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Exhibition of the week Tracey Emin: A Second Life
Tate Modern, London SE1 (020-7887 8888, tate.org.uk). Until 31 August

Tracey Emin “is an icon”
—and arguably “the most
famous artist in Britain”,
said Eddy Frankel in The
Guardian. Back in the
1990s, her confrontational,
confessional work “shaped
a generation, shocked

a nation, changed what
art could be”; she became
an art-world superstar
and a tabloid target,

an emblem of the era’s
hedonistic excesses. Yet
this exhibition at Tate
Modern “isn’t about that”
- nor is it a conventional
retrospective. Instead,

the show is an “intimate,
dark and claustrophobic”
record of the way she has

widely vilified and mocked.
The “notorious” work is
here and it looks “as squalid
as ever”. Accessorised

with “bedraggled sheets™,
cigarette butts, empty
vodka bottles and used
condoms, it is “a forlorn
reminder of lost innocence”
and a raw, powerful work
of art. Unfortunately, it only
serves to show how “slight”
much of Emin’s other work
seems. The phrases on her
neon-light works could
have been “lifted from

a greeting card”. Her
bronze sculptures of the
female form “would have
appeared out of date

a hundred years ago”.

“laid herself bare” before
us over the years. “Don’t
come here looking for a good time — you won’t find it.” There

are early video works in which Emin — whose father was Turkish-
Cypriot — recounts the prejudices she faced growing up in 1970s
Margate; harrowing installation art and films exploring an
abortion in the early 1990s, which the artist describes as an
“emotional suicide”; and recent paintings created in response to
radical surgery she underwent after being diagnosed with bladder
cancer. (The exhibition’s title — A Second Life — refers to Emin’s
new lease of life post-recovery.) Not all of it is good, by any
means. But it’s a show of work “so raw, so visceral, so emotionally
honest” that it will not fail to move you.

Emin is now “a national treasure”, said Alastair Sooke in The
Daily Telegraph. It’s been quite a journey: when her installation
My Bed was shown in the 1999 Turner Prize exhibition, she was

My Bed (1998): “a forlorn reminder of lost innocence”

I was ready to cheer on
“Saint Tracey of Margate”,
patron saint of marginalised artists, but I “left frustrated”.

On the contrary, this show is full of powerful work, said Jackie
Wullschlager in the FT. Merging high art with messy everyday
details, “Emin smashed taboos about women’s bodies, desires,
abuse, periods, pregnancy .... Her raunchy vernacular yanked
female working-class life into the rarefied, male-dominated
establishment. That is a triumph, assuring her place in British
art history.” Her recent paintings, depicting an “inner hellscape”,
are “monumental”. Emin was prophetic in “making art that
was almost entirely about herself”, said Mark Hudson in The
Independent — and it’s so expressive, so “deeply felt”, that it
seldom feels “self-indulgent”. The show ends abruptly, and

I was left wanting more. But I was “entirely convinced.
Britain’s greatest living woman artist? Oh, I think definitely.”

Where to buy...

The Week reviews an
exhibition in a private gallery

at Ordovas

The colour red — associated

with passion, violence, nobility,
embarrassment and a host of other
qualities — is the subject of this small
but elegant exhibition examining

The face of Anne Boleyn

Hever Castle in Kent,
Anne Boleyn'’s childhood
home, “is capitalising on
its Tudor connection”

by assembling “the
greatest number

of portraits believed

to be of Boleyn”

ever collected, says
Olivia McEwan in

The Guardian. Capturing
a Queen: The Image

of Anne Boleyn is
spearheaded by Hever’s own “Rose” Boleyn
portrait, from 1583 (above), during her daughter

its use in contemporary and modern
art, featuring works from Joan
Mir6, Robert Motherwell, Lygia
Pape and Cecily Brown, among
others. The force the colour can
carry is fully exploited in works such
as Umar Rashid’s 2024 portrait of
an exiled Haitian pretender-king,
radiating from the subject’s buttoned
jacket to mirror the simmering
impatience implied by his hunched
pose. Elsewhere, an expressionistic
scene by the American painter Eric
Fischl sees a woman apparently
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Cecily Brown’s The § Senses (red), 2025

freeing herself of a shocking crimson
robe, her thigh just touching the
bonnet of a sports car painted in

an identical hue. Abstract artists

— Ellsworth Kelly, Bridget Riley —
take a more subtle approach, using
unusual shades to introduce an

odd, pulsating effect to their
compositions. Prices on request.

25 Savile Row, London W1 (020-7287
5013). Until 24 April

Elizabeth I's reign (decades after Anne’s death).
“Overarching the whole enterprise is the
question: what did Anne Boleyn look like?” And
despite the plethora of portraits here, from the
16th to the 19th century, there are no clear
answers. The curators question the popular
belief that Henry VIII erased all Boleyn imagery
after her 1536 execution. Even so, there is only
one verified portrait, a medal, from her lifetime,
but it may have been iconographic rather than
a real likeness. There’s a Holbein sketch, but

it may not actually be of her. The curators
wonder: “Do any of these faces show the real
Anne Boleyn, or only the legend she became?”

© TRACEY EMIN, DACS 2026/COURTESY THE SAATCHI GALLERY, LONDON



