
TO LOOK WITH 
DESTRUCTION

EMMA KOWALCZYK



TABLE OF CONTENTS
To Look With Destruction is a puzzle that must be deciphered. This Surrealist oil painting is 
laden with coded words, veiled imagery, and object symbolism. It explores the experience 
of body dysmorphia through visual metaphor and seeks to mirror the distorted reality that is 
created by this experience. In my practice, poetry and painting are deeply intertwined. My 
research for this painting began with a period of reading poetry, including Sylvia Plath, Emily 
Dickinson, and Margaret Atwood, as well as writing my own poetry to help develop the imagery 
found in the painting. The poems you see mounted on the wall expand the visual narrative and 
are an integral part of my storytelling. In this project, I work outside of the body because body 
dysmorphia is a disembodying experience. I am seeking to explore the hidden, disturbing, and 
uncanny, portraying a poisoned mode of seeing the world and living in the body.
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Surrealism claims to unlock the subconscious 
and expand into a world beyond the rational, 
yet it simultaneously has remained rooted in the 
reality of a world inherently close-minded and 
patriarchal. The portrayals of women as passive, 
sexualized, or inanimate objects persists 
through the subconscious to the dream world 
of Surrealism. Understanding these narratives 
is critical to my own work as I seek to enter the 
world of Surrealism as a woman artist striving 
to explore women’s experience of mental and 
bodily issues in society. In my work, I explore 
body dysmorphia through the perspective of 
surrealism. At the same time, I want to challenge 
the predominant surrealist portrayals of women. 
I believe that it is impossible to be a woman artist 
in Surrealism without also being in conversation 
with the movement’s problematic past. I am 
seeking to challenge and subvert while also 
affirming my right of belonging as a female 
Surrealist. 

I convey my personal experience of body 
dysmorphia through Surrealist self-portraiture. 
Surrealism as a movement has historically 
been used to access the subconscious and 
portray the uncanny landscapes of dream 
worlds. Rather than using Surrealism as a tool to 
portray a world beyond our reality, I am seeking 
to use surrealism to convey the lived reality of 
an individual living with body dysmorphia. The 
attributes of Surrealism that make it appear 
so unnerving and unnatural are exactly what 
is necessary to illustrate this concept. I am 
interested in exploring how Surrealists use 
objects as motifs in their works, and how I can 
incorporate symbolism. 

SURREALISM

The text Angels of Anarchy: Women Artists 
and Surrealism, edited by Surrealist scholar 
Patricia Allmer, examines a comprehensive 
history of women Surrealists from the early 
20th century through the present day. This book 
includes a series of essays on a range of topics 
including representation, the body, still-life, and 
portraiture, as well as selections of work from 
a wide array variety of artists that have been 
largely written out of a Surrealist art history. In her 
essay, “Of Fallen Angels and Angels of Anarchy,” 
Patricia Allmer declares, “...whilst Surrealist 
thought radically challenged hierarchies, 
it often remained blind to its own gender 
politics, locked in heterosexual, sometimes 
homophobic, patriarchal stance positioning 
and constructing women (and never men) as 
artists’ muses, femme-enfants, virgins, dolls, and 
erotic objects”. She also notes that no woman 
had ever been listed as official members of the 
original Surrealist movement. This information 
challenges just how radical Surrealism truly is 
and it highlights the hypocrisy embedded within 
the movement 1. 

Fig. 2:  Angels of Anarchy: Women Artists and 
Surrealism edited by Patricia Allmer, 2009.

BODY DYSMORPHIA

Body dysmorphia is a disorder of self-
perception. It is predominantly focused above 
the neck, most frequently the surface of the skin 
(75%), but is also often focused on the shape 
of the head, hair, and facial features1. Body 
dysmorphia is an issue that is very prevalent in 
today’s society - affecting about 1 in 50 people. It 
is even more prevalent in specific demographics, 
including women, teens, and people with 
existing psychiatric conditions2. Despite its 
pervasiveness, the psychological effects of this 
condition are rarely openly discussed. 

In, “Being seen or being watched? A 
psychoanalytic perspective on body 
dysmorphia,” printed in The International 
Journal of Psychoanalysis , clinical psychologist 
Alessandra Lemma explores the development of 
body dysmorphia in children and its later-stage 
effects. She states that, “...from early childhood 
development a child acquires a sense of himself 
as attractive and loveable through the earliest, 
preverbal, interactions with others, most notably 
with the ‘object of desire’ (Britton, 1998), typically 
the mother”. The desirable body is established 
as the foundation for the expectation that the self 
will be loved. This mindset persists throughout 
all of life’s stages to various extents. It fluctuates 
throughout time, as the perception of one’s 
body image is elastic and not static. Yet, with 
individuals who experience body dysmorphic 
disorder, the resulting distress from a perceived 
flaw in one’s appearance is so extreme that 
it can create obsessive behavior and lead to 
surgery or dangerous DIY surgery3.

Alessandra Lemma also explores how BDD 
creates a sense of self-hatred that spurs a 
process of self-objectification within affected 
individuals. Lemma writes, “[t]he patient-as-
object now vilifies himself as object, that is, 
he turns against the split-off part of his ego 
identified with the object (Freud, 1917)”. This 
experience is described as a “splitting” in 
which “[t]he body becomes the object”. This 
objectification and sense of disembodiment 
is something that I am trying to portray in my 
own work. Lemma also writes that within the 
second archetype, the patient “is malignantly 
identified with a harsh and ruthless observer, 
where looking is in the service of destruction, not 
love.”4 I found this line, looking is in the service of 
destruction, not love, particularly powerful. This 
inspired the creation of a new poem I titled “To 
Look With Destruction”, and subsequently the title 
for my exhibition as a whole.

All of these experiences culminate in feelings of 
humiliation under the scrutinizing gaze of others. 
The foremost anxiety raised is that of ugliness 
and being unlovable. Affected individuals view 
themselves from an observer’s perspective. 
As described in Lemma’s paper, people 
experiencing BDD “have lost … the ‘rose-tinted 
glasses’– the self-serving bias that protects 
many of us from too many narcissistic wounds as 
we look in the mirror.” People with BDD describe 
not wanting to look “perfect,” just to look “normal” 
or to “fit in,” but this is a target with constantly 
changing goal posts 5.

Fig. 1:  The international Journal of Psychoanalysis.

1	 Lemma, Alessandra. “Being Seen or Being Watched? A Psychoanalytic Perspective on Body 	
	 Dysmorphia.” The International Journal of Psychoanalysis 90, no. 4 (August 21, 2009): 753–71.
2	 “Body Dysmorphic Disorder.” Cleveland Clinic. Cleveland Clinic. Accessed November 8, 2022.
3	 Lemma, Alessandra. “Being Seen or Being Watched? A Psychoanalytic Perspective on Body 	
	 Dysmorphia.” The International Journal of Psychoanalysis 90, no. 4 (August 21, 2009): 753–71.
4	 Ibid.
5	 Ibid.

Later on in the essay, Patricia Allmer delves 
deeply into the specific history of self-portraiture 
in Surrealism. She highlights the dichotomy 
between male portraits of women as muse 
(read object) and the portrayals of men through 
self-portrait as “masterful creator” and “tortured 
soul”. In reference to Rosy Martin’s “Foreword” 
in The Art of Reflection by Marsha Meskimmon, 
Allmer writes, “[f]or women Surrealist artists the 
genre of self-portraiture is a ‘way of coming into 
representation [...] in which the artist is both the 
subject and object and conceives of how she 
sees rather than how she appears’” 2. This quote 
highlights the powerful capabilities that self-
portraiture can bring to women Surrealists.

This holds significance for my own work in th
at by painting my own self-portrait, I can convey 
exactly how I see myself and the world around 
me through my unique perspective. As mentioned 
above, traditional, patriarchal Surrealists tend to 
objectify women in their paintings, either sexually 
or as inanimate doll. My own experience of body 
dysmorphia results in feelings of disembodiment 
and self-objectification. However, my work is a 
departure from the past in that I am translating 
the way in which I experience dehumanization to 
advocate for greater awareness and personal 
expression. My experience of body dysmorphia 
and self-objectification is due in part to the 
patriarchal and voyeuristic world that we live in, 
and so I am intentionally drawing attention to the 
detrimental effects of such experiences.

1	  Allmer, Patricia, and Roger Cardinal. Angels of Anarchy: Women Artists and Surrealism.  Prestel, 	
	 2009.
2	 Ibid.1 2



The first artist that I discovered that really 
transformed my thinking around Surrealist 
portraiture was Iranian artist, Afarin Sajedi. 
Sajedi’s works immediately mesmerized me. 
Sajedi’s work masterfully deals with color, light, 
and emotion. She successfully creates the 
ethereal and mysterious. I was particularly drawn 
to the way in which Sajedi utilized objects as 
motifs. Sajedi incorporates a variety of objects 
into her compositions, but one recurring image is 
the motif of the fish1. I was captivated by this fish 
and the various ways that Sajedi weaves it into 
her portraits. I was so intrigued by Sajedi’s work 
and her fish that I reached out to her inquiring 
about her work- unfortunately, she has yet to 
respond. However, I began to brainstorm how 
I incorporate this idea into my own work as a 
result. Afarin Sajedi’s work may forever remain 
a mystery to me, yet still it launched my creative 
thinking on this project.

Another artist that I have drawn great inspiration 
from is Argentinian-Italian Surrealist Leonor Fini. 
As a young artist in Paris, Leonor Fini defied the 
traditional roles of student, muse, or lover- the 
roles traditionally open to young women of her 
stature. Instead, she pioneered her own path 
and practice of painting powerful and striking 
Surrealist landscapes and portraits. 

In the painting, The End of the World, painted 
by Fini in 1948, we can see an eerie portrayal 
of Fini herself in the center of a murky lake 
shrouded in fog. The figure appears statue-like, 
it has a waxy appearance and an unnatural 
aura. It reflects into the dark waters, surrounded 
by dead plants, carcasses, and skulls. The 
background of the image reveals a vast, 
desolate landscape. The objects in this work are 
extremely symbolic, signaling the end of times, 
death, and destruction. The portrayal of the 
figure as an object-like form reveals the resulting 
dehumanization from chaos.

This work was central to the development of 
my project and the way in which I approached 
self-portraiture. Prior to discovering this image, 
I was focused solely on how I would depict my 
own self-portrait and I was less concerned with 
the background imagery. This image opened 
me up to the possibility of working my figure into 
a Surrealist landscape. The landscape in this 
work is dark, ominous, with an eerie sense of 
vagueness.  It adds to the overall impact of the 
portrait and expands the narrative created by 
the stone bust figure.

SELF PORTRAITURE AND MOTIFS

Fig. 3: Illusion 5 by Afarin Sajedi, 2016.

Fig. 4: The End of the World by Leonor Fini, 1948.

EARLY IDEATION

At the start of this project, I felt stuck. Sketching 
was getting me nowhere- I had a vague sense of 
what I wanted the painting to convey, but no idea 
of how to portray that abstract idea. I struggled 
to formulate my composition and develop motifs 
like Sajedi’s fish and Fini’s skulls and carcasses. 
My first attempt to break out of this rut landed 
me in the process of mind-mapping. I developed 
a large list of objects that were all vaguely 
connected to my topic, but none of them felt quite 
right. They did not feel personal enough, and I felt 
they lacked authenticity.

Fig. 5: Mind-mapping exercise. Fig. 6-9: Early sketching iterations.

1	 Sajedi, Afarin. Afarin Sajedi. Accessed November 8, 2022. https://www.afarinsajedi.com/.
2. 	 Mcdermon, Daniel. “Sex, Surrealism and De Sade: The Forgotten Female Artist Leonor Fini.” The 	
	 New York Times. The New York Times, November 6, 2018.

This painting inspired me to consider painting my 
own self-portrait in a similar statuesque manner. 
I am seeking to intentionally dehumanize myself, 
as Fini does. I want to paint myself in this style to 
represent the sense of distance that I experience 
when viewing myself from a third person 
perspective- the body as object or vessel, one 
that does not match what it contains inside.

3 4



METHODS: POETRY METHODS: COLLAGE

I then decided to look to poetry for inspiration. 
I immediately felt success with this mode of 
research. As I’ve previously discussed, I feel 
that Surrealism is an excellent artistic form for 
portraying the experience of body dysmorphia. 
Similarly, I think that poetry’s ability to convey 
emotion in unconventional ways and transcend 
logic was perfect for exploring my subject matter. 
I discovered a variety of poems that connected 
with me and inspired my thinking, but one in 
particular stuck out to me - Sylvia Plath’s poem 
“Mirror”.

This poem is written from the perspective of the 
mirror and it deals with body dysmorphia in the 
context of anguish around an aging body. In the 
poem, the mirror transforms into a lake, and an 
old woman leans over it searching for herself in 
its reflection. The woman becomes distraught 
and sobs at the lie she sees reflected back to 
her. Everyday, the woman returns to the mirror, 
searching for herself, yet everyday instead of 
seeing the young woman that she imagines 
herself to be, the mirror reflects back to her 
the image of an old woman that is likened to a 
“terrible fish” 1.

In many of my early iterations, I found myself 
feeling stuck in the usage of the mirror as a motif- 
all my ideas felt trite and played out. Yet, in this 
poem, Plath does not shy away from the mirror 
but rather turns the traditional concept of the 
mirror within the context of body dysmorphia on 
its head by telling the story from such a unique 
perspective. This poem pushed my thinking and 
inspired me to investigate creative new ways of 
handling the mirror.

Fig. 10: “Mirror” by Sylvia Plath, 1963.

I also began writing my own poetry for 
inspiration. I have always been drawn to poetry 
throughout my life as a creative outlet for dealing 
with dark emotions and persisting through 
difficult times. However, I have never used my 
poetry as inspiration for other forms of art. Now, 
I began writing poetry around the topic of body 
dysmorphia and just letting myself see where 
my writing would take me. When I am writing 
poetry, I feel the least confined and often develop 
unconventional imagery and perspectives- 
exactly what I was searching for in this project. 
By writing poetry, I was able to further explore 
my own emotions as well as to pull new imagery 
from my diction. I have found that because 
poetry does not follow the same rules as regular 
forms of writing, the freedom allows for greater 
exploration. Writing poetry has helped me 
access the metaphorical and discover surprising 
connections and symbolic representations that I 
would not have been able to develop otherwise.

I have found another extremely helpful method to 
be the process of collaging. At first, I experimented 
only with manually collaging with paper images. 
Through the process of physically cutting the paper 
and playing with the images by hand, I did not 
feel confined by the restrictions that I sometimes 
experience in Photoshop and Illustrator. This 
process enabled me to move objects with ease 
and I achieved a sense of surprise and delight that 
I have a harder time realizing when I overthink my 
design. Like my poetry writing process, collaging 
allowed me to create interesting object relationships 
and develop uncanny juxtapositions. After the 
hand collaging, I then moved into creating digital 
iterations of my collage. I explored many different 
compositions, before settling on my final concept.

Fig. 11: Early version of my poem, “Bon Appétit”

Fig. 12: Manual Collage

Fig. 13-17: Digital Collage1	 Plath, Sylvia. “Mirror.” New Yorker, August 3, 1963.5 6



EXHIBITION DESIGN

In developing my exhibition plan, I wanted to 
maintain a sense of symmetry and balance 
throughout the space. The piece itself is very 
large and has so much visual weight that I 
wanted to ensure that there was plenty of 
negative space in the rest of the studio for the 
eye to breathe. The poems that hang across 
from each other are small enough so that they do 
not detract from the painting, but flow naturally 
with the rest of the work. The viewer is meant 
to walk through the room and read the poems 
while engaging with the painting to create one 
holistic experience. The painting and poems are 
in dialogue with each other and the viewer.

Fig. 18: Complete exhibition view. 8



DETAIL SHOTS

Fig. 19: Detail shot of podium, dentures and eel. Fig. 20: Detail shot of mirror and fly. Fig. 20: Detail shot of meat, flower, forceps, and fly. Fig. 21: Detail shot of podium head and eel.
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HANGING POEMS

The poems hang in octagonal frames that mirror 
the shape of the frame within the painting. They 
rest at eye level, behind a reflective glass casing. 
The glass forces the viewer to confront their own 
reflection as they read the poems contained within.

The poetry expands upon the narrative created by 
the painting by offering greater context and insight 
to the visual imagery. They are at times raw and 
emotional, and at others cold and disconnected. 
They access dark, difficult subject matter through 
symbolic terms and metaphorical language.

Fig. 22-27: Hanging poems in gallery.
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Fig. 30: Poem, “Decay” Fig. 31: Poem, “Bon Appétit”Fig. 28: Poem, “To Look With Destruction” Fig. 29: Poem, “Free Fall”

	13 14



Fig. 32: Poem, “Decay” Fig. 33: Poem, “Snow Angels”

CONCLUSION

My subject matter is centered around the 
experience of body dysmorphia, and so one 
might expect that I would focus on imagery 
of the body in my work. However, I am not 
interested in portraying the body, but rather, 
I want to symbolically portray the feeling of 
body dysmorphia. For example, imagining the 
slimy surface texture of an eel sliding through a 
disembodied set of unnatural dentures creates 
a visceral feeling of bodily discomfort. This 
imagery replicates the sense of internal disgust 
created by body dysmorphia. As previously 
mentioned, Alessandra Lemma examines how 
body dysmorphia creates a process of self-
objectification, described as a “splitting” in which 
“[t]he body becomes the object”. This is why I 
focus on the object rather than the body in my 
work.

In creating To Look With Destruction, I hope to 
open a narrative on body dysmorphia and shed 
light on a world shrouded in secrecy. Through 
this project, I have discovered just how much 
Surrealism and the experience of Surrealism 
and body dysmorphia mirror each other, and the 
power of the self-portrait. However, perhaps one 
of the most significant findings from my research 
is the capacity for poetry to aid in my creative 
process, spur self-reflection, and complement 
my painting pursuits. Moving into the future, I plan 
to continue fusing painting and poetry to develop 
rich, meaningful work.
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