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« FLESH

Jenm Sanville made her name i the Nineties with
. her confronting nudes and unique depietion of
~ te Femiabee form O the eve of a provocative
new show i New 1h_u|».,||!l-;|r1i.-~' talks 1o
STEPHANTE RAFANELLT about Boto,
by image and the ereativity of motherhood
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enny Saville welcomes me into her
Omiord  studio, carefully stepping
owver an array of tiny containers flled
with paint in a seemingly inknite
range of muted skin tones, like pots of
melted-down Beshe There are raw,
rosy pinks (the colour of a baby's
cheeks, of third-degree burns, of our
insides), an assortment of bejges
(milky, saraly, neatral, polden), ashen
greys and red-blue shades of blood in
different states of oxygenation. This
is the human paste that Saville uses
tos bring to life the viscera] effgies on
the ceiling-height canvases for which
she is famed. Here, on the far wall, is a painting from her Stareseries
(bey apgeear in her Mew York show at the Gagosian in September),
a child’s hewsd grazing blankly into space; 1o the right, Rosena, a
blind Sucilinn girl with silvery eyes like ocbiting planets; and in the
centre, an image of Saville's own blood-drenched daoghter emerg-
ing from her body ioto life so urapologetically physcal that [ can
almost smeell the saline seent of birth,

"The hirthing room was like a photegraphe siudio. My friend,
phiotegrapher [ack Webb, was taking the preteres and feeding me
arnica homoeopathie pills a1 the same time. [wanted w do a modern-
day mativity and 1 knew that this was my
chance, Saville, petite with faded-blue eyes,
recounts with excitement. Her grey T-shir
and jeans are violently splattered wath crim-
som paint, s ifshe had worn that very outha
during lebour, 1 made this painting from
the birth pictures 1o replace a nativiey by
Caravaggio that was stolen by the Maka in 1969 from the
Crratarss di San Lorenzo in Palermo.” Saville mosed 1o the Sicilian

city in 2003, buying a 21-room derelics aparimeni in an 18th-century
palazzo, ‘Legend savs that it is rolled up in a coffin somewhere and
theat it only comes our a1 Mafia weddings for couples o be photo-
graphed in front of, [ loved the romance of that, | used the same
lighting as Caravaggio’s painting - the colouring and the Hesh are
similar. But the Varican made objections (ot They didn’t think it was
very religious, so the whele thing is on hold.” 5:ll, the project has its
own admirers, "My daughier is three nosy and she really boves look-
ing at the photos, She koves to g0 the moment that she was born,

Such photographs line the walls and Aoor of Saville’s studio,
images scavenged from art history, the internet ard those of trauma
victims from medical joumnals that serve to inform her paingings;
torn pages from a de Kooning book flutter next to photocopied
wirks by Bacon, a picture ofa mutilated bos from the 77 bombings,
images of other pregnant women, 3 close-up photograph of a faied
supcide: a man with his brains blown ous, but still alive, T used to
hawe a lot mare grisly imapes from pathology books, bac the kids
come hore and sharehoard around the studio after playschool so
I don't keep as many of them out thess days”

Motherhood has changed 41-year-odd Saville, both 55 & woman
and an artist, although she sees no differentiation between the twa,
Biefore the hirth of her son, now four, and her daoghter a vear later,
time was her loxury. Painfing hours stretched into days as
sheworked in the studio, often through the nighit. Tod sy, she paints
by discipline: she works berween S8am and 3pm, returning 1o the
studics until midnight once her children are in bed (warched over
by her partoer, painter Paul McPhail), ‘T think it's a myth that
mestbuerlwond = a drain on your ereativity as an artist. 1t aboot find
ing art everywhere. Even in the colour of shit in your children'’s
nappies. | remember breastfeeding my newborn son, and 1 lonked
at his face and thought, “When will | ever get the chance to study
WHTIEONE Up chose for this amount of time, for 43 minutes?™ And,
“oh - look at the way the lemon-yellw goes arcund his eye”
[ work with the colours of birth o bt mow. [ have found the whaole
experience very crepfively [iherating.” This newfound perspective
began when her babies were i utere. ‘| painted with my brush on



aatick uneil [ was eight months pregnant. [twas an amazing experi-
cnce, o grow flesh - ereate a body inside your body - ar the same
timee a5 [ was mizing flesh tones and painting fesh on canvas,”

It is Saville's Agurative depiction of human tissue that has made
her aneof the most defining artists of her generation, not to mention
the maost e:q::miw |i1.'ir|g artist wrder 30 in 2000 Her ::tp-nnsi'.rc
feshy nudes of corpalent female bodies, showeased in Saatchi’s
YRA NI shovar and 1997 "Sensation’ ({followed by a series of her
own 5ol exhibitions) - which balance so ambiguausly the glorious
and the grotesque - thresten to rupture the prevailing norms of
female beauty. In their unflinching physical honesty (2 candidness
that has itself become shocking in our airbrushed age), Saville’s
k=hemathic, all-confronting bilTboards have become rare antidotes
te the continuing myths sbout the female form, partraying not onby
what it 1% to love inside the fEmale body (and its potential monst-
rosity] = the anxiety and often brutality with which we see ourselves
= but alsa the inherent neuwroses and distorting dysmorphias that
s many of us find contained within our own selfimage.

As such, Saville’s nodes hold wp a critical challenge to the Od
Masters, the founding fathers of those myths about the fermale
form. 1 like trespassing on territory that actually should belong to
women,’ she says. Hut recently, she has turned her attention to the
icomography of the mother and child in art. “Rather than thinking,
“Uh my God Bacon, Freud, Cassel dudn’t have o deal
with this, | think, “They never had the chance to experience this,™
shie says, beaming, Mow when m painting a baby or a pregnant
woman, [ think that | have the extra power, that extra edpe’

Lase vear, she showed her Bepruducinm series of shetches ot the
Gaposizn in London. She found sketching an easser medwm o
juggle with her newhorn son than oil paint (working in the hours
in which he slept). The drawings are based on nativity sketches by
Leonardo da Vinci (T Frige end Chald sd St Anwe ana Jodn the
Bapardy and Michelangelo, but from the viewpoint of her own
experience. Mother and child are no longer idealised and composed.
but in symbiotic flux, the multipls cutlines
"IN THE FLESH conmampcmmae s
of her sketch mirroring the movements of her writhing infant.

She is currently working on her new show for the Gagostan
{alomg with paintings and drowings in the Woather gud CRil series
and S paintings, there are new images, feces and bodies mediated
by technobogy this tme: a face negotinted by the Burred imaging
of Bhype; 2 pregnant woman projected with an Arabic texst found
an the internet]. She is also due to donate a new work o 2 Chejstie's
guction in October tnoaid of Women For Women Inteenational, an
organisation that eponsors women in educational programmes in
war-torn countrics. The progect 18 being co-curated by Saville and
Mudja Romain, who she met when Romain invited her to take part
in an artist portfolio for a special ediion of Tt magazine for the
charity in 2M0. Her donated sheteh sold for 150,000 - and the fotal
raised was enough to put 800 women through the programme, For
the mew auction, Saville handwrote letters to fellow artists asking
them to donate work, Those confirmed nosy include Tacita Dean,
Tracey Emin, Bridget Riley and Taryn Simon.

Muatherhood has been a call 1o action for Saville: 'Tam forumsae
that 1 was born inte a time and place where women can be the
ereators of cultare e, Women hundreds of vears ago fought that
beattle for me - so that we could eventually be taken seriously as
artists, writers, sctresses and scientists. Mow that we can also be the
ereators of culture, o' imprtant to carry that on, That's what tes
me tex Wimen For Women,'

Oine of the women who opened doors for Saville was fellow art-
ist Cindy Sherman, ‘She was a huge icon of mine at college, She
worked with the same miyths of femininity that | was interested in,
and she used herselfin her ast in o similar way

Savilbe, 1o, appesrs m ber own art; in Refarrme Sk (H002-03),
she paints the anatsmecal detail of her own vagina with the detach-
ment of & gynaecological texthook. This steady eye of 3 surgesn,
and with ita fascination for Besh, begran in early childhood. 'l always
used to play with the liver when my mother was cooling. | fivunmd
it thrilling to wateh its cofour change in the pan,’ she saya, T remem-
beer that my father took me o 2 memy-go-round when | was five,
and @ child fell off and cut her leg open. He was iryving to shickd my
eyes, but | remember all | wanted 1o do was ses the blood”

aville was born in Cambridge in 1970, one of four
chibdren. She was a natural painter, taking up the
brush when she was just eight years old - the one
conaistency in a childhood in which she moved
from school to schood around the country (her
father was a county-council director ol education).
Her interest in rotund female forms was abio trig-
gered early on. 'l remember when [ was five or six,
sitting om the Boor keoking up at my pians teacher’s thighs under
het Fifties tweed skirt. She was big and they rubbed together as she
played. [was Bscinated wath the way her two breasts would become
ane, the way her fanmoved, the way it hung on the back of her arma.
1 fpaund it very animalistic.

Her instinctve interest m the bsdy was compounded by the
rise of the body-beauriful culture of the Eighties, In 1988, Sawille
witended Clasgow School of Art. At college, there were so many
super-takented women whe were chsessed with dieting, 1 had one
friend wheo used 10 draw a line on her legs of where she would like
the outline 1o be. This obsession with hody image became a real
disahility for these women.' She sighs. ‘It still annoys me how it

distracts talented women. [ hawve friends who are brilliane
barristers, who think about their weight all the time, 1 think, *You're
gning to be rotting in 20 or 410 years” time anyway, so wlat are
vo worrying about that for?™

She was & prodigy at Glasgow, winning the Craig Awand, the
Mewberry Medal and a six-month scholarship o Cineinnas
University, where she ohserved masses of white Besh at shapping
mialls - women who ruptused the expected physical nosm. Husge,
hage, obese bodies. 1t was shocking These were the women wh
inspired her 1992 praduste-show paintings. Bresded depicted o
corpulent woman with pendulous breasts, sguirming i her own
form, inscribed with adjectives - *petite’, “delicats’ - w0 which she



elearly did not eonform. In Prep ard Progged, giant Reshy bodies
attempt 1o balance and ft, awkwardly and painfilly, on the tiny,
rigid barstools of accepted convention.

It was such early paintings thot drew the attention of Charkes
Saatehi, who spotted her work, tracking down and buying up the
pieces sobd from her degree show (which be later put up ot auction
for the sum ol £ millon). Saatchi then commissioned her for the
Nl fwo yesrs, giving ber carte blanche (o paint 3 body of work to
bz shon at has gullery, sying: “Whatever vou want, whatever you
dream - do i’ For 18 months, Saville dept three hours a night,
painting solsdly until she completed the commissions, with seven
workebeing shown in Saatchi's exhibition “Young British Artists 11
in 1994, “She was only 23, but critics were already likening her 1o
Lucian Freud,” says Jenny Blythe, who was curating the Saswchi
Crallery a1 the tme.

Later theat year, Saville returned to Americs to observe the oper-
ations at 4 plastie surgeon’s clinic in Mew York, ‘T met the wornen:
the way they talked, it was like they actually thoughs that they were
ill. They bad this ictional idea that the operation would make them
normal. They saw the surgeon and handed themsclves aver, and
they would come out looking horrific, They were basically mor-
phing themselves,’ she explams, still with the rempants of hosror
in her voice. It was incredibly violent 1o see 3 surgeon’s fist inside
avworman's body, pushing up abreast, making space for an enormious
implant. Lipesuction was really violent too.!

Mesmierised by the concept of selEmoulding, the following vear
Saville began o collaborate with fashion photographer Glen
Luchford for 3 new work called Clsed Contat (originally meant as
the preparatory photographs for a painting series, and later shoswn
in its own right in 2002). Her idea was to press her hody against
Perspex and fo be shot from below, in order to emulate the surgical
procedure, "But first | needed o RBtten up to get more feshy for the
photographs. | stuffed mysell wath maffing and deoughnaes, Glen
wiihd take me tooa diner and say, "Come on then, eat up!™ “There
was @ Robert De Niro/Ragrp Bolf quality to i, Luchiord tells me,
‘I hadn't seen amyone before who was ready to use their hody in such
an aggressive way 1o achieve their poals, It really burt her body 1o
be squished on glass for howrs” The resubing Polarcids, expertly bt by
Laschiford to replicate notonly surgical lighting but fuid too [ Saville
resembdes 3 hinlogical specimen Aoating i a jar), are 2t once bath
gruesome and beguiling. Her fesh is squashed, contorted and dis-
torted, as though she has slicsd through s enss-section of herssIf

That's how T feel sometimes, [ eell her, laughing: pressed up
aguinst the glass. ‘So many women have sid to me about [l
Cantact and) my paintings, “That's just how 1 foel.” Lhave noticed this
secret diglogue among women,” she replies. | point out the inherent
metaphor of the glas celing ‘Other women have said that too!

The hint of formaldehyde links her to another artist: Damien

Hirst, who Saville showed alongsde in Saatcha's notorious Boyal
Academy show ‘Sengation’ in 1997 “The shark was phenomenal.
Themoment | saw it [ knew itwas ioome,' she says. ‘Charles Saatchi
did this amazing thing for a generation. He didn’t care abowt your
background or whether you were male or female. [vwas st “Couald

you do it in the time? and “How big was your wdea?® He jrave
everyone 8 platform for their dream. These was this group of emer-
getic post-punk assthetic artists, who mixed with this immagrens
guy who had money and no hang-ups about belonging to the ryghs
family, Sastchi put London on the art map)

Ar "Bensation’. five of her glant canvases hung next to Tracey
Emins Everpowe [ Have Ever Slete With, Hirst's The Pyl
Imparsbiliry of Deatdh i the Mind of Someone Lrorng, Marcus Harvey's
Myra Hindley portrait and the Chapmans” Grear Deadr dpminn she
Dead as the only traditionally figurative works of art, although
Jenny's anarchic sttitode 1o the tradien of nude painting was
tree to the exhibition,’ says Blythe. Even so, Saville feels that her
inclasionin the YBA bracket iz inaccurate. T didn’ go e Goldemiths,
I came out of the tradition of Bacon and Freud. My work was
labour<intensive, T was in my studio 2 lol so 1 wasa't part of that
drinking, coke-taking, rudeness thing...'

In the predominantly conceptual word of comtemporary art,
Saville was swimming upstream; bt the importance of her stoical
commigment 1o her method cannot be underestimated in tocay's
art canon, ‘In the 19%s when painting was “desd”, |enny emerged
with a body of work thar helped restore the art world’s interest in
the medium by playing with the technscal aspect of figurative paing
ing and championing the assthetie drversity of the emale body,
says gallerist Dasha Zhukova. Jenny created a dinloguee that encap-
sulazed her sime while eriticizsing tle status quo.’

But for painting it & the end of an era, Saville says wissfally. It
was g double whammy to lose Cy Twombly, whis [ knew and adored,
andd Lucian Freud almost at the same time. 1 felt very empty for o few
days. Oy worked in Gasta between Rome and Baples, when [worked
i Palermao. Freud was my guiding light: [ saw his Hayward shosw
when | was 17. He was a painter who carme to represent Britain

Itis s baiton that has passed o Sawille bersell whio shares with Freud
atireless commitment to the seanch for scroething human, which iso't
instant like & photograph, something that takes a long time to et

In this search, Saville has explored human tissues, the recesses
of our bodies, the folds of our epidermis and adiposs layers. In her
199 show “Territories, featuring paintings of transsexuals, she
turneed her eve o the mutations of gender, and in 2003 ‘Migprangs,
to the brutalizies of trauma vectims. But it is in her studies of the
fernale body that Saville holds her grestess power.

Works such as Clened Camtact are now over a decade old, vet
their pertinence is ever-growing ‘Tn 1994, 1 had 1o explain to people
mn England what liposuction was; now it las swept across the
Western world, along with Botox, . find it fascinating that (e best
Botex comes from the corpses of other bodies; the fer that
women are willing 1o inject themselves with that... We need o
gquestion why older women are not something we can look at in our
calture” Pechaps, she says, it is a wpic that she will explore one
day. Alshough she may not like me saying it, L for one, cannot wait
for Jenny Saville to age. O
Semrry Sevalle’s Contsmsism’ i o Gogossam Gallery, New York, from 15 Sep-
Ermmber fo 22 Clcinber, Hrivits for Women For Women International’ i av
Cragrain (radery, Lomdsm WCT favtvon gaynsam. com), from 27 Sepeember to
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