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Dwell/Dvöl 

 

 

Erla Ósk Daníelsdóttir, Dwell/Dvöl, video installation, 2021. 

Af ásettu ráði/On Purpose, the graduation exhibition of BA students in the Fine Art department 

of IUA. 

Listasafn Reykjavíkur, Hafnarhúsið, May 15th-24th 2021, Reykjavík.  

  



 

Reoccurring themes in my art is the use of characters. I create female characters that 

express a certain vulnerability, self-awareness, and are isolated. In my solo project Gerdy (2020), 

I tell a story of a woman falling in and out of reality, questioning views of herself and her 

surroundings. This theme of questioning one's self-identity develops in my graduation piece 

titled Dwell/Dvöl (2021). In this piece I create a visual metaphor of overthinking, a common 

dilemma of dwelling on things that never seem to have a solution. It entails small vignettes of a 

woman climbing up a rope, hands feeding the rope down, and distorting her image with warped 

lens. The story is about her constantly trying to climb to the top, yet these hands above are 

feeding it down, creating a vicious cycle that never ends, like a loop.  

The episodes are all projected on a large white ball, representing that feeling of being in one’s 

own world, in their own bubble. This subliminal setting can be harmful, but a comfort zone. For 

choosing to project the videos on a ball rather than screens, I wanted it to be more of a personal 

experience for the viewer. Though the woman in the video is still on display, the viewer walks 

around the ball and can be close to it, creating a personal connection with the character. 

The inspiration for the installation was from Pipilotti Rist’s video piece titled Selfless in the Bath 

of Lava (1994).1 The piece involves Rist naked in an underworld-like setting, shouting ‘Save 

me!’ and ‘I am a worm!’. The video is installed in a hole embedded in the hard wood floors of 

the space, giving the impression that she is calling from hell. This playful installation shows a 

woman trapped in this space and trying to get out. Rist explains the story of this piece reminisces 

the hell of Chrisitan, Jewish, and Muslim idea of if we don’t do what God wants or what other 

people tell what God wants, then we are punished.2 Both artworks display a woman trapped in a 

confined space, physically and mentally. She is confined to rules that others make her follow, 

like how to be a perfect woman in society.  

The three videos being projected on the ball portray the conscious, subconscious, and somewhere 

in between. 

 
1 “Pipilotti Rist at Moma, 2020 - Selfless In The Bath Of Lava (1994), 2020”, 10 October, 2020. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwVYDK74tXc. YouTube. Date Accessed 25 May 2021. 
2 “Pipilotti Rist, Pioneer of Video Art, Brilliant Ideas Ep. 55.” 15 June 2017. YouTube. Date Accessed 25 May 2021. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nCusgvPo5vM. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwVYDK74tXc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nCusgvPo5vM


The conscious video shows her head floating in a black background, her climbing the rope, and 

falling in and out reality. The conscious side is projected in the front. As the viewer approaches 

the space, they see this side first.  

 In my thesis, I reference the theory of the female gaze and how one part of it is the action of 

‘feeling seeing.’ “I take the camera, and I use it to say to the audience that I’m not just showing 

you this, I really want you to feel it with me.”3 Film director Jill Soloway describes the term of 

‘feeling seeing’ as an action in which one uses the camera to provoke the viewer into her psyche. 

You are following her journey; you are experiencing exactly what she's feeling in the moment. 

When the audience reacts, they get the same feelings and emotions as the character does.4 I 

wanted the viewer not only to look at the character, but to really envision themselves in that 

moment, and to experience that familiar yet overwhelming feeling.  

The subconscious side of the ball shows hands feeding the rope, an animation of hands 

approaching each other, and a hand holding a clear glass ball.  

The hands represent the antagonist of the story. They create the doubts and negativity that are 

pushing her down. The gloves that the hands are wearing are feminine, silky white. The white 

being the color of purity and femininity that women are trying to reach. The hands are guiding 

and holding thick ropes that overlap and interrupt each other, like thoughts or inner voices. The 

type of voices that exist in the habit of overthinking.  

The third video is intended as the in betweenness of the conscious and subconscious. It is a loop 

of the woman’s body distorted with warped lens, as these cartoon hands appear to reach to her. 

In my thesis, I write about the gaze and how women are to be looked at as a spectacle for the 

audience. The representation of women in the media has made me feel like their success is based 

sole on appearance. As the lens follows up and down her body, her body becomes distorted. This 

clip is intended to represent the harmony of self-image and how a woman sees herself displayed 

upon an audience. I considered it to be something that most women could relate to. Seeing 

 
3 “TIFF Talks.“Jill Soloway on The Female Gaze: Master Class, TIFF 2016,” September 11, 2016. YouTube. Date 

Accessed 25 May, 2021.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pnBvppooD9I. 
4 Daníelsdóttir, Erla Ósk. "Femininity as Masquerade." Listaháskóli Íslands, 2021. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pnBvppooD9I


certain types of women in movies and television, makes them have the need to change their 

bodies or views of their bodies to please others. 

I wanted Dwell to communicate to the viewer about the habit of overthinking and overanalyzing 

emotions. These emotions are true to us, yet it can be all fantasy at the same time. Letting these 

thoughts float by invites us to examine them and see the ridiculousness and truth of them, and the 

thin line in between.  

  



 

Erla Ósk Daníelsdóttir, Dwell/Dvöl, video installation, 2021. Photography: 2021 LHÍ / Anne 

Rombach 
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Abstract 

This thesis outlines my artistic practice from the trait of femininity and self-image. It 

discusses my influences from films and female representation in pop culture. Along with 

these influences, I connect them with theories based on feminism and voyeuristic cinema. 

Over the next 7 chapters, I will discuss different theories like Judith Butler’s Gender 

Trouble, Joan Riviere’s Womanliness as Masquerade, Laura Mulvey’s theory on the male 

gaze, and the introduction of the female gaze. Outlining these theories, I provide 

examples from other female artists as well as scenes from popular films and tv, and how 

they directed into my artistic practice. 

My artwork is connected in a way in which they all include different personas. These 

women I create and am influenced by embody strong feminine traits. Their femininity 

represents as a blessing and a curse. In one way, these women use their femininity in a 

sense of pride and self-representation. In the other, they question who they are if weren't 

taught that femininity defines them. The films and diaries I produced contain many layers 

regarding femininity, religion and feminist theories. 
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Introduction 

Growing up in the Southern region of The United States, I felt certain pressures from 

society to present as a woman that was encouraged to flirt, be physically attractive, and 

enjoy that type of attention. The type of attention that was intended for the male gaze, 

with premeditated behaviors like putting on makeup, being sexualized and traits that were 

expressed as ‘lady-like’. This lady-like appearance also influenced me from the female 

characters in film and tv. The lack of diverse representation of women in the media, 

frustrated me. They symbolized expectations of what I should try to pursue as a young 

girl turning into a woman. As I reflect today, I challenge the idea of ‘lady-like’ perfection 

into my artistic practice. Taking in traits of hyper femininity, religion, fantasy, and a 

sincerity of the female gaze. I perform and create different female types in my work as a 

way for me to mock the constructs of femininity and self-identity. I was able to create my 

own characters and draw the curtain behind the masquerade of a feminine image.  

It is hard to eloquently distinguish the difference between the female and feminine. Most 

would assume that it’s the same thing, yet artists like Claude Cahun, Cindy Sherman and 

Dolly Parton represent their female identity through different artforms. They portray a 

certain image, or images for the audience. These public images are distinct examples that 

feminine identity can be multilayered, portraying femininity as a mask. The female is the 

sex assigned by one’s reproductive organs, which today has been challenged by 

transgender and intersex people. This definition of female has nothing to do with 

makeup, lingerie and homemaking.  

I have been influenced by these artists in ways of changing my persona into a certain type 

of woman. This woman that I produced was inspired by the type women that I have 

observed living in the South and were given certain expectations by them. I translate this 

inspiration through drawings, films, photography and bookmaking. The media is meant to 

have been created by the character I portray. I make up my own world in the space by 

transforming it into what belongs to her. I use found objects like old furniture and 

keepsakes that frame the story of this person, leading the viewer into the work. 



The performance of dress and play transforms into a creative outlet. Girls grow into 

women that cannot resist the act of dress up, manipulating their self-image. This often-

explored theme in art, is what author Amber Smith describes as “a vehicle to engage 

arenas that exist outside one's self.”1 Dressing up as different types that we’ve seen in the 

media, redefine how we envision the self-portrait. This theme is used as a medium for 

artists like Claude Cahun and Cindy Sherman, inviting the viewer to tell their own story 

of who this woman is and different scenarios. As an artist that investigates different 

female identities, I could not agree more with artist Cahun’s statement: “There’s no such 

thing as the true self.”2 Her self-portraits portray how gender can be fluid. She plays with 

the idea that the female can be so many things while observing or teasing strict ideals in 

society. Sherman’s approach to the self-portrait copies generic female roles in Hollywood 

films, such as the femme fatale, or the girl next door. 

  



Gender is Performative 

The range of femininity results on how women represent themselves to the public. The 

girly traits of fake eyelashes, Barbies, and pink everything asks the question: are these 

attributes that are innate to us? Though it might be what society agrees with, Judith 

Butler’s Gender Trouble (1989)3 challenges certain expectations regarding gender and 

sex. She characterizes femininity to be performative, and that of fake eyelashes and pink 

everything is not associated with one’s identity. Women in film and tv play along with 

the idea the of heteronormativity, meaning that society has the expectation that people 

should act and behave according to their sex. Feminine acts are performed to assert their 

identity, making it real.  

“We act as if that being of a man or being of a woman is an internal reality or something 

that is simply true about us, a fact about us, but it’s a phenomenon that is being produced 

all the time and reproduced all the time.”4 Butler differentiates that the reproductive 

organs is not affiliated with gender identity, referring to gender being a social construct. 

Claude Cahun’s work is in response to female stereotypes, that are of women over-

glamorized and hyper-feminine. She challenges femininity by presenting herself in an 

androgynous light. From Aveux non Avenues (1930)5, Cahun states: “Shuffle the cards, 

masculine? Feminine? Depends on the situation. Neuter is the only gender that always 

suits me.” Her self-portrait as Monsieur in Banlieu (1929) [see image 1 in appendix], is 

of Cahun dressed in a man ‘s suit and shaven hair. The feminine characteristics in the 

image are of her thinly drawn eyebrows. Whereas the self-portrait As Le Disable in Le 

Mystere d‘Adam (1929) [see image 2 in appendix], is of her bejeweled face and heavy 

makeup, wearing pearls, yet her gaze is what I would consider as giving a masculine 

energy. In this image, she depicts the devil as a woman on the surface, yet her gaze into 

the lens proposes as something dominant. Cahun’s work is an example of gender 

fluidness, painting herself as a male and female in her photographs. 

In an opposite approach, the hyper-femininity attributes like large breasts, fake nails, and 

an overall Barbie-like appearance, frame the persona of Dolly Parton. She has crafted an 

image that she calls a ‘hillbilly-tramp’ and challenges the idea of femininity [see image 3-

4 in appendix]. “Her gender performance not only critiques gender stereotypes and social 



hierarchies based on them.”6 Author Leigh H. Edwards explains that her exaggerated 

appearance distracts the public, presenting her as a spectacle. Parton’s feminine image is 

just the curtain behind what is her serious and vulnerable songwriting capability. Songs 

she wrote like “The Bridge” and “Coat of Many Colors”, signifies as diary entries and an 

inside perspective of her life as an Appalachian mountain girl. Excerpts that illustrate her 

life involving poverty and the female role in her surroundings, shadow dark subjects like 

suicide and bullying. 

“I'm just a backwoods Barbie, too much makeup, too much hair. Don't be fooled by 

thinkin' that the goods are not all there.” Parton recites in her song “Backwoods Barbie” 

that the girly self-image isn't all what is on the surface. “I've always been misunderstood 

because of how I look. Don't judge me by the cover 'cause I'm a real good book. So, read 

into it what you will, but see me as I am. The way I look is just a country girl's idea of 

glam.”7 

Regarding the gender norms we see today, there are different types of femininity that 

present within social media [see image 4 in appendix]. The range of female 

representation can be from hyper-sexual to a gender fluidity. Women that ‘flaunt’ their 

assets like Kylie Jenner and the whole Kardashian/Jenner family [see image 5 in 

appendix]. Their bodies are on display, pursuing this ‘babe’ or ‘bombshell’ image. 

Though it may be an image the show to the public, I can’t help but consider the eyes of 

younger individuals that see this. What if they think this expected of a woman, is this the 

image of success?  

Yet nontraditional female types like singer Christine and the Queens, project themselves 

as a more gender fluid identity [see image 5 in appendix]. Albums titled Chris (2018), 

along with images of masculinity, are examples of the artist expressing gender-queerness. 

Other artists like drag queens and popular makeup artists portray femininity through the 

male gender, making femininity a fluid act of self-expression. Christine and the Queens 

backs with Butler’s theory by the self-representation not conforming to the traditional 

ideals of femininity. 

  



 

Womanliness as Masquerade 

The feminine self-image projected by Parton, is an example of how femininity interacts 

with the opposite gender. These behaviors range from sexual to elemental and are acted 

in a way that’s accepted by men. Joan Rivere’s “Womanliness as Masquerade” (1929)8, 

illustrates how women wear the mask of womanliness, to conceal their natural 

masculinity in order to grant the approval from men. If the woman is described to force 

her femininity in order to be more accepted by men, then gender itself exists for that 

purpose.9 This connects with Butlers ideals of gender performativity in ways that the 

performance is what the viewer misrecognizes as the ‘truth’. Conserving as a fantasy for 

both men and women, society believes this to be the ideal way women should behave. 

Cahun’s images invoke performance as well as the use of masks. Masquerade is a 

metaphorical and physical attribute in her work, making the image surreal. The usage in 

masks in art represents the line between the self and the self-image. As Cahun writes 

“Under this mask, another mask, I will never finish removing all these faces. The lens 

tracks the eyes, the mouth, the wrinkles skin deep. The expression on the face is fierce 

sometimes tragic.”10 She turns the self into a spectacle of dress and play, such as her Self-

Portrait (full-length masked figure in cloak with masks), (1928) [see image 6 in 

appendix]. Cahun’s identity is hidden under a doll-like mask and black cloak that is 

covered with masks. “The suggestion is that one never knows the person beneath the 

mask; that, indeed, everyone, to a degree, is wearing a mask.”11 (Howgate, pg.99) The 

expression of the mask presents as neutral happiness, reminding the viewer of the 

happiness they present to the outside world, making the self-projected in a false manner.  

The act of “Womanliness as Masquerade” responds to artists like Claude Cahun and me 

to challenge the expectations self-image. Even today, people are highly conscious of how 

to present themselves through the medium of ‘selfies’, social media and even their own 

avatar world. Disrupting the formalities through the usage masks, by revealing and hiding 

behind the mask, asks the viewer who is their true self. In my photographs titled Sister 

(2019) [see images 7- 8 in appendix], I embody a woman that performs feminine rituals 

like applying lipstick, or wearing hot rollers, while wearing a distorted mask. The images 



are candid yet staged, she is performing for the viewer as the idea of feminine perfection. 

In relation to Sister, the image titled The Ballad (2019) [see images 9 and 10 in 

appendix], consists of personal snapshots like Polaroids and then edited for the face to be 

distorted. The harmony of personal image and distortion reflects on the viewers inner 

thoughts of self-identity. 

 “Womanliness as masquerade” is a theory that becomes a dream identity. The act of 

femininity is projected onto the silver screen, sending the message that women are to 

become an object of beauty and desire especially for the male protagonist. Men receive 

this message and translate it as an expectation for women to be eye candy, sexual or 

romance-seeking for them to fulfill roles that please them. This representation of women 

becomes as a reoccurring character in film, breaking away into different stereotypes that 

convey as an underlining trait in male-dominated cinema. 

  



 

The Gaze 

The female stereotypes in film inspired artists like me to reflect on the idea of the gaze in 

their practice. The ways women project femininity on screen are observed through the 

eyes of the male gaze. Feminist critic Laura Mulvey explores and breaks down the 

meaning of the male gaze from her article Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 

(1975).12 “Instead of being absorbed into the story, and the beauty of the cinema, I was 

irritated.” She noticed how instead of being a voyeuristic spectator, she suddenly became 

a woman spectator who watched the film from a distance and critically, rather than with 

those absorbed eyes.13 The female character is shown to be a spectacle as the camera 

slowly pans up her legs or is focused on her chest for an uncomfortable length of time. 

Female stereotypes like the seductress or the dumb blonde, are reoccurring roles in films 

suggested within the male gaze. Mulvey analyzes how there are three kinds of gaze: one 

being the camera, usually operated by a man, looking at women as objects. For example, 

films like The Graduate (1967) or Jennifer’s Body (2009), one having the camera held on 

Mrs. Robinson’s legs, the other of Jennifer drying her nude body from swimming [see 

images 11-14 in appendix]. Both involve sequences that have the camera focused on the 

female in a sexual manner. Secondly, the look of male actors within the film is structured 

to make the gaze powerful, as in so many Hollywood films using the slow-motion effect 

of a woman walking towards the male, and their reaction. Lastly, the gaze of the 

spectator, who is presumed to be male, voyeuristically identifying with the camera. This 

projects women solely for the male spectator, most films have only the male protagonists 

interests in mind. The gaze often hidden behind the camera lens, shows women as objects 

or a prize to be won. The representation of women as objects or stereotypes, shows the 

impression that women lack depth or assume mythical ideas of their personality. Mulvey 

describes the woman playing the “traditional exhibitionistic role”- her body is held up as 

a passive erotic object of male spectators, so that they can project their fantasies on to 

her. She connotes “to-be-looked-at-ness”.14  

The film opens with the woman as object of the combined gaze of the spectator and all 

the male protagonists in the film. She is isolated, glamorous, on display, sexualized. But 



as the narrative progresses, she falls in love with the main male protagonist and becomes 

his property, losing her outward glamorous characteristics, her generalized sexuality, her 

show-girl connotations; her eroticism is subjected to the male star alone. By means of 

identification with him, through participation in his power, the spectator can indirectly 

possess her too. 

One film that comes to mind is Oklahoma! (1955). A classic romantic comedy/musical 

that tells the story of the romance between farm girl Laurey and cowboy Curly. In one 

scene, Curly is seen with another woman, making Laurey jealous. She sings the song 

“Many a New Day”, which is about not caring that he is with another woman but 

brushing it off and starting again [see images 15-16 in appendix]. The song seems 

empowering to other women, but her actions tell a different story. The song holds 

variations of feminine performances and is dealing with the non-existing affection from a 

man. Performances like grooming oneself, wearing ‘proper’ undergarments and 

tightening one’s corset. The scene raises the question of the gaze. Is the spectator male or 

female? It seems nonexistent yet it looks like an intimate view of a woman’s actions in 

order to receive the male gaze.  

Other reoccurring sequences I noticed from films are the roles women are in solely to 

boost the male character. YouTuber Jenny Mustard analyzes this from her video “5 Ways 

Hollywood Ruins Women (Feminist Rant)”.15 She’s always the one asking questions, 

“What do we do now?” “Which way should we go?” “What will happen to us?” It makes 

me wonder if any woman in any crisis has any idea on what to do next. The point of her 

asking the questions is to acknowledge the situation and give the task for the male to fix 

it. This shows men in a more assertive and cleverer role, making them appear more 

dominant. Other projections of male dominance are subtle, yet when I see other films that 

are similar, it ultimately is another trait of the male gaze. In Pop Culture Detective ‘s 

“Born Sexy Yesterday”16, the woman in the film is infantized and unaware of her 

surroundings. Her child-like mind is frequently in the body of a woman who is sexualized 

and is unaware of herself being shown in a sexual manner. This grants the male in the 

film an opportunity to remind the viewer of her sexuality being for him. She also exudes 

an innocence and looks up to the male character for guidance, making him feel assertive. 



Classic example of this trope is of The Fifth Element (1997) and other sci-fi romance 

films. [see images 17-18 in appendix]   

 Cindy Sherman photographs herself as the reaction to the male gaze in The Centerfolds 

(1981) [see images 19-20 in appendix]. She depicts women in moments of vulnerability, 

as they are the subject of the male gaze. The format of the images resembles the 

centerfolds in popular men’s erotic magazines. “I wanted a man who’s opening up the 

image, to suddenly look at it in an expectation of something lascivious,” Sherman 

illustrates.17 Looking at this woman who’s perhaps a victim, the male gaze is faced with 

the notion of violating her rather than fetishizing her. Her role as the subject of the gaze 

reflects the nature of curiosity, while the outcome is of an intrusion act. It was a way to 

catch the male gaze by opening the page of a woman not transforming herself for the 

male but showing a real intimate experience. Sherman takes both roles of the 

photographer and the pin-up model, as the woman is permanently followed in her life, 

therefore the lack of freedom is implied.18 The theme of playing as the artist and the 

subject is involved in my practice as well. The difference between my works and 

Sherman's is that I investigate further into this one character I perform. This character is 

the subject of not only photographs, but her presence is also in films and personal 

journals I create with her in mind, or in the embodiment of. The works of mine and 

Sherman's equally engage the viewer in a curious and sometimes invasive way.  

In terms of invasiveness, the viewer is given a different understanding on her side. There 

are other ways that could be in terms of seeing the female in a different, intimate light. 

She is humanized and non-sexual, the viewer feels her emotions and is with her. For what 

could be the opposite of the male gaze, could be the female gaze? Though it is still a new 

concept, movies and television today are slowly investigating the psyche of the female 

character. 

  



 

Female Gaze 

Though the male gaze has dominated most films over the years, there is rare occurrence 

of what represents as the female gaze. When I would watch films that involve a female 

protagonist, I come to realize that they all come off as the same film. The so-called ‘chick 

flicks’, often depict a woman longing to get married, or find love. The woman comes off 

as quirky, likeable, who’s goal in every story is to grant the affection from the male 

supporting character. However, these films I have grown up watching and admiring, 

made me realize that underneath these female roles are (ideas, tropes) to just play into the 

psyche of our patriarchal society. 

When I think about the female gaze, I assume that it is the exact opposite of the male 

gaze. The immediate assumption of that men is sexualized through the lens of the female 

character, yet this belief is told from the male perspective as well. Chippendales, 

Playgirl, and Magic Mike (2012), hypersexualized men performing for the female gaze. 

Another belief is of high-profile actresses like Angelina Jolie, starring in films that 

involve her holding big guns and fighting off men, while wearing tight revealing outfits. 

However, this assumption has been misled to make women believe that this is what the 

female gaze is, though there are more deeper realizations.  

The Female Gaze is more than a camera or a shooting style, it is that empathy generator 

that says, “I was there in that room.”19 

The female gaze is created by women with intention to see the world through their 

perspective. Their gaze is feeling, nurturing, and sometimes uncomforting. Female 

director and producer Jill Soloway negotiates the female gaze down to three poignant 

categories: first is the action of feeling seeing, second is the flipped switch of feeling as 

the objectified character in the scene, and the third action is the deliberate notion of 

knowing the gazed person is being observed.  

“I take the camera, and I use it to say to the audience that I’m not just showing you this, I 

really want you to feel it with me.” Soloway describes the term of feeling seeing as an 

attribute to the female gaze. The action in which one uses the camera to provoke the 



viewer into her psyche. You are following her journey; you are experiencing exactly what 

she's feeling in the moment. An example of feeling seeing is Sofia Coppola’s Marie 

Antoinette (2006) [see image 21 in appendix]. There are many sequences in the film in 

which the camera follows the female protagonist intimately, how she shows emotions 

that flood the space she’s in, therefore leaking through the lens and the viewer takes in all 

the senses. The sense of having the camera feel something in their body. When the 

audience reacts, they get the same feelings and emotions as the character does. 

The camera can also be used as a tool to show the viewer how it feels to be the object of 

the male gaze. The way the screen speaks to you from its position as the receiver of the 

gaze, saying ‘this is how it feels to be seen.’ The female character Peggy from drama 

series Mad Men (2007) [see image 22 in appendix], is an example of this trait. Set in the 

1960s American workplace, the camera becomes Peggy’s point of view as she notices 

men staring at her from her office desk. As her male coworkers walk by, they objectify 

her, looking at her with sexual pleasure. A more current example this is the film Eighth 

Grade (2018) [see images 23 in appendix]. The film explores the mind and lifestyle of 

12-year-old Kayla, as she goes through the awkwardness and insecurities, we all faced 

being that age. In one scene, she is subjected to a sexual encounter from an older male, in 

a way the camera takes you in the moment, and you can feel his gaze upon her. 

  



My Work 

With the film Eighth Grade, I resonated with the character Kayla, and saw similarities in 

my artwork. Kayla’s vulnerability and self-awareness are like the character I created for 

Annie Lee and her diary pages. In my installation Dear God, it’s me Annie Lee (2019) 

[see images 24-27 in appendix], I perform as this specific type of woman on screen that 

displays herself as what is considered the perfect Southern belle. She performs in 

feminine ways like embracing pink roses and grooming for the camera. Her performance 

is influenced by Judith Butler’s theory on performative gender. The personal identity of 

Annie Lee is concealed behind this Christian housewife image, hiding behind a mask. 

The two videos show her in different lights, one being of her reciting Bible verses and the 

other of her singing to “Wildwood Flower”. Along with the films shown was a physical 

diary she kept aside. The diary consisted of poems and songs she’s written, anecdotes that 

express who she is, which unveils her mask and shows her true feelings of herself. It 

symbolizes the female gaze in a way, in which the viewer of the diary feels the same 

emotions and inner thoughts as the character does. As Soloway would describe ‘feeling 

seeing’, within the female gaze. The similarities of this character with Sherman and 

Parton are that her appearance seems so polished and unbothered, not everything is on the 

surface. I feel that Annie Lee represents that continuous void of never being enough in 

her community. I created a type that people are familiar of or have seen in movies or in 

the media, but looking through physical objects like her diary, give the viewer a deeper 

personal meaning of her life. 

Diaries are a repeating tool I use to express the feeling seeing aspect of a woman’s self-

image. Like Cahun’s Aveux non Avenues, where she keeps a diary that expresses her 

artwork in a deeper meaning. I also use the diary as a medium to show my drawings and 

scrapbooking in personal light. The first work that was of a diary called V on an A5 

(2018) [see images 28-29 in appendix]. The ‘V’ meaning vulnerability, was the theme of 

the book. I was inspired by my life being in a sort of identity crisis. Moving from the 

United States to Iceland was a big change, and being an Icelandic-American girl 

sometimes felt difficult to fit in. Inside the book were some snapshots of me nude, 

representing my true vulnerable state. I would stare at the camera in one image, which 



reflects on how the gazed person knows that they are being gazed upon. There would also 

be another image where I have a brown paper bag on my head, hiding my identity yet my 

body was on display. 

Religion has been a recurring theme in my work, in ways from being felt like it was 

always stapled in my brain. It has mostly been the foundation for me regarding 

femininity, self-image, and how one should present themselves in public. Religion is a 

trait in my characters that is displayed as an innocence as well as fantasy. I related mostly 

to musicians like Dolly Parton and Kate Bush, who create different personas through 

their songwriting. Parton is influenced by her religious Appalachian background, and 

how women were represented in her community. She observes these women and tell their 

story in her songs. Whereas Bush uses her ultimate creativity, literature, and spirituality 

to create different characters. Both artists are inspired by people in general. In my video 

Hells Spells (2020) [see images 30-31 in appendix], I create my own story of a religious 

woman who meets a witch. The story is told through a visual diary, adding my drawings 

and small animations that frame the video. As I look back on Hells Spells now, it seems 

more as a sketch, from its shortness and lack of an ending. Yet still, I consider it to be an 

important piece because it’s a beginning for the collaboration of religion, fantasy and 

femininity.  

The fantasy-theme story telling becomes more influential for me in my installation called 

Gerdy (2020) [see images 32-34 in appendix]. Gerdy consists of a short film, drawings, 

and antique household items that are meant to resemble the character’s room. The film 

tells the story of a woman named Gerdy, who has a supernatural experience. The 

atmosphere of the space, which is her room, was intended to be intimate yet abandoned. 

The drawings displayed on a small dining table were to both be in the perspective of the 

character and from a narrative. The installation was designed for the audience to feel like 

they were drifting in and out of reality, much like dreams. The protagonist character 

Gerdy, was played by someone else. I wanted to challenge myself in terms of directing 

and being more behind the scenes. Gerdy is inspired of the theory of ‘the gaze’ [see 

image 35 in appendix]. She represents a juxtaposition of the female subject and ‘the 

gaze.’ In one scene of the film, she watches this Marilyn Monroe type appear on the 



screen, she smiles. She poses both as a subject to the person watching her as she watches 

the other female type. The camera lingers on to Gerdy’s face as she not only embodies 

the voyeuristic spectator, but she is also observing the woman projected onto her. This 

references Mulvey’s theory in a multilayered approach: Gerdy, the camera and the 

spectator of the film. She is also a response to the feminine self-image, as the female 

character is shown at the end to have a twin. The twin concept was to symbolize feminine 

stereotypes, and what it means to perform the female gaze. In the scene how Gerdy and 

her twin stares at each other, one is of shock and the other of mischief. It represents how 

one is gazed upon and recognizes the viewer. Other attributes like her nails, dress and 

apron, embody the domestic housewife. She is alone in the film till the end, asking 

questions of identity and roles in society. 

Gerdy was inspired by surrealist Czech films like Valerie and her Week of Wonders 

(1970)20. This film is a highly stylized and delicate depiction of its protagonist’s sexual 

awakening after her first period, where horror and fantasy eliminate the distinctions 

between reality and dreams. Both works have similarities regarding symbolism, ranging 

from the curious to the bizarre. In Valerie and her Week of Wonders, the main character 

uses the example of the earrings, which possess magical powers. They help her through 

the dangers of death and rape. At the end of Gerdy, the protagonist receives powers from 

another version of her. Yet the viewer questions what is to happen next. Both are left 

open to different interpretations. [see images 36-37 in appendix] 

Both films have similarities regarding the gaze, male and female. Gerdy holds her 

perspective in most of the film, as well as Valerie as certain subject like sex and puberty. 

Valerie and other female characters are sexualized from the male counterparts. She 

explores subjects of femininity and rape in an innocent, child-like sense, making the men 

in the film somewhat fearful and dominant. She shows a sense of strength with her magic 

earrings that overcomes gender normative much like in relation to Gerdy and her 

superpowers. Things like the passionate kisses are sexualized in the film yet not 

projecting her as an object. In Gerdy, the female is watched in the same place as the 

viewer is watched. Towards the end of the film, Gerdy meets her double. Her double is a 

representation of the gaze, as she stands seductively for her audience. 



 

My own work is broken down into three elements: the character, the artmaker and the 

spectator. The character being of a girl alone, projecting her self-image and keeping her 

inner thoughts aside. She embodies all the generic female stereotypes we see in the 

media, as it is expected of her. The inner thoughts she writes in songs and performs in 

secret, baring her physical and mental self. The art I created is a way to project my inner 

frustrations through another persona. I separate myself from the character, yet I feel more 

connected to her like a sister or friend. I want the viewer to feel like they’re seeing a 

personal story. Though at first, they feel intrusive, like they’re invading the character’s 

space, but they become more invested in her story. The spectator goes through her time 

and space. Seeing her physical self-projected on screen, her inner thoughts on paper, and 

feeling her presence within the objects in the space. 

  



Conclusion 

Underneath the mask of femininity, beholds true creativity of female self-expression. The 

reoccurring artistry of the self-portrait women use, challenges the guidelines society and 

the media expects of them. These guidelines given to be the perfect woman, one must 

follow rituals, look a certain way and behave a certain way. The self-portraits displayed 

are to mock these expectations. First, by changing the female stereotype, or perhaps over-

exaggerating it. Secondly, calling out the voyeuristic approach of the gaze. The action of 

creating a new self is telling the viewer, “I am in charge, and my self-worth doesn’t 

involve being a sexual object.” Finally, behaving in a ‘lady-like’ manner not only dumbs 

down but covers the woman’s true self.  

Pink lipstick and acrylic nails do not define who a woman is, as well as cutting all their 

hair off and wearing baggy clothes. Feminism is not about the physical image one 

portrays. At the end, feminism is solely about the freedom of self-expression and mutual 

understanding. 
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Appendix 

 

              

Image 1(above left): Self-portrait as Monsieur in Banlieu, Claude Cahun (1929) 

Image 2 (above right): self-portrait As Le Disable in Le Mystere d‘Adam, Claude Cahun (1929)  

  



 

              

Image 3 (above left): Dolly Parton on the cover of Playboy magazine, October 1978. 

Image 4 (above right): Promotional photo for album Backwoods Barbie by Dolly Parton. 

Photographed by Kii Arens (2008). 

                

Image 4 (above left): Kylie Jenner’s Instagram (@kyliejenner), caption: “miss u missin me” 

(2020) 

Image 5 (above right): Christine and the Queen’s Instagram (@christineandthequeens) (2020) 



 

Image 6 (above): Self-Portrait (full-length masked figure in cloak with masks), Claude Cahun 

(1928) 

 

             

Image 7 and 8 (above): Sister, Erla Daníelsdóttir (2019) 



                

Image 9 and 10 (above): The Ballad, Erla Daníelsdóttir, (2019)  

  



      

Image 11 (above left): The Graduate (1967). Directed by Mike Nichols 

Image 12 (above right): Nichols, Mike. “The Graduate (1967) Strip Club Scene.” YouTube, 

March 21, 2020. Date Accessed January 13, 2021. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSwDCjneef0. 

 

       

Image 13 and 14 (above): Stills from Jennifer’s Body (2009). Directed by Karyn Kusama. 

 

    

Image 15 and 16 (above): “Many a New Day” musical performance in the film Oklahoma! 

(1955). Directed by Fred Zinneman, Music composed by Richard Rogers. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSwDCjneef0


     

Image 17 and 18 (above): Stills from The Fifth Element (1997). Directed by Luc Besson 

  



    

Image 19 (above left): Untitled #93. From The Centerfolds series, Cindy Sherman (1981).  

Aesthetica Magazine. “Cindy Sherman: Challenging Representation,” April 22, 2017. Date 

Accessed January 14, 2021. https://aestheticamagazine.com/cindy-sherman-challenging-

representation/. 

Image 20 (above right): Untitled #86. From The Centerfolds series, Cindy Sherman (1981). 

Hall, Molly. “Cindy Sherman.” Molly Intensive Production. Wordpress, November 27, 2016. 

Date Accessed January 14, 2021. 

https://mollyintensiveproduction.wordpress.com/2016/10/09/cindy-sherman/. 

 

  

Image 21 (above): Still from Marie Antoinette (2006). Directed by Sofia Coppola. 

 

   

https://aestheticamagazine.com/cindy-sherman-challenging-representation/
https://aestheticamagazine.com/cindy-sherman-challenging-representation/
https://mollyintensiveproduction.wordpress.com/2016/10/09/cindy-sherman/


Image 22 (above): Stills from series Mad Men (2007). Directed by Jared Harris and Chris 

Manley. 

     

Image 23 (above): Stills from Eighth Grade (2018). Directed by Bo Burnham.  

 

  



 

 

      

Image 24 and 25 (above): Images from the installation Dear God, it’s me Annie Lee, Erla 

Daníelsdóttir, Reykjavík 2019. 

     

Image 26 (above left): Diary excerpt from Dear God, it’s me Annie Lee (2019) 

Image 27 (above right): Still from film Wildwood Flower, Erla Daníelsdóttir (2019) 

   

Image 28 and 29 (above): V on an A5, Erla Daníelsdóttir (2018). 

 



      

Image 30 and 31 (above): Stills from Hells Spells, Erla Daníelsdóttir, (2020). 

 

       

Image 32 and 33 (above): The film Gerdy projected in the exhibition space along with 

drawings, Reykjavík 2020. 



 

Image 34 (above): Diary and storyboard in Gerdy installation, Reykjavík 2020. 

 



 

Image 35 (above): Still from the film Gerdy, Erla Daníelsdóttir (2020). 

 

    

Image 36 (above left): Still from Valerie and Her Week of Wonders (1970). Directed by Jaromil 

Jireš 

Image 37 (above right): Still from Gerdy (2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


