Analysis of an Art Piece

Nathan Shave, The Road to a You-Topia Leads Only to Isolation, 2022.
Mixed media (pencil & acrylic inks)
Brief: You-Topia
Size: 50cm x 58cm

Caption / Description

A monochrome world cracks open with a single glowing letter — the capital “I” — where two
hands cling to one another in saturated colour. Everywhere else, life is grey. A lonely figure
sits at the summit, fully formed yet completely hollow, he is the “You-Topian Man’.

The work critiques modern culture of self-optimisation, suggesting that pursuit for a perfect
self doesn’t actually complete a person. Instead, a private paradise empties the soul.



Artist Statement

If you look closely at the centre of the artwork, you'll notice something strange: the outside of
the piece is done in pencil, except for one glowing shape. A giant capital letter “I”, lit up in
bright yellows and oranges and blues, like a window cut into a black and white photo.

This is the most important part of the piece.

Inside the glowing “I”, two hands grip
each other tightly. They are made of
warm, vibrant colours that bulge out
of the page. Meanwhile, everything
outside the letter — the mountains in
the distance, and the small hollow
figure at the top — stay grey and
drained. All of the colours have been
sucked out of them.

This piece is about the modern

obsession with “self-improvement”

and the dangers that come with it.

+#4 The idea that you need to work hard
- enough on your body, friendships,

and success.

4 Society says that if you just do

. enough, you will become a perfect
version of yourself: a “You-Topia”.
But the artist asks: what if that idea,
taken far enough, doesn’t make you
more of a person, but less of one?

Follow the hands around the piece and you’ll find objects that don’t quite fit: a wedding ring
sitting just outside the “I” (love, pushed aside), a necklace with no colour in it (wealth, worth
nothing), a dumbbell in the corner (a body that can never stay perfect forever). Each one of
these things is something people chase for self-improvement, and each one has been
drained of its life by chasing after it.

At the very top sits a small, faceless stick figure. He almost looks like a doodle or a kid's
drawing. He is the only character that is drawn completely without being distorted. But he is
also totally empty: he has no colour, no expression, no soul in his eyes. This is the big twist:
the most “finished” version of a person turns out to be the emptiest.

The title says it plainly: chasing a perfect version of yourself leads to a very lonely place.



In-depth Analysis of the piece

Since a ‘You-Topia’ can be interpreted as the “perfect man/woman”, the focus was drawn almost

immediately to ideas about perfectionism or personal idealism.

Upon extrapolation of the brief, ‘You-Topia’ led to analysing an alternative view of what self-
perfection means for the individual. Popular novels like Brave New World by Aldous Huxley and
1984 by Geroge Orwell analyse how a perfect society is impossible, often counterintuitively creating
a Dystopia instead. As a result, just as a utopia is impossible to achieve, the piece questions

whether a ‘You-topia’ is possible either.

The piece criticises modern culture’s striving for self-perfection and the ego that comes with that.

Instead, it depicts an exhausting, isolating pursuit of self-perfection.

The capital | is the central motif of the piece, and the most notable feature in centralising the ‘“You-
Topia’ concept. Colour (using acrylic ink) appears only inside the frame of the capital “I” —

everywhere else remains monochrome, drawn in pencil. This capital

prioritising one’s own life over others.

The hands enveloping each other in the centre of the piece are
bright and vibrant, using harsh yellows and oranges to proceed
towards the viewer. This creates an exposure that makes it pop
out. This represents a self-absorption and determination to
achieve everything alone.

Directly plays into the idea “Happiness Comes from Within”,
instead criticising this modern pseudo-philosophical view and
indirectly noting that true happiness comes from shared
experience with others.

By contrast, the monochrome (pencil) exterior shows how
passion/love is drained from the world, becoming a chore rather
than a joy. The world is still exuberant just as the centre of the
piece is, but it loses its flair when the focus is exclusively on
oneself.

The “I” in the centre of the piece
loosely echoes a Christ cross. While
subtle, this suggests a God complex
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Figure 1: Early test of the “I” centre concept

Tests of using the letter “I” as a symbol
reveal the over-prioritisation of the self over




The hands within the piece are a significant symbol for the way they are presented and the items
that they hold. Each hand symbolises a different part of self-improvement which is idolised to the
point of obsession.
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The merging hands in the centre represent a distortion of reality and holding
oneself hostage to unrealistic ideals. Similarly, since each hand holds
something of value to create a ‘You-Topia’, the hands in the middle hold
each other, essentially implying that the self is the most valued item.

The ring in the top left symbolises relationship/marriage, noting how they are
over-valued and ultimately stripped away by idolising them too much. The
ring is also placed slightly outside of the “I”, which shows that the priority is
not really about the partner but about the self.

The necklace in the hand on the right represents material wealth. It critiques how money spent on
physical things is actually void of real value. Hence, it has no colour because it ultimately brings no
happiness at all, not even e fleeting amount.

The dumbbell in the bottom left symbolises the pursuit of an idealised physical body. However, it
nods towards the fact that the effort feels futile, especially when no progress is made or as one
ages and the fitness disintegrates.

The screaming man at the bottom right of the image represents striving
to become physically “big and strong”. Simultaneously stripped bare —
noted by his lack of shirt — and being vulnerable to the reality. The
figure clings to the distorted, merged hands because he wants the
idealised life but cannot attain it.

The man represents the concept of “death of the old self”, instead
embodying a disappointment that follows this loss, rather than a
success or joy. This portrays an alternative take on the “changing for
the better” notion, questioning whether it is really always for the better
and instead sometimes for the worse.

Figure 2: Early concept art of the
screaming man

The background of the image contains distant mountains with a flat plain between the foreground
and the background. The distance of the mountains is significant. While the mountains are grand,
they fade into the distance and become unobtainable. The flat middle-ground implies an emptiness
and solitariness to the scene. Despite the chaos of the foreground, there is no middle-ground — only
emptiness. This instead presents a real isolated Ness to the scene.

The supporting textual reference in the background — the lyric “it hurts ‘cause it was nobody’s fault”
— is a reference to the Quadeca song ‘The Feeling of Drifting Apart’ from his From Me To You
(Deluxe) album. The line — while being about a breakup in the context of the song — is featured to
reinforce how isolation is self-inflicted; there is no villain in this story, no external force stripping the
figure of connection. The person striving for a “You-Topia’ only has oneself to blame for the
loneliness that comes with it.



Another significant symbol is the stick figure character

at the top of the image. This character is the “You-
5 ‘ Topian Man'. Sitting at the top-centre of the “I”, the
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The figure is visibly small and insignificant in the scheme of
the piece but is the only fully actualised figure in the piece —
as the other full-bodied man is still distorted in some way —
and as a result, are the only true remains of the individual.
This takes “dying to your past self” to a dramatic level.

The fact that he is the most complete figure in the composition
and also the most vacant is the piece’s central irony: total self-
actualisation, taken to its logical end, produces not a fuller
person but an emptier one.

Even the figure’s eyes are distinctly empty, a stark contrast to for a ‘enitdcitiens,
the detailed eye that he sits upon. Almost as though his soul loc f m_qself
has been taken in place of an over-dramatic large eye in the i
centre.

Overall, the piece closes in on how the pursuit of a personal utopia — including the perfect body,
relationship, and hobbies — all push other people away.

The title — The Road to a You-Topia Leads Only to Isolation — summarises the motif of the work:
chasing a dream will only leave the pursuer feeling hollow and devoid of joy.

Ultimately, the piece argues that the modern obsession with self-optimisation is not a path to
fulfilment but instead an erasure of it. The isolation is self-authored, the consequence of a life spent
building an “I” rather than a “we”. A You-Topia, the piece insists, was always, definitionally, a private
paradise built for an audience of one, and a paradise built for one is no paradise.



