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Life in plastic? Not so fantastic
Charley Pearson talks to artist Sam Humphreys about how the world just isn’t Barbie perfect
Tuesday 4th March 2014
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All photos courtesy of Sam Humphreys
What images spring to mind when you think of Barbie? To many, she is the epitome of perfection: blonde,
beautiful and the luckiest and most envied girl in the whole world. She has the nice convertible, the tanned
boyfriend and all the clothes she could wish for. Nothing bad ever happens to Barbie – right?
It was her status as the most iconic doll in history that inspired 41 year old Sam Humphreys to create a series of
images that show Barbie in a darker light, as the victim of domestic abuse.
Based in Essex, Sam is a multi-media artist currently in her final year of a Contemporary Art & Design degree at
Writtle College. Sam describes herself as always having been artistic growing up, fondly remembering rainy
days at school that meant she could “stay in and draw”.

Currently on display at Leicester University’s exhibition ‘Speaking Out’, which has the sole focus of showing
what art can teach us about the effects of violence against women and girls, Sam’s recent series ‘What If?’ fits in
perfectly.
She says: “The series is based on the theoretical question ‘What if we were to teach our children at an early age
about the harsh realities that face some?’ [But] clearly we wouldn’t dream of exposing children to such things
[so] my work is by no means intended to be used as an educational tool.”
In the lead up to her 55th birthday next week, Barbie receiving a negative critique is far from anything new. The
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plastic figurine has often been criticised for her unrealistic portrayal of a young woman’s body, which can lead to
girls becoming caught up in trying to emulate her aesthetic perfection. This may involve taking extreme
measures, including undergoing plastic surgery and even the development of eating disorders. Blondie Bennett
recently revealed she is undergoing hypnosis to ‘dumb down’ to be like Barbie.
Research has shown that given a Barbie doll’s average height of 11.5 inches, at a 1:6 scale she would measure in
at 5 feet 9 inches – tall, yes, but not all that uncommon for a female in the 21st century.
The shocking part comes when keeping in line with the 1:6 scale she would have an 18 inch waist, a 36 inch
chest and 33 inch hips. Her BMI would be so low she would be unable to menstruate. She would also be
physically incapable of lifting her over-sized head and be forced to walk on all fours.

Barbie has always been at the centre of controversy, with the ‘Barbie Babysits’ in 1963 coming with a How to
Lose Weight book which contained the advice “Don’t eat!”. The book accompanied ‘Slumber Party Barbie’
again two years later, this time including pink bathroom scales permanently set to 110lbs (7 stone 8 pounds)
which is around 2 and a half stone underweight for a woman of Barbie’s height.
Despite this, Sam does not think dolls such as Barbie should be taken away from children and has “many happy
memories” of her dolls. “I played with dolls a lot as a child [although] not Barbie much as they weren’t around
then. The doll of my childhood was Sindy.”
Despite many parents’ worries that allowing their children to play with the plastic icon may lead to body issues
later in life, Sam believes “all we can do as parents is teach our children right from wrong and about acceptable
behaviour towards others”.
Barbie’s controversial flawlessness is what first inspired Sam to feature the doll in her ‘What If?’ series. “By
using Barbie dolls, an iconic toy that oozes perfection, I am demonstrating that life for some is by no means
perfect.”
“the pressure to be photo ready is simply part of life now”
When I first came across Sam’s work, I was immediately captivated by just how much Sam has been able to
express in single images. Her series speaks volumes, and her use of Barbie is genius; the girl with the perfect
hair, perfect skin, and perfect clothes, in a state far from how she is presented to the world on a daily basis.
The series is made up of ten images, which as well as dealing with domestic abuse, “also explore insecurity,
loneliness, illness and addiction”. Sam chose these hard-hitting subjects as the basis for her art “because these
are issues that many are dealing with on a daily basis. In reality, we cannot teach children about the harsh
realities that face many adults such as abuse, addiction etc. which is why I would never suggest we do.”

3 of 7

12/03/2014 19:41

Life in plastic? Not so fantastic | Nouse

http://www.nouse.co.uk/2014/03/04/life-in-plastic-not-so-fantastic/

Sam’s work shows Barbie with heavily bruised eyes and a split lip. Another shows the doll staring at herself in
the mirror side-on, reminiscent of the famous mirror television advert highlighting anorexia and bulimia.
Barbie is also shown with a near-empty glass of wine and a cigarette in one hand, with a baby in the background,
whilst another doll is shown purging into a toilet. One even depicts poor Barbie beaten to death on the grass.
With the tag-line ‘we shouldn’t be taught life is perfect’, the dolls are the perfect half-way point between fantasy
and reality.
The collection of images has faced criticism online for only highlighting the domestic abuse of women, whilst a
staggering 40 per cent of domestic abuse victims are reported to be male.
Whilst it is true that domestic abuse amongst men is not as uncommon as it is often shown in the media, the
exhibition at Leicester University focuses on how female survivors can overcome their traumatic and harrowing
experiences and in turn promote a positive view of women’s forms of resistance and empowerment, through art.
Online critics aside, Sam tells me she has had “only very positive responses to those who have viewed the series,
especially from people directly involved with domestic violence, including victims.”
Sam’s work is engrossed in highlighting societies’ wrong-doings and shedding light on issues we overlook on a
day to day basis, as well as trends found in popular culture. A lot of Sam’s current work is focused around the
need to constantly document our lives on social networks such as Twitter and Instagram, and the pressure we
face to always be “photo-ready”.

“It fascinates me that it is now an automatic response for many to show the world their every move.”
Sam isn’t wrong. We are all more than aware that all it takes is one scroll down your Facebook or Twitter to
know what Lady Gaga wore today, the new Nike Air Max a member of Geordie Shore bought, and what your
housemate had for dinner.
However, this isn’t the sinister side Sam sees. She refers to the ‘selfies’ and ‘#dinner’ images as “the lighter side,
then there’s the updates that may reveal things about themselves that perhaps should be kept private”.
The emergence of the social network has no doubt taken over our lives. One of my favourite pieces by Sam
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featured on her website shows an etching of Queen of the selfie, Kim Kardashian on a pint glass. To be more
precise, it is her infamous ‘belfie’ alongside various hashtags such as #ineedyourapproval,
#ineedtheworldsapproval and #modernprobs.
Sam explained to me that the Kim Kardashian in a pint glass image is “about how it is becoming part of life for a
generation to seek approval by way of posting a selfie and waiting for the likes to appear. I used Kim as she has
famously posted a tutorial on how to take the perfect selfie.”
“I am demonstrating that life for some is by no means perfect”
“I think we need to be clear that if we don’t take control of what we put on the internet, then the internet will
control us. I think the pressure to be photo ready is simply part of life now, due to all mobile devices coming
with a camera.”
Sam remains firm that she doesn’t blame celebrities for the pressure we feel to be “photo-ready” whenever the
time calls, just the same as she doesn’t blame Barbie. She told me she doesn’t actually blame anyone, and it is
simply “just the way life is now”.
“I have been exploring these issues using photography and my newfound passions of monoprinting and lino
print and I aim to delicately bring together the digital presence with the physical being.”

Within two minutes of being on Sam’s website, I was fascinated with her work surrounding the areas of
consumerism and celebrity culture. It seems satirical yet accepting and all the while extremely powerful, even if
it is just writing on a mug.
Everything slots into place aesthetically perfect and makes for an authoritative image that makes you rethink,
and maybe even feel a little guilty, for instagram-ing that selfie a few nights ago.
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