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Introduction 

Art has long been used as a tool for exploring social and cultural issues, and in 

contemporary art, gender and identity are two of the most prevalent themes. The works of Cindy 

Sherman and Yinka Shonibare are two prime examples of how contemporary artists use their 

work to explore these themes. This essay will examine the works of these two artists, their 

approaches to gender and identity, and the ways in which their works compare and contrast. 

Cindy Sherman 

Cindy Sherman is an American photographer and filmmaker who is best known for her 

self-portraits. Her work challenges traditional notions of gender and identity by subverting 

cultural stereotypes and exploring the performative aspects of gender. Sherman's work often 

features her in various guises, from Hollywood starlets to clowns, and from historical figures to 

anonymous suburban housewives. 

One of Sherman's most famous series is the "Untitled Film Stills" (1977-1980), in which she 

staged herself as a variety of archetypal female characters from classic Hollywood films. These 

images challenge traditional gender roles by presenting women in a variety of different roles and 

contexts, from the glamorous starlet to the downtrodden housewife. 
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Sherman's later works continue to explore the themes of gender and identity, but in a more 

abstract and conceptual manner. Her "Disasters" series (1986-1989) presents images of herself as 

the victim of various disasters, such as car crashes and house fires. These images are a 

commentary on the ways in which women are often portrayed as helpless victims in the media. 

Yinka Shonibare 

Yinka Shonibare is a British-Nigerian artist who uses his work to explore issues of race, 

identity, and postcolonialism. Shonibare's work often features the use of brightly colored wax-

printed fabrics, which he uses to subvert traditional notions of African identity. 

One of Shonibare's most famous works is "Nelson's Ship in a Bottle" (2010), a large-scale 

sculpture of Admiral Nelson's ship, the HMS Victory, contained within a glass bottle. The ship is 

covered in African wax-printed fabrics, which challenge the traditional associations of British 

naval power with colonialism and imperialism. 

Shonibare's "Diary of a Victorian Dandy" series (1998) explores issues of gender and sexuality 

in the Victorian era. The series features a collection of portraits of a dandy, dressed in brightly 

colored Victorian clothing made from African wax-printed fabrics. The dandy's androgynous 

appearance challenges traditional gender roles and highlights the performative nature of gender. 

Comparative Study 

While both Cindy Sherman and Yinka Shonibare use their work to explore issues of 

gender and identity, their approaches to these themes differ greatly. Sherman's work is rooted in 

the performative aspects of gender, while Shonibare's work explores the intersectionality of race, 

identity, and postcolonialism. 



One of the key differences between the two artists is the use of the self-portrait. While Sherman's 

work is predominantly based on self-portraiture, Shonibare rarely appears in his own work. 

Instead, he uses his fabrics and sculptures to challenge traditional notions of African identity. 

Another difference between the two artists is their use of color. Sherman's work is often 

monochromatic, with a focus on black and white photography. Shonibare, on the other hand, 

uses bright, bold colors in his fabrics and sculptures. This use of color is a deliberate attempt to 

subvert traditional associations of race and identity. 

Despite these differences, there are also similarities between the two artists. Both Sherman and 

Shonibare challenge traditional notions of gender and identity through the use of performative 

elements. Sherman's work often features her in various guises, playing different characters and 

exploring the idea of the constructed nature of gender. Similarly, Shonibare's use of wax-printed 

fabrics challenges traditional ideas of African identity and highlights the performative nature of 

identity. 

Furthermore, both artists explore the intersectionality of different identities. Sherman's work 

often touches on issues of class and femininity, while Shonibare's work explores the intersection 

of race, identity, and postcolonialism. Both artists use their work to critique societal norms and 

challenge the viewer's assumptions about identity. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Cindy Sherman and Yinka Shonibare are two contemporary artists who 

use their work to explore issues of gender and identity. While their approaches to these themes 

differ, both artists challenge traditional notions of identity and use performative elements to 

highlight the constructed nature of gender and identity. Through their work, they critique societal 



norms and challenge the viewer's assumptions about identity, race, and gender. As contemporary 

artists continue to explore these themes, the works of Sherman and Shonibare will continue to 

serve as powerful examples of the ways in which art can be used to explore complex social and 

cultural issues. 




