depending on the photograph.” (Church Gibson,1998) Sherman’s work created talk of the male gaze with the anticipation of representing females, Barbara Kruger also worked in this way too in power women. “Kruger has been interpreted in three contexts: political aesthetics, feminism and
postmodern investigations of ‘the gaze’, and identity and power.” (Costello, & Vickery, 2007).
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Figure 1. Cindy Sherman’ Untitled Film Still #2 1977
Figure 1 Untitled film still #2 1977 is an image from the series called untitled films. The image contains a portrait of herself in the bathroom wearing only a towel and a wig. Her facial expression and her body language suggest the confidence she has as a woman and her empowerment to photograph herself in a place where you wouldn’t necessarily have a camera in.  The series of black and white self-portrait photographs are of film characters, featuring working girls, and lonely housewives all staged from the Hollywood movies of the 1950s and ‘60s. However, the images were not of any character from a film but Sherman’s imagination, “She had mused, ‘Some people have told me they remember the movie that one of the images is derived from, but in fact, I had no film in mind at all.” (Reckitt,2012) By photographing herself in these roles Sherman goes into character and becomes the stereotypical portrait of how a woman is seen within society. Peter Galassi explains how Sherman’s still film images are very conflictive in how she constructed the images and the reasonings behind what they portray. “They have been thought, mistakenly, to be re-creations of existing films, but all of these images were constructed rather than appropriated by Sherman.” (Galassi,2003) By photographing the series in black and white to complement the idea of the movies, Griffin explores this. “For someone so interested un characterisation, it is unsurprising that Sherman chose to exploit the narrative potential of photography to scrutinise the way drama is heightened, suspended conflict in movies.” (Griffin,2012)

In contrast to fictional characters having to portray a beautiful look, Sherman explores her beauty within herself and builds off her independence to create a true and accurate image and narrative. “These figures embody different images of femininity and convey two very different statements, while at the same time demonstrating the range of characters Sherman is so convincingly able to portray.” (Galassi,2003) Also, Sherman allows her viewer to create their narrative of what they see in the image, by creating characters without fixed identities. “Sherman leaves the viewer to construct a narrative for each character, thus implicating the spectator in the voyeuristic nature of these images.” (Reckitt,2012) Sherman’s later work reflects more on the world of cinema and the body by creating a distorted image of using female body parts with a male head. “The body fragments Sherman presents are the bizarre yet familiar fragments that cinema presents us with; the body in cinema is either fragmented by the viewing apparatus, or the body itself chopped up, sawn, rent or scattered across the visual field.” (Isaak,1996)
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Figure 2. Cindy Sherman Untitled 2004.

Sherman’s work developed during the millennium in photographing clowns figure2. Her interest in this work was exploring emotions that are seen behind a painted face of a clown but also how an individual’s personality can be shown. “Within the world of clowning, there are well-articulated clown types from which individual characters and personalities emerge.” (Sherman, 2003) The series came about due to inspiration from an article on fur-like bottom pyjamas. The characteristic of a clown is to make fun of themselves in the enjoyment of making others laugh. Sherman’s portrait explores the enthusiasm of a clown in capturing its appearance to be bright and bubbly, with a chuckle-type smile. Brightness and contrast of colours are dominating the image in creating a happier more inviting image of a clown. In recent times clowns could be perceived as scary and uninviting due to their appearance.  Sherman commentated on her work of a series of clowns of how the character beneath could be anyone. “I was fascinated by who the person behind the clown’s greasepaint. Could he be an alcoholic, or even a child-molester?” (Reckitt,2012)
In comparing her traditional black-and-white film images, with her latest work of exploring identity within clowns, both are to represent a different identity and react to the change of what is been perceived and viewed in modern times. Her early work of FIG has more of an element of storytelling of the viewer creating their narrative, meanwhile FIG portrait you identify in one way. “In considering Sherman’s work we may begin by looking for the artist beneath the costumes, make-up and characters, but ultimately find they reveal more about ourselves.” (Sherman,2003)



From the rise of female artists in the 1970’s l Cindy Sherman, Barbara Kruger and Judy Chicago became a massive movement a step forward in bringing female art into galleries. 
At the same time, attempting to recuperate 1970s feminist art by simply dismissing poststructuralist or postmodern feminism is as limited as the justly criticized tendency among many poststructuralist feminists to dismiss body-oriented feminist work from the 1970s as unequivocally and naively essentialism. (Jones,1995)
Later on, during the 21st century, with the development and growth of feminism more female artists are having the recognition they disserve. More artists emerged and paved the way into the new era, creating an artistic voice for women in the fight for their voices to be heard and action to be made. 
And what better representation of that struggle than having a prolific career reduced to easily digestible fragments, fragments that fail to include the specifically feminist message these women are imparting? In casting aside these themes, we cast aside the history and voices of women, meaning that, in the 2010s, the art world functions in much the same way it has for centuries. (Park, 2012)
More female artists have been immersed due to the change in society, however, the work of fine artist Julia Fullerton-Butten, creates a work of art looking at the identity of characters within novels and capturing them as she would imagine through the descriptive words of the author. These characters are from the Elizabethan age when woman had no rights. The contrast between both Fullerton-Butten and Sherman was that Sherman made the breakthrough for Fullerton-Butten to expose the work of authors containing misogyny.  




Julia Fullerton-Batten's photography series of the Thames is a recreation of the work by John Millais in 1852.  The painting has many changes in its meaning over the years, in the eyes of feminist artists they preserve it as objectifying a woman. 
Since the 1980s, John Everett Millais's emblematic oil painting, Ophelia (1851-1852) has been remarkably framed by feminist discourses on gender that convincingly demonstrated how the representation of female death could be linked to patriarchal tradition whose underlying discourse was to tame, control and ultimately objectify women. (Roussillon-Constanty, 2019)
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The character of Ophelia by William Shakespeare is a woman floating in a stream of running water after she has taken her own life. In Shakespeare’s play Hamlet, her death is described as a beautiful woman, seeking love from Hamlet. The recreation of the piece creates a reflection of who Ophelia was identified as. Her youth and her beauty are key aspects of how the work is portrayed with the use of colour and lighting signifying her youth and obligations of belonging to a man.  The composition of this work in telling a story of telling the truth is to be seen in the structure and the depth of detail that the image has, also the work has a contemporary feel to the piece due to the growing popularity of suicide deaths. “Ophelia’s death had contemporary resonance given that drowning was by this time associated with ‘the fallen women’ who having sexually transgressed, is abandoned and commits suicide.” (Riding,2006)   In creating a strong image of portraying a woman in this way and knowing the context of who this character is, we as a viewer can vision her pain of loneliness of always seeking to want to be loved. “Ophelia is highly feminine, sexually alluring blue-eyed young woman: her long wavy blond hair sways seductively around her face and shoulders, while her pink maxi-dress, with slits on each side, leaves her shoulders bare.” (Serhan,2021)[image: ] 
Figure 4. Millais, John. Ophelia 1851-2


The theme of misogyny in the image of figure4 as the death of Ophelia is captured graphicly by how she took her own life. Millais captures death beautifully, as the beauty of Ophelia is portrayed in the play, with the use of colours and the flowers and the greenery around contrast with the portrait. This allows for the painting to look realistic and allows death to symbolise a beautiful thing.  The symbolisation of the flowers is a key element of the work, especially the red poppy signifying death, also the comparing the flowers in being beautiful symbolising Ophelia’s beauty.  “Both nature and woman are shown to be capable of both conforming to and escaping from Millais’s painterly control.” (Romantik, 2018)

 Due to Millais’ painting, many people perceived that all women had an element of madness in them. “In the Pre-Raphaelite Millais’s hugely popular painting of her death was accompanied by a sentimentality which, Elaine Showalter has argued, affected the way that madness in real women was perceived.” (Button,2015)

Both artist capture and beautifully recreate the story of Hamlet but also allows the viewer to feel and read the image as a story. The symbolisation of where and the movement within the image is significant in transporting the fictional world of how the death was seen as a tragedy and ending Ophelia’s loathing for someone to love her back.  The modern photograph of FIG has a strong representation of both Shakespeare’s use of words but also the original painting by Millais. “At the same time, the relationship between poetry and painting became a point of philosophical discussion among critics, poets and artists alike.” (Hoff,2015)

Fullerton-Batten also in the series of Old Father Thames, recreates a fictional character of Lady of Shalott Figure5, originally painted by John William Waterhouse in 1888 FIG. The image is a representation of the poem by Alfred Tennyson about a young lady in the Victorian era wanting escapism. “Waterhouse shared an interest in Tennyson, Boccaccio and Shakespeare with the original Pre-Raphaelites because in those days there was an ongoing dialogue between poets and painters.” (Peeters,2009) This is strongly replicated in both Waterhouse and Fullerton-Batten work.  The concept of Waterhouse's work is to create work containing a strong narrative. “He’ll find a composition for a complex narrative subject that gives this powerful interpretation at a glance, even if it’s an unfamiliar story.” (Gunzburg,2010) 
Waterhouse painting Figure5 is of Lady of Shalott contains the male gaze of portraying the story of her wanting love from Camelot, seeking to find someone to be with allowing the viewer her as weak and lonely. Giving a true representation of female empowerment that did not exist during the Victorian era, to follow rules led by male hierarchy. However, Lady of Shalott attempts to break the rules resulting in her death. “Tennyson’s poem paints an image of an artist whose fatal flaw is her inability to reconcile her artistry with her participation in the social codes of her environment.” (Davis,2017)  
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Figure 5. Fullerton-Batten, Julia. The Lady of Shalott, 2018



Fullerton-Batten work of Lady of Shalott has a modernised look of Waterhouse’s work. The use of colours and texture within both images allows the viewer to identify the tragedy and concept of the story.  Both artists illustrate myths and legends and show imagery of documenting a character's feeling, emotions, and body language. “In the sequence of richly-wrought compositions illustrating myth and legend which from his most personal contribution to art the decorative aim is paramount, though constant beauty and freshness of detail proved his vivid perception in nature of a fund of expressive imagery.” (Waterhouse, 1917)


All artists above from the Victorian era have created works of art, creating a fictional character into one vision of what the author creates. During this era, both artists created the pre-Raphaelite period of creating artwork influenced and collaborate with authors, where they would paint in a romanticized way creating works of art that would appeal mainly towards males. Roston explains how literature has allowed artists from all over the world to create imagery of a narrative without using any dialogue. “Due cation is needed to ensure that a theory is not being read into the literary work but genuinely arises out of it once the principle has been perceived, with the imagery, diction, and thematic treatment confirming the interpretation.” (Roston,2014)
Waterhouse’s paintings from the 1800s exposed the female body as weak and fundable, this has allowed many female artists and activists to reclaim and reinterpret to create a modern women’s portrait. The rising of female empowerment allowed both genders to express themselves and for their work to be exhibited. 
And what better representation of that struggle than having a prolific career reduced to easily digestible fragments, fragments that fail to include the specifically feminist message these women are imparting? In casting aside these themes, we cast aside the history and voices of women, meaning that, in the 2010s, the art world functions in much the same way it has for centuries. (Park, 2012)




Art is a form of storytelling the imagination of authors has allowed artists to create their favourite characters and scene allowing others to experience what they visualise. A character’s identity is not only created by the author but the imagination of others. We read what is in front of us, but we all perceive things in different ways unless the description of a character is described thoroughly. 
In recent years many people have taken to storytelling as a form of escapism due to the global pandemic, this change allowed others to connect in different ways Schmidt explores how the effect of Covid has on the community.  “Storytelling could ease the anxiety, fear, loneliness, and uncertainty some are experiencing during this pandemic, connecting people and communities online in ways we have not yet imagined.” (Schmidt,2004) However, due to the significant relaxation of the rules due to the pandemic the communities of both literature and art can be seen in their environment. Artists have been able to exhibit their works in galleries but also due to the pandemic they have managed to grow more of an online following creating a long-lasting relationship with both artist and viewer. 
The identity of female characters has changed due to the change within education and society. The lows that have taken place and been passed through the UK parliament, in particular, has allowed women to have their voices, they are no longer stereotyped as being a housewife. They are seen as an individual within society, and we can learn from old literature of the past to prevent it from recurring in the future. However, many undeveloped countries do not have women the right to vote or education therefore the development of showing female identity in books is stereotypical.
Due to the development of the feminist movement companies and authors have had to change and adapt to their audience, and an example of this is Marvel. Marvel once a comic book of stories of superheroes’ now a franchise of movies and tv shows about male and female superheroes. This has allowed all children to identify stories of good and evil without having to visually see only one fixed identity. “This complexity allows individuals’ multiple intersecting identities – and their competing interests – to be recognised and people to occupy subject positions that are both/and not either/or.” (Cooper-Cunningham,2020)
Key elements throughout history in female identity in stories and movies are still to be seen today as beautiful creating a high expectation of how females should appear. This has created competition among young people to always seek the best. Western culture has created high standards of beauty, with not only the use of makeup to change their appearance, the cost of surgical implants to enhance their look. “The concept enables the culture of male domination in which women live to be brought into focus and subjected to criticism instead of being regarded as natural, inevitable or even progressive.” (Jeffreys,2005)
The movement of identity is developing, as there is constant change socially due to the development of technology. Technology has played an important part in our everyday lives and how we perceive others this includes artwork. Art is everywhere to be seen especially on social media Instagram of people documenting their lives through images. Many young people apply filters on their images to flaunt themselves due to the high expectations created by a fictional world that began in their early years of reading stories.  
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