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Explore how artists have approached 
‘Gender’ in art practice.

Introduction:

In this essay I hope to investigate how artists interpret gender in different ways, evolving throughout the years from women being stereotypically positioned as a ‘muse’ for a male artist, to gaining agency and owning their own position in culture and society. In 1960’s the art movement had a powerful change known as the ‘wave; of feminism movement’ it was preceded by the Suffragette’s in the 1920’s pushing for equality. This movement used to empower women against the male movement of ‘man’s job and it’s a man’s world’. 
 
As the feminist movement gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, artists began to challenge traditional roles of women, addressing topics such as women in domestic and public spheres, and the conventional standards of beauty. (2025 The Museum of Modern Art)
In contemporary society, the feminist movement is still used for equality of power between assigned at birth but also is used to spread awareness and equality with gender. Gender is not the same as sex; Sex is the genital body parts you are born with at birth and gender is exploration of one's expression with how they feel and would like to represent themselves as a person. 
Gender can be anything from how a person dresses to their preferred pronouns; gender is everywhere. Some people perceive gender in objects and items as specific colours as blue for boys and pink for girls, however this is just a stereotype that has been created overtime as back in history ‘pink was originally created for men on how expensive and rich the colour looked and presented their wealth.’ (Shu architects,2025) As well as clothing items like heels on shoes were originally created for men to give extra height and an elegant look. 
‘Feminist interventions demand recognition of gender power relations, making visible the mechanisms of male power, the social construction of sexual difference and the role of cultural representations in that construction.’ (G,Pollock. Vision and difference,P.g12)
[bookmark: _Int_7sLImEJq]My first thinker included in my essay research is Griselda Pollock. Pollock combines historical materialist, post-structuralist, psychoanalytical and wide-ranging feminist theories to develop concepts for the interrelations and the differences that concepts such as class, race, gender, sexual difference, sexuality and geopolitical situatedness seek to analyse and transform. My second thinker is Linda Nochlin, Nochlin’s undisputedly most popular work is “Why have there been no great women artists?,” published in 1971 in ARTnews. Despite creating works Nochlin is also an art historian of her time basing works off feminism and teaching students. These two feminist thinkers are the best to relate to my artworks because their research corresponds well to all selected artworks. The artists this essay will investigate are: Kehinde Wiley, Olivera Parlic, Jenny Saville and Zanele Muholi. These artists work all connect and blend well within the thinker's analysis of the feminism movement and gender expressed in art now and in history. These artists work I have selected: ‘The siesta’ Kehinde Wiley, ‘Bloody shoes’ Olivera Parlic, ‘Propped’ Jenny Saville, ‘The sails, Durban’ Zanele Muholi. These artworks all correspond well to gender in art, with all the different ways gender is interpretated wither it is style, sex, cultural backgrounds, body image. 
[image: ]
  Figure 1: ‘The Siesta’ Kehinde Wiley 2019 

Focusing on identity in modern days society in art, there has been an acceptance in gender becoming more fluid and diverse than back in the 1960’s. Kehinde Wiley incorporates issues of racial and sexual identity in his works to create collision of art history of only one gender being a muse to now openly exploring transgendered art and also  pushing a street culture into the scene. The subjects of Wiley's work are young black and mixed-race individuals with different backgrounds, whether that is sexuality or gender identity. ‘You may not think of them as transgender women unless you read the exhibition press release’ (Leung.R, Theartgorgeous 2025) This art portrait of two transgender women, in a scenery of a jungle, displays an evoking imagery as if to feel the audience is there too, feeling the senses of cold air and the freshness of the cool freeze of the air. The background of the artwork also gives the artwork a feel of sentimentality with reflecting the beauty and danger of the world. However, there is also a mood of joy that is conveyed using bright colours in the objects and the blended brush strokes. Furthermore, the contrast of the facial expressions presented in the painting gives a serious atmosphere to the audience, It makes you really take in what Wiley was trying to say in his portraits. The two women’s straight faces tell a story on how serious the LGBTQAI+ community is being targeted. The seriousness represents how this situation is not a ‘joking’ manner and should be taken seriously. 
 His work reinterprets the vocabulary of power and prestige, part politically charged critique, part an avowed fascination with the luxury and bombast of Western symbols of male domination.   (Templon 2025). Wiley’s work contends against male domination as most of Wiley's models are people of the LGBTIQA+ community which constructs the perspective of male domination as the community destructs this narrative and treats everyone as equals unlike how stereotypical heterosexuals portray male dominance in social gatherings and public views. Wiley also fights against this ‘normal’ narrative as Wiley uses floral scenery in his portraits even when the portrait isn’t ‘feminine’ presenting. Wiley loves to decorate his paintings with floral backgrounds with bright colours like Yellow, Pink, Green, Blue. The floral backgrounds give a sense of soft touch towards the paintings; it represents the sincerity of the models. It really makes you stop and resonate with the story being told in the portraits. 
 [image: ]                                               Figure 2: ‘Bloody shoes’ Olivera Parlic 2004.
Olivera Parlic born in Belgrade in 1971, Parlic’s upbringing made her question society’s expectations from women due to their sexuality, stereotype of women being nurturing and submissive to men. According to society women are supposed to dress up pretty, wear makeup, wear heels and act polite. In many of Parlic’s works, she displaces objects that are associated with a domestic setting into odd places making the viewers question the expectant role of women in homes. Parlic’s work is trying to beat these claims on how women are supposed to act and dress up a certain stereotypical way. ‘Objects can tell many stories about the body, the body that is expelled’.(Parlic,O.2017) By parlic dismembering the norm of using bodies as a main feature, Parlic has changed the focus to fetishized objects of femininity to possibly make the audience question why there was a domestic setting put in place in the beginning? The high heels painted red inside with acrylic paint also highlights instead of suppressing women’s sexual desires it is something that should be expressed instead. Furthermore, Parlic’s works have the perfect representation on how women are sexualised and how women are perceived on how they are supposed to have maternal instinct no matter how they represent themselves. 

[image: ]
       Figure 3: ‘Propped’ Jenny Saville 1992.
An erotised and romanticised version of womanhood litters nude paintings of the past, highlighting how the role frequently stripped women of their identity as they were portrayed through the eyes of the male artist. (Gane,M 2024,p.g.10) 
Stereotypically back in the early 90’s women were stripped of their identity for life drawing portraits with no background on them as people, just focusing on their bodies. Saville approaches this with her ‘propped’ painting on oil canvas with the representation on how the model is positioned, the model is sat on a stool wearing only a pair of what looks like silk slip on shoes kind of like a ballerina. Her facial features can be described as melancholic with how her fingernails are digging into her thighs as if holding onto something she wants to let out; along with her face being positioned upwards facing away from the artist. Propped was originally displayed facing a mirror (Howgate,s.p.g9) Saville portrayed the oil on canvas facing a mirror reflecting on the text written over the portrait  ‘If we continue to speak in this sameness – speak as men have spoken for centuries, we will fail each other page number (Irigaray,L, 1980. P,g 69) This text is an emphasis on a need for a new language that will help express female experiences and desires freely without shame or looking down on women. Additionally, Saville opposes the beauty standard by having a curvy model to pose for her portrait combating against the norm of having a ‘perfect’ body type for a ‘muse’. This work had a lot of backlashes at the time of publishing due to the ‘big’ body type; however, I really like how Saville beat this ‘norm’ of a stereotype of women having to be petite to be considered ‘beautiful’. Saville’s work consists of her documenting her life with motherhood, beauty standards. Saville documented the changes her body went through during pregnancy, after pregnancy and when her child grew up; all these were documented in life drawing with charcoal. Saville continues to this day to beat the stereotypes that have been made towards women for centuries, the powerfulness portrait of her work is underestimated on how strong it pushes the narrative on the societies judgemental Ness towards women as a whole.   
[image: ]
            Figure 4: ‘The Sails, Durban’ Zanele Muholi 2019. 
‘In Somnyama Ngonyama (Hail the Dark Lioness), a series of self-portraits to which this work belongs, Muholi gives themselves to be seen as subject.’ (A4 Arts Foundation) Muholi reflects their work not only on just past politics of representation but, also on contemporary image of blackness. This contrast stands out the subject they catch to bring more close detail and attention. Muholi originally became a photographer who photographed the then-invisible lives of black lesbians in south Africa, during this time Muholi express themselves as non-binary. This helped their work become more diverse as they started to photograph all genders and sexualities in the LGBTQAI+ community, along with diversity of black LGBTQAI+ individuals. Why aren't they celebrated and represented well?
‘Muholi describes themself as a visual activist. From the early 2000s, they have documented and celebrated the lives of South Africa’s Black lesbian, gay, trans, queer and intersex communities (Tate Modern).
Muholi’s work fights to raise awareness with equality of everyone with different races, gender identities and sex. Even with the equality in south Africa, there is still some violence and prejudice against the LGBTQIA+ community. Sadly, they will remain a target due to South Africa’s 1996 constitution.
 ‘The inclusion of such provisions led to broad judicial and legislative protection for LGBTQIA+ rights, from the decriminalisation of sexual behaviour to marriage equality’ (we the people,2017) Homosexuality is deemed legal but, is not accepted by people disproportionately. Muholi’s mission is to re-write a black queer and trans visual history of south Africa for the world to know their resistance and existence at the hight of hate crimes in south Africa and beyond that. Muholi’s work can be seen as a bad representation and even ‘sinful’ in South Africa due to the hatred the government has towards LGBTQAI+ community. This work is so risky yet so powerful as Muholi identifies as non-binary, helping push social justice and visibility to the community. 







Conclusion: 
In this essay I have investigated how artists interpret gender in different ways, evolving throughout the years from women being stereotypically positioned as a ‘muse’ for a male artist, to gaining agency and owning their own position in culture and society. In 1960’s the art movement had a powerful change known as the ‘wave; of feminism movement’ it was preceded by the Suffragette’s in the 1920’s pushing for equality. This movement used to empower women against the male movement of ‘man’s job and it’s a man’s world’. 
 
As the feminist movement gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, artists began to challenge traditional roles of women, addressing topics such as women in domestic and public spheres, and the conventional standards of beauty. (2025 The Museum of Modern Art)
Given the topic I have chosen ‘The siesta’ as my first figure created by Kehinde Wiley incorporates the issues of both racial and sexual identity in his works to create collisions of art history of only one gender being a muse to now openly exploring transgendered art. Wiley's work is a powerful move even though 2019 was more recent than the pieces of art they made decades ago, back in 2019 the world slowly started to become more open to sexualities and identity. Wiley’s work helped push a narrative of exclusivity and the hardships of being another identity rather than what was considered as the ‘norm’, he expressed this by the seriousness portrayed on the women’s faces in the painting.
Figure 2 ‘Bloody shoes’ Olivera Parlic.
For figure 2 I have chosen ‘Bloody Shoes’ by Olivera Parlic as Parlic’s upbringing made her question society’s expectations from women due to their sexuality and the stereotype of women being nurturing and submissive to men. With her upbringing this helped Parlic incorporate intimate objects that women use into artworks with symbolizations of socialisation’s. I really like how she turns everyday objects into something powerful with a light passive aggressive meaning, ‘Bloody Shoes’ is one of her most popular works and I can see why this is such a popular work in sculpture feminism movement. 
Figure 3 ‘Propped’ Jenny Saville.
Figure 3 felt perfect for Jenny Saville’s work ‘Propped’ as Saville opposes the beauty standard by having a curvy model to pose for her portrait combating against the norm of having a ‘perfect’ body type for a ‘muse. Saville’s ‘muses’ are in fact her which pushes' her work further as it’s rare to find an artist that uses themselves as their muse back in the 90’s. Her work can come more across as body image than gender in art but, this is in fact powerful especially with the text written over the oil canvas ‘If we continue to speak in this sameness – speak as men have spoken for centuries, we will fail each other page number (Irigaray,L, 1980. P,g 69) This text is an emphasis on a need for a new language that will help express female experiences and desires freely without shame or looking down on women.
Figure 4 ‘The Sails, Durban’ Zanele Muholi.
Figure 4 was a perfect fit as Muholi reflects their work not only on just past politics of representation but, also on contemporary image of blackness.
‘Muholi describes themself as a visual activist. From the early 2000s, they have documented and celebrated the lives of South Africa’s Black lesbian, gay, trans, queer and intersex communities’ (Tate Modern). Muholi raises awareness for the invisible LGBTQAI+ in south Africa as the government pushes to hide this aspect of queerness existing. Muholi pushes this as there are still some violence and prejudice against the LGBTQIA+ community. Sadly, they will remain a target due to South Africa’s 1996 constitution which causes controversy within the community for not being treated the same. Rightfully so.  Muholi’s work is the most powerful out of all the artists I have investigated in this essay that’s why I have kept Muholi until last. 
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