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Introduction 

“Poetry and Dream", a display currently being held at the Tate Modern in Bankside 

London looks at a range of artists all responding and diverging from the movement 

Surrealism. (tate.org.uk accessed 1st December 2014)  Surrealism is the movement 

that flourished in Europe between World War One and World War Two. It 

encompassed both the visual arts and literature. Growing from Dadaism, Surrealism 

aimed to bring positive expressionism from the destruction which rationalism has 

evoked in Europe. According to André Breton, Surrealism linked both the conscious 

and unconscious realms of experience in order that fantasy and dreams could be 

shown together in the rational world. ( Encyclopædia Britannica,2014)  

 The aim of the show is to discover both related themes and  "the world of dream, the 

unconscious and the archetypal myth". (tate.org.uk accessed 1st December 2014 All 

of these pieces have in alternative ways been given a new life in connection with 

Surrealism.. (tate.org accessed 1st December 2014)  

This exhibitions intention was to gather together and centre a series of visual arts 

that all have their own individual part to play in Surrealism. In presenting this 

exhibition to the public, the Tate Modern aims to show how contemporary art can 

evolve, give us an alternative understanding and aide us in reconnecting with art of 

the past.  (tate.org.uk accessed 1st December 2014) 

From this exhibition, I have chosen to study in further detail three pieces of art. The 

first is Portrait of a young woman by Meredith Brampton painted in the year 1936   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(See Fig 1), the second The Emancipated Woman is Building Socialism a Russian 

Revolutionary poster made in 1917 by Adolf Strakhov-Braslavsky (See Fig 2) and 

finally Pablo Picasso's Nude Woman in a Red Armchair created in 1932. (See Fig 3) 

Each of these pieces links to the wider subject of my essay which is looking at 

Globalisation and in particular the role of women. This essay will tackle the topic of 

the women in British interwar society, The visions of Russia and the emancipated 

women and finally the female nude.    
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Chapter 1: Women in British Interwar Society 

Portrait of a Young Woman is a realist painting by Meredith Frampton done in 1935, 

post World War One and Pre World War Two. In the piece itself there is a woman 

standing amongst a series of objects which the painter describes as beautiful. 

(tate.org.uk accessed 22nd December 2014)The woman in the portrait, Margaret 

Austin-Jones, appears to be a woman of high social class. She is shown in a full 

length portrait in which she is the centre. The objects that surround Margaret Austin-

Jones are those which show strength and dominance.  Along with this we can see 

that she has an educational upbringing due to the books,writing paper and instrument 

present in the piece. (tate.org.uk accessed 22nd December 2014) 

The gap between the First World War and the Second was a time of rebuilding for 

Britain. it had always been economically and socially one step ahead of everybody 

else however by this period, Britain was in a downfall. Politically the country was 

divided into those who agreed with the far left, at this point the Labour Party, and 

those who agreed with the far right, The Conservative Party. The Conservative party 

took over in power, from the beginning it was hard to for the Labour party to get a 

look in as the idea of socialism was so significant in day to day life. The workers 

started to strike, demanding pay rises especially the railway workers and the miners 

who had been key players in the war. Britain stayed out of foreign affairs hoping that 

it could build itself back up to economic greatness. Although it was in a period of 

rebuilding after the war, Britain was struggling. (sparknotes.com accessed 4th 

January 2014)  

For the women of the war, their jobs had taken on a new role. The men returning 

from the war reclaimed available jobs and the amount of women workers declined.  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Between the 1920’s and the 1930’s the United Kingdom plunged into a recession 

decreasing the number of the unemployed. Unemployment benefit was introduced in 

1911 through the National Insurance Act however not all women were eligible if they 

refused domestic orientated jobs. (These are what the government described as 

women’s work: laundry  and dressmaking). Even if they did obtain this benefit the 

amount they received was significantly lower than men. (striking-women.org 

accessed 4th January 2014) The Education Act  (1918) opened up a lot of jobs for 

women. It stated that the school leaving age was 14 and this gave women better 

education. This was shortly followed by the Sex Disqualification Act (1919) which 

gave women the opportunity to go to University and take on professional jobs. A 

quarter of jobs in the civil service in 1935 were filled by women. In the 1930’s  one 

third of British women over the age of 15 worked outside the home but only one tenth 

of married women worked. (striking-women.org accessed 4th January 2014) This 

goes to show that there is still a class boundary involved. This was not helped by the 

fact that some jobs had to be left once the occupier married, after childbirth it was 

considered impossible to continue working. (striking-women.org accessed 4th 

January 2014) Women working threatened the traditional structure of the family 

which “defined women as managerial, in charge of the consumption of the 

family.” (Chadwick, 1990, p 264) (Chadwick 1990) 

In line with this was the women’s suffrage, the date that women have the right to vote 

differs globally. The first country to instigate a vote for women is New Zealand in 

1893 who were followed by the United Kingdom in 1928. However more than one 

hundred years later, Kuwait have just started the vote for women (2005). 

(www.ipu.org accessed 4th January 2014) Even today Saudi Arabian women are not 

allowed to vote. (cia.gov accessed 4th January 2014)  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The ideology of women’s completely equality leads us on to the notion of Feminism. 

Feminism is a single movement but with a variety of different definitions. According to 

Naomi Wolf, the two decades of radical action that formed the rebirth of feminism 

took place after 1970. This rebirth involved the gain of legal and reproductive rights, 

an era in which women took hold of higher education, start to form their own trades 

and professions and changed previous beliefs about their "social role".(Wolf, 1990, p.

9) For western women who were involved this was a positive step forward. (Wolf,

1990) 

In conclusion Frampton has created a painting of an upper class women, who could 

be married or have children. We could conclude from the research above that she is 

clearly well educated proving she either comes from a upper class family or she has 

been influenced by the Education Act or The Sex Disqualification Act. Her body 

language shows a strength and dominance. This could mean that she is looking 

ahead to the future of women.  

6



Chapter 2 : The visions of Russia and the emancipated women 

The Emancipated Women is building Socialism is a Russian Revolutionary poster 

created in 1926 by Adolf Strakhov-Braslavsky. (tate.org.uk accessed 22nd December 

2014) and put into place by Vladimir Lenin, a political leader and revolutionary thinker 

who became head of the Bolshevik party in 1917. (bbc.co.uk accessed 4th January 

2014) The image depicted in the poster is a headstrong women, gazing into the 

future. The bold red links us back to the colours of Communism, and the greyscale 

and black shows industry and power, in the background we can highlight a factory 

setting.  

This poster is an outcome of Lenin’s Bolshevik Party's occupation of power in Russia, 

in which Russia was declared the first Communist state in the world.In order to gain 

support for his party he seized control of the printing presses, this enabled him to get 

word out to the public in the form of newspapers, leaflets and posters. This form of 

propaganda coloured the streets. The street art was frequently renewed and many 

copies of each poster were put up together. The aim was to get across the message 

of communal power and solidarity and on the posters Lenin and his party were 

depicted as heroic in comparison with their opposition who were criticised. The 

Emancipated Women is building Socialism was created one year prior to Joseph 

Stalin becoming leader. (tate.org.uk accessed 22nd December 2014) The posters 

display highly unrealistic ideas which prove to us the posters place in the exhibition 

Poetry and Dream.  

The word Emancipated, as shown in the title of the piece, means "not constricted or 

restricted by custom, tradition, superstition etc" (dictionary.reference.com accessed  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22nd December 2014) This is exactly what Lenin aims to show in his posters. Lenin 

realised that the goal of the liberation of women was impossible without economic 

development that was of high quality so he started by creating a party, aimed at 

addressing the needs of women in order that they could be emancipated. This party 

was called the Zhehnotdel. In cohesion with this The Bolshevik's ousted the old civil 

laws that favoured Male Privilege and Property Law. (icl-fi.org accessed 24th 

December 2014) The Bolshevik program aimed to tackle a number of different issues 

centred around the equal rights of Women. In 1914, a third of the Russian industrial 

labour force was made up of women. These women had demands such as equal 

pay, maternity leave and childcare facilities, the Bolshevik’s also took it upon 

themselves to put into place protection from abuse and domestic violence and to 

oppose discrimination and oppression. Slowly but surely these desires started to 

come into effect. The 1918 family code brought into existence the equality and 

freedom that most economically forward democratic counties could only dream 

about, it allowed civil marriage and divorce on the request of either partner and it also 

banished the laws against homosexual acts and “other consensual sexual activities”. 

(icl-fi.org accessed 4th January 2014)The program was also wanted to protect the 

idea of motherhood so in 1918 another sets of laws called the labor code provided 

working mothers with paid breaks to feed their child, paid maternity leave for 8 weeks 

and menstrual leave for health protection. Along with this they encouraged training 

and educational programs and banned women from doing both overtime and night 

shifts at work. To complement this in 1920 a law permitting abortion got put into place 

and birth control information was provided. (icl-fi.org accessed 4th January 2014) 

However Lenin’s promise came with disappointment. With the introduction of a New 

Economic Policy, many women were left unemployed and had to resort to prostitution  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as a way to earn money. Due to budgeting of this policy, services designed to 

protection mothers and infants were in a unstable position.(icl-fi.org accessed 4th 

January 2014) 

In the family code of 1926, divorce was simplified to the point where the partner 

would not even need to have knowledge of the divorce for it to exist, the judge would 

give paternity to a man if a woman had several sexual relations and did not know 

who the father of the baby was and a wider family circle was created to broaden the 

alimony recipients (encyclopedia.com accessed 4th January 2014)After the power 

take over of Joseph Stalin in 1925 post the death of Lenin, the 1936 family code 

stated abortion was illegal and the divorced procedure was once again complicated. 

(icl-fi.org accessed 4th January 2014) 

The piece fits in extremely well with the theme of Poetry and Dream. The birth of the 

ideology of Lenin and his somewhat utopian thoughts meant that, although for a 

while women profited, in the long term they did not. His ideas are very much 

surrealist.  
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Chapter 3: Picasso and the female nude 

Picasso's piece, The Nude in a Red Armchair, was a portrait of his lover Marie-

Thérèse painted in 1932. (tate.org.uk accessed 12th December 2014) At only 17 

years old Marie-Thérèse was Picasso's main inspiration for pieces such as 

Metamorphose II and Nude Standing by the Sea, (See Fig 4)  her voluptuous form 

influenced some of his strongest figure paintings. (vanityfair.com accessed 16th 

December 2014)  Picasso's paintings of Marie-Thérèse were "highly sensual" and 

"suffused with a tenderness absent from his paintings of other women." (Venning,

2012).  This point is linked in a strong way to his relationship with Marie-Thérèse and 

his views on her beauty. She has a submissive nature and a strong build which aided 

Picasso to easily manipulate his lover to suit his personal "pictorial and sculptural 

sensibilities". (deyoung.famsf.org accessed 16th December 2014)  Exploring the 

human figure in both physical and psychological states, he changed the figure 

employing imaginary and distorted form. Marie-Thérèse was an perfect muse and 

model especially linking with his movement ,Surrealism. (deyoung.famsf.org 

accessed 16th December 2014)  

Picasso was extremely interested in the human figure and especially that of the 

women. However societies attitude to the appearance of the women has differed 

highly over many years. The nude is primarily a western art form that is said to be a 

phenomenon. Beginning in the time of the Ancient Greeks, the heroic males were 

some of the first examples of nude art. However we can date the female nude 

sculpture back further. (dundee.ac.uk accessed 16th December 2014) The Willendorf 

Venus ( See Fig 5) was one of the earliest records of female nudity dating back to  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30-25,000 BC. She was a symbol of fertility whose structure was corpulent. 

(dundee.ac.uk accessed 16th December 2014) The Willendorf Venus makes up one 

of the pieces in a set of three figurines that are one of the most prehistoric examples 

of Gravettian Art (visual-arts-cork.com accessed 16th December 2014)  Indian 

Temple art of the 1st century BC also depicted a voluptuous female figure however 

this time with a religious function as well as a fertility aspect shown through the 

divinities. (dundee.ac.uk accessed 16th December 2014) Apart from having fertility 

aspect, the female nude was not thought of as having an alternative role to the male 

until 13th century Italy. In Greece, 625 BC, the main form of visual art sculptures 

came in the form of the Koruroi and Korai statues ( See Fig 6) that had burial and 

votive values. The figure was extremely promotional and showed real people as 

Gods and Godlike mythical creatures as a way of remembrance. However the Korai 

statues, that were primarily females, figures were based off of those of the Koruroi, 

the male. (dundee.ac.uk accessed 16th December 2014) The notion of basing the  

female body off of the male body was very much present until the 19th century where 

even until the late years the French Academie Royale did not use nude female 

models. Italy was the turning point of the female nude. After a period where Christian 

art was very much at the forefront of the visual arts and nudity was seen only in 

portraits of Adam and Eve (See Fig 7) who even then were discreetly draped, the 

13th century brought in a more respectable era for the nude and it became a theme 

of the visual arts. The next centuries after this turning point were met with mixed 

opinions and artists trying out new ways of displaying the female nude. The female 

nude became much more sensual and more figured than it had been previously. By 

the time we reach the era of Picasso in the 20th century, the nude is a popular figure 

in the visual arts.(dundee.ac.uk accessed 16th December 2014) 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It is said there is a thin line between art and pornography. (dundee.ac.uk accessed 

16th December 2014)We can say that the rise of the technology image led to the real 

birth of Pornography. It also led to a changed aspect in terms of the physical 

appearance of women. Wherever you look in the world, in whatever culture, 

pornography has gained popularity. (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2009) Pornography 

before the 1970’s was tamer than today, it was shown as a stag activity in a all male 

gathering, post 1970’s  it depicts all kind of strange behaviour and can be easily 

accessible. We can not in fact know how big the porn industry is. (livescience.com 

accessed 4th January 2014) With the growth in technology and alternative ways of 

accessibility, the pornography industry has grown having reoccurring effects of how 

women are depicted in todays society.(Encyclopædia Britannica, 2009)In 2012 the 

piece “Nude Women in Red Armchair”, was on display as a poster at Edinburgh’s 

International Airport advertising the exhibition Picasso and Modern British Art which 

was at that time being held at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. The poster 

was positioned in full view at the arrivals gate and caused a stir among passengers 

arriving in Scotland. The airport therefore covered the poster up. ( The Scotland Blog, 

2012) How can something such as a piece of art gain so much press in a negative 

way when a misinterpretation of women such as pornography is also present in day 

to day life. Our depictions of the female body have changed so much between the 

times of the Ancient Greeks and now. It seems almost surreal.  
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Conclusion 

Due to the sheer scale of the exhibition and the amount of different themes put into 

one show the curation must have been extremely challenging. Saying this I feel the 

curators involved Matthew Gale, Frances Morris, Valentina Ravaglia, Juliet Bingham, 

Ann Coxon, Simon Baker and Shoair Mavlian handled the sheer amount of themes 

and pieces well. They put a lot of impact on the bigger space that held the key to the 

other rooms positioning the pieces well and in a way in which they were agreeable to 

view.  

I feel the confusion lay in the order in which we as the viewer were meant to view the 

rooms, although they had numbers on the wall, I did not notice this the first time and 

that caused confusion for me. It led me to wonder if my experience would have been 

different if I went through the rooms in the correct order.  

Saying this, I understood the role of the main room and its link to surrealism. Each 

room had a clear explanation to what exactly it contained in terms of both the 

contents and the association with the main theme. This could be seen as making the 

exhibition accessible to those who may not be frequent gallery visitors or even those 

who who are not familiar with the language of art or those eager to discover more. 

In terms of promotion, I did not feel it was effective. I personally enjoyed the 

opportunity to explore further the Tate Modern however there was no indication of 

there being any other exhibitions apart from the temporary ones that are promoted all 

over London. If I had known about the other parts of the Tate Modern and especially 

because they are free and accessible, I would have probably explored them before.  

By going to see this exhibition, I definitely understand clearer how a bigger show 

around a main theme could be explored. I know that putting pieces as the same  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theme but in alternative collections can work on this scale. I personally appreciated 

the rooms that had more space to breath and whose artwork was presented on a 

level that was not strenuous for the viewer to observe. Some of the rooms, in 

particular the Russian Revolution Posters were hard to see as some of them were 

placed too high and their labels were not as clear as they could have been, 

especially in an exhibition as renowned as this one. Overall it has given me a good 

understanding of a cutorial role such as this one. It has definitely made me 

reconsider how I could display my own work on a larger scale.  
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Illustrations 

Figure 1 

Meredith Frampton - Portrait of a Young Woman 

1935 

Poetry and Dream 

United Kingdom 

Image Source : http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/frampton-portrait-of-a-young-

woman-n04820 

Figure 2  

Adolf Strakhov-Braslavsky -The Emancipated 

Women is Building Socialism  

1926  

Poetry and Dream  

Russia  

Image Source: http://sovietart.me/posters/women/page1/10 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Figure 3 

Pablo Picasso - Nude Woman in a Red Armchair   

1936 

Poetry and Dream 

France 

Image Source : http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/picasso-nude-woman-in-a-red-

armchair-n06205 

Figure 4 

Pablo Picasso - Nude standing by the Sea 

1928 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Location unknown 

Image Source: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1996.403.4 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Figure 5 

Willendorf Venus 

c. 28,000 B.C.E – 25,000 B.C.E. 

Discovered 1908 

Museum of Natural History, Vienna 

Vienna 

Image Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venus_of_Willendorf 

Figure 6 
 

Kourai and Korai statues  

635BC 

Exhbition unknown 

Greece 

Image Source Kouroi: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kouros 

Image Source Korai: http://www.grisel.net/acropolis_museum.html 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Figure 7 

Adam and Eve - Peter Paul Rubens 

1598-1600 

Exhibition unknown 

Unknown location and Italy 

Image Source: http://www.peterpaulrubens.net/adam-and-eve.jsp 
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