SHORT ESSAY EXAMPLE 
Robert Mapplethorpe – Untitled Self-Portrait (1973)


The black-and-white photograph shows the lower portion of Mapplethorpe’s standing, nude body facing the viewer.  The picture is vertically cropped from the top of his abdomen to the middle of his parted thighs, with his body roughly centered. It is horizontally cropped from one of the artist’s forearms to the other. On the forearm to the viewer’s right, bulging veins are distinctively visible. The upper section of the image contains the photographer’s hands holding a rectangular Polaroid 360 camera that covers his higher pelvic region and points toward the viewer.  The camera is slightly more in-focus than the rest of the picture. The bottom part of the picture depicts Mapplethorpe’s semi-erect penis covered by a semi-transparent, circular, red sticker. Both the camera and the artist’s stickered penis are centered along the image’s vertical axis. Between the camera and the sticker, a dark area of pubic hair can be seen. Almost immediately behind Mapplethorpe’s body is a brick wall painted a lighter color than the artist’s Caucasian skin. Light shines on Mapplethorpe’s body from the viewer’s right, so that his body is darker on the viewer’s left. 


Mapplethorpe here turns the camera on the observer, as if to document our reaction to the controversial image. Whereas the public as a whole might censor such a picture (hence the ironic sticker), the artist likely seeks to capture our unadulterated, individual reaction, free from societal pretense. Does the viewer actually turn his or her head in disgust? Or does one uneasily react with curiosity, amusement, or even pleasure? 

A second intention may be a comment on the nature of censorship.  In the photograph, Mapplethorpe has taken a picture of himself and then censored it. By this, he may be pointing out how we feel the urge to repress what causes us to doubt ourselves – thus we essentially engage in a censorship of the self. When one sees an image of a naked man, for example, and reacts in curiosity rather than disgust, a desire to subdue this “abnormal” reaction may manifest itself in the impulse to censor the image.
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