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Abstract 

 

This studio-based research consists of a textual analysis as well as a pictorial output. It 

focuses on the specific interactions that occur between the artist, the model and the sitter 

in the production of studio portraits. I shift the emphasis from the portrait as an object or 

a record of a personality to the process of posing and depiction, and argue that the concept 

of the sitter as a portraitÕs referent is a ÔcounterfeitÕ endemic to portraiture. The sitter is a 

specific pictorial construct that manifests at the intersection of performances by an artist 

and a model in the studio. This research will contribute significantly to the discourse on 

artist/model/sitter transactionsÑ a discourse that is underexamined in the genre of 

portraiture.  

This thesis begins by outlining the theoretical and critical discourses that circulate 

through portraiture. In Chapter 1, I define and examine concepts of likeness, 

conventionalism, subjectivity, pose, costume, composition, artist, model, sitter, and the 

studio interface. I provide a systematic account of these portrait fundamentals through the 

lenses of semiotics and iconography, and then through photography and the counterfeit.  

Chapter 2 provides a catalogue of portrait pictures that contextualise my work and 

expand concepts of the counterfeit. It begins with a brief survey of the American graphic 

tradition that informs my practice and ends with a survey of contemporary portrait 

pictures that destabilise conservative concepts of the sitter. 

Chapter 3 outlines my studio methodology. It contains a technical assessment of my 

process of producing cast fibreglass substrata with embedded photographs as well as 

details about my photography, mark-making and video production. Chapter 3 also 

contains a selected exhibition history with analyses of each group of works in relation to 

this research. This history is bracketed by two solo shows; the 2009 exhibition The 

Counterfactual Portrait and the 2012 exhibition Rigged and Framed. 

This exegetical research posits that portraiture can be recategorised as a specific studio 

methodology constructed on a performative fantasy, which results in a counterfeit picture 

that ÔresemblesÕ simply by means of the conventions of composition, costume, and pose. 
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Introduction 

 

There are numerous internationally renowned artists at work today for whom the 

practice and tradition of the portrait is significant. Nevertheless, they seem immune from 

being associated with the class of professional portraitists who design their careers around 

private commissions and eminent prizes, such as the BP Portrait Award (National Portrait 

Gallery in London) and the Archibald Prize (Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney). 

To refer to a contemporary artist as a portraitist engages the sort of genre distinction that 

can make one feel hopelessly outmoded. While most of these distinctions have given way 

to theoretical labels, portraiture seems uniquely resilient. Perhaps it is because of the 

primacy of Western individualism;1 perhaps it is due to the prime position of portraits in 

discourses about the nature of representation. The work outlined in this exegesis focuses 

on the interactions between artist, model, and sitter and has one principal aim: to 

investigate and expose the counterfeit that is implicit in the act of portrayal.  

Put simply, the counterfeit is the fraudulent inversion of the model-body and the 

portrait-sitter. As I will demonstrate, this pretence is primarily achieved through pictorial 

strategies of composition, pose, and costume, which are the conventions of portraiture. 

Issues of Ôreal identityÕ are irrelevant to this research pursuit. Notions of identity, fixed or 

otherwise, are so unstable to be rendered indefensible, dualist in an outmoded fashion, 

and irrelevant to the definition and spectacle of portraiture. The sitter is a construction 

based on a fiction and presented as an authority. Portraiture, as it has also been rooted in 

status, uses the counterfeit to justify its own significance. The process of transfiguring the 

model, and generating the counterfeit sitter, is a rigging implicit in all studio portraiture. 

The process and the product, as well as the participants, can be contained in the notion of 

rigged portraits. The word rigging is intentionally meant to conjure up connotations of 

ÔriggedÕ events: rigged games, rigged elections, etc. To be rigged, or to be suspected of 

having been rigged, an event must seem overdetermined and clearly advantageous to a 

particular agent or agents. This is certainly the case in portraiture. For a rigged event to 

occur, however, it requires the assent of a number of participantsÑobservers, actors, 

benefactors and dupes. In this way, the rigged event reflexively interrogates the structures 

that uphold the circumstances of the event. Remarkably, the rigging can occur again and 

again and again, even after it seems that the anatomy of the con has been revealed. In 

                                                   
1 WoodallÕs excellent reader on portraiture contains this point in the opening paragraph. Joanna 

Woodall, Portraiture : Facing the Subject, Critical Introductions to Art (Manchester ; New York: Manchester 
University Press : Distributed exclusively in the USA and Canada by St. Martin's Press, 1997), 1. 
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order to explore rigging, I provide a detailed analysis of the systems and structures that 

conceal, reveal, and exploit the counterfeit subject.  

This analysis will be limited to ÔformalÕ studio portraiture in which there exists a 

physically, environmentally, and psychologically immediate transaction between the artist 

and model in a studio. Certainly, the principles, as they shall be outlined, are applicable to 

a wider range of portrait production, but the scope will be limited for clarity and 

thoroughness. Because portraiture is so often defined by its connection to something that 

exists outside the picture and beyond the purview of the spectator,2 and because that 

connection is constructed on the perception of a ÔlikenessÕ of an individualÑan image of a 

person in which a prominent face exhibits a specific character3ÑI perceive an opportunity 

to redefine and re-categorise portraiture as a specific studio methodology constructed on a 

performative fantasy, and resulting in a counterfeit picture (having been rigged). This 

picture ÔresemblesÕ simply by means of the conventions of composition, costume and 

pose. Using this framework, the portrait can be redefined as a depiction rigged from a 

model. Because this exegesis focuses exclusively on pictures, it would be even more 

precise to say a portrait is a picture rigged from a model. 

As a foundation for the themes and concepts explored in this exegesis, it is necessary 

to identify and define certain key terms. The first set of terms is artist, model, sitter, 

studio, and medium. The artist is the agent who both determines the environment of the 

studio (the presence of the artist is the only exigency of the studio as a location) and 

extends the invitation to the model to enter into the portrait transaction. Even in the case 

of commissioned works, the prerogative of the work is associated with the artist. 

However, it is too simplistic to suggest that the artist ÔcontrolsÕ the encounter with the 

model; in fact, the artist is equally, if not more, unstable and unsure than the model. These 

are psychological speculations that do not offer any insight into the process or result of 

the portraitÕs making. Whether or not the artist ever touches brush to canvas or finger to 

shutter, it is the artist who initiates the portrayal. It is well known that in the 

contemporary portrait encounter, the artist may well be alone in the studio with a 

(typically photographic) picture of the model as a reference or model. In this case, the 

artist interfaces with the existing portrait-picture. This particular type of third-order 

                                                   
2 The signifying aspects of the portrait, specifically identified by the authors of the cited texts which are 

specific to portraiture: Brilliant, De Salvo, Doy, Kozloff, McPherson, Soussloff, West, and Woodall chief 
among them, will be thoroughly detailed in Chapter 1. 

3 The traditionally held dualist concept of the portrait, in which the face is read as an index of the mind. 
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depiction will not be explicitly addressed. Rather, my discussion will be limited to a 

proximal physical encounter (even telecopresent)4 between artist and model.  

The sitter has a conventional role in portraitureÑthe unique individual, Òliving or 

once-livingÓ,5 who poses and is depicted by the artist. The very existence of the portrait 

conveys the message that the sitter ÔdeservesÕ to have a portrait done. This is a clever bit 

of tautological reasoning; worthy sitters have portraits made. The existence of the portrait 

justifies and even amplifies the worthiness of the sitter to be portrayed.6 

The model also has a conventional role in figurative art: the anonymous human mass 

in the studio. As such, the model functions as an animated mannequin. In his assessment 

of early modern portraiture, Harry Berger elucidates the way that the portrait processÑ

the act of portrayalÑtransfigures the sitter into a model: an object of fantasy, fabulation, 

and symbolic codes.7 I will argue for a very different effect. I assert that when the body 

enters the studio as a model, it is transformed, or mutated, through the act of portrayal, 

into a sitter. The physical encounter is one of an artist with a collection of specific 

schemata and a model with a specific physicalityÑindicated by the pose. Primarily 

through pose, costume, and composition, the sitter-substitute is depicted and only exists 

as such in the portrait-picture. More simply, sitters only exist in portraits. The sitter is the 

mutated model. 

Perhaps owing to the myriad studio pictures by Victorian artists who frequently 

populated their own interior scenes, the typical idea of the artist and model in the artistÕs 

studio conjures a distinctively nineteenth-century image. The imagery goes something like 

this: a dramatically lit spaceÑperhaps by clerestory, skylight, or stoveÑis rendered in 

abyssal earth tones except for the punctuated hues on flesh, brush, palette, and ornament. 

The artist, typically male (as I am), may appear rakish, but more likely paternal, 

commanding, aloof. He is, it seems, wholly unaware of the sexualised negotiation between 

viewer and object. Sharing his spaceÑand it is quite definitively his spaceÑis the artistÕs 

model. She, typically young and female, may be holding a contrived pose, dressing, 

                                                   
4 This term is used by to describe the primarily online digital interface between persons. S. Y. Zhao, 

ÒThe Digital Self: Through the Looking Glass of Telecopresent Others,Ó Symbolic Interaction 28, no. 3 (2005). 

5 A phrase used by Brilliant in his definition of portraiture. Richard Brilliant, Portraiture  (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), 8. 

6 See WoodallÕs introduction for the connection between formal portraiture and worthiness in the 
Western tradition. 

7 BergerÕs essay forms the backbone of his 2000 book of the same title in which he elaborates at length 
about Rembrandt, Early Modern Dutch and Italian portraiture, and the nature of posing. Harry Berger, 
ÒFictions of the Pose: Facing the Gaze of Early Modern Portraiture,Ó Representations, no. 46 (1994). ÑÑÑ, 
Fictions of the Pose : Rembrandt against the Italian Renaissance  (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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undressing, at her leisure, or even sleeping.8 Although this erotic myth of the artist and 

model does not survive the twentieth century intact, the studio remains, particularly when 

it contains artist and sitter, a place of mystery, fantasy, and subsequent paranoia.9 I am not 

interested in destroying the myth of the studio, or even in parody, as this would imply the 

cool detachment of an observer. As my practice and research are in the field of 

portraitureÑand I am ensconced in the studioÑI hope to illuminate the processes from 

within. As has been stated, the presence of the artist determines the environment as 

ÔstudioÕ, and the studio environment has a specific effect on the model as a space in which 

the model prepares for portrayal, expects to be portrayed, and observes the act of 

depiction. The studio is an alien landscape, theatre stage, and projection screen. Rather 

than existing as a passive ground, the studio environment will be engaged as a 

performative, theatrical space. 

The medium is the physical material in which and on which the depiction is fixed and 

so becomes a portrait-picture.10 The medium is self-reflexive in that it suggests the 

mutation/transformation that has occurred in the act of portrayal. It also indexes the 

transaction between artist and model while, at the same time, effacing that indexicality and 

imposing a symbolic counterfeit of the sitter on the depiction. Chapter 3 outlines the 

material strategies I have employed in my investigation of rigged portraits. Life drawing, 

digital video, instant photography, and fibreglass matrices that combine the graphic 

surface with the photographic surface are all utilised in the studio. Each of these 

approaches explicitly or implicitly indicates the theatricality of the pose. The use of instant 

photography induces the conventional, indexical correlation between portrait and studio 

event while the absorption of the instant photo into the marked fibreglass matrix 

superimposes an explicit counterfeit consisting of the symbolic language of formal 

portraiture. This counterfeit is normalised as the experience of a reified sitter. 

Additionally, the use of mobile technologies such as portable TFT screens, smartphones 

and micro-projectors indicates self-surveillance, intimacy and voyeurismÑall intrinsic to a 

contemporary understanding of portraiture.  

                                                   
8 I will quite intentionally use the pronoun ÔheÕ to indicate the artist and ÔsheÕ to indicate the model. Not 

only does this foreground the conventional artist/model dyad and the implicit phallocentricity of that 
transaction, but it has implications for a number of other concerns for this exegesis including the gaze 
transaction, the alterity of the picture, and the engagement with consumerist concepts of glamour. 
Reversing, subverting, or exterminating this aggressive rhetorical trope will draw attention to other concerns 
in subsequent sections of this exegesis.  

9 Frances Borzello, The Artist's Model  (London: Junction Books, 1982); Martin Postle and William 
Vaughan, The Artist's Model from Etty to Spencer  (London: Merrell Holberton, 1999); Catherine M. Soussloff, 
The Subject in Art : Portraiture and the Birth of the Modern  (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). 

10 The medium will be detailed in Chapter 3. 
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The second set of terms is specific to the act of portrayal: likeness, substitution and 

identity. Likeness, as it can be understood pictorially, will be used synonymously with 

resemblance.11 It can be roughly understood as a physiognomic and psychological 

consistency, or correlation, between model and sitter (human and artefact). This depends 

on a concept of fixed identity that can be attached to a fixed visual feature set. Given that 

most often the model is unknown to the spectator, except by portrait-pictures, the quality 

of likeness in an art historical sense of skilled description is insignificant. Indeed, if the 

portrait displays a certain level of dexterity, it will be assumed that it is indeed a fine 

likeness. The outmoded notion of the artist-genius having an uncanny ability to ferret out 

the indefinable quality or character of the model and visually fix that quality in the features 

of the portrait is untenable. Aristotelian mimesis as a functional criterion for portraiture 

has, like so many other aspects of visual understanding, been decimated by photography. 

In ÒMeditations on a Hobby HorseÓ, E.H. Gombrich writes, ÒAll art is image-making 

and all image-making is rooted in the creation of substitutes.Ó12 The portrait may be a 

picture rigged from a model, but the spectator cannot apprehend the model in the picture. 

The sitter, as a substitute, Òsupersedes the modelÓ.13 Gombrich identifies two qualities that 

are necessary for the substitute to exist: first that it functions adequately and convincingly 

as the original functioned, and second, that the function ÔmattersÕ.14 In a portrait, then, 

one needs to decide whether the sitter functions as convincingly as a ÔrealÕ person. To this 

end one can conclude not only yes, but that in many ways, the substitute (sitter) exceeds 

the original (model) in seeming far more ÔrealÕ than the unknown referent. Secondly, then, 

one must ask if it matters that the sitter exists; that is, if it matters that the portrayal 

occurred. In this respect, the tautological importance and value of the portrait manifests. 

If it didnÕt matter, then the portrait would not have been executed.  

Intrinsically attached to concepts of self and subjectivity, identity has traditionally 

been defined by dualism: the mind/character manages the body but is not limited by it. A 

fundamental boundary exists between the self (subject) and the body (object). Identity can 

be understood in this context as distinct from identification and identifiabilityÐthe realm 

of physiognomy and text. The relationship between identifiability and portraiture is 

illuminated by the art-historical obsession with sleuthing out the name and rank of every 

                                                   
11 Chapter 1 details the specifics of mimesis, likeness, resemblance and naturalism. 

12 E. H. Gombrich, Meditations on a Hobby Horse : And Other Essays on the Theory of Art, 4th ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1985), 9. 

13 J. David Miller and Gilbert J. Rose, ÒArtist and Model: Psychoanalytic Perspectives,Ó The International 
Journal of Psychoanalysis 86, no. 2 (2005): 541. 

14 See Gombrich ÒMeditations on a Hobby HorseÓ, 7. 
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body depicted in a portrait, and the prevalence of qualifiers, such as ÔanonymousÕ and 

ÔunidentifiedÕ attached to groups of works or individual portraits. According to the most 

fundamental definitions of portraiture, a lack of identifiability would seem to unhinge the 

reception of the work, but, to the contrary, it doesnÕt seem to affect the perception of the 

work, or its categorisation as a portrait. This can be accounted for if, in keeping with the 

dualist perspective, one claims to be able to apprehend the identity in the work, even if it 

is unidentifiable. As I will demonstrate in Chapter 2, it has in fact become quite common 

for artists to exploit this fetishisation of the subject.  

The final set of terms relates specifically to the counterfeit: historiated portrait, 

mimicry/masquerade, impersonation/dissimulation, performance and re-enactment. The 

term counterfeit (also used by Jean Baudrillard to describe first order simulacra)15 is used 

broadly to encompass the range of topics and strategies listed here. The counterfeit is the 

theatre of the portrayal and the mutation of the model disguised as ÔnaturalÕ or 

pronounced as grotesque.  

As this exegesis was inspired by research into the prevalence of contemporary 

portraits that are congruous with an art historical type known as the historiated portrait, 

or portrait historiŽ,16 it is worth elaborating on this type here. The historiated portrait is 

understood as a portrait of a known individual in the guise of another, typically a 

historical, mythological, or allegorical figure. From the simplest costume elements (as in 

the work of RenŽe Cox or Gillian Wearing) to elaborate and highly detailed tableaux (as in 

the work of Yasumasa Morimura or Matthew Barney), these strategies can all be read as 

indictments of the authority and status granted the sitter in a conventional portrait 

scheme.17 Each of these contemporary practitioners shifts the locus of the sitter from 

without to within, rendering the model-body obsolete and unknowable.  

In their respective works on Rembrandt, Svetlana Alpers defines the portrait historiŽ as 

Òa portrait of someone in historical guiseÓ and Simon Schama as Òa commissioned 

likeness of an individual got up as a character from scripture or mythologyÓ.18 In her 

impressive survey of the portraits historiŽs of Henri IV, Emily Paviour Bakemeier describes 

this genre as Òa recognizable portrait of an individual, with the clothing and attributes of 
                                                   
15 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, The Body, in Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, 1994). 

16 Emily Paviour Bakemeier, ÒThe Portraits HistoriŽs of Henri IV (1589-1610)Ó (Dissertation, Princeton 
University, 2002). 

17 See GrundbergÕs  introductory essay Andy Grundberg, Crisis of the Real: Writings on Photography since 
1974, 2nd ed., Writers and Artists on Photography (New York: Aperture, 1999). 

18 Svetlana Alpers, The Vexations of Art : Vel‡zquez and Others  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 
53; Simon Schama and Rijn Rembrandt Harmenszoon van, Rembrandt's Eyes, 1st ed. (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1999), 333. 
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another figure from history or mythologyÓ.19 Used synonymously with the French term 

are the English phrases Ôhistoricised portraitÕ20 and Ôhistoriated portraitÕ.21 The use of the 

French terminology follows art historical convention, much like the use of terms such as 

ecorchŽ and trompe lÕoeil. (For clarity, I will mostly use the term Ôhistoriated portraitÕ 

throughout this exegesis. This usage should not be confused with the use of the adjective 

ÔhistoriatedÕ in the context of intricate decorative pieces of typography in medieval 

manuscripts that often combine patterns, human figures, flora, and fauna to create large, 

initial letters.)   

The late work of Italian painter Giorgio de Chirico (fig. 1) provides a good example of 

the inherent confusion that can be caused by historiated portraiture. In the 1940s and 

1950s de Chirico created a series of self-portraits in which he depicted himself in 

extravagant costumes associated with Rubens and Titian while simultaneously referring to 

himself and signing his works Òpictor optimusÓ.22 The least prevalent works in de ChiricoÕs 

oeuvre, these paintings can be difficult to access. I will argue that despite the obscurity 

and inherent mystification of the form, the portrait historiŽ is currently sustaining an 

unacknowledged resurgence as an artistic strategy. Information specifically addressing 

historiated portraiture has only recently become more prevalent among art historians. 

Rose WishnevskyÕs often cited, but unpublished and untranslated, 1967 German 

dissertation on Dutch portraits historiŽs is the exception. The first comprehensive attempt to 

elucidate the genre was a 2006 conference in the Netherlands, at Radboud University, in 

which a distinguished group of art historians traced the development of the historiated 

portrait from antiquity to the work of Joseph Beuys and Philip Guston.23 Also of note are 

the dissertations of Emily Paviour Bakemeier and Sarah Crawford-Parker, both of which 

contain excellent bibliographies on the portrait historiŽ.  

The range of artistsÕ reactions to the historiated portrait can be roughly plotted on a 

spectrum with mimicry and masquerade at one pole and impersonation and dissimulation 

                                                   
19 Bakemeier, ÒPortraits HistoriŽsÓ, 1. 

20 Phoebe Avery et al., ÒJan De Bray and the Classical Tradition,Ó ed. National Gallery of Art 
(Washington D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 2004); Mieke Bal, ÒWomen's Rembrandt,Ó in Museums after 
Modernism : Strategies of Engagement, ed. Griselda Pollock, Zemans, Joyce (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007). 

21 Bakemeier, ÒPortraits HistoriŽsÓ; Sarah Crawford-Parker, ÒRefashioning Female Identity: Women's 
Roles in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Historiated PortraitsÓ (Dissertation, University of Kansas, 1996). 

22 Hans Dam Christensen, ¯ystein Hjort, and Niels Marup Jensen, Rethinking Art between the Wars : New 
Perspectives in Art History  (K¿benhavn: Museum Tusculanum Press : University of Copenhagen, 2001); Pere 
Gimferrer, Giorgio De Chirico  (New York: Rizzoli, 1989). 

23 Radboud is currently endeavoring to publish a book that contains expanded versions of the papers 
that were presented. I am currently in contact with a PhD candidate and lecturer at Radboud who is both 
engaged in the publication of the text as well as completing a dissertation on the portrait historiŽ in 16th and 
17th century Dutch painting. 
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at the other. This distinction is based on the level of deception in the work as well as the 

primary focus and initial conceptual impact of the work. Mimicry and masquerade are 

strategies used by performers, satirists, and parodists in which the emphasis is on 

recognising the surrogate as a performer; the viewer recognises that the surrogate is 

wearing a disguise but may or may not be readily able to see their features. This denial of 

unmediated equivalence prompts a number of questions for the spectator: Why has this 

ÔotherÕ person masqueraded as the first? Is it subversive, ironical, comedic? Is it a coup 

whereby the surrogate, as the Other, assumes and subsumes the character of the referent? 

Is it an alternative history, even one in which the surrogate exists instead of the referent? 

Is it anachronistic or atavistic? 

The masquerade, as a particular type of theatre, seduces the spectator through this 

ambiguity. In contrast, dissimulation and impersonation are strategies employed by those 

for whom the surrogateÕs anonymity is crucial to the initial perceptual impact of the 

referent. For example, consider a black-and-white photograph of Lee Harvey Oswald 

being assassinated (fig. 2). The viewerÕs first interpretation is familiar, iconographicÑa 

simple reading of a known entity. Only after this initial decoding does the viewer begin to 

suspect and eventually detect the artifice in Yasumasa MorimuraÕs photo-montage. Why 

does the prominent escort in the photo look different? In fact, why do all the figures look 

like they are the same man? This is not ÔrealÕ; it is staged. Why has this sham been 

constructed? Who is the surrogate, and, furthermore, who is the subject? The viewer is 

left to puzzle out the consequences of this impersonation. Impersonation and 

dissimulation differ from mimicry and masquerade in the intent of the participants in the 

act of portrayal to deceive, however briefly, the spectator. This deception, once it is 

revealedÑif it is revealedÑcan never be recovered for the spectator. It only persists as an 

un-resolvable doubt. 

In the studio transaction, both masquerades and impersonations require the 

participation of a model. When the model is confronted with the studio medium, a 

performance takes place. I invite the model into the studio. There she sits, stands, ambles 

about while I prepare lighting, camera, easel, pad, whichever, or perhaps all. The model 

may be consciously projecting a persona or simply adapting to the implicit and explicit 

scrutiny, but at either extreme, the result is performative, transformative. I think of this 

event as the Ôperformative mutationÕ. It is necessarily co-operative, as the artist depicts the 

model. Depiction is the making of a picture: a synthesis of fetishism, description, and 
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fantasy.24 Regardless of the medium chosen, some influence of fantasy, large or small, 

exists. As my sitter is framed and the carbon is smeared across the surface, or the strobes 

pop, I form, abandon, and reform a host of fantasies as I affix the picture. I have termed 

this event the Ôdepictive mutationÕ. Both ÔmutationsÕ could be read as ÔcorrectiveÕ in the 

Gombrichian sense of the word. The model impersonates a model being depicted; she re-

presents herself, and masquerades as a sitter or impersonates a sitter. The artist 

manipulates the model until some correspondence with the idea of a sitter emerges. The 

modelÕs self-corrective performance exerts pressure on the artist. The artistÕs self-

corrective practice exerts pressure on the model. The sitter as an independent agent 

(portrait-picture), quite distinct from both the artist and the model, blinks into existence at 

the intersection of these two corrective metamorphoses. The studio briefly contains this 

event. The question remains, what processes lead to the creation of the sitter? And what 

are the alternative outcomes? It may be tempting to read this research as an attempt to 

quantify some sort of value in portraiture, to divine a metric by which portraits may be 

measured to be either simply avatars, simply descriptions, or exemplary pictures. 

Judgment is intrinsic to the concepts of performance and authority in portraiture, and so 

rather than avoid such calculated assessments, my research seeks to use them within the 

studio context. 

This term Ôre-enactmentÕ will be used to describe a specific strategy in which the artist 

and model either overtly or covertly prepare and stage a particular event, historical 

occurrence or extant picture. Re-enacting a portrait has two implications for each studio 

body: first the model re-enacts her own past pictures with which she has an affinity and 

the artist re-enacts a methodology from which other portrait-pictures have been 

produced, whether or not they are his own. Second, both the artist and the model re-enact 

a ÔtypeÕ of picture that manifests portrait orthodoxy as well as an aspirational fantasy of 

the sitter. Finally, by their very staging, re-enactments proclaim artifice and inauthenticity 

while typically obsessing over ÔauthenticÕ and ÔrealisticÕ details and affects. 

Having defined the key terms and themes of this exegesis, the following chapter, 

Chapter 1, will survey the theoretical and critical discourses surrounding portraiture, and 

interprets four paintings through various discursive lenses. I propose to shift the 

definition and understanding of the genreÑspecifically as it pertains to the transaction 

                                                   
24 An excellent analysis of the dimensions of the word ÔdepictionÕ can be found in Michael PodroÕs 

inquiry into the characteristics of representational pictures, and the relationships between recognition, 
subject and medium. ÒAs the subject is explored and sustained through the symmetries of its depiction so it 
is through the procedures of the medium.Ó Michael Podro, Depiction  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1998), 9. 
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between an artist, a sitter, and a model in the studioÑto concentrate concerns on the 

counterfeit.  

At the (literal) heart of this investigation is a catalogue; Chapter 2 introduces the 

American graphic tradition in portraiture and surveys recent portraits, providing a pictorial 

analysis of specific images. This is followed by Chapter 3, which details my own studio 

research and methodology, and charts the development of concepts of rigging in my own 

work.  

 



 

 
11 

 

Chapter 1: Theoretical and Critical Discourses on Portraiture 

 

A portrait desires to be understood as a portrait, even when the relation to the original is practically 
crushed by the actual pictorial content of the picture.1  

 

 

Portraiture comprises a range of concerns that, for the sake of clarity and organisation, 

will be divided in section 1.1 into five major topics: likeness (including mimesis, 

resemblance, naturalism and substitution); conventionalism; subjectivity (including 

identifiability, physiognomy and dualism); portrait components (including pose, costume, 

and composition); and the interface between the artist, model, sitter, and the studio. I will 

consider each of these topics in section 1.2 through the historical and theoretical 

discourses of semiotics and iconography and in section 1.3 through the critical discourses 

of photography and the counterfeit.  

I will use four works of art to illustrate these topics: Pablo PicassoÕs La Belle 

Hollandaise (fig. 3), Paul OuterbridgeÕs Dutch Girl (fig. 4), Marlene DumasÕ Models (fig. 5), 

and Hendrik KerstensÕ Bag (fig. 6). PicassoÕs work was executed in the Netherlands during 

a vacation in 1905; its subject is an innkeeperÕs daughter.2 The Outerbridge photograph 

has been described as a reference to the Picasso work as well as being a very early example 

of a colour photograph of a nude.3 The Kerstens photograph (of his daughter) makes 

obvious allusions to seventeenth-century Dutch portraits, especially those by Johannes 

Vermeer, and contains a visual play on the Dutch cap evident in the first two pieces, here 

having been replaced/created by a polyethylene shopping bag. The Dumas work consists 

of 100 drawings. A scan of this mass reveals recognisable pictures, some from film, some 

from fashion, and some copies of faces in Western ÔmasterpiecesÕ, including those by 

Vermeer. Choosing these four works is an overt ploy to expose and indict the stereotypes 

of portraiture that have been established and nurtured based on the ÔGolden AgeÕ Dutch 

portraits of Rembrandt van Rijn, Vermeer, Frans Hals, Judith Leyster, etc. 

 

 

 

                                                   
1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, A Continuum Book (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 128. 

2 From the Queensland Art Gallery description. See: 
http://qag.qld.gov.au/collection/international_art/pablo_picasso 

3 Paul Martineau, Paul Outerbridge, and J. Paul Getty Museum., Paul Outerbridge : Command Performance  
(Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2009). 
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1.1: Likeness, Conventionalism, Subjectivity, Portrait Components, and 

Artist/Model/Sitter/Studio Interface 

 

Likeness (Including Mimesis, Resemblance, Naturalism, and Substitution) 

Portrait-pictures are defined by their perceived relationship to the faces and bodies 

they present. This imitative mandate has its roots in AristotleÕs concept of mimesis and 

the Biblical concept of likeness. Putting aside Classicism and Catholic school for the 

moment, artists, especially draughtsmen, first encounter the issue of mimesis in primers 

on drawing. In one of the most influential, Kimon Nicolaides puts it quite unambiguously,  

There is only one right way to draw and that is a perfectly natural way. It has 
nothing to do with artifice or technique. It has nothing to do with aesthetics or 
conception. It has only to do with the act of correct observation, and by that I 
mean a physical contact with all sorts of objects through all the senses.4  

Foregoing the debate on the usefulness of this sort of reductive pedagogy, it is instructive 

to note that studio artists with a formal education in draughtsmanship and painting will, 

almost certainly, have encountered a similar treatise at some phase of their development.  

Of course, the phenomenon of objective description has never been as unequivocal as 

Nicolaides would have his students believe. The concept of likeness, with its theological 

and pop-cultural associations with the Creation of Man,5 precedes that of mimesis in the 

developing mind of the studio artist. What they share in common is the notion of a 

natural referent,6 a stable object that exists outside of the picture and confers meaning 

upon it.  In portraiture, this relationship is complicated by interpretations of identity, 

individuality, and self. I will discuss each of these characteristics associated with the 

portrait-picture in subsequent sections. 

Both Aristotelian mimesis and ecclesiastical likeness carry the extra burden of artistic 

vision; a concept that an essence of truth, or ideal, manifests itself in the imitation, at least 

in the worthy imitation.7 As Aristotle said of portraiture, Òwe must copy the good portrait 

painters who, while rendering the distinctive form and making a likeness, yet paint people 

                                                   
4 Kimon Nicola•des, The Natural Way to Draw: A Working Plan for Art Study  (London: Deutsch, 1972), 

xiii. 

5 Cook traces ÔlikenessÕ to its Hebrew root: ÒThe term ÔlikenessÕ (ÔtemunahÕ) derives from a root (ÔminÕ) 
that classifies creatures into kinds and species; it contains in embryo an implied notion of mimesis while at 
the same time comprising a religious orientation to the Creation and perhaps even to the Flood -- to a 
narrative, in effect, that was to be left in the holy words of Scripture.Ó Albert Spaulding Cook, Dimensions of 
the Sign in Art  (Hanover, NH: Published for Brown University Press by University Press of New England, 
1989), 206. 

6 See KriegerÕs reference to the Aristotelian referent, a Òneutral and prior Ôobject of imitationÕÓ. Murray 
Krieger, ÒThe Ambiguities of Representation and Illusion: An E. H. Gombrich Retrospective,Ó Critical 
Inquiry 11, no. 2 (1984): 184. 

7 See WoodallÕs excellent synopsis of these concerns in the introduction to her reader on portraiture.  
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better than they are.Ó8 It is also instructive to reflect on AristotleÕs refinement of 

NicolaidesÕ mandate. For Aristotle, the artist had the unique ability (ÔgeniusÕ) to suggest 

the truth that illuminates the real: 

The Ôtrue ideaÕ for fine art is derived from the eidos, the general concept that 
the intellect spontaneously abstracts from the details of sense. There is an ideal 
form, which is present in each individual phenomenon but imperfectly 
manifested. This form impresses itself as a sensuous appearance on the mind 
of the artist; he seeks to give it a more complete expression, to bring to light 
the ideal which is only half revealed in the world of reality.9  

In portrait-pictures, these ideals can be said to be virtues, character traits, social ranks, 

aesthetic characteristics, or even achievements, and portraitists have been consistently 

judged based on the ability to convey such ideals.  

The conceit of portraitsÑthat they present ÔrealÕ personsÑalso relies on a specific 

effect that they have on viewers; namely, that they elicit something between empathy and 

jealousy, an effect heightened by their existence as beings neither alive nor dead. It is this 

unique ontology that Hans-Georg Gadamer so eloquently describes in Truth and Method. 

For Gadamer, the portrait is Òan intensified form of the general nature of the pictureÓ.10 

This intensification is based on what he calls the ÔoccasionalityÕ11 of portraits, the specific 

link between the intention of the picture to represent and its presentation. Portraits are 

ÔintensifiedÕ pictures, pictures that occupy this ontological middle ground.  

Hence a picture is equipoised halfway between a sign and a symbol. Its 
representative function is neither a pure pointing-to-something, nor a pure 
taking-the-place-of-something. It is this intermediate position which raises it 
to its own unique level of being.12 

 
 

Conventionalism 

It is worth expanding on the discourse surrounding words and pictures. Today, it is 

commonplace to speak about ÔreadingÕ pictures or referring to pictures as ÔtextsÕ; this is the 

legacy of four decades of semiotics in the visual arts. As a draughtsman, my every instinct 

informs me that there is a deep difference between words and pictures, although I share 

W.J.T. MitchellÕs sentiment about this instinct: ÒMy inability to discover a firm, 

                                                   
8 Aristotle et al., Aristotle: The Poetics. Longinus: On the Sublime. Demetrius: On Style, The Loeb Classical 

Library [Greek Authors] (London; New York: W. Heinemann; G. P. Putnam's sons, 1932), 57. 

9 Aristotle and S. H. Butcher, Poetics, Dover Thrift Editions (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1997), 
153. 

10 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 131. 

11 Ibid., 127-128. 

12 Ibid., 137. 
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unequivocal basis for the distinction between words and images doesnÕt mean, of course, 

that there arenÕt any real distinctions to be observed.Ó13  

This pertains to the previous sectionÕs concerns with likeness, resemblance, and 

naturalism. The underlying concern for conventionalism is the relationship of signs to 

reality, or pictures to the objects they present. Although typically traced to PlatoÕs 

Cratylus,14 conventionalism here will be read primarily through Nelson Goodman and his 

responses to Gombrich. Summarising Goodman (and Roland Barthes), Mieke Bal and 

Norman Bryson state, Òrealism is entirely conventionalised, and the vraisemblance of an 

image is described as a quality that can be accounted for without reference to a criterion 

of fidelity to a natural world.Ó15 If resemblance necessitates a referent, the extra-pictorial 

object to which the picture refers, then it stands that the picture would establish an 

adequate reference. But, as Goodman states: 

The plain fact is that a picture, to represent an object, must be a symbol for it, 
stand for it, refer to it; and that no degree of resemblance is sufficient to 
establish the requisite relationship of reference. Nor is resemblance necessary 
for reference; almost anything may stand for almost anything else. A picture 
that representsÐÑlike a passage that describesÑan object refers to and, more 
particularly, denotes it. Denotation is the core of representation and is 
independent of resemblance.16 

It is certainly the case that a picture may resemble something without representing it. One 

might stroll through the National Portrait Gallery, or flip through the pages of a glossy 

magazine, and come across a picture that ÔresemblesÕ a friend. However, one wouldnÕt 

conclude that the picture ÔrepresentsÕ that friend. So it stands, according to Goodman, that 

the relationship between the picture in question and anyone it may represent is equally 

contingent, or, in GombrichÕs damning assessment, that it is Òcomplete relativismÓ and 

that this conclusion, drawn out to its logical end, posits that Òthere is no such thing as 

resemblance to natureÓ.17  

It may more appropriate to leave room in the middle.18 Meyer Schapiro certainly 

advocates this position when he states that his essay, ÒOn Some Problems in the 

                                                   
13 W. J. T. Mitchell, ÒWord and Image,Ó in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. Robert S. Nelson and 

Richard Shiff (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 57. 

14 See Mitchell ÒWord and ImageÓ and ÑÑÑ, Iconology : Image, Text, Ideology  (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1986). 

15 Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson, ÒSemiotics and Art History,Ó The Art Bulletin 73, no. 2 (1991): 103. 

16 Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art; an Approach to a Theory of Symbols  (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 
1968), 5. 

17 E. H. Gombrich, The Image and the Eye : Further Studies in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation  (Oxford: 
Phaidon, 1982), 279. 

18 Woodfield, in Gombrich on Art and Psychology, makes the case for a tempered approach, ÒMuch of the 
misunderstanding of Art and Illusion has arisen from a failure to grasp the relationships between natural 
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Semiotics of Visual ArtÓ, will address the Ònon-mimetic elements of the image-sign and 

their role in constituting the signÓ but qualifies this, stating itÕs unclear whether those 

elements and signs may be conventional or natural.19 The challenge, as it is in any treatise 

on portraiture, is to avoid becoming set in the absolute ends of these ontological 

positions, and instead to attempt to navigate the complex manners in which portraits are 

produced and apprehended, and to clearly delineate the terms of a perception of an 

objective reality.  

Richard Brilliant states, ÒArtists . . . represent people in portraits by means of the 

established or invented schema whose recognizable content shapes the identity of the 

subject and conveys it to the beholder.Ó20 An entire section could be devoted to the 

complex transactions, interpretations, and assumptions engaged in the phrase Òartists 

represent people in portraitsÓ. Besides the obvious confusion of using ÔrepresentÕ here to 

mean both the act of portrayal and the mimetic dimension of representation, there is the 

subtle implication that the artist is the subject matter. In addition, the very language of 

description, Òpeople in portraitsÓ, establishes, before the point about conventional schema 

is made, that the portrait ÔcontainsÕ or ÔcapturesÕ people and is thus bound to the ÔrealÕ. 

An examination of conventionalism does not just focus on the Ôlinguistic turnÕ in 

opposition to the Ôpictorial turnÕ (to borrow two phrases from Mitchell).21 Rather, it 

delineates the implications and influences of conventionalism on portrait-pictures and 

relates those points to the act of portrayal and the spectatorship of the portrait. 

 

Subjectivity (including Identifiability, Physiognomy, Dualism) 

Although this exegesis does not depend on either the psychological dimension of the 

ÔsubjectÕ in portraiture or the sorts of analyses of physiological phenomena of interest to 

                                                                                                                                                   
effects and conventional constraints in the perception of images. The question of whether illusionistic 
imagery is natural or conventional is a product of a habit of thinking in terms of polarities, of black and 
white, when it should be recognised that there is a range of gray in between...Ó Richard Woodfield, Gombrich 
on Art and Psychology  (Manchester ; New York: Manchester University Press ; Distributed exclusively in the 
USA and Canada by St. Martin's Press, 1996), 9. 

19 In the first paragraph, Schapiro states, ÒIt is not clear to what extent these elements are arbitrary and 
to what extent they inhere in the organic conditions of imaging and perception. Certain of them, like the 
frame, are historically developed, highly variable forms; yet though obviously conventional, they do not have 
to be learned for the image to be understood; they may even acquire a semantic value.Ó Meyer Schapiro, 
ÒOn Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art: Field and Vehicle in Image-Signs,Ó Simiolus: Netherlands 
Quarterly for the History of Art 6, no. 1 (1972): 9. 

20 Brilliant, Portraiture, 38. 

21 See MitchellÕs chapter titled ÒThe Pictorial TurnÓ in Picture Theory in which he begins with 
philosopher Richard RortyÕs invocation of the Ôlinguistic turnÕ and puts forth an argument that 
contemporary anxiety over the ontology of pictures suggests a Ôpictorial turnÕ in the human sciences. W. J. T. 
Mitchell, Picture Theory : Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1994). 
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those for whom pattern and facial recognition abilities and technologies are paramount, it 

is impossible to investigate the contemporary portrait without encountering numerous 

references that hinge on these very topics. I will contextualise these topics within the 

established discourse of this exegesis. 

The notion of subjectivity, as understood as the embodied experience of a unique 

mind, is often invoked in relation to portraiture. It is common to consider the portrait an 

interpretation by the artist of physiognomyÑboth the modelÕs physique and mind.22 

Barbara Stafford refers to the physiognomic turn as Òcorporeal connoisseurshipÓ, 

suggesting a specialised ability, a Òsomewhat sinister capabilityÓ, to see the spirit in the 

flesh.23 One also must be cautious to consider the use of the word ÔsubjectÕ as it can mean 

the Ôsubject matterÕ and so be de-coupled from subjectivity. Consider Donna De SalvoÕs 

ambiguous statement, ÒWhat all portraits have in common is that they take people as their 

subjects.Ó24 Ernst van Alphen describes this fetishisation of the subjectivity of the 

portrayedÑand the portrayer tooÑas Òthe cornerstone of bourgeois western cultureÓ.25 

This recalls an earlier point made about the assumption inherent in portraits that the 

portrayed is worthy of being portrayed. The concept of subjectivity is thus tied to the 

concepts of authenticity and authority26 (the very concepts that this exegesis undermines). 

ÒThe portrayer proves her/his artistic originality by consolidating the self of the 

portrayed.Ó27  Even if the conceit of embodied subjectivity in portraiture is denied, the 

tradition of the conceitÑand the insistence on the rarity of Òtrue portraitsÓÑcan be 

exploited.28 GadamerÕs concept of ÔoccasionalityÕ should be reiterated in this context. The 

                                                   
22 ÒThe face is thus a sort of mask which may be used, through the mechanics of expression, to hide a 

person's true nature, but which, if it can be ÔreadÕ correctly, may be seen to display the essential nature of the 
person within.Ó Peter Hamilton, Roger Hargreaves, and National Portrait Gallery (Great Britain), The 
Beautiful and the Damned : The Creation of Identity in Nineteenth Century Photography  (Aldershot, Hampshire, 
England ; Burlington, VT: Lund Humphries, 2001), 63. 

23 Barbara Maria Stafford, Body Criticism : Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine  (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1991), 84. 

24 Donna M. De Salvo et al., Face Value : American Portraits  (Southampton; Paris; New York: Parrish Art 
Museum; Flammarion, 1995), 22. 

25 Ernst van Alphen, ÒThe Portrait's Dispersal : Concepts of Representation and Subjectivity in 
Contemporary Portraiture,Ó in Portraiture : Facing the Subject, ed. Joanna Woodall (Manchester ; New York: 
Manchester University Press : Distributed exclusively in the USA and Canada by St. Martin's Press, 1997), 
239. 

26 ÒIt is because we see a portrait of somebody that we presume that the portrayed person was 
important and the portrayed becomes the embodiment of authority in whatever way. Thus, authority is not 
so much the object of portrayal, but its effect. It is the portrait which bestows authority on an individual 
self.Ó Alphen, Art in Mind, 240. 

27 Ibid., 239. 

28 Sayers, in this catalogue essay, emphasises again and again the importance of the ÔintimateÕ 
relationship between artist and sitter, and, after invoking Matisse, states Òtrue portraits are rather rareÓ. 
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portrait intends to present a subject and so the spectator searches the portrait for the 

embodied subjectivity: ÒA portrait desires to be understood as a portrait, even when the 

relation to the original is practically crushed by the actual pictorial content of the 

picture.Ó29  

The reaction to the individual subject in the portrait ranges from the valedictory to the 

vitriolic. On one end of the spectrum is RŽmy Saisselin, whose dated language is noted, 

and his conclusion, written as a kind of lament, that portraits are no longer really possible 

(in 1963), that individuality has given way to bureaucracy and generality: ÒThe art of being 

a man, which was one of the motifs or portraiture, no longer exists.Ó30  On the other end 

is Benjamin Buchloh:  

To the very extent that subjectivity is now universally socialized in the process 
of collective production and social organization, the portraitÕs claim for right 
of survival in depicting Òthe individual subjectÓ borders on the obsolescent if 
not the obscene.31 

Connections between the perceived subject in portraits and the pictures themselves 

depend on two criteria: naming and physiognomy. Both can be related to the concept of 

identifiability in portrait-pictures. Although Catherine Soussloff defines portraits as 

Òdepictions of the subject in artÓ,32 she is ambivalent about likeness and naming, claiming 

the reductionist position that Òa history of portraiture would boil down to nothing more 

than a history of namingÓ.33 She also maintains that the conceptual and practical 

difficulties of linking subject to picture through likeness results in a standard of portraiture 

that relies on assumptions of our own abilities to connect a picture to its subject. 34 

 

Portrait Components: Pose, Costume and Composition 

From the above, one could conclude that the portrait-picture is neither entirely 

conventionalised nor entirely naturalistic. It is illusionisticÑa complex mixture of 

iconicity, indexicality, and symbolism. One could also conclude that the portrait-picture 

may have a quality of identifiability and may inspire in the spectator a myth of subjectivity, 

                                                                                                                                                   
Andrew Sayers, ÒIntimate Portraits,Ó ed. National Potrait Gallery (Canberra: National Portrait Gallery, 
2002).  

29 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 128. 

30 RŽmy Saisselin, Style, Truth and the Portrait  (Cleveland: The Cleveland Museum of Art, 1963), 24. 

31 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, ÒResidual Resemblance: Three Notes on the Ends of Portraiture,Ó in Face-
Off: The Portrait in Recent Art, ed. Melissa E. Feldman (Philadelphia: Institute of Contemporary Art, 
University of Pennsylvania, 1994), 58. 

32 Soussloff, The Subject in Art, 2. 

33 Ibid., 3. 

34 Ibid. See Chapter 1, ÒA Geneology of the Subject in the PortraitÓ. 
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but that there is no transplantation of personality or subjectivity between the picture and 

its ÔsubjectÕ. Gadamer has said Òa portrait desires to be understood as a portrait.Ó35 This 

section investigates the three components that constitute the embodiment of that desire: 

pose, costume, and composition. It is assumed that that the pictures under consideration 

are perceptible to unrelated spectators. Dreams, visualisations, memories, and other 

images that exist in the mind are not under consideration.36 The pose is the most complex 

and will dominate this discourse, but that is not to discount the costume (including the 

nude, presentation of flesh, and adornment) or the composition.  

Costume is entirely symbolic. It would be impossible to see an un-costumed sitter. 

The term costume includes clothing; objects meant to be held, hung, or attached to the 

body or clothing; and personal adornments, such as hair (present and absent), jewellery, 

tattoos, and body modifications (scarification, piercings, surgeries, prostheses, and 

chemical alterations). Additionally, the nude as a conventional type will be treated as a 

costume. As Kenneth Clark has famously argued, and John Berger, T.J. Clark, and Lynda 

Nead have reiterated, nudity is a costumeÑa symbolic form.37 Nead, of course, dismantles 

Kenneth ClarkÕs distinction between ÔnakedÕ and ÔnudeÕ. ÒThere can be no naked ÔotherÕ to 

the nude, for the body is always already in representation . . . there is no recourse to a 

semiotically innocent and unmediated bodyÓ.38 More so than pose, composition or 

medium, costume indicates cultural context. Although these contexts are easily 

manipulated, simulated, and subverted, they are regarded as crucial to the portraitÕs value 

and its reception as an artefact. In the history of formal portraiture, the costume was often 

the most important aspect of the picture to the model, superseding even the accurate 

description of facial features or body type. A liberal dose of idealisation is permissible with 

the length of a nose or the curve of a top lip or the shape of a calf, but the medals, robes, 

laces, velvets, silks, patterns and colours must be accurately conveyed to the viewer. OneÕs 

status, rank, refinement, taste and worth is written in warp and weft and razor-edge finger 

curl. In Chapter 2, I consider the costuming strategies used by artists in relation to 

mimicry, masquerade, dissimulation, and impersonation.  

 

                                                   
35 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 128. 

36 See MitchellÕs clarification of this point in the first chapter of Iconology. 

37 John Berger, Ways of Seeing  (New York: Viking Press, 1973); Kenneth Clark, The Nude; a Study in Ideal 
Form, Bollingen Series, 35 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956); T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life : Paris 
in the Art of Manet and His Followers, 1st ed. (New York: Knopf, 1985); Lynda Nead, The Female Nude : Art, 
Obscenity, and Sexuality  (London ; New York: Routledge, 1992). 

38  Nead, The Female Nude, 16. 
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Composition is used here to specifically indicate a graphic language of elementsÑline, 

shape, texture, hue, value, etc.Ñorganised according to graphic relationships: proportion, 

unity, balance, etc. Additionally, for the sake of clarity and expression, composition will be 

used as the matrix in which to describe the relationship of the pictorial ÔobjectsÕ to each 

other and to the field and frame of the picture. In this respect, the sitter can be described 

as being ÔlargeÕ or ÔsmallÕ relative to the field or to another graphic element. The catalogue 

of works in Chapter 2 will demonstrate the prevalence of certain compositional 

conventions that are repeatedly used within the code of portraiture. For a more 

sophisticated understanding of the implications of composition on the interpretation of 

portrait-pictures, Rudolph ArnheimÕs book The Power of the Center will be used to indicate 

the ÔcentricÕ and ÔeccentricÕ dynamics at work in the portrait. Composition will also figure 

prominently in the iconographic analyses of the portraits included in Chapter 2Õs 

catalogue. In this regard, composition will reference the scale, position, direction, etc., of 

the sitter. For the sake of clarity, the elements in the picture that resemble a body will be 

referred to as the sitter, as in, ÒThe sitter is seated, right of center in the composition, with 

arms folded across the belly.Ó  

In the formal studio portrait, there have been a small number of poses that the body 

can be placed in and subsequently fixed in the portrait. Head, bust, half-length, full-length 

and full-face (frontal), three-quarter, and profile have traditionally been the designations 

for these poses used in the practice and survey of portraiture. These further descriptors 

are then added: standing, seated, reclining, equestrian; costumed, partial nude, nude; 

interior, exterior; and individual, group. The pose indicates both the intention to be 

portrayed and the performativity of the act of portrayal. In addition to the formality of 

posing on a dais in the studio, digital photography, mobile phone cameras, and webcams 

have all contributed to the Ôinstant poseÕÑa contemporary ability of the model to Ôstrike a 

poseÕ almost instantaneously in any environment or circumstance with hyper-awareness of 

the distance and direction of the lens. Posing is metamorphic and self-reflexive; the pose 

indicates that the model consciously Ôwas posedÕ. The model, in the pose, is thus acted 

upon by her self-surveillance. What the artist sees, if, in fact, he could see without the 

mediation of his own performance, is not the presentation of the pose but the re-

presentation of the interpretation of that presentation. 

More than costume or composition, the pose indicates the portrait transactionÑthe 

formal or informal contract that exists and is evidenced by the portrait-picture. Another 

convention of portraiture (and aspect of the discourse surrounding caricature) is the lack 

of melodramatic expressiveness, either in facial features or body language, which has 
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come to be considered normative in formal studio portraiture. Fashion and celebrity 

portraits most often subvert this norm, but as they can be considered explicit publicity, 

advertising and marketing devices, a melodramatic and overtly manipulative narrative is 

required. A stoic sitter has a valuation as bestowing upon the interpretation a sense of 

dignity and temporal transcendence. Stoicism is also a convenient device for delineating 

the candid picture from the formal portrait, and thus elevating the practice of portrayal. 

The pose is especially complex because of the intersection of multiple poses and posings 

in the act of portrayal. This interaction of poses also implicates looking and the gaze and 

so becomes even more problematic. Three significant texts will guide further investigation 

of the pose in this chapter: Roland BarthesÕ Camera Lucida, Harry BergerÕs essay ÒFictions 

of the PoseÓ, and Craig OwensÕ essay ÒPosingÓ.39 Each of these texts deals explicitly and 

implicitly with both the studio act of posing and the pose as a representational code in the 

portrait-picture.  

 

 

The Interface between Artist, Model, Sitter and the Studio  

Aside from the sorts of sexually charged accounts in biographies or the name-that-

model sleuthing that targets everything from Roman marbles to Warhol serigraphs, the 

relationships between artists and models have gone largely unexamined. There are only a 

small handful of texts that deal exclusively and explicitly with the artist/model transaction. 

Frances BorzelloÕs book The ArtistÕs Model, focused on British modelling, and Susan 

WallerÕs book The Invention of the Model, which is focused on the modern establishment of 

the modelling profession in nineteenth-century Paris, are the best and fullest accounts of 

the historical phenomenon of modelling in the studio.40 In WallerÕs account, the model 

differs from the sitter simply in economic terms: artists pay models, sitters pay artists.41 

Although the formal settings of the portrait studio, atelier, and university may have 

informed this circumstance, it is no longer relevant. Models are often unpaid, and portraits 

are produced without economic transaction. Kathleen RooneyÕs Live Nude Girl is both a 

memoir of her experiences as an artistÕs model and a contemplation of modelling in the 

manner of Elizabeth HollanderÕs article titled ÒWorking ModelsÓ from 1991.42 RooneyÕs 

                                                   
39 ÒPosingÓ is published in Craig Owens and Scott Stewart Bryson, Beyond Recognition : Representation, 

Power, and Culture  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 

40 Borzello, The Artist's Model; Susan Waller, The Invention of the Model : Artists and Models in Paris, 1830-
1870  (Aldershot, England ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006).  

41 Waller, The Invention of the Model, xiv. 

42 Art in America devoted a section of its May 1991 issue to the topic of life models and featured a brief 
article by Hollander as well as a brief synopsis of 19th and early 20th century modeling as a profession. Tamar 
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sixth chapter, titled ÒThe Lie that Tells the TruthÓ, briefly acknowledges the anomalous 

character of the poseur.43 Peter SteinhartÕs text The Undressed Art should also be mentioned. 

Steinhart writes as a frequent participant in life-drawing groups and essentially presents a 

paean to observational drawing in a studio environment. He includes many anecdotes 

about models in the studio.44  

Borzello, Waller, and Rooney all acknowledge the development of the myth of the 

male artist/female model dyad and Waller equates it with the Òmyth of masculine 

masteryÓ.45 The perception of an erotic encounter also has been used to delineate between 

a figure or a nude, and a portrait. In discussing the difficulty of assessing Lucian FreudÕs 

paintings as portraits (sitters) rather than Ôjust modelsÕ, Shearer West cites the Òpotentially 

disruptive erotic element that could creep inÓ.46 The erotic fantasy has damning 

consequences, as evidenced by Martin PostleÕs conclusion that models are viewed as 

Òstudio petsÓ.47 Of course, the underlying eroticism is founded on the scopic encounter. 

When one imagines the artist and model Òcocooned in this studioÓ enjoying a Òprivileged, 

closeted existenceÓ,48 one imagines the artist looking at the model, surveying and thus 

controlling her. One also imagines the modelÕs awareness, and assent, to be looked at. 

Anecdotes about nude models in the classroom seeking cover when ÔoutsidersÕ look at 

them will be further explored in the section on iconography. 

This exegesis revolves around formal portraiture as it is defined as an expected studio 

encounter between a model and an artist in the production of a portrait-picture. The 

studio, as simply the vessel or ground on which these complex transactions occur, is easily 

overlooked. Nead most effectively restores the studio to the scheme when she 

provocatively refers to it as a Òsecond ÔskinÕÓ and a Òcorporeal extension of the artistÓ in 

which Òtraces of the body are detected at all turnsÓ.49 She later re-states the point, 

                                                                                                                                                   
Garb, ÒThe Forbidden Gaze,Ó Art in America 79, no. 5 (1991); Elizabeth Hollander, ÒWorking Models,Ó Art 
in America 79, no. 5 (1991); Billy Kluver and Julie Martin, ÒA Short History of Modeling,Ó Art in America 79, 
no. 5 (1991). 

43 Rooney writes, ÒAs a model, I reveal all of my body, but only a fraction of my selfÉÓ and draws a 
comparison between posing and ÒfakeryÓ. Kathleen Rooney, Live Nude Girl : My Life as an Object  
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2008), 158. 

44 Peter Steinhart, The Undressed Art : Why We Draw, 1st Vintage Books ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 
2005). 

45 Ibid., 38. 

46 Shearer West, Portraiture, Oxford History of Art (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
40.  

47 Postle and Vaughan, The ArtistÕs Model, 61. 

48 Ibid., 55. 

49 Lynda Nead, ÒSeductive Canvases: Visual Mythologies of the Artist and Artistic Creativity,Ó Oxford 
Art Journal 18, no. 2 (1995): 62. 
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referring to the studio as Òthe semi-organic extension of the artistÓ.50 Of course this does 

nothing to diminish the fantasy of a sexual encounter with the model as she comes into 

contact with the studio in all states of dress and undress. Nead brings the studio into the 

transaction as an active agent or quasi-agent of the artist and implicates the studio rather 

than the model in the Òreciprocal reinforcement of the mythology of the artist/genius and 

the enigma of the artistic processÓ.51 

A final note concerns the identifiability of the model. It is a popular assumption that 

models are generic figuresÑtypesÑto be used as one would a plaster cast or a bowl of 

apples. Models are anonymous. Conversely, sitters have both agency and identity. As West 

says, Òthe identity of models is therefore often unknown, and even when they can be 

identified, their identity was irrelevant to the purpose they served for the artist.Ó52 Alphen 

reiterates the point,  

The individual in portraiture, however, is usually not considered the model 
but, rather, its sitter. Models, by contrast, tend to be anonymous. Not their 
inner individual personality but their outer form, their bodies and poses, are 
depicted in representation. Models have no particular face because they have 
no individuality.53  

This artificial distinction between identity and anonymity cannot be substantiated. In fact, 

the existence of so-called Ôanonymous portraitsÕ and Ôportraits of modelsÕ reinforces the 

primary topic of this exegesisÑthe model is a body; the sitter is the subject of a portrait-

picture; a portrait-picture makes itself understood as a portrait by means of pose, costume, 

and composition. If a portrait makes itself understood as a portrait, then it is a sitter, a 

mutated form of the model. To emphasise this point itÕs worth quoting a telling line from 

a portrait exhibition catalogue referring to the work of eminent German-born British 

painter Walter Sickert, Òmost of his best portraits are of modelsÓ,54 and, in reference to 

the painting in the exhibition, an unidentified portrait bust, ÒIn earlier years SickertÕs best 

portraits are informal, usually of modelsÓ.55  

 

 
  

                                                   
50 Ibid., 67. 

51 Ibid. 

52 West, Portraiture, 37. 

53 Alphen, Art in Mind, 143. 

54 Richard Shone, ÒHead First : Portraits from the Arts Council Collection,Ó ed. Arts Council of 
England (London: South Bank Centre, 1998), 8. 

55 Ibid., 16. 
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1.2: Semiotics and Iconography 

 

Semiotics 

Viewing PicassoÕs little Dutch girl housed in the European collection wing at the 

Queensland Art Gallery, one finds it difficult to ignore or deny that it is very much a 

picture of a girl and simultaneously a picture that represents a girl. This Òessentially 

denotativeÓ56 function of portraiture, as Richard Brilliant tells us, is the fundamental 

criterion for the portrait picture. In his words,  

The very fact of the portraitÕs allusion to an individual human being, actually 
existing outside the work, defines the function of the art work in the world 
and constitutes the cause of its coming into being. This vital relationship 
between the portrait and its object representation directly reflects the social 
dimension of human life as a field of action among persons, with its own 
repertoire of signals and messages.57  

No matter whether or not PicassoÕs model is identified or if the viewer has ever seen this 

model before, the viewer is complicit in this denotative agenda. This signalling of the 

model in the portrait-picture requires the criteria of that signal to be examined.  

Although semiotics is limited as a visual strategy, the discourse that surrounds the use 

of terms, such as sign, object, icon, index, symbol, code, and representation, requires 

inclusion in any work on portraiture.58 Here I will align C.S. PeirceÕs specific definition of 

the sign and portraitureÕs Òvital relationshipÓ between picture and model. 

 Peirce famously describes the sign as Òsomething which stands to somebody for 

something in some respect or capacityÓ.59 He further describes a precise lexicon for the 

units of this signification, including the representamen (the sign), the interpretant (the ÔreaderÕ 

of the sign), the object (that which the sign Ôstands forÕ), and the ground (the specific ÔideaÕ 

that conditions the sign).60 In a treatise on portrait-pictures, however, it is vital to consider 

PeirceÕs triadic system of icon, index and symbol. The icon or iconic sign has been described 

                                                   
56 Brilliant, Portraiture, 46. 

57 Brilliant, Portraiture, 8. 

58 See MitchellÕs trenchant comment on semiotics in a footnote concerning the  Bal and Bryson article 
ÒSemiotics and Art HistoryÓ. ÒAlthough I have great respect for the achievements of semiotics, and draw 
upon it frequently, I'm convinced that the best terms for describing representations, artistic or otherwise, are 
to be found in the imminent vernaculars of representational practices themselves. Sometimes, of course, the 
language of semiotics intersects with these vernaculars (consider the loaded notion of the ÒiconÓ). These 
intersections only make it clearer that the technical metalanguages of semiotics don't offer us a scientific, 
transdisciplinary, or unbiased vocabulary, but only a host of new figures or theoretical pictures that must 
themselves be interpreted.Ó Mitchell, Picture Theory, 14-15. 

59 Quoted variously in Bal&Bryson ÒSemioticsÓ, 188; Malcolm Barnard, Approaches to Understanding 
Visual Culture  (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave, 2001), 146; Terence Hawkes, 
Structuralism & Semiotics, New Accents (London: Methuen, 1977), 126. 

60 Hawkes, Structuralism and Semiotics, gives detailed analyses of each of these terms. 
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as: Òa mode of reading, based on a hypothetical similarity between sign and objectÓ61; Òa 

painting has an iconic relationship to its subject in so far as it resembles itÓ62; and Òto say 

of two entities that they resemble each other means that they have a reciprocal iconic 

relationÓ.63 This feature of the iconÑthat it resemblesÑdominates.64 To return to the 

Picasso example, then, the iconic dimension of the sign resides in the perceived 

resemblance between the graphic presentation of the girl, and the viewerÕs perception of 

the unseen girl. This ÔequivalenceÕ is highly contingent, of course, on a certainty, or 

fantasy, in the mind of the viewer that the Ôreal girlÕ exists, that there is a Òrelationship 

between the portrait image and the human originalÓ.65 It seems irrational and fantastical to 

judge ÔresemblanceÕ or equivalence based on only one of the two ÔmodelsÕ and yet it the 

promise of the absent model that fascinates the viewer. Peirce attempts to clarify this 

strange relationship between icon and object by writing, ÒAn icon is a sign which would 

possess the character which renders it significant, even though its object had no 

existenceÓ.66 It doesnÕt matter to the viewer whether or not the objectÑor extra-pictorial 

human originalÑreally exists; the viewer has already made Òa decision to suppose that the 

image refers to something on the basis of likenessÓ.67 

The index or indexical sign has been described as an existential or causal relationship 

between the object and sign;68 ÒIn the index, the relationship is concrete, actual and usually 

of a sequential, causal kind;Ó69 ÒHis [PeirceÕs] example suggests that real, existential 

contiguity between indexical sign and object (or meaning) is indispensable.Ó70 It has also 

been identified as a ÔtraceÕ, as in the Òwork of art as a trace of the artistÕs bodily 
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presenceÓ.71 While iconicity does not require a ÔrealÕ object, indexicality does. Portraits are 

referred to as indices, however, typically on the assumption that the artist and model are 

co-present, however briefly, during the portrait transaction. But, as is suggested in the last 

quotation, the portrait not only indexes the model-object, but also the artist. When one 

speaks of the ÔhandÕ of the artist, as in the Picasso painting, one conjures up an image of 

Picasso co-present with the artwork. Photography complicates these relationships and will 

be specifically addressed later in this chapter. However, to briefly introduce the topic, in 

the Outerbridge photograph, we assume that the artist both clicked the shutter (and so 

was co-present with the artwork) and pointed the camera at the model so that the same 

light that ÔtracedÕ her body could imprint that ÔtraceÕ on the film. It should also be noted, 

as has been done succinctly by Umberto Eco, that Peirce accepts the fluidity of these sign 

types and acknowledges that they were typically inextricable.72 

The symbol or symbolic sign has been described as: Òa sign which would lose the 

character which renders it a sign if there were no interpretantÓ;73 Òsomething which 

functions as a sign because of some ÔruleÕ of conventional or habitual association between 

itself and its objectÓ;74 and a sign demonstrating an arbitrary relationship between object 

and sign, in which the meaning is conventional and normalised.75 It would be too 

simplistic to associate the symbol with SaussureÕs concept of the sign,76 although it has 

been suggested that there is a close connection between SaussureÕs arbitrary 

signifier/signified relationship and PeirceÕs ÔconventionalÕ sign.77 To return to the Picasso 

example, the question remains: why does the viewer regard it as a portrait? The picture-

object does function symbolically as a sign for portraiture; its meaning in this regard is 

highly ÔnormalisedÕ. It is an oil painting of a certain size, anchored by the name of a 

famous painter, in which one can see the figure of a girl in a Dutch cap. The idea 

(manifested by the interpretant) of portraiture enables the relationship between this sign 
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and the object (portrait). Similarly, the idea of an identity enables the signification of that 

identity in a picture. Later sections will undermine the structure of this idea of identity. 

Brilliant delineates the iconic and symbolic in portraiture thus: 

Here are the essential constituents of a person's identity: a recognized or 
recognizable appearance; a given name that refers to no one else; a social, 
interactive function that can be defined; in context, a pertinent 
characterization; and a consciousness of the distinction between one's own 
person and another's, and of the possible relationship between them. Only 
physical appearance is naturally visible, and even that is unstable. The rest is 
conceptual and expressed symbolically.78 

He concedes that considering identity as a purely conventional construct is ÒrestrictiveÓ.79 

However, to repeat an aforementioned quote, he maintains that, ÒArtists, therefore, 

represent people in portraits by means of the established or invented schema whose 

recognizable content shapes the identity of the subject and conveys it to the beholder.Ó80 

The complex relationships between these ÔschemataÕ, which are conventionalised and anti-

mimetic, and naturalism, which is mimetic, will be further discussed in the sections on 

Ernst Gombrich and iconography. 

To conclude this introductory account of Peircian semiotics and portraiture, another 

of PeirceÕs triadic systems will be invoked: Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness. 

Although these complex terms infuse every aspect of PeirceÕs system of Logic (and, 

unfortunately for the uninitiated, Peirce frequently amends them), for the purposes of this 

exegesis, they will be related directly to pictorial concerns. To connect to earlier 

terminology, it can be said that the representamen is a First, the object a Second and the 

interpretant a Third.81 But it has also been said that signs Ònever fail to bring along a good-

sized load of Firstness (iconicity) and Secondness (indexicality): they are never exclusively 

Thirdness (symbolicity).Ó82 However, to return to Peirce and his simplest explanations: 

ÒFirstness is the sheer thisness, or existence, of things. Secondness is dyadic, or reactive, 

relations between things. And Thirdness is triadic, or representational, relations among 

things.Ó83 And, ÒBy such sort of synthesis, the whole organism of logic may be mentally 

evolved from the three conceptions of first, second, and third, or more precisely, An, 

Other, Medium.Ó84 As the interpretant is not a person, but a mind-image, and insofar as it 
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can be related to the symbol and the ÔMediumÕ, within the realm of the portrait-picture, it 

could be associated with the mind of the model who ÔpicturesÕ her own presentation 

(Secondness, indexicality), the mind of the artist who ÔpicturesÕ the schema, and the mind 

of the viewer who ÔpicturesÕ a portrait. As the sign or representamen is a haecciety, and 

loaded with iconicity, it can be related to the portrait-picture that exists without a referent, 

existing only as potentially significant in the mind of the spectator. Finally, the object as the 

Other can be related to the model indexed in the portrait-picture, existing only in relation 

to her presentation and her resemblance to the picture (not the pictureÕs resemblance to 

her) and the portrait-picture that exists in relation to the spectator in the act of viewing. 

For Peirce, following his scientific method, an exhaustive and motivated investigation 

of semiosis could enable us Òto represent the world as it is in realityÓ.85 Applied to the 

portrait-picture, an exhaustive analysis of the structures of the picture should allow one to 

understand how it represents reality. However, what is revealed is how it pretends to 

represent reality. A significant aspect of this pretence is the presumption of naturalness in 

the picture that is apprehended as a portrait. Reacting to Barthes, Malcolm Barnard 

invokes Òthe rhetorical, or naturalizing function of denotation, the ways in which the 

apparent ÔnaturalnessÕ of the denotative message leads a spectator to believe the entirely 

unnatural, culturally specific and historically located connotational messages.Ó86 This 

mystification, or ÔnaturalnessÕ, of the denotative message becomes the powerful 

foundational tool of ideology.87 The temptation to regard all likenesses, and all pictorial 

subject matter, as masquerading ideological messages is significant. It is one that even 

Barthes himself would, at the end of his life, deny.88 The punctum is, as Natalie Bell 

describes, Ònaturally privateÓ.89 

Symbolic signs are unquestionably conventional; by definition they must be learned 

and affirmed by convention and interpreted according to those conventions. Iconic and 

indexical signs are more problematic, but can be grouped with symbols, as Mieke Bal and 

Norman Bryson express, ÒThese conventional signs are always also involved when we 

read iconically and indexically. We only come up with an iconic interpretation of a portrait 
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because we know the convention of portrayal.Ó90 It is true that interpreting a picture of a 

model-body as a ÔportraitÕ relies on knowledge of the limits of that specific genre.  It 

follows then, that the knowledge of portraiture dominates the apprehension of the image 

and both the iconic and indexical interpretations of it. But the problematics of 

resemblance and causal connection to the model-body and the act of portrayal remain. 

Knowledge of the genre of portraiture is an unsatisfactory account of the Òimpression of 

iconismÓ, which, as Umberto Eco argues, depends on ÒtransformationÓ.91 

EcoÕs analysis of analogy as it pertains to resemblance and iconicity is instructive here. 

He explains that analogy cannot be understood as an equivalence or a proportion. 

Although a proportional relationship can be analogous, not all analogous relationships are 

proportional, and so Òcan be no better defined than as a ÔresemblanceÕ. But to say of two 

entities that they resemble each other means that they have a reciprocal iconic relation.Ó92 

Taking the Kerstens photograph as an example, it stands that the photograph resembles 

Paula, and that Paula resembles the photograph. In fact, one may recognise Paula based 

on the photograph rather than the reverseÑand so one might assert that Paula is an 

analogue of the photograph.  

So this is why in order to define a form of analogy that is not a geometric 
proportion one resorts to the notion of iconism. We are thus faced with the 
absurdity of having semiotics resort to analogy to explain iconism, while 
invoking iconism to explain analogy.93  

Paula resembles the photograph in that it is an analogue of her. It is an analogue of 

her because she resembles it.  

When . . . ÒanalogousÓ is used as a synonym for ÒunspeakableÓ, the term is 
being taken in its most vague and imprecise metaphysical sense. Once this 
halo of inappropriate connotations is eliminated, analogy proves to be what 
operationally it is: a procedure instituting the basic conditions for a 
transformation.94  

To interpret Paula as an iconic sign is to perceive that sign as having been transformed 

according to the conventions of the analogue (the photograph).95  

In Visual Analogy,96 Barbara Stafford writes ÒMost fundamentally, analogy is the vision 

of ordered relationships articulated as similarity-in-difference . . . We should imagine 
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analogy . . . as a participatory performance, a ballet of centripetal and centrifugal forces 

lifting gobbets of sameness from one level or sphere to another.Ó97 Certainly, the 

reciprocal performance occurs between beholder and analogue, but also between 

analogues. StaffordÕs grisly Ôgobbets of samenessÕ imply a corporeal exchange, a 

transformation by infection or mutation. I agree with Stafford when she observes, ÒWe 

seem to be obsessed with identity, not recognition.Ó98 What may fail to be recognised is 

the transformation of the model-body by the sitter. 

As concepts of a mind-body dualism have pervaded Western culture, it stands to ask 

of portraiture how it can be that a picture of a body can represent the mind, since they are 

wholly separate entities. The terminology of Peircian semiotics becomes relevant as the 

more specific question is posed of how the pictured body can index the model-mind, or 

how the picture-object can index the artist-mind. It seems archaic, barbaric even, to return 

to those eighteenth- and nineteenth-century concepts of phrenology, physiognomy, and 

eugenics that posited a material connection between physical appearance and character.99 

Of course, in portraiture it can be understood that the portrait-picture merely indexes the 

physical presence of the model in proximity to the artist at some point in the act of 

portrayal. It can also be understood that the formal elements of the picture resemble the 

physique of the model, as visible elements.  

This conception of the portrait, heavily influenced by photography, posits the notion 

that the portrait simply ÔisÕ the model. The photograph erases the need to further contend 

with the mind-body split. One looks at the Kerstens photograph and simply concludes, 

ÒThat is Paula.Ó The more difficult questions of Òwhat is Paula?Ó and Òwho is Paula?Ó and 

Òwhy and how and where is Paula?Ó are swept away by the all-encompassing indexicality 

of the photograph. As Woodall so concisely puts it: 

This resolved the dualist problem to the extent that the portrayed body no 
longer represented the sitter, it was the (trace of the) sitter, so that difficult 
questions of the relationship between personal identity and the body simply 
did not arise. The iconic (imaging of) identification between photograph and 
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living reality was supposedly guaranteed by the passage of light waves from the 
sitter's body to the photographic emulsion.100  

In pre-photographic work, the iconic details provided the same cleansing effect. Franz 

HalsÕ figures are surely portraits; they must index the sitter, because of the asymmetrical 

nose, the bulging left eye, the unkempt hair, etc.  

I have not specifically implicated the spectator as the interpreter of these signs. Rather, 

I have established this structure: the interpretantÑa mind-imageÑstructures a 

relationship between the portrait-picture as a sign and the absent model as the object. This 

relationship is predicated on the resemblance between the sign (representamen) and the 

object. A subjective account of portraiture would require that the interpretant structure a 

relationship between the portrait-picture and the mind of the Other as the object. But 

because this relationship hinges on recognisability, or resemblance, the relationship 

deteriorates, since the portrait-picture doesnÕt resemble a mind. Thus, one must return to 

the symbolic, and thus social-conventional, rather than individual. If this relationship is 

structured on a causal or ÔconcreteÕ connection, the relationship deteriorates because the 

portrait-picture is not caused by the mind of the Other as object. Berger is particularly 

forceful in his criticism of the ÔpresuppositionsÕ and (implied) arrogance of professional 

art historiansÕ treatments of portrait-pictures as indices of the mind, or character, of the 

portrayed.101 

At the beginning of ÒFictions of the PoseÓ, Berger shifts the location of the indexical 

sign in the portrait from an index of the model, what he terms the Òphysiognomic 

storyÓ,102 to Òan indexÑan effect and representationÑsolely of the sitterÕs and painterÕs 

performance in the act of portrayal . . . the act becomes both the referent and its cause.Ó103 

What the portrait-picture indexes then is the act of posing. In this framework, the artist 

and the model are engaged in reciprocal performances, each reading the pose of the other 

and constituting it in the act of interpretation. Furthermore, the spectator cannot assume 

that the picture is a Òfaithful copy of the actual eventÓ104 and therefore it is more accurate 

to say the picture simply Òrepresents an act of portrayalÓ.105 The specificity of ÔtheÕ event is 

more accurately stated as ÔanÕ event. Berger continues, however, to state that even if the 

spectator assumes the artist and model have directly encountered one another, Òour 
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fantasies of what was likely to have taken place during the production of the image lead us 

to premise that the image may screen out or disguise or distort many details of the actual 

productive process.Ó106 In this case, the interpretant amplifies an unsubstantiated iconicity 

and projects a fictitious referent into the interpretation of the sign. The pose, or act of 

portrayal, generates its own fiction of indexicality. 

Craig Owens also focuses on the act of posing, and the effects on the model by the 

portrayerÕs paralysing gaze. In the context of semiosis, the pose is turned back in on itself. 

The interpretant sees itself as an object that is capable of looking. It is both active and 

passive, or perhaps neither completely. Owens describes this,  

to pose is, in fact, neither entirely active nor entirely passive, it corresponds, 
rather, to what in grammar is identified as the middle voice or diathesis 
(literally, dis+position: voice names the attitude/position of the subject to the 
action implied by the verb).107  

Posing absorbs its own activity as it projects its own objecthood. When Owens describes 

posing as the Òreflexive middle voiceÓ,108 he locates it between the sign and its object. 

What the pose points to is not outside itself. Posing is the generation of a sign that stands 

for something that is neither the object of the act of posing nor the subject of the act of 

posing. To view the portrait-picture as an index of posing is to see evidence of the subject 

becoming an object and vice versa. ÒThe subject poses as an object in order to be a subject.Ó109 

But of course, the subject (model) cannot Òmake itself seenÓ in the portrait-picture. It can 

only represent itself, project the object and, in a word, pose. 

The processes of signification depend on the point-of-view of either model or artist, 

although there are certainly overlaps between them. The model, as the visual referent, is 

not a stable object. As has been previously stated, the act of posing is predicated on a 

representation associated with paranoia, uncertainty and plurality. Michael Podro links 

behaviour (posing) and depiction: 

The particular relevance to painting beyond being simply a convenient aid for 
effective human representation is the parallel between the two-sidedness of 
behaviour on the one hand and the two-sidedness of depiction on the other: 
for as behaviour typically anticipates appearing to others (which it may aim to 
diminish to the point of invisibility or episodically forget), so depicition 
anticipates its own visibility.110 
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The model looks at herself posing and compares this representation to both her intended 

representation and her perception of the intended representation of the artist. ÒThe image 

she sees is not what she has made, but in some sense it is the result of what she has 

done.Ó111 Elizabeth Hollander contends that Òparticular works of art may . . . ratify . . . 

fictions (the model as muse, the model as whore, the model as studio prop). . . Every 

model occupies a space defined partly by her own bodily authority and partly by the point 

of view of the artist.Ó112 Consider a situation in which an artist stands at an easel and 

observes a model on a model stand, a signifying event has already occurred and mediates 

all other signs. The artist is the active interpreter, indexing the presence of the body of the 

model, and his own presence, through the iconic marks that are inscribed on the paper. 

The rectangle of the paper, the apparent picture plane, and the configuration of the 

picture are all symbolic.  

In this scenario, the model-referent has no agency and is simply interpreted by the 

artist. But what really inhabits the studio, in fact, is not the object-body of the model, but 

an interpretation of her, a re-presentation.113 And what the artist sees is that re-

presentation as it is linked, by iconicity, to the schema that informs his mark-making. The 

model cannot know the schema of the artist, and so re-interprets herself constantly to 

address the shifting perceptions of what she is ÔdoingÕ by posing. Simultaneously, the artist 

constantly re-interprets the icon/index/symbol of the portrait-picture in an attempt to 

match the interpretation of the ambiguous model to the initial schema. Hollander 

concludes, ÒSince it is not clear in what sense a painting is to be made out of her image, 

her job as an enabling presence in the studio is to fulfil the painterÕs own idea of what a 

model is for.Ó114 The agents in this assessment could easily be reversed. None of these 

signs is directly available to the spectator of the portrait-picture, and so the fantasy and 

fiction the spectator receives is layered onto these various transformations and 

transactions. 

 

Iconography 
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the topic (and related terminology) through Erwin PanofskyÕs pioneering work on 

iconography. PanofskyÕs levels of interpretation (natural, conventional, and intrinsic) are 

relevant to questions of pictorial likeness and portraiture, as is his analysis of the three 

components of pictures: form, idea, and content.115 PanofskyÕs effort to map the 

fundamental structures of art and art history has been criticised as ÔhomogenisedÕ,116 failing 

to account for social, historical and political factors in the production of the work,117 and 

incomplete as it only concerned with the content of the work.118 Defenders of PanofskyÕs 

method would contend that the third, or iconological, level of interpretation resolves at 

least some of these concerns. 

Before outlining PanofskyÕs triadic systems, his contribution to the study of pictures, 

particularly his refutation of assumptions about the artistÕs intentions, should also be 

noted. By acknowledging that the art historian can never know what was in the artistÕs 

mind, Panofsky drew the focus onto that which emanates from a picture instead. Michael 

Hatt explains, ÒIn fact, Panofsky considers all attempts to determine artistsÕ intentions to 

be a blind alley for art history. Even if artists have stated their intentions explicitly, these 

are often misleading or need some further act of interpretation in the same way that their 

images do.Ó119  

The three levels of interpretation can be roughly associated with the visual, 

literary/verbal, and the cultural/psychological.120 The natural, or pre-iconographic, level is 

visual. It is the basic level of interpretation, addressing that which one recognises in its 

basic form, called a ÔmotifÕ. In the Picasso painting, one immediately perceives a female 

figure, a hat, etc. This level of interpretation is empirical and ÔnaturalÕ. Heffernan relates 

the pre-iconographic to resemblance, and states that everything else is conventional.121  

The conventional, or iconographic, level is literary/verbal. At this level oneÕs knowledge 

of the image, narrative, and concept informs the icon. Interpreting this picture as a 

portrait (type) of a girl in a Dutch cap is conventional, depending on a precise 

interpretation of a combination of signs in the picture. The intrinsic, or iconological, level 
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is cultural. At this level, the picture is interpreted as symbolical of a cultural condition in 

which it occurs, and perhaps, symptomatic of it.122 At this level, one recognises La Belle 

Hollandaise as a Picasso painting appearing between his Blue and Rose Periods, painted in 

the Netherlands in 1905, in the tradition of both Western nudes and portraits, and 

prefiguring his own Classical figures of the 1920s. It ÔrepresentsÕ the values and conditions 

in which it was made.123 This ÔsyntheticÕ level of interpretation is best described by 

Panofsky himself:  

The intrinsic meaning or content . . . is apprehended by ascertaining those 
underlying principles which revealed the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a 
class, a religious or philosophical persuasionÑunconsciously qualified by one 
personality and condensed into one work.124  

Like PeirceÕs triads, PanofskyÕs levels do not exist independently of one another. Although 

they may vary in complexity, each increasingly complex level alters the interpretation and 

understanding of the others in Òone organic and indivisible processÓ.125 

The relationship of this interpretation to the visible object, in this case the portrait-

picture, hinges on the relationship between form and content, or more specifically, 

between form, idea, and content, in which form (the object), idea (the subject matter), and 

content (the meaning) combine to make up the picture.126 As Michael Ann Holly states, 

ÒContent is regarded as the precipitate produced when form reacts upon idea. . .Ó, and, 

Òthe iconological interpretation . . . uncovers the hidden attitudinal contents that generate 

the ÔneedÕ for a ÔformÕ to give shape to an ÔideaÕ in the first placeÓ.127 The inextricability of 

natural perception and iconological interpretation in PanofskyÕs work is summarised by 

Georges Didi-Huberman thus,128 Òevery visible form already carries the Ôpresentation-

                                                   
122 See HollyÕs synopsis of this debate in Panofsky and the Foundations, 162-163. 

123 See Barnard, Hatt, Holly, Heffernan, and Laurie Adams, The Methodologies of Art : An Introduction  
(New York: IconEditions, 1996). 

124 Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology; Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance, Harper Torchbooks, 
Tb1077. The Academy Library (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 7. 

125 Panofsky quoted in Holly, Panofsky and the Foundations, 167. 

126 Ibid., 165-167. 

127 Ibid. 

128 Didi-Huberman gives a very clear account of the development of PanofskyÕs concept of 
representation, as well as his relationship to Warburg, Cassirer, Wolfflin and Riegl. Notable is his section 
specifically addressing the priority of representation, ÒNo, there is no simple, ÔformalÕ originÑ pure sensible 
forms, results of the relation of the eye to the worldÑfrom which issue little by little, or even automatically, 
a world of meaning and representation organised in quite distinct levels. There is only representation. There 
is no origin save in the possibility of an already-representation: thus, Ôeven before it is begun,Õ writes Panofsky, 
every description will already have overthrown perceptionÑ which, strictly speaking, does not exist 'in a state 
of nature'Ñ will already have flowed into a system of signification.Ó Georges Didi-Huberman, Confronting 
Images : Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art  (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2005), 100. 
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contentÕ of an object or an event; every visible object or phenomenon already carries its 

interpretive consequencesÓ.129 

How do these interpretive methodologies relate to the making of a pictorial object 

that is perceived to resemble, or have equivalence with, an extra-pictorial object, and have 

the meaning of a portrait?130 This last point is particularly problematic in the portrait genre 

because it mandates that the picture ÔmeansÕ according to the conventions of a genre and 

that the picture ÔmeansÕ according to the desires of both artist and model. Gombrich 

proposes a method that resolves both of these issues with PanofskyÕs a priori 

Ôpresentation-contentÕ. The concept of Ômaking and matchingÕ or Ôschema and correctionÕ, 

first laid out in Art and Illusion, remains highly relevant to the practice of visual art and the 

discourse on representation.131  

Having previously quoted Nicolaides, it is useful to invoke another ubiquitous 

drawing primer, this time Robert Beverly HaleÕs Master Class in Figure Drawing, which was a 

favourite of my drawing and anatomy professors. Hale writes, ÒTrained artists, when they 

draw from the model, mostly set down a Ôsecret figureÕ they have long since createdÓ, and  

For naturally, the student cannot communicate to others the exact shape of a 
form unless he has the exact shape in mind. . . Actually, the forms of the body 
have no exact shape and never have had except in the mind of the individual 
artist.132  

The Ôsecret figureÕ is a provocative manner of describing schemataÑknown forms that are 

highly conventionalised. Since Art and IllusionÕs publication, GombrichÕs relationship to 

Western naturalism has been contested,133 and his ambivalence about naturalism has only 

fuelled this discourse. This ambivalence particularly evident in his essay ÒImage and Code: 

Scope and Limits of Conventionalism in Pictorial RepresentationÓ in The Image and the 

Eye.134  

                                                   
129 Ibid., 101. 

130 For a critique of GombrichÕs use of the word ÔequivalenceÕ in Art and Illusion, see Gilmour. John 
Gilmour, Picturing the World  (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1986). 

131 E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion : A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation, 5th ed. (London: 
Phaidon, 1977). 

132 Robert Beverly Hale and Terence Coyle, Master Class in Figure Drawing  (New York: Watson-Guptill, 
1985), 13. 

133 See Cook, Goodman, Heffernan, Krieger, Mitchell (Iconology), Soussloff and Ernst van Alphen, Art in 
Mind : How Contemporary Images Shape Thought  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

134 It should be noted that GombrichÕs thesis hinges on a Ôprogressive attitudeÕ towards naturalismÑ the 
understanding and practice of pictorial naturalism has increased through history. ÒWestern art would not 
have developed the special tricks of naturalism if it had not been found that the incorporation in the image 
of all the features which serve us in real life for the discovery and testing of meaning enabled the artist to do 
with fewer and fewer conventions.Ó Gombrich, Image and the Eye, 297. 



 

 
36 

Not only has GombrichÕs concept of the schema entered into how-to-draw books, but 

also into the lexicon of portraiture. In his chapter titled ÒThe Authority of the LikenessÓ, 

Brilliant states, ÒIn the complex interaction between schema and literal description, the 

aesthetic concept of ÒcorrectnessÓ enters into the judgment of the portraitÕs quality.Ó135 

One can conclude from Hale and Brilliant that the Ôsecret figureÕ enables ÔcorrectnessÕ in 

the picture and determines its Ôinterpretive consequencesÕ. Before addressing these 

schemata, however, it is first necessary to examine BrilliantÕs distinction between schema 

and Ôliteral descriptionÕ. This distinction can also be referred to as that between imitating 

and copying. James Heffernan describes the circumstance in art history wherein the copy 

is perceived as a deception, an ersatz art form, while the imitation is the root of great 

art.136 This perception also creates the status distinction between portraiture and history 

painting.137 Portraiture was considered a lesser form given its mandate to ÔcopyÕ 

appearances.138 This debased view of portraiture can be attributed to a view in which the 

portrait-picture is purely denotative, and lacking a schema (the mind of the artist working 

on it). This perception was counteracted by the portraitistÕs explicit inclusion of idealising 

and symbolic features.139 However, if one returns to AristotleÕs concept of naturalism, one 

can understand BrilliantÕs point, that the portrait brings together the schema and the 

object in the pictorial presentation. 

The desire which lies at the heart of naturalistic portraiture is to overcome 
separation: to render a subject distance in time, space, spirit, eternally present. 
It is assumed that a ÒgoodÓ likeness will perpetually unite the identities to 
which it refers. This imperative has been appreciated since antiquity. For 
Aristotle, portraiture epitomized representation in its literal and definitive 
sense of making present again: re-presentation. According to him, our pleasure 
in seeing a portrait consists primarily in recognition, which is the process of 
identifying a likeness with what it is perceived to be like, of substituting 
something present for something absent. For him, a proper illusion of the 
bodily self necessarily entailed a sense of the presence of the person 
depicted.140 
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Gombrich suggests that the same structures that enable one to see the natural world can 

be activated, ÔtriggeredÕ,141 in the presence of the pictorial object. In this sense, one sees 

the idea in the form of the picture equivalently with the way one sees objects around 

themselves. This is GombrichÕs Òrelational modelÓ.142 

I will now focus specifically on the artistÕs relationship to the portrait-picture. Before 

Picasso painted the first stroke of his little Dutch girl, he must have had in his mind a 

schema, a Ôminimum modelÕ, of both what a nude seated girl is, and how it should or can 

be represented. In the act of drawing, Picasso ÔcorrectsÕ this initial schema to ÔmatchÕ it to 

the girl present with him. But there is also a schema for portraiture and nudes, an 

intertextual pictorial schema that contains innumerable other pictures of seated figures, 

one that Picasso will also match. Because the schema is constructed, but the model is 

presently seen and demands ÔcaptureÕ, Gombrich chooses the word ÒcaughtÓ to describe 

the effect of likeness.143  So, schemata are conventional constructions and likenesses are 

fugitive phenomena the artist endeavours to capture. The portrait exists at this functional 

intersection. In her excellent analysis of early modern Viennese portraiture, Catherine 

Soussloff puts it thus: ÒThis dilemma between desire and effect creates what I have called 

the functional dialectic of the portrait representation.Ó144 Insofar as the portrait-picture 

can function as a relational model, it must present to the viewer both a captured 

ÔequivalenceÕ with the extra-pictorial (natural) object, and the modified schema of the 

artist. 

Gombrich also introduces the concept of substitution as it relates to likeness, and it is 

this concept that will inform much of the later sections on the counterfeit in portraiture. 

In his essay ÒMeditations on a Hobby HorseÓ, Gombrich examines just how a stick comes 

to represent a horse. ÒAll art is Ôimage-makingÕ and all image-making is rooted in the 

creation of substitutes.Ó145 This extraordinary statement reverberates with fetishism, 

idolatry, and deceit. But this generative aspect of pictures leads directly to MitchellÕs 

conjectures about the peculiar qualities and vitalities of pictures. Returning to the 

hobbyhorse, it does not merely refer to its motif, the horse. It functions as a horse. All 

that is required to create this horse is an idea (schema) of a horse and a desire to make it 

                                                   
141  ÒA successful naturalistic image depends upon the range of perceptual triggers to gain the 

spectatorÕs visual assent.Ó Woodall, Portraiture, 9. 
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143 Gombrich, Image and the Eye, 124. 
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function ÔlikeÕ a horse (equivalence). If this concept is linked then to the portrait-picture, 

the question of exactly how much agency this picture has and how it can wield that agency 

is foregrounded.146 Of course, the totemic power of images is well documented, and even 

in modern Western history, Òan understanding of portraits as direct substitutes for their 

sitters meant that the circulation of portraits could mirror and expand the system of 

personal patronage whereby power, privilege and wealth were distributed.Ó147  

MitchellÕs ideas on this aspect of iconography are addressed in his 2005 book What do 

Pictures Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images. His central thesis is laid out as follows: 

The question of what pictures want certainly does not eliminate the 
interpretation of signs. All it accomplishes is a subtle dislocation of the target 
of interpretation, a slight modification in the picture we have of pictures (and 
perhaps signs) themselves. The keys to this modification/dislocation are (1) 
assent to the constitutive fiction of pictures as ÒanimatedÓ beings, quasi-
agents, mock persons; and (2) the construal of pictures not as sovereign 
subjects or disembodied spirits but as subalterns whose bodies are marked 
with the stigmata of difference, and to function both as Ògo-betweensÓ and 
scapegoats in the social field of human visuality.148 

This departs from his concepts of idolatry presented in Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology in 

which he contends that the Ònotion of the image as a Ônatural signÕ is, in a word, the fetish 

or idol of Western cultureÓ.149 Rather than focusing on the deceptions inherent in Western 

naturalism, in What Do Pictures Want?, Mitchell shifts the attention to the ÔautonomyÕ of 

pictures, and, like Panofsky and Gombrich, asks what they will ÔsayÕ to the viewer. 

Having introduced PanofskyÕs tripartite method, and established the point concerning 

the ÔnaturalÕ level of interpretation as distinct from the ÔconventionalÕ and ÔintrinsicÕ levels, 

this section will focus on Gombrich, Goodman, and Mitchell. A number of statements 

summarise GombrichÕs complex relationship with conventionalism; in Art and Illusion, he 

writes ÒAll representations are grounded on schemata which the artist learns to useÓ150; in 

The Image and the Eye, he notes that Òthe traditional opposition between ÔnatureÕ and 

ÔconventionÕ turns out to be misleading. What we observe is rather a continuum between 

skills which come naturally to us and skills which may be next to impossible for anyone to 

acquire;151 and later: 
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Meaning, as we have seen, does not depend on ÒlikenessÓ; the Egyptian who 
looked at a picture of a hunting party in the lotus swamps might easily have 
had his memories and imagination stirred, much as it may happen to us when 
we read a verbal description of such a party; but Western art would not have 
developed the special tricks of naturalism if it had not been found that the 
incorporation in the image of all the features which serve us in real life for the 
discovery and testing of meaning enabled the artist to do with fewer and fewer 
conventions.152 

Richard Woodfield has best described why these positions are not as inherently 

contradictory as they may appear.153 Resolving GombrichÕs canon is outside the scope of 

this thesis; rather, what is relevant here is the manner in which these codes and 

conventions, whether increasing or decreasing in number, manifest in the portrait-picture, 

or whether, in fact, the portrait-picture could manifest without them. Gombrich suggests 

that seeing is a natural skill; one perceives the world in depth and cannot see behind 

objects or Òaround cornersÓ. Linear perspective is an acquired skill in pictorial 

representations but engages the viewerÕs ÔnaturalÕ manner of seeing. In response, 

Goodman asserts that to see as if in perspective requires a cultural and conventional 

understanding of spaceÑboth ÔrealÕ and pictorial space. The linear perspective is not 

representation of but Òrepresentation-asÓ.154 Furthermore, he emphasises GombrichÕs 

points about Egyptian pictures and introduces the deception inherent in naturalism. A 

picture may be thought to be progressive, or more realistic, based on Òthe probability of 

confusing the representation with the representedÓ.155 This ability to deceive or confuse 

the viewer is highly relative to cultural norms and conventions. Woodfield addresses this 

issue of delusion, and I will explore this further in relation to the counterfeit. 

At stake here is an argument about transformation and translation. When Goodman 

asserts, ÒTo portray faithfully is to convey a person known and distilled from a variety of 

experiences,Ó156 he suggests that the artist is tasked with translating and distilling this range 

of experiences, according to convention, into a single picture. When Gombrich asserts, 

Òthis need to organize and interpret does not mean that we are helplessly caught in our 

interpretation,Ó157 he suggests that the choice of one interpretation over another depends 
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on a schema that has been developed on that continuum between ÔnaturalÕ and 

ÔconventionalÕ skills. 

Finally, MitchellÕs essay ÒThere Are No Visual MediaÓ and his book Picture Theory 

introduce some contemporary concerns about the visual/verbal divide. In Picture Theory 

Mitchell uses the neologism ÒimagetextÓ,158 contending that the word signifies what may 

be Òthe impossibility of a Ôtheory of picturesÕ or a Ôscience of representationÕÓ.159 In ÒThere 

Are No Visual MediaÓ, he strongly argues against notions of the Òpurely visualÓ. Although 

he contends a fundamental difference between pictures and texts exists, he also states it is 

impossible to completely isolate the visual from other stimuli as well as from textual 

discourse.160  

According to Gombrich, OuterbridgeÕs Dutch Girl would be neither a good example of 

naturalism nor conventionalism, but rather would be one of illusionism. The illusion 

differs from delusion in that the viewer is not deceived by it; as Woodfield puts it, the 

picture is apprehended by Òthe non-deluded consciousness of the beholderÓ.161 Viewers 

are conditioned to see illusionistic pictures in the same manner that they see ÔrealityÕ 

because the work operates on the same Ôperceptual triggersÕ that have previously been 

discussed. People are conditioned to focus on specific ÒdomainsÓ while ignoring 

Òirrelevant other domainsÓ.162 The artistÕs ability to capture these perceptual triggers 

develops through a series of Ôvisual discoveriesÕ that the artist learns to fix in a medium 

through trial and error, ever increasing the illusion of the motif.163 This is not to suggest 

that photorealism is the necessary conclusion to this development, because different 

manners could more adequately convey different experiences. If one accepts that portraits 

are in fact illusionistic, they accept that the picture is a different kind of being than the 

referent-motif, but that it is apprehended in the same way. In fact, the affect of portraiture 

could be said to reduce the distance between the illusionistic picture and the model. Can 

the perceptual triggers activated by the physical features in the picture also be implicated 

in the perception of a subject? In The Story of Art, Gombrich suggests that this is the case: 

ÒMore than that; they [the generation after Praxiteles] learned how to seize the workings 

of the individual soul, the particular character of a physiognomy and make portraits in our 

                                                   
158 Mitchell, Picture Theory, Chapter 3, 210. 

159 Ibid., 83. 

160 W. J. T. Mitchell, ÒThere Are No Visual Media,Ó Journal of Visual Culture 4, no. 2 (2005). 

161 Woodfield, Gombrich on Art, 44. 

162 Ibid., 45. 

163 Gombrich, Art and Illusion, Chapter 9. 



 

 
41 

sense of the word.Ó164 It is difficult to assess how, in viewing a first-century marble copy 

of a Greek bronze, one would discern the Òworkings of the individual soulÓ, but of course 

this narrative fits a conception of the subject that again reflects well on the artist, the 

ÔsubjectÕ of the portrait, and the contemporary interpreter. 

Again, this points to much of the hand-wringing surrounding GombrichÕs work, 

which can seem at once so tightly constructed and consistent while still upholding a 

(mystical) vision of Western art history (which is inseparable from the privileged class that 

constructed it). This vision is so commonplace it often escapes criticism. Shearer WestÕs 

book on portraiture states, Òall portraits represent something about the body and face, on 

the one hand, and the soul, character, or virtues of the sitter, on the other.Ó165 Although 

the instability of physiognomic likeness must be, and is, acknowledged, this insistence on 

a portraitÕs embodiment of a particular character or soul persists. 

The distinction between what Woodall calls Òbodily presenceÓ and Òpersonal 

presenceÓ166 can also be related to what Gombrich termed the Òneed of universalsÓ.167 To 

identify someone based on physiognomy requires an ability to Òpick out the essential and 

separate it from the accidentalÓ.168 This has relevance to his idea of Ôspecific domainsÕ of 

attention. Of course, the draughtsman is highly selective in the features that are ÔcapturedÕ 

in line and tone; these selections are informed by the experience of which of these may be 

essential. The difficulty comes in trying to relate this same criterion to the subjectivity of 

the model. Could the essential feature of the subject simply be presence? If so, how can 

Ôpersonal presenceÕ be captured in a picture? In fact, as shall be discussed in the next 

section, the portrait-picture has the opposite effect; its illusionistic nature affirms absence, 

not presence.  

Even in light of the pervasive insistence on some sort of metaphysical ÔpresenceÕ in 

the portrait picture, it remains that the iconographic method is extremely well suited to 

studies of motifs and conventionsÑphysique, naming and emblems chief among themÑ

that are used for portrait identification, as distinct from identity.  

In order to discuss portraits, it is necessary to use an iconographic language. We speak 

in terms of motifs: a seated figure, a three-quarter pose, a Dutch cap. Although 

iconography as a methodology has been generally categorised as dismissing form in favour 
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of content,169 the compositional structure of a picture is crucial to iconographic 

interpretation. All verbal descriptions of pictures are rooted in ekphrasisÐusing language to 

conjure visual imagesÐand so inherently combine the signifying aspects of form and 

content. A brief example is the subtle implication of right-facing or left-facing. Schapiro 

writes a very concise account of the implications of right or left, in which he first 

establishes that the majority of right-handedness contributes to the prevalence of left 

profiles in portraits, the right hand more easily drawing medially than laterally, and the 

combination of this preponderance of left-side portraits with connotations of left and 

right rooted in scriptural texts.170 

  If one accepts that iconography is the study of the ways in which pictures ÔspeakÕ 

(meaning the content of the picture), it becomes necessary to briefly address that voice, as 

Mitchell has.171 As was previously addressed, in his titular question, Mitchell puts forth 

two criteria by which one may understand the shift in location of the interpretation of 

pictures, Ò(1) assent to the constitutive fiction of pictures as ÔanimatedÕ beings . . . and (2) 

the construal of pictures not as sovereign subjects or disembodied spirits but as subalterns 

whose bodies are marked with the stigmata of differenceÓ.172 This shift indicates MitchellÕs 

program to Òshift the questionÓ from the ÒpowerÓ of pictures to the ÒdesireÓ of 

pictures.173 By tagging pictures as subalterns, and removing much of their power, it 

follows that Òtheir desire is correspondingly strongÓ.174 Marking the picture as the Other 

invokes an obvious legacy of gender performativity, as it pertains to the ÔmasculineÕ artist, 

the ÔfeminineÕ model, and the ÔfeminineÕ sitter.175 Briefly, as the ÔbodiesÕ under 

consideration here are being treated as parts of a signifying event, it is relevant to 

contextualise them, as Judith Butler would say in relation to gender, as embodiments of a 

particular type of ÔactÕ, Òan ÔactÕ . . . which is both intentional and performative, where 

ÔperformativeÕ suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of meaningÓ.176  
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The ÔspeechÕ that can be apprehended in the picture is the combination of 

compositional structure and pictorial objects as signs. Heather McPherson defines the 

modern portrait as one in which the Òindividual is subordinated to the overall 

compositional structureÓ.177 Having previously addressed the conceit of the ÔindividualÕ, 

subordinate or otherwise, it is still valid to consider the sitter as Ôsubordinated to the 

overall compositional structureÕ. The question becomes, then, just what are the structures 

that are particular to apprehending the portrait as a portrait? Attempts at great 

generalisations of portrait compositions have been made, including the one by Vicki 

Bruce and Andrew Young, in their study of the physiognomy of faces, that there is a 

ÒtendencyÓ for artists to position one eye of the sitter on the centre vertical axis of the 

picture.178 This sort of assertion corresponds to the countless assessments of Ôdivine 

proportionsÕ and the Golden Mean in portraiture from the ancient Greeks to DŸrer to Le 

CorbusierÑand now to modern facial-mapping technologies.179  

ArnheimÕs arguments in The Power of the Center are far more sophisticated applications 

of specific compositional effects. His primary thesis is that compositions are founded on 

either ÔcentricityÕ or ÔeccentricityÕ depending on the directions and relationships of the 

ÔvectorsÕ in the work.180 Centric vectors emanate out from, or to, a centre. Eccentric 

vectors occur in the interaction between centres. We may compare PicassoÕs portrait with 

DumasÕ portrait series. The Picasso can be read as conventionally centric. The body of La 

Belle Hollandaise is Ôself-centredÕ. The Dumas grid is conventionally eccentric. No one 

picture exists as more or less ÔcentralÕ than any other. These are ideals, of course, because 

every system, as Arnheim will demonstrate, is a complex interaction of centricty and 

eccentricity that includes the viewer as a centric and eccentric force. The portraitÕs 

fulfilment of its desire to be understood as a portrait depends on its ability to become the 

Ôprimary centreÕ in the interaction with the spectator, Òseemingly governing its own 
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structureÓ.181 The ÔselfÕ of the spectator becomes unstable, ÒfragmentaryÓ and ÒdivisibleÓ 

as a centre;182 it becomes eccentric. The pose of the sitter can enhance this eccentric 

effect; as Arnheim says, ÒEye contact, especially, makes the viewer feel that he is being 

looked at by a person . . . fashioned by the artist.Ó183 Michael FriedÕs concepts of 

theatricality and absorption are relevant to this discourse. Fried argued that a work that 

exhibits ÔalonenessÕ (centricity) is more likely to ÔabsorbÕ the viewer than a work which 

displays, in a theatrical manner, for the viewer.184 Arnheim also acknowledges that the 

ÔcentreÕ can refer to either the nexus of the centric vectors or the ÔmiddleÕ as a position.185 

Certainly the ÔcentreÕ does not have to occupy the middle, but it is the interaction of 

centres in centric and eccentric dynamic arrangements that creates compositional affects 

such as balance, proportion, and unity.  

Arnheim puts forth that the human figure is organised around two primary centres: 

the head and the groin, with varying weight and emphasis (energy from the centre).186 

Could it be concluded, then, in its desire to be understood as a portrait, that the portrait 

shifts the centricity to one ÔnodeÕ (the head),187 and away from another ÔnodeÕ (the groin)? 

Could one conclude that La Belle Hollandaise and Dutch Girl  (the latter using the gesture of 

the hand(s) as a Òcontractive, centripetal vectorÓ)188 are not going to be understood as 

portraits because the groin is too active a centre? This certainly would not hold for 

BronzinoÕs portraits, but perhaps the combination of nudity and genital centricity, or even 

the combination of female nudity and genital centricity, crushes the desire of the portrait.  

To bring a model into a studio in order to produce a portrait-picture is to establish an 

assumption that the model is both necessary, and by virtue of posing, intended to be seen. 

It would follow that an analysis of the content of the picture would reveal some meaning, 

or motivation, in what is seen. The meaning could be as simple as the presentation of that 

intent. When students sit on drawing horses or stand at easels, at armÕs length, and 
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observe the model-body on the model stand, they (should) carefully look. The pose 

presents the meaning to the observer that it is consequential to be seen. But what meaning 

does the model have for the observer for whom the intent to be seen is not directed? 

Susan WallerÕs book and Leslie Bostrom and Marlene MalikÕs article both recount 

anecdotes about unintended presentation. In WallerÕs account, a model in a room full of 

students scurries for cover when she sees workmen peering through a window at her.189 In 

Bostrom and MalikÕs account, a model complains to the instructor, also in a class full of 

students, that Òpeople are looking at meÓ when she sees a group of people peering 

through a window.190 Other than the comical affect of a nude model complaining that 

Òpeople are looking at meÓ, both anecdotes point to an imposition of meaningÑnamely, 

that implicit in portraits is the intention of being looked at. An iconographic analysis, 

then, would have to explore the pictorial evidence of that intent in the portrait.  

Portrait-pictures contain a number of devices and motifs that do exactly that. Pictures 

of models produced in the studio tend to eliminate the studio, preferring a generalised 

field, shallow space or screen in the picture. Other than a chair, drape, or other theatrical 

prop, the isolation of the sitter conveys the purpose of the pose, which is to be observed. 

Gestures tend to be small and static, and facial expressions stoic and expressionless. 

Again, these pictorial conventions indicate the structure of posing, and the intention to be 

observed. And finally, the body tends to be presented in one of a small catalogue of poses: 

head, bust, half-length, full-length; full-face, three-quarter, profile; and seated, standing, or 

reclining. A combination of convention and convenience as it pertains to the rigors of 

Ôholding a poseÕ in these poses conveys the message: they are meant to be looked at. 
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1.3: Photography and Counterfeit 

 

Photography 

Conventional notions of portraiture presume that the mind and hand of an artist is the 

mediating presence between the portrait-picture and the extra-pictorial object (model). 

With its seemingly automatic ability to mechanically create a resemblance and a certainty 

in the mind of the viewer of the pictureÕs indexicality, photography has vastly expanded 

the discourse on portraiture.  Ambivalence about this technology is as old as the 

technology, and can be summed up in conventionally reactionary responses such as John 

Walker, who, at the beginning of his history of portraits, lauds Hans HolbeinÕs ability to 

represent with Òcomplete objectivityÓ191, and, at the end, gives this grim account of 

photography: 

There are serious disadvantages to [dispensing with portrait sittings in favour 
of working from photographs]. When a portraitist employs photography 
exclusively, or virtually so, beauty of brushwork tends to disappear . . . The use 
of the mechanical chiaroscuro of a snapshot is a dispiriting break with 
tradition; yet the trend toward painting from photographs will doubtless 
increase in the future. This in itself is a sad prediction for the development of 
portraiture in the next decades.192  

This sort of nostalgia is less convincing than the aggressive posture of AndrŽ Bazin, who 

refers to painting as an Òinferior way of making likenesses, an ersatz of the processes of 

reproductionÓ.193 Bazin invokes the uncanny dimension of photographyÑits ability to 

exceed Òmere approximationÓÑand its unique presence as Òthe being of the model of 

which it is the reproduction; it is the model.Ó194 

The precise way in which photography has altered our perception of pictures, 

especially pictures that resemble models, is difficult to say. Society finds itself caught 

between a willingness to accept photographs as ÔobjectiveÕ depictions of reality, and an 

instinct that they are completely fictitious. It is this character of photography that uniquely 

suits it to the same discussion in portraiture. Even attempts to satisfactorily differentiate 

between painting of the last 150 years and photography have been tortured at best, usually 

hinging on the temporal or the mechanical characteristics of each.195 Susan Sontag offers 
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what is perhaps the simplest and most interesting explanation: Òone photograph, unlike 

one painting, implies that there will be othersÓ.196 The singularity and ÔoriginalityÕ of the 

painted portrait is correlated to the fantasy of the sitterÕs individuality. Photography, 

simply by its multiplicity, exposes this artifice. 

To return to the topic of likeness, Liz Wells, in her reader on photography, 

summarises the views that photographs can indicate ÒwitnessÓ, ÒtracesÓ, and Òquotations 

from actualityÓ.197 Before unpacking these difficult characterisations, cited from Harry 

Berger, Max Kozloff, and Susan Sontag, Wells writes: 

Such terminology is not only indicative of a suggested relation with the world 
of appearances but also of uses of images; for instance, to conceptualize the 
photograph as ÒwitnessÓ is to suggest that photographs offer evidence, that 
they are testimonials; extending the analogy, Kozloff comments that images 
can offer false or partial witness. Furthermore, a term such as ÒwitnessÓ will 
always imply documentary concerns. By contrast, terms such as ÒtraceÓ or 
ÒstencilÓ or ÒquotationÓ suggest references which become detached from their 
source, circulating in new contexts but with something of their origins 
continuing to adhere.198  

Thus, the photograph appears as an icon burdened by a vestigial indexicality and 

symbolising a non-existent reality.  One can understand SontagÕs contention that 

Òphotography is not so much an art as a meta-art. ItÕs an art that devours other art.Ó199 To 

return to the word ÔwitnessÕ, the effect of the photographic portrait is its embodied 

looking. The use of ÔevidenceÕ and ÔwitnessÕ attests to the perception that the 

photographic portrait ÔlooksÕ in a motivated way. The dynamics of this embodied sight 

will be expanded on later. 

To return, then, to KozloffÕs Òfalse witnessÓ and portraits in which Òembodiment is 

only approximateÓ,200 all that remains is a fictional construct in place of an objective 

account of extra-pictorial reality, one re-presentation that is no more or less valid than 

infinite other re-presentations. As Falk Heinrich states,  

Fictitiousness is a product of the insertion of a (media) difference, namely the 
difference between the observed and the depiction of the observed. Seen in 
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this perspective, any photographic image is fictitious, since it always will be a 
second order observation due to its mechanical and asynchronous quality.201  

The fiction of the photographic portrait-picture does not necessarily have to be 

acknowledged by the spectator. In fact, the manipulation of this fictionÑits concealment 

and revelationÑmotivates many contemporary photographersÕ artistic practices. As 

Christian Metz concisely puts it, ÒThe spectator does not confound the signifier with the 

referent, she or he knows what a representation is, but nevertheless has a strange feeling 

of reality (a denial of the signifier).Ó202 Of course, this feeling of reality, or, in fact, a 

deluded insistence on it, is a pathology that infects artists, models, and spectators. 

PhotographyÕs perceived close association with Ôobjective realityÕ has inspired much 

writing on the topic of the ÔrealÕ. Sontag first establishes this perception by stating that, 

Òphotography seems to have a more innocent, and therefore more accurate, relation to 

visible reality than do other mimetic objects,Ó203 before immediately indicting this 

convenient presumption, Òthis very passivityÑand ubiquityÑof the photographic record 

is photographyÕs ÔmessageÕ, its aggression.Ó204 Even more provocative is her famous 

assertion that images have become our realityÑwe organise our relationship to reality 

according to photographs and films.205 This aggressive absorption of all reality into the 

photographic code is particularly consequential for portraiture.  

It has become extremely rare for portraitists to work exclusively Ôfrom lifeÕ without a 

photographic reference. And if someone were to engage a model without the use of a 

camera, the ubiquity of the photographic portrait is imprinted in every schema. What is 

remarkable, then, is the artificial manner in which so many painters and draughtsmen 

attempt to conceal the photographic codeÑsmudging, smearing, splattering, building up 

thick impasto, radically altering the paletteÑin the vain hope of attaining ÔauthenticityÕ. 

One cannot ignore the implicit class concerns of portraiture too, as an Òemergent middle 

classÓ gained access to photographic portraits and so painters felt pressure to ennoble the 

painted form.206 Aaron Scharf describes the pressure photography placed on nineteenth-

century portrait painters, and notes:  
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The obvious way to circumvent this difficulty, for painters who were 
compelled to honour the ordained proportions of the human form and yet 
wanted to convey its spiritual and symbolic character, was to increase the 
subjectivity of colour and handling, even while utilizing certain salient features 
of photographic form, and only with the greatest care modify the natural 
physiognomic dimensions. To do more than that would then have been 
considered an act of impertinence.207 

The most prominent art prize in Australia, the Archibald Prize, given in the genre of 

portraiture, has wrestled with this archaic notion of authenticity for almost a century now. 

In his history of the prize, Peter Ross relays a proviso, first inserted in the 1920s, that 

portraits Òshould be as far as practicable painted from life. No direct copies from 

photographs will be accepted.Ó208 One is baffled to think how the judges intended to 

discern whether or not a painting was Ôfrom lifeÕ. From a survey of the winnersÑevery 

winning portrait is reproduced in RossÕs bookÑone could only conclude that the painting 

should look like the winning paintings that preceded it. The provision should have read, 

ÒThe portrait should be as far as practicable painted from last yearÕs painting. No direct 

copies of last yearÕs painting will be accepted.Ó 

Again, it isnÕt necessary to tip the balance to complete conventionalism, as Victor 

Burgin does with his analyses of analogy, codes of connotation, and rhetorical codes and 

statements that all photographs are Òconstantly to be referred to the social and psychic 

formations of the author/readerÓ.209 Foregoing this argument, it isnÕt controversial to 

accept that photographic media dominates our cultural landscape, that photography has a 

technological code and a pictorial code, and that these photographic codes dominate 

painting and drawing. Accepting these points allows one to examine the ways in which 

painters and draughtsmen negotiate these codes. Finally, Hubert Damisch makes the 

excellent point that all modern cameras function in essentially the same manner as the 

camera obscura, and that the camera itself was created to conform to our conventional 

concept of space. He asserts that the Òblack boxÓ and structure of the lens are not 

ÒneutralÓ but motivated to affirm that conventional concept.210 

Photography has been particularly relevant to studies that undermine the traditional 

alliance between portraiture and dualism. The mechanical, reproducible, and spectacular 
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form is well suited, not in spite of, but due, to its perceived ÔinnocenceÕ and ÔhonestyÕ to 

function as a critical medium. Numerous studies openly confront the Òcontinued validity 

of essentialist and biologistic concepts of identityÓ,211 or expose the spectatorÕs enthusiasm 

for the Òfetishised trace of someoneÕs existenceÓ,212 such as Melissa FeldmanÕs analysis of 

Gerhard Richter, Chuck Close, and Christian Boltanski; BuchlohÕs of Robert 

Rauschenberg and Marcel Duchamp; or KosinskiÕs or BurginÕs or KozloffÕs or EwingÕs or 

ScottÕs.213 In addition to undermining the Òillusion of wholenessÓ that is promised in 

portrait photography, Barthes also points to the absence or Òloss of selfÓ in the portrait-

picture.214 Describing the experience of being photographed, Barthes presents himself as 

Òa subject who feels he is becoming an object: I then experience a micro-version of death 

(of parenthesis)Ó.215  

Before addressing this relationship between the absent subject and the death of the 

subject, a clarifying note about presence: it has been used thus far to signify the subjective 

presence of the individual in the portrait. However, photographyÕs temporal technologies 

require one to reconcile the ÔnowÕ with the ÔthenÕ and with memory, and so presence is 

also used, sometimes playfully meandering between the two meanings, to indicate the 

moment. Amelia Jones writes,  

To engage with a photographic portrait, to pass through its fleshy mask or 
screen, is to remember or, in Kaja SilvermanÕs words, Òto bring images from 
the past into an ever new and dynamic relation to those through which we 
experience the present, and in the process ceaselessly to shift the contours and 
significance not only of the past, but also of the presentÓ.216  

The spectatorÕs ability to conjure up an alternative subjectivity and engage in the present 

and presence of it defines the mythic dimension of portrait-pictures. Rather than 

establishing a singular, individual subject, however, this process is pluralistic and highly 

contingent on the spectatorÕs desires. 

The concentration on death and the absent subject in photography assumes two 

forms. First, the unreal stillness of the picture confounds oneÕs expectations of reality; in 

that stillness, qualities and details that are imperceptible to ÔnormalÕ apprehension are able 
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to be seen. Metz, in his comments on photographic stillness, remarks Òon the relationship 

of photography with death. Immobility and silence are not only two objective aspects of 

death, they are also its main symbols, they figure it.Ó217 Second, the connection of the 

photographic object to a specific moment in the past when the shutter opened and closed 

embalms it in the past.  

For the photographÕs immobility is somehow the result of a perverse 
confusion between two concepts: the Real and the Live: by testing that the 
object has been real, the photograph surreptitiously induces belief that it is 
alive, because of that delusion which makes us attribute to Reality an 
absolutely superior, somehow eternal value; but by shifting this reality to the 
past (Òthis-has-beenÓ), the photograph suggests that it is already dead.218 

In this passage, Barthes sums up the ambivalence about subjectivity in portraiture. The 

existence of the portrait-picture convinces one of the subjectÕs existence, but that is only 

because one has a (delusional) belief in their own subjectivity219 (eternal, Real); the picture 

as a finite and immobile object also suggests that it is dead, empty, or absent of any 

subject. This quality only intensifies the spectatorÕs desire. 

Stillness relates directly to the phenomenon of posing. Posing is a salient feature of 

photography. The contemporary condition is such that, outside of an artistÕs studio or a 

caricaturistÕs booth, very seldom would people find themselves confronted with a blank 

sheet and a brush or pen. However, lenses are continuously pointed at people, with and 

without their consent. (However, surveillance and so-called ÔcandidÕ photography is 

slightly beyond the purview of this exegesis.) The concern of the lens will be limited to 

circumstances in which the model expects to be photographed and prepares, however 

briefly, to be photographed. This expectation/preparation in advance of the photograph 

 can also be called the pose. Barthes writes: 

Now, once I feel myself observed by the lens, everything changes: I constitute 
myself in the process of ÒposingÓ, I instantaneously make another body for 
myself, I transform myself in advance into an image. This transformation is an 
active one: I feel that the Photograph creates my body or mortifies it, 
according to its caprice.220  

To pose is not just to subordinate oneself to the gaze of the lens, but to present an image, 

through mimicry, of what the lens will see. Peggy Phelan refers to this process as one in 

which the models Òimitate the image they believe photographers see through the camera 
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lensÓ.221 Barthes calls this the Òphotographic ritualÓ and Òsocial gameÓ of posing and 

laments that his body cannot be a Òneutral, anatomic bodyÓ.222 The pose itself cannot be 

directly apprehended, nor linked to the ÔOperatorÕ or the model; it is merely an 

interpretation of the intention of the photographÑthe capture of an event in an instant. 

ÒI project the present photographÕs immobility upon the past shot, and it is this arrest 

which constitutes the pose.Ó223  

Owens picks up on this ÔarrestÕ, calling it a ÒpetrificationÓ224 and reiterates BarthesÕ 

experience, ÒI freeze, as if anticipating the still I am about to become; mimicking its 

opacity, its still-ness; inscribing, across the surface of my body, photography's 

ÔmortificationÕ of the flesh.Ó225 The pose is necessarily static, and it imposes this stasis on 

the body of the model, the body of the sitter, and the interpretation of both. The gaze, 

according to Owens, Òpunctuates (arrests, suspends) and punctures (pricks, wounds)Ó226 

and so the static pose, the mimicry of the photograph, becomes a means to ÒresistÓ the 

Òimmobilizing gazeÓ of the lens. It is as if by freezing, one can stave off what Amelia 

Jones refers to as the Òdeath-dealingÓ pose of the photograph.227 But the very act of 

freezing, of mimicking the pose, envelops the model in the representational counterfeit. 

The portrait-picture, understood as the ÔscreenÕ in Lacanian terms, or the intersection of 

the gaze and the object of representation,  

is also a mask. In the self-display that constitutes our enactment of what we 
call our ÒindividualityÓ, the subject, Lacan argues, Ògives of himself, or 
receives from the other, something that is like a mask, a double, an envelope, a 
thrown off skinÓÑthe screen.228 

 This effect is compounded by the multiplicity of gazes in the encounter. The lens 

looks, the spectator looks, the model looks at the lens and artist, and the sitter within the 

photograph looks both in the picture and out from the picture.229 The pose is implicated 

in every encounter, or as Jones puts it, ÒThrough the pose . . . the embodied subject is 

exposed as being a mask or screenÓ.230 
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In her essay on the masculine mystique of the artist/model dyad, Mary Bergstein 

discusses a particular photograph by Brassai of Henri Matisse in his studio.231 In the 

photograph, meant to show the Master at work drawing a nude model, both the model 

and the artist face the camera in an oddly cramped and highly mannered way. They are 

both obviously posed for the camera, two models performing a fiction. Matisse looks 

sternly at the model. The model looks down and away. ÒThe fiction of Brassai's 

photography is that the beholder is permitted a voyeur-photographer's view of Matisse's 

creative process. The modelÕs gaze is cast down demurely avoiding that of the painter, the 

photographer, and the spectators.Ó232 This Ôvoyeur-photographerÕs viewÕ is a defining 

feature of contemporary photo-portraits. The voyeur is able to study the model-body, to 

have a long look without the psychological demands of reciprocation. The artist must 

have Òprolonged contactÓ with the model-body, and therefore is ÒvulnerableÓ to also 

being seen. John Gage makes this point and contends that photography ÒliberatedÓ the 

artist-voyeur (and the spectator-voyeur) from this particular type of transaction.233 So, far 

from Brassai exposing the ÔmethodÕ of artistic production, his photograph further 

mystifies it, presenting a spectacle that is masculine, heteronormative, and deeply infected 

with the fictive pathology of the pose. 

The screen, or ÒboundaryÓ between the representation and the experience of the 

event, is Ôbound upÕ by this interaction of voyeurism and the gaze.234 The voyeur watches 

but is not seen, the artist watches in a field of mutual looking. This event leads Linda 

Nochlin to describe the field as the Òthe meeting of two subjectivitiesÓ235 noting the 

exceptional circumstance of the portrait in which the model can Òwatch and judge backÓ. 

She reads this as an empowerment of the model, a restitution of agency, ÒIn no other case 

does what the artist is painting exist on the same plane of freedom and ontological equality 

as the artist herself or himselfÓ.236 The model transgresses the boundary between the 

watcher and the watched. Although this may be the case, and although the model may, in 

fact, dominate the interaction with the artist, the portrait-picture ÔmortifiesÕ this liberation. 
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The photograph, by its nature, embeds the code of the gaze and so dictates the terms of 

the interaction.237 

The link between photography, in its Ômortification of the fleshÕ, and death has already 

been established. In the context of the artist/model transaction, the Òdeath-dealing 

apparatusÓ238 of photography takes on an even more sinister tone. Sontag calls the 

portrait-photograph a Òsoft murderÓ239 and Maurice Berger calls the portrait 

ÒphotographyÕs little murderÓ.240 This is a telling shift from the stillness and absence of 

death to the violent conduct of murder. The metaphors of ÔshootingÕ, ÔfiringÕ, and 

ÔcapturingÕ are thinly veiled sublimations of the aggressive vector of the lens. The mutated 

model, the sitterÑÒa creature that has been acted uponÓ241Ñhas not just been captured, 

but shot and fixed, mounted and displayed; the portrait is left as photographic evidence of 

the extermination. 

 

Counterfeit 

As a form, the portrait-picture contains the idea of a sitter (its subject matter) and a 

meaning that this particular body is worthy of being portrayed. The logic of this Ôact of 

portrayalÕ, as indexed in the portrait-picture, is that it justifies its own authority.242 The 

rigging or construction of the subject matter of the portrait, the sitter, is a mutated form of 

the model-body. The portrait-picture denies this generative mutation, and presents itself 

as an authoritative representation of the absent model. As Harry Berger says, Òthe act of 

portrayal represented by the image is a fiction; it neednÕt have occurred in that manner; 

the portrait only pretends to represent the manner in which it was producedÓ.243 Marlene 

DumasÕ series of 100 drawings titled Models exploits the destabilised authority of likeness 

in portrait-pictures. These heads present their own counterfeits; they are not 

representations of model-bodies, but Òrepresentations of representations of womenÓ.244 

Ernst van Alphen notes, ÒI recognize these women because I have seen pictures of them; 
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35. 

238 Jones, ÒThe ÔEternal ReturnÕÓ, 949, 957. 

239 Sontag, On Photography, 14-15. 

240 Maurice Berger, ÒMaking Faces,Ó in Face Value : American Portraits, ed. Donna M. De Salvo 
(Southampton; Paris; New York: Parrish Art Museum; Flammarion, 1995), 92. 

241 Kozloff, Theatre of the Face, 293. 

242 Berger, ÒFictions of the PoseÓ, 90. 

243 Ibid., (90) 

244 Alphen, Art in Mind, 142. 



 

 
55 

I recognize pictures.Ó245 To clarify, one doesnÕt recognise Ôthese womenÕ, one recognises 

pictures whose subject matter points to another subject matter: the idea of these women. 

Dominic van den Boogerd expresses a similar concern, albeit tinted by Aristotelian 

mimesis, when he writes ÒAll are shown as illustrations, not so much of women, but of 

the way in which women are represented: as the model of ideal beauty.Ó246 I would 

contend that while this final point is convenient to the conventional and intrinsic 

understanding of supermodels and film stars, it is not entirely correct. A close look at the 

drawings doesnÕt reveal an idealising quality, but rather a vacuityÑeach drawing exhibits 

such a corruption of its indexicality that any potential authority or fantasy of resemblance 

to reality is effaced. Each of these sitters, these mutated models, exists autonomously of 

its extra-pictorial referent. Kozloff says of these mutants that Òif they exist, [they] canÕt 

even be themselves; they have no consciousness of a self that is necessary to maskÓ.247 In 

her work, Dumas consistently communicates this mutation. 

The counterfeit depends on a perceptible connection to the real. It is this connection, 

however artificial or fantastic it may be, that imbues portraiture with its particular appeal, 

its Òmysterious Ôfactor xÕÓ.248 Simply put, the ontology of what is ÔinsideÕ the picture must 

be symbolically connected to the ontology of what is ÔoutsideÕ the picture.249 The 

connection relies both on expectations created by media interactions and the stereotypes 

of mimetic representation that are infinitely generated and ubiquitously displayed. The cult 

of individuality that informs this condition is the most powerful tool the artist has in 

manufacturing the counterfeit. No matter how absurd it may be to suggest some essence, 

truth, or reality in contemporary pictures, the desire for that reality seems limitless. It is 

typical, in a contemporary discourse, to speak of simulation, infinite semiosis and 

hyperreality, and yet the meanings of portraits are often grounded not in the revelation of 

this counterfeit, but in the promise of an atavistic mimesis. The rigging of portraits depends 

on this desire. 

In her 1994 catalogue for Face-Off: The Portrait in Recent Art, Melissa Feldman addresses 

this condition: 

With the fetishization of the portrait as commodity, stereotypes have replaced 
subjectivities. A market-tested, heterogeneous selection of masks stands in for 
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individual identities. If portraits of the past were confined to aesthetic 
conventions of representation, now they are standardized by those promoted 
in the media. . . . By employing the most direct indices of physical reality such 
as photographs and casts from life, themselves often replicated or shown in 
series, the work paradoxically undermines notions of interiority and 
uniqueness and so cuts to the heart of traditional portraiture. Such portraits 
evidence the fact that no matter how faithful the likeness, the individual is 
unknowable, inaccessible, merely a prisoner of representation. . . . Challenging 
the notion that the individual is the legitimizing source of meaning, the subject 
is freed of an actual, single referent and becomes a pastiche of its ethnocultural 
and sociopolitical circumstances. This newfangled portrait subject is, of 
necessity, fictitious or mythical. Stepping out of physical and psychic 
wholeness and into the fray of its surround, such works treat the subject 
paradigmatically through literary or metaphorical forms of representation. 250 

Several of FeldmanÕs points can be extended and clarified. First, concerning Òportraits of 

the pastÓ, it can be illustrative to distinguish the modern from the postmodern if not 

entirely accurate. Pictures have always been ÒstandardizedÓ by other pictures, and portraits 

especially have been dominated by conventions or ÒstereotypesÓ. If there is a portrait, 

there is a sitter, and the sitter has always been a dissimulation. Second, the Òmost direct 

indices of physical realityÓ are certainly films, but in spite of this, the faithfulness of the 

likeness is not indexical but iconic, an anti-mimetic presentation of resemblance without a 

ÔrealÕ causal connection. In this way, it is not paradoxical, but entirely logical that the 

picture should not Ôre-presentÕ the individuality of the model, but present the sitter. 

Finally, the metaphors of animism that Feldman uses in the final passage should be 

considered in the context of the previous mention of MitchellÕs What Do Pictures Want?. 

The counterfeit in portraiture exists in both the conventions of pose, composition, 

and costume, and in the interface between artist, model, and sitter. As has already been 

stated, the sitter is a complete construction, existing only as it is rigged in the portrait-

picture. Returning to the apprehension of this sitter, to what extent is the understanding 

of it determined by convention? Having already established that the sitter may resemble 

the model, or be an analogue of the model, even as a mutated form, whatÕs left is to 

conclude that the sitter mimics the model or even impersonates the model. Brilliant 

writes: 

As an art, Mimicry moves in two different directions. The mimic can achieve 
an apparent replication of the ÒotherÓ through such a complete disguise that 
the performer's identity is fully concealed and, thus, a complete substitution or 
transference occurs; this is mimetic magic. Or the mimic can retain his own 
identity as a performer in front of an audience while conjuring up the presence 
of the ÒotherÓ by adopting a few well-chosen, characteristic features as an 
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indexical reference; this is a form of portraiture. It relies on representation to 
make the reference to the individual portrayed, but denies exact equivalence, 
thereby preserving the representation itself as a distinct, artistic entity.251 

Written in reference to ritual performance, this statement is applicable to the 

contemporary. The sitter presents a few distinct ÒfeaturesÓ that create, in the mind of the 

spectator, a perception that this sitter represents the ÔrealÕ. These features are highly 

conventionalised. In DumasÕ Models, it is enough that each sitter is presented as 

differentiated, however slightly, from all the others. These differences are perceived as 

ÔcharacteristicÕ of the individual and the sitter is perceived as resembling, or analogous to, 

the model. As has been stated, this entire series is built on artifice and pretence, and relies 

on Western conventions of Òexhibitionism and masqueradeÓ.252 

This mimicry occurs during the act of portrayal as well. In her excellent study of 

performativity titled Unmarked, Peggy Phelan describes mimicry in the act of portrayal: 

Portrait photography tries to make an inner form, a (negative) shadow, 
expressive: a developed image which renders the corporeal, a body-real, as a 
real body. Uncertain about what this body looks like or how substantial it is, 
we perform an image of it by imitating what we think we look like. We 
imagine what people might see when they look at us, and then we try to 
perform (and conform to) those images.253 

In this way, the model also tries to adopt, or perform, a few characteristic features, 

features of the sitter. This reciprocal mimicry, based on conventional expectation and 

desire underpins the counterfeit, and forms the framework for the rig. 

The act of portrayal, indexed by the portrait-picture, is ÒnormativeÓ rather than Òthe 

normal or actual process we imagineÓ.254 This normativity is based on mimicry and 

dissimulation. The purpose of this exegesis is to expand on analyses of portrait-pictures 

that acknowledge the counterfeit without fully examining the implications of the 

counterfeit in every aspect of the act of portrayal. In viewing portraits, it has become 

commonplace to speak of the mediation of the subject, Òthe extent to which . . . poses are 

conventionalisedÓ and Òcharacter and personality are telegraphedÓ255, but this investigation 

will look, from inside the studio, at the counterfeit as it manifests. 

Over the past thirty years, identity has been destabilised and dismantled by a number 

of forces but perhaps by none more so dramatically as the Internet. Online 

communication has enabled users to quickly and completely ÔcycleÕ character, personality, 
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and constructions of self.256 Falk HeinrichÕs description and analysis of the Òdigital iconic 

avatarÓ implicates it directly in its ability to Òundermine the western epistemic distinction 

between the human subject and the pictorial representationÓ.257 S.Y. Zhao picks up on this 

theme in his essay on telecopresence, explaining that, in an online environment, the ÔselfÕ 

can be discarded and recreated relatively easily and so becomes both multiplied and 

devalued.258 Whether labelled as postmodern, posthuman, or simply as a feature of the 

information age, the counterfeit, the pretence to individuality, is ripe for exploitation and 

exploration of what Linda Hutcheon calls, Òthe way in which narratives and images 

structure how we see ourselves and how we construct our notions of self, in the present 

and in the pastÓ.259 

These constructions of the self, being both plural and highly mutable, often surface in 

self-portrait series by artists.260 Tomoko Sawada, Gillian Wearing, Matthew Barney, and 

Tracey Moffatt are a small sample of contemporary portraitists for whom the counterfeit 

self comprises a primary subject matter. Aliases, alter-egos, masks, costumes, and tableaux 

are all tools used in producing the counterfeit portrait, tools that dismantle Òtraditional 

aspirations toward an organic mediation of the essential characteristics of the 

differentiated bourgeois subjectÓ.261 They are also tools used in producing historiated 

portraits, a traditional form that destabilises identity in a very specific manner by 

confounding the identities of two models, typically one who Ôsat forÕ the artist, and one 

who did not. Historiated portraits also entangle physiognomies. Was Antonio Canova to 

make his heroic marble resemble Bonaparte or Mars? Oddly enough, in terms of the 

physical features, one would have to say neither. 

Finally, I will respond to another quote by Berger, from ÒFictions of the PoseÓ. His 

passage, addressing the anonymous portraits by Leonardo, deserves inclusion here:  

Éthe person who posed for the picture becomes, through its representation, 
little more than the quasi-anonymous bearer of allegorical, dynastic, and 
narrative (or textual) meanings; a dead image. The ÒrealÓ face/mind relation of 
a model, as opposed to that of a sitter, is irrelevant noise.262  
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It should first be noted that Berger inverts the model/sitter dyad. This exegesis contends 

that the model is the physical body, and the sitter is the transformed pictorial object. 

Berger contends that the ÔrealÕ sitter is transformed into the model through posing. 

Nonetheless, his use of the phrase Ôdead imageÕ and contention that the face/mind 

relation of the model-body is irrelevant summarises the main theme of this section: the 

mutated model has no identity, no soul, no stable physiognomic identifiability that is in 

any way relevant to the portrait-picture (notwithstanding the spectatorÕs desire to fill that 

space with mythic ÔnoiseÕ). 

Pose, costume, and composition easily conjure up images of historiated portraits, 

tableaux, constructed photographs, re-enactments, and other similar sorts of performative 

and theatrical events. Michael Kšhler specifically addresses the links between tableaux 

vivants and what he terms Ôphoto-performanceÕ, meaning specifically events staged for a 

photographer.263 As masquerade, mimicry, impersonation, and dissimulation are all tools 

of the counterfeit in portraiture, it stands that performance would be a logical framework. 

In historiated portraiture, the performance is often constructed by the artist without the 

modelÕs direct participation. This is to say that Napoleon did not actually perform as Mars 

(for the statue anyway) but that Paolina Borghese did perform as Venus Victrix (in 

statuary and otherwise). But the portrait serves as its own evidence of the performance, 

whether a contrivance of the artist or not, and so both the performance and the pose 

manifest in the interpretation of the portrait. The performance in the pose has already 

been alluded to, but Kozloff draws a fine distinction between the uses of the two terms in 

portraiture. 

He first defines performance as Òa mode of behaviour . . . staged for the occasion of 

the portrait.Ó264 This mode of behaviour can be related to a concept that he outlines over a 

decade later, in his book on portrait photography, in which he refers separately to Claude 

Cahun and Cindy Sherman as ÒabsentingÓ themselves from their self-portraits, creating 

both a sense of ÒdistanceÓ and dislocation.265 So one can define this mode of behaviour as 

one in which the model has already determined to absent the self. All that remains is the 

artifice. ÒOne poses for x, but one performs as y, implicitly for an audience. Both words 

refer to the same situation of the one depicted, but inflect it differently.Ó266 Of course, 

following the previous discussion, the object of the action one poses for is arguably 
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multivalent. But, then, so is the object of the action one poses as. If one accepts KozloffÕs 

assertion that, ÒA pose . . . is an element that may contribute to a performance, it is by no 

means the equivalent of it,Ó267 one would have to agree that costume, environment, other 

actors, and a host of other stimuli also contribute to the performance. But the pose is 

performative, the performance defines the pose by the very nature of Òthe working of its 

artificeÓ268 as the model represents a model. As Kozloff concludes ÒA performance is a form 

of direction that amplifies and tries to spell out what the pose can only indicate.Ó269 This forms a basis 

for this exegesis: the pose may ÔindicateÕ the counterfeit nature of the portrait, but the 

performance as it encompasses the pose, the act of portrayal, the portrait-picture, and the 

spectatorship of the portrait-picture ÔamplifiesÕ and asserts the counterfeit. To borrow 

again a phrase from Berger, this field of action and transaction, centric and eccentric 

activities, is a Òpurely fictional fieldÓ.270 The combined affect of the agents and events that 

the portrait-picture Òpretends only to reflect and refer to is in fact something it constitutes 

. . . This is the basic plot, scenario or fiction . . . and I call it the fiction of the pose.Ó271 

 In their various essays on re-enactment, Vanessa Agnew, Richard Handler and 

William Saxton, and Alexander Cook foreground several issues significant to the 

counterfeit in portraiture: authority and authenticity, masquerade, impersonation, 

theatricality, fiction, and the collapsing of distance in time and space.272 As previously 

demonstrated, the studio is a kind of theatre, established for the constant re-enactment of 

one particular fiction: the mythic transaction between an artist and a model in the 

manufacture of a portrait-pictureÑthe act of portrayal. Agnew describes the Òbody-based 

discourseÓ of re-enactment as thus: 

The substitutive character of re-enactment themes suggests that if re-
enactment performs the work of Vergangenheitsbewaltigung (coming to terms 
with the past), then this process is not directly tied to a specific historical 
process, conflict, or set of agents. In fact, the contrary is true. Re-enactmentÕs 
emancipatory gesture is to allow participants to select their own past in 
reaction to a conflicted present.273 
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This past, manifested in the schema and the pose, and performed in the studio, is 

perfectly mated to GombrichÕs substitute. The substitute, extant as the portrait-picture, 

meets the requirements of picture-making and substitution: it is based on an idea of the 

studio transaction (the schema) and it functions in a transaction of looking (equivalence). 

Handler and Saxton focus on the re-enactment as a type of ÒsimulationÓ.274 In their 

estimation, the thing that is being simulated by the actors is a sort of Òmaster narrativeÓ, 

which itself is based on the lack of any experience of a master narrative, and thus the re-

enactment is a simulation of desire.275 They describe the effect of ÒdyssimulationÓ and 

impersonation on the consciousness of the actor, the Òreflexive consciousnessÓ of the 

actor, in which the actor observes himself wondering how it is appropriate to act in a 

contrived situation.276 The connection to the model in the studio becomes apparent. Just 

as there can be no authentic portrait, free from counterfeit and re-presentation, there can 

be no re-enactment (the basis for the performance) that is not already tainted by reflexive 

observation. This taint Òdissolves the ideal of authenticity as unselfconscious 

autobiography into studied protocol, thereby meriting the title of dyssimulationÓ.277 

The fantasy of the studio, and the transaction between artist and model, as an 

authentic, lived experience nobly indexed in the portrait-pictureÑthe very sort of 

romantic rhetoric that still gets used in the context of formal, bureaucratic and state 

portraitsÑdoes not need to be exposed. It has been laid waste to for decades. What 

becomes apparent with close scrutiny of contemporary portraiture is the manner in which 

contemporary artists, models, and technologies exploit the rhetoric of the artist/model 

interface to interrogate the spectator. 
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Chapter 2: Portrait Catalogue 
 

 
This chapter is divided into two sections. The first is a brief introduction to the 

American graphic tradition, which is a major influence on my artistic practice. By no 

means a comprehensive reckoning (one will note the absence of the limner portraitists, 

John Singleton Copley and Benjamin West, Edward Hopper and the Wyeths, Alice Neel, 

and so on), this gentle survey will foreground both the conventions of American glamour 

in portraiture and the subtle revelation of model, performance, and counterfeit. 

The second section is a survey of contemporary portraiture with most works dated 

within the last decade. The notable exceptions are a self-portrait by Claude Cahun and an 

early work by Yasumasa Morimura that are included for their particular relevance to this 

exegesis and their influence on subsequent works by others in the catalogue.  

Each of these portraits can be contextualised by the concepts of rigging and 

historiated portraiture that underpin this exegesis. These are pictures that explicitly 

address the conventions of pose, composition and costume. As a group, they also engage 

with material concerns that are specific to this research: life drawing, life casting, portrait 

painting, staged photography, instant photography and film. Each of these portraits can 

be plotted on the spectrum from mimicry and masquerade to impersonation and 

dissimulation, and each exhibits its constructed sitter as an authoritative reckoning of a 

model-bodyÑeven if that reckoning is ambivalent, as in the case of Andy Warhol, or 

ironic, as in the case of RenŽe Cox, or absurd, as in the case of David Lachapelle. 

Historiated portraiture has been used as a trope that amplifies the performance and 

mythos of the artist/model transaction. In this survey, literal masking and subtle 

simulation are placed in close contact in order to demonstrate the prevalence and diversity 

of historiated portraiture in contemporary practice. 
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2.1: American Graphic Tradition 

 

  

Fig. 7  Thomas Eakins, Study of a Seated Nude Woman Wearing a Mask, 1863Ð66, charcoal 

and crayon on paper, 61.6 x 47.3cm. 

 

EakinsÕ nude study of a modest model demonstrates the graphic facility of American 

academic draughtsmanship in the nineteenth century, contrasting a brash and macho 

chiaroscuro against the French academic taste for Ingres and his slippery tonalities (see 

PrudÕhon, GŽrome, Bouguereau, etc.). Although no more or less outstanding than 

countless other academic nudes of the time, EakinsÕ study maintains a simple, economical 

tension that tends to be missing from other studies.  

The modelÕs face appears to be turned in three-quarter, the medial line of the forehead 

and face laying somewhat inside the left edge of the mask. The mask, however gives the 

impression of a profile, twisting against the relaxed gesture of the head. The sharp point 

below the chin, suggesting a jaw in profile, and the flat tone of the mask, negating a 

significant planar shift, create this impression. The effect is mirrored in the relationship 

between the model-body and the box, in which the model pushes against the angular 
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perspective. The body presents a flat, frontal surface against the oblique perspective of the 

box. The sharply tilted V-shape created by the lower edge of the mask also parallels the 

angles created by the folds between thigh, groin, and abdomen, drawing attention to the 

primary bodily ÔnodesÕ and emphasising, through the linkage, the absence of the typical 

facial node. Each of these dynamics indicates an inherent tension between the seen body 

(usually concealed) and the concealed face (usually seen). The absent, ÔnakedÕ face is 

represented by the plain, unadorned box. The dominant metaphorical relationship is not 

the between the mask, blindness, and the social circumstances of the consumed body; 

rather, it is between the rough and empty box and the marked-over, empty face. 

While it may seem logical to link the masked model to concepts of anonymity, sexual 

fetishism, and deathÑand although it may be provocative to do so in the context of this 

exegesisÑit is more provocative to consider EakinsÕ relationship with the unmasked-then-

masked model in the studio. He would have observed the unmasked model before she 

disrobed, and then again observed her on the model standÑmasked and nude. The act of 

portrayal, and the subsequent fiction of the drawing, contains this presentation-then-

masquerade. The model, in preparation for masking, would have been conscious of the 

presentation of her pre-masked face, and, having been masked, would have absorbed this 

re-presentation. The raw box, however, stands in for the absent face and reveals the 

simple circumstance of the nude modelÑthe face is irrelevant to the unintended sitter. 
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Fig. 8  James McNeill Whistler, Symphony in Flesh Colour and Pink: Portrait of Mrs Frances 

Leyland, 1871Ð74, oil on canvas, 195.9 x 102.2cm. 

 

WhistlerÕs full-length portrait of Mrs. Leyland exhibits several of the same posing 

tendencies seen in the Eakins drawing. In this case, the intense flattening of forms in a 

decorative matrix, indicative of the vogue for Japonisme, crushes the space of the sitter and 

suppresses her attempted twist of the body into a three-quarter pose. The stark profile and 

monochromatic palette smear her across the surface. The flattening is heightened by 

WhistlerÕs ochre line-work and exclusion of directional light.  

Most notable about this portrait, however, is the tea gown in which the figure poses.1 

WhistlerÕs Aestheticism extended to interiors and costumes, and this is no exception. He 

both designed the gown and the interior in which the model posed. Susan Galassi 

                                                   
1 Galassi describes the fashion for tea gowns in the nineteenth century and comments that the choice to 
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FL. Susan Grace Galassi, ÒWhistler and Aesthetic Dress: Mrs. Frances Leyland,Ó in Whistler, Women & 
Fashion, ed. Susan Grace Galassi (New York; New Haven: Frick Collection; Yale University Press, 2003), 
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reproduces several of his sketches for the gown, revealing his obsessive attention to the 

detailed theatre of the portrait.2 In many of WhistlerÕs full-length portraits, the sitterÕs 

body is entirely eradicated in the painting, sometimes by stygian blacks, and other times by 

crusty whites and pastels that are virtually indistinguishable from the backgrounds and 

fields. In this case, the form of the dress confounds the anatomy of the model. The gown 

bulges where one expects a waist and lumbar depression. It pulls up while the shoulders 

slouch and dips to the base of the C-spine in such a way that if one were to cover up the 

head and squint a bit, the impression is very much of an anterior view of the body, rather 

than of the posterior view. Given this impression, the gesture of the pose is contorted and 

painful, but this disruption is tempered by the palette and conventional stoicism of the 

sitter. 

The juxtaposition of anterior view and posterior view is the vital indicator, occluded 

but present as it is in all portraits, of the rigged nature of the picture. The subtle violence of 

the pose confronts the beholder with a visual conflict between pose and costume, drawing 

attention to the performative fiction of this ÔintimateÕ relationship between sitter and 

artist. Whistler has drawn this portrait without the sitter, previous to this act of portrayal, 

in the numerous studies for the dress, a standing garment without a bearer. In this 

portrait, the costume indicates the legacy of the absence of the model in the (literal) 

production of the costumed sitter.  

  

                                                   
2 Ibid. 
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Fig. 9  John Singer Sargent, Capri Girl, 1878, oil on canvas, 43.2 x 30.5cm. 

 

Another American painter with an affinity for European society, Sargent painted a 

series of portraits of the model Rosina Ferrara on the island of Capri in 1878.3 This is one 

of two conventional portrait busts Sargent executed, the other being less resolved beyond 

the face and head. He also completed an unconventional three-quarter-length painting, 

profile studies and pictures of Rosina in the environment of Capri.4 SargentÕs infatuation 

with Rosina is credited to his Victorian predilection for ÔexoticÕ models with heavily lidded 

eyes and ÔdarkÕ features.5  

Sargent, perhaps more so than other American draughtsmen of the late nineteenth 

century, demonstrates a virtuoso ability to balance a naturalism derived from photography 

with an aggressive and authoritarian hand that asserts the artist/model encounter. The 
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whiplash one gets from trying to trace the velocity and vectors of SargentÕs brushstrokes 

inspires in the beholder a confidence in the immediacy of the transaction between Sargent 

and his model. This confidence underpins the authority that is necessary to construct the 

counterfeit.  

Rosina goes un-named in SargentÕs paintings of her. Most of the Capri paintings, like 

this one, bear only the title Capri or else some variation of Capri Girl. One may conclude 

that Sargent merely delineated between his commissioned portraits, and portraits of 

friends, and his numerous studies of models. No doubt the taste for Orientalism made it 

desirable for Sargent to equate his young muse with her ÔexoticÕ home, and certainly his 

treatments of the sitter, as many of his paintings do, buttress the fantasy they indicate. In 

this painting, the sitterÕs skin tones and the warm, mottled environment in which she is 

seated are almost identical. 

Sargent biographer Stanley Olson overtly extends RosinaÕs ÔOthernessÕ in the 

following description of her: 

She was about seventeen years old, lithe, wonderfully made, and an altogether 
perfect model . . . She was a highly compliant subject, responsive and able to 
convey spontaneity, fierce energy and unselfconscious grace. She was 
sufficiently malleable to fit into a scene without dominating it.6  

Notable about this damning testimony (of both its author and Rosina) is how much 

responsibility Olson, based only on the visual evidence, shifts to Rosina for her own 

virtuous compliance, malleability, and passiveness. And certainly no mention of the 

explicit sexual-colonial domination of the Other is made. She is fit to be captured, an easy 

prey to be trapped, between the plane of the canvas and the flat plane of the chair on 

which she sits, her advancing shoulder crushed in a smudge of flake white against the 

picture plane. The authoritarian forcefulness of this capture also belies ambivalence about 

the photographic likeness. 

 

 

 

  

                                                   
6 Olson, John Singer Sargent, 69. 
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Fig. 10  William Merritt Chase, James Abbott McNeill Whistler, 1885, oil on canvas,  

188.3 x 92.1cm. 

 

It may be tempting to view this portrait as allegorical: a painting of fin-de-siŽcle 

refinement and a sophisticated AestheticismÑa Virtue named ÔTasteÕ to add to the 

pantheon. Certainly, this may have contributed to its popularity as much as the celebrity 

status of the model did. However, I am impressed for a different reason: the implied 

performance of Whistler in front of Chase. 

To Ôstrike a poseÕ, Ôtake a poseÕ, or Ôassume a poseÕ is to impose a heroic, static, 

monocular picture upon a vulgar performance. In his monocle, Whistler plays the dandy 

and reflects Chase, who indulges the elder master with so much pictorial boot-licking that 

the beholder cannot help but be seduced by the fantasy, one that Whistler himself found 

ÒshockingÓ and a ÒlampoonÓ.7 Whistler and Chase had agreed to paint reciprocal portraits, 

but WhistlerÕs picture of Chase has never been found. The author of ChaseÕs catalogue 
                                                   
7 From vol. 2 of the catalogue raisonnŽ. Ronald G. Pisano et al., William Merritt Chase : The Complete 

Catalogue of Known and Documented Work by William Merritt Chase (1849-1916)  (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 56. 
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raisonnŽ assumes that Whistler scrubbed it out, perhaps due to his displeasure with the 

ÔlampoonÕ.8 Although the cant of the cane, the pointing finger, and the pointed toe are the 

dominant (extravagant) gestures in this paintingÑthose most indicative of the 

performativity of the pose, the subtle disfiguration of the face and eyes around the 

monocle is the most telling. 

The right eye is elevated and unnaturally distanced from the bridge of the nose, a 

dislocation emphasised by the cartoonish curve of the brow, the strong glint of the 

monocle lens and the puffy slack of the left eye. This could be attributed to the 

exaggeration of caricature or to the refraction of the features through the medially tilted 

glass. Whatever the cause, the effect is subtly grotesque and challenges the effete 

prettiness of the sitter. WhistlerÕs pose is channelled through the focused eye and 

monocular glass, directed at Chase, who, in turn, pulls the right eye to centre and reflects 

the only light in the ochre field (save the slight glint on pointed toe) to define the disc, 

twisting the eye back toward the sitter. 

The alienation of the modelÕs focussed eye, the masking, in fact, of the seeing model, 

is ChaseÕs acquiescence to the perverse theatrics of the Aesthete. Rather than suggesting 

that it is Chase who is the subject of examination, the monocled eye reveals the absence 

of ÔrealÕ binocular looking. What can be beheld is the refracted and distorted evidence of 

the fantasy of the singular vision of the master portraitist. 

  

                                                   
8 Ibid. 
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Fig. 11 Thomas Eakins, An Actress (Portrait of Suzanne Santje) 1903, oil on canvas, 

   202.6 x 152.1cm. 

 

EakinsÕ portrait of this actress manifests the sham poseÑthe pose that pretends to be 

un-posed. Suggesting a respite during or after a performance, the sitter slumps heavily in 

the stiff chair, her sallow flesh sinking against the absurdly pink and buoyant costume with 

its labial collar and sleeves. The layers of performance and pretence are indicated by the 

hanging portrait (which may be of her husband or her father)9 and the harsh lighting from 

the left that suggests stage footlights. The theatre of this double portrait signals a value-

structure in which Eakins ÔrescuesÕ the portrait from the stodgy conventionalism of 

posing. 

By juxtaposing the female sitter against the male, Eakins asserts both the formality and 

theatricality of the framed profileÕs pose, and the intimacy and ÔrealismÕ of the sham pose, 

                                                   
9 Clark clearly asserts that the portrait portrays her husband Al Roth, a theatre man. The label on the 

painting at the Philadelphia Museum of Art clearly asserts that the portrait portrays her father. William J 
Clark, ÒThe Iconography of Gender in Thomas Eakins Portraiture,Ó American Studies 32, no. 2 (1991): 21. 
The museum label is reproduced on the Philadelphia Museum website: http://www.philamuseum.org/ 
collections/permanent/42504.html 
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manifested in the sitterÕs weary posture.10 The degree to which Eakins may have believed 

in this false dichotomy of formal artifice and informal truth is irrelevant. The significance 

of the dyadic relationship between the sitters is its indication of the pose as the primary 

criterion of portraiture. The sham pose exposes the fiction that informs that judgement.  

Eakins also employs a photographic message. The stern, framed profile portrait 

suggests the mechanically aided propped heads of nineteenth-century photographic studio 

portraits. The slouching actress suggests the instantaneous and candid ÔmomentÕ of 

twentieth-century photographic portraits. The sham pose conveys an almost-pose, a pose 

that is captured a moment before the model has relaxed her arms and lifted her head. The 

contrivance of the sham pose mimics the photographic to further bolster the counterfeit 

ÔrealismÕ of the act of portrayal. 

The lighting, which casts severe shadows from the chairÕs casters and legs creates a 

glare on the brackish skin of the actress, also signals the photographic. Victorian 

photography studios were highly theatrical, with sets, props, elaborate natural and artificial 

lighting contraptions, and a catalogue of poses. The sitter inclines her head at the light 

sourceÑfootlight or spotlightÑand in doing so loses all definition in the right side or her 

face, her right eye is partially washed out by the harsh glare. This sabotage of the 

picturesque and photogenic is yet another indication of the sham pose. 

  

                                                   
10 The exhaustion and boredom of the sitter is a prevalent theme in EakinsÕ portraits of women. See 

Clark and Elizabeth Johns, Thomas Eakins, the Heroism of Modern Life  (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1983); John Wilmerding, Thomas Eakins  (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993). 
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Fig. 12 John D. (Ivan Dombrowski) Graham, Two Sisters, 1944, oil, enamel, pencil, 

charcoal and casein on composition board, 121.4 x 121.8cm. 

 

John GrahamÕs enormous influence on American Modernism and the New York 

School, especially on Arshile Gorky, Willem de Kooning and Jackson Pollock, is well 

documented by his biographer, Eleanor Green.11 His egomaniacal self-portraits, fabulated 

autobiography, System and Dialectics of Art, ruthless portraits of women and schizophrenic 

attitude toward Picasso combine to make him one of the most difficult and dense figures 

to emerge from the New York Scene.  

Two Sisters is typical of his treatment of sitters: conventional portrait poses, flat planes 

of colour with little modulation, extravagant costumes, heavy sculptural masses, classical 

features, and the cockeyed gaze. This last feature demands attention. Graham had specific 

ideas about the disfiguration, stating that, ÒYes, itÕs a charming thing for women to be a 

little cross-eyed; it indicates modesty, a certain confusion, a little perplexity. . . If my 

women appear more than a little cross-eyed, thatÕs because in art you transpose things, you 

                                                   
11 Eleanor Green, John Graham, and Phillips Collection, John Graham, Artist and Avatar  (Washington, 

D.C.: Phillips Collection, 1987). 
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magnify.Ó12 GrahamÕs patronising attitude could be read as misogynistic when it is 

extended to the gashes and wounds he inflicted on his sitters as well as the multiple works 

that include phallic penetration of the head and neck.13 Green further quotes him in her 

assessment of the twisted eyes, Òhe came close to the aesthetic truth when he said that 

crossed eyes hold the image of a single head in place; otherwise it tends to Ôslip toward the 

edgeÕ.Ó14 What is unclear from this last statement is the nature of Ôthe edgeÕ. It may seem 

apparent that Graham is referring to the edge of the picture. It may be more accurate, 

however, to consider the edge as the boundary between naturalism and abstraction. 

Although crossed eyes are prevalent in all his women, in Two Sisters in particular, the eyes 

are juxtaposed against the focused frontality of the two heads, the breasts, and the 

matching green jewels at the neck. All of this doubling and frontality amplifies the 

disquieting erraticism of the eyes. 

 The crossed eyes, in fact, pull the beholderÕs eye to an empty space, slightly below 

and between the eyes (which is the geometric centre of the head) and just in front of the 

nose. Rather than focusing the eyes on the artist/beholder, the sitterÕs gaze is unable to 

penetrate even the picture plane. Reciprocally, the suggestion is that the artist/beholderÕs 

gaze is also unable to penetrate the picture plane, severing the sitter from the act of 

portrayal.  

  

                                                   
12 Green, John Graham, 64. 

13 See Omphale (1943), Marya (1944), and Donna Losca (1959) as just a small sample. 

14 Green, John Graham, 64. 
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Fig. 13  Andy Warhol, Mrs. Yves (Debra) Arman, 1986, Polaroid, 10.8 x 8.3cm. 

 

WarholÕs Polaroids are strikingly reminiscent of the infinite numbers of self-portraits 

and candids that are currently posted on social-network sites and blogs.15 The hot, flat, 

white light and harsh sharp shadows resemble the close-up digital photos with full flashes 

that dominate personal photography. Warhol sought this effect to simplify the transfer 

from photographs to large films for making his silkscreens.16 He created the look by 

applying heavy white make-up and brightly coloured lipstick, and shooting with a Polaroid 

Big Shot against a white wall.17 The Big Shot is a monstrous grey plastic close-up camera 

with a bright flashcube affixed just above the lens and behind a plastic diffuser. This 

portrait of the wife of his friend Yves Arman is unusual in that the model is photographed 

nude, and is nude in the serigraphs. Typically, Warhol would have his female models 

                                                   
15 The implications of the use of instant photography in the studio will be further investigated in 

Chapter 3. 

16 A selection of these portraits is reproduced in Vincent Fremont, ÒThe Image Factory,Ó in Photography 
(Hamburg; Pittsburgh: Hamburger Kunsthalle; Andy Warhol Museum, 1999), 180-83. 

17 Ibid., 157-58. 
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remove their tops, but then he would wrap a cloth around them so that just the shoulders 

would be bare.18  

The connotations of deathÑmortification, stillness, silence, opacity, embalmmentÑ

that I have previously discussed dominate this portrait. This bleaching of the modelÕs flesh 

and features and erasure by the flash captures the experience of Barthes in which he 

observes his own dissolution in the process of being photographed. This is the model at a 

double remove: Warhol has committed a double murder. He first paints the model out 

with sponge and pad and paste, and then he shoots her out with film and flash. This 

artist/model encounter has mutated from Ôworking from lifeÕ into Ôworking from deathÕ. 

The absenting of the model is begun in the assent of the model to be erased by the artist 

prior to the shot. The dark coif, staring eyes, pink lips, and heavy black ornaments only 

enhance the frozen pose and create desire for the un-mutated model. 

The over-exposure and ghastly absence create an overwhelming desire to penetrate 

the death-mask and find the fleshy model that precedes the portrayal. This promise of a 

sensual link between the sitter and the model is another essential feature of the counterfeit 

in portraiture. It is this promise that fuels the generation of intimate, deathly portraits that 

populate the web. This portrait of Debra, with its layers of blank petrification, can only 

indicate the screen. 

  

                                                   
18 Ibid. 
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2.2: Contemporary Studio Portraiture 
 

 
Fig. 14  Claude Cahun, Self-Portrait, 1929, gelatin silver print, 14 x 9cm. 

 

Claude Cahun, referred to by Max Kozloff as the ÒqueenÓ in the Òrealm of the aliasÓ,19 

has become a cultish figure owing in part to her recent rediscovery, the affinity between 

her work and performative feminist outputs of the 1970s and 80s, and her overt 

lesbianism.20 Her performative self-portraits, such as this composite image of two cropped 

negatives (one reversed), can be explicitly theatrical masqueradesÑmasks, costumes, 

curtainsÑor they can be subtle dissimulations, such as the images in which she performs 

in drag. Miranda Welby-Everard gives a comprehensive account of several images Cahun 

produced in 1929, including this one, in which she photographed herself in the costumes 

that she wore on stage in three different avant-garde productions with the company Le 

                                                   
19 Kozloff, Theatre of the Face, 97. 

20 See Kozloff, Jones and Miranda Welby-Everard, ÒImaging the Actor: The Theatre of Claude Cahun,Ó 
Oxford Art Journal 29, no. 1 (2006). 
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Plateau.21 In this double-portrait, Cahun is wearing the costume of Elle, the wife character 

in the production Barbe Bleu.22 Her portrayal as a stoic marionette with a painted doll face 

was the vision of the company director Albert-Birot, but CahunÕs portrait output reveals a 

strong empathy for exactly this sort of artifice and fiction.23 

Although Cahun has used the mirror as a device in her pictures, as so many modernist 

and postmodernist photographers do, and although the cameraÑwith its physical mirror 

and the mirror qualities of the lensÑis regarded as a mirror, especially in self-portraiture, 

this portraitÕs most notable feature is how it implicates eye contact in a mirror. The large 

figure gazes forward and to her left, perfectly aligning her gaze to reflect to the figure in 

the (perceptual) rear; an effect of scale. The rear figure gazes forward and slightly to her 

right perfectly aligning her gaze to reflect to the figure in the (perceptual) front. The 

proximity of the two figures causes the smaller figureÕs gaze to shift subtly, eerily, from 

making eye contact with the large figure to making eye contact with the beholder. Of 

course, in this composited image, neither is really in front or behind. Rather, each is 

equally transparent, and, although one may perceive that the figure is the same sitter 

doubled, the effects of lighting and pose create the perception of two different figuresÑ 

perhaps separated by ageÑgazing intently at one another in a mirror that is mounted on 

the picture plane.  

Cahun, in her performance in the act of portrayal, certainly emphasises the absence of 

her selfÑthe ÔauthenticÕ sitterÑin her self-portraiture.24 This portrait, with its doubled 

sitter, is rigged in such a way that it is impenetrable. This is the artist constructed as a model 

constructing herself as a sitter and then constructing a portrait-picture. After she has done 

this twice, she has then constructed this picture, manipulating the previous portraits to 

construct a mirrored gaze that never leaves the artificial realm of the portrait. So much 

blankness, absence, artifice, fiction and counterfeit is circulating through this picture that 

one is filled with an overwhelming desire to ÔknowÕ the unmasked model, or, in this case, 

the puppeteer. 

  

                                                   
21 Welby-Everard gives tremendous detail about C.Õs involovement with Le Plateau and argues the  

point that her self-portraits have been erroneously Òdivorced from their stage originsÓ in ÒImaging the 
ActorÓ, 4-5. 

22 Ibid., 16-18. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Kozloff refers to this affect in CahunÕs work as ÒchillingÓ and observes that although the sitter is 
pictured, Òit is as if Cahun herself has left townÓ in Theatre of the Face, 97. 
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Fig. 15 Yasumasa Morimura, Doublonnage (Marcel), 1988, colour photograph, 152.4 x 

119.3cm. 

 

Like CahunÕs, MorimuraÕs portraits focus critical attention on the concept of ÔselfÕ. In 

this re-enactment of Man RayÕs portrait of Duchamp in the guise of his alter-ego Rrose 

SŽlavy, Morimura makes a more radical change to the structure of the image than he does 

in many of the other self-portraits from his Daughter of Art History series.25 Although they 

are all blatantly theatrical masquerades, in this image Morimura ÔdoublesÕ the hat and arms. 

This doubling has a superficial meaning: Morimura is DuchampÕs double, but also Man 

RayÕs. Duchamp is adopting an alias, both in name and in gender. ÔMan RayÕ is an alias, 

Morimura doubles as Caucasian, with a grease-painted face and holding two pale 

Caucasian wrists in his hands, and Morimura doubles in drag. The sequence of doubles is 

also suggested by the subject matter of the self-portrait. Self-portraits exist as doubles and 

trebles. The artist doubles as the model (or is it the other way round?). The artist/model 

double is doubled again by the sitter, and this does not yet take into account the 

historiated portrait, in which Morimura portrays Duchamp portraying Rrose SŽlavy. The 
                                                   
25 See Yasumasa Morimura, Daughter of Art History : Photographs, 1st ed. (New York: Aperture, 2003). 
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notion that a beholder could extract a ÔselfÕ in the sense of BuchlohÕs Òdifferentiated 

bourgeois subjectÓ is absurd.26  

As a picture rigged from a model (our working definition of portraiture), DoublonnageÑ 

despite the complexities of its subjectivitiesÑis quite a simple photograph. The artifice, as 

it is in most of the Daughter of Art History series, is roughly assembled and tactile. The 

painted flesh, costume jewellery, simple painted backdrops, and the claustrophobic 

environment of the studio all combine to create a palpable sense of the 

studio/model/camera interface. In MorimuraÕs later work, much of which is heavily 

manipulated by digital effects, this quality is lost. The difference between this work and 

the later work can be paralleled with the difference between a small theatrical production 

and a big-budget film. In this portrait-picture, MorimuraÕs fictional presence is amplified 

by the scale of the theatre. The counterfeit becomes more seductively ÔrealÕ because the 

authority of the portrayal is intimately and transparently contrived. The mutation of the 

model seems redeemable, and the cardinal self seems recoverable. These empty promises 

inform the counterfeit. 

  

                                                   
26 Buchloh, ÒResidual ResemblanceÓ 54. 
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Fig. 16  Matthew Barney, Cremaster 2, 1999, c-print, 111.8 x 86.4cm. 

Fig. 17  Matthew Barney, Cremaster 2, 1999, c-print, 111.8 x 86.4cm. 

 

Cremaster 2 is the fourth film in the Cremaster Cycle, a five-film sequence shot out of 

order. Cremaster 4 was released first and Cremaster 3 released last, to coincide with a major 

retrospective exhibition at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, which figures 

prominently as a set in the final film.27 Cremaster 2 features a densely mannered narrative of 

the conception, crime and punishment of Gary Gilmore, a notorious murderer executed 

in Utah by firing squad in 1977.28 In the film, Barney plays the part of Gilmore, wearing 

prosthetic make-up and a beard. Norman Mailer is featured playing the part of Harry 

Houdini, who Òmay have been GilmoreÕs grandfatherÓ.29 MailerÕs 1979 book The 

ExecutionerÕs Song chronicles the life and death of Gilmore, and establishes the link between 

the Gilmore clan and Houdini.30 

Each of these two historiated portraits, and the re-enactments of events from 

GilmoreÕs story, contributes to BarneyÕs epic mythology of ascension, descent, ritual 

progression, and martyrdom. More importantly in the context of this exegesis, they can be 

                                                   
27 Roger D. Hodge, ÒOnan the Magnificent,Ó Harper's Magazine 300, no. 1798 (2000). 

28 The massive volume published to coincide with the Guggenheim exhibition gives a detailed synopsis 
of each of the films. Matthew Barney et al., Matthew Barney : The Cremaster Cycle  (New York: Guggenheim 
Museum, 2002). 

29 Ibid., 35. 

30 Norman Mailer, The Executioner's Song, 1st ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979). 
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related to the production of roles in portraiture. For my purposes, the two photographs 

will be addressed as discrete works (as they were exhibited at the Guggenheim) rather than 

as merely indicative of the film work.  

Historiated portraits shift and transfer identities and performances in a specific 

manner through role-playing. A model is present with the artist, but as someone else. The 

model may have an arbitrary connection to the character, as is so often the case in film 

and theatre, or may have a highly motivated connection, as is prevalent in heroic portraits. 

In either case, the modelÕs performative identity and the characterÕs performative identity 

are meant to overlap, as in a Venn diagram. The sitter, then, embodies this multiplicity of 

performative identities: model posing, model enacting character, model posing as 

character posing, and character posing. Each of these roles is further complicated by 

BarneyÕs affinities. Barney identifies with Houdini, although he does not pose directly as 

Houdini.31 Mailer identifies with Gilmore, although he is posed by Barney-Gilmore as 

Houdini. Barney the writer-director plays the subject of Mailer the writer-directorÕs book. 

In each case, Barney the artist surveys and performs in the act of portrayal, and in his 

depiction of Barney-Gilmore, he opts for dissimulationÑa perceptual and intentional 

mystification that defies penetration. In his depiction of Mailer-Houdini(-Barney), he opts 

for masqueradeÑa perceptual and intentional fakery that invites penetration. The 

juxtaposition of these two methodologies elaborates the artificial authority of the 

portrayal. 

 

  

                                                   
31 BarneyÕs physically demanding performances are related to HoudiniÕs feats, and Barney spoke of 

HoudiniÕs performances, in particular his escapes, in terms of his ability to ÒabsorbÓ the lock Òmaking it an 
extension of his own body.Ó Barney, The Cremaster Cycle, 101. Also see Arthur C. Danto, ÒThe Anatomy 
Lesson,Ó Nation 276, no. 17 (2003): 26. 
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Fig. 18  Nedko Solakov, El Bulgaro, 2000, mixed media, dimensions variable. 

 

Nedko SolakovÕs 2000 installation El Bulgaro presents a narrative in scrawled text, 

photographs, paintings, drawings and costume of El GrecoÕs suppressed alter ego, El 

Bulgaro.32 Solakov appears in two photographs, anterior and posterior, wearing a pair of 

ÔauthenticÕ pantaloons. The anachronism of the glossy photograph is reinforced by the 

text that admits that the paintings and drawings are contemporary copies of El BulgaroÕs 

work, the originals being far too controversial to exhibit publicly: 

The Sensational Discovery: As disclosed recently, during El GrecoÕs time, a no 
less gifted artist lived. El Bulgaro was his name and his paintings and drawings 
by comparison to the Great GrecoÕs happened to show much more natural-
looking peopleÑnot the dancing worm-type of elongated figures but mighty, 
kind of flattened-out, stern, but still cute, guys. Who was this person? Why 
hasnÕt anyone heard anything about El Bulgaro? 
It is still a secret. Due to very complicated circumstances, it was not possible 
to disclose his Ïuvre before the year 2000. Even now, when it is appropriate 
to do so, it is still too dangerous to exhibit El BulgaroÕs originals (that is why, 
dear connoisseur, you may have a glimpse only at mediocre recent 

                                                   
32 A description of the work can be found in Hans Rudolf Reust, ÒNedko Solakov: Kunsthaus 

Zurich.(Art Exhibition),Ó Artforum International 44, no. 5 (2006); Christy Lange, ÒThe Self-Preservation 
Society,Ó Frieze, no. 110 (2007).  
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copies/replicas of part of El BulgaroÕs work.) It seems that a heavy discussion 
about this ÒdiscoveryÓ will take place over the next decade. 
Special attention must be paid to one of the possible explanations of the 
phenomenal El BulgaroÕs existence (kept for centuries in deep secret). There is 
too much hard-to-ignore evidence that El Greco himself was hiding behind El 
BulgaroÕs personality. The production of all these elongated, slimy, unhealthy 
figures all day long, day after day, commission after commission, apparently 
placed an enormous burden on El GrecoÕs psyche. Most probably, during the 
full moon, on those Toledo nights, the famous Greek would wake up acting 
like a lunatic, not capable of realising what he was doing, and led by his 
subconscious impulses, he would enter his studio again (or another, still 
unknown, room) and start painting these mighty, natural-looking men and 
women, bites from daily life. 
According to another (not yet publicly disclosed) document, El GrecoÕs 
second ego came from one of his grandmothers who adventurously moved to 
the island of Crete from Southern Bulgaria (which was at that time under 
Turkish occupation). It seems that this Bulgarian grandmother put a fateful 
mark over little Domenikos. The Bulgarian seed worked deeply in his mind 
during his early years in Crete, Venice, Rome, Madrid, and eventually it 
exploded in an unexpected, unpredictable way in Toledo. On some of the 
surviving works, there is the signature ÒEl Bulgaro.Ó Finally, the artist felt free 
to disclose his identity. The Bulgarian ego guided him through full moon 
nights when he sought spiritual balance. The limelight on El GrecoÕs widely 
acclaimed, glorious altar pieces and official portraits found its counterpart in 
the moonlight illuminating the weird El BulgaroÕs modest but no less honest 
little paintings. 
An incidental witness of these activities happened to be one of the house 
servants who immediately reported to the family. The folks were horrified and 
at once called for the family doctor who performed an extensive treatment on 
El GrecoÕs body. (Secretly, of course. The same doctor observed that a 
possible reason for El GrecoÕs moonlight walks might be an overdose of the 
hot chocolate that he normally drank in the late afternoon. The drink was 
pretty new at that time, a fresh arrival from the new overseas provinces and 
therefore it still had not been examined properly). The family council decided 
to keep this second behaviour of the artist a secret. The scandal that certainly 
would have arisen in the society of potential clients was something that could 
not be risked. Not to mention, the Inquisition authorities, even in those times, 
didnÕt like Bulgarians so much. Therefore, the already painted works were 
locked away in a safe secret place and the doctor treated the Maestro with a 
short series of highly advanced hypnotism sessions (during which appeared 
the details of his shameful Bulgarian origin). The servant who witnessed El 
Bulgaro/El Greco in action was kicked out of the house. Unfortunately, in 
order to have some retribution, that dishonest man sold the idea for the 
peculiar coexistence of a Tall, Slimy, Elongated, Noble figure and a Flattened-
out, Mighty (fat) guy to a relatively unpopular writer named Cervantes or 
something. 
And so on and so forthÑ!a small part of this unbelievable story is before you. 
Take a look and think about itÉ33 

                                                   
33 The transcript of the wall text can be found on SolakovÕs webpage: http://nedkosolakov.net/ 

content/el_bulgaro/index_eng.html, viewed 15 January 2011. 
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Solakov, coy throughout about this dense fantasy, is especially so when he evokes 

Cervantes at the end of his mural text, Ò. . . that dishonest man [El Greco/El Bulgaro] 

sold the idea for the peculiar coexistence of a Tall, Slimy, Elongated, Noble figure and a 

Flattened-out, Mighty (fat) guy to a relatively unpopular writer named Cervantes or 

something.Ó  

SolakovÕs inclusion of photographs of himself in the two historiated portraits can be 

correlated to BarneyÕs performance as Gary Gilmore. In this instance, Solakov, disguised 

as El Greco, plays El Bulgaro. Of course, the irony is that Solakov is Bulgarian. The 

Greek is not. So, El Greco is imposed between Solakov-sitter and Solakov-model, both of 

whom are embodied in the fictional construct El Bulgaro. The ruffled pantaloons are the 

only costume Solakov uses, and they are included in the installation. Considerations of 

these three components of the installationÑthe anterior view of Solakov in the 

pantaloons, the posterior view, identical but turned, and the hanging garmentÑcan relate 

directly to the agents in the act of portrayal: artist, model, and sitter.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, looking is mutual in the studio encounter between artist 

and model. It is also reflexive; the model looks at the artist and surveys her own 

presentation. The artist reciprocates and also looks at the sitter that embodies the field of 

mutual looking. SolakovÕs anterior and posterior poses indicate the watchersÕ negotiations 

in the field of looking, suggesting the present subject-watcher and the absent object-

watched. In facing the same direction that the watching artist would face (posterior), the 

apparent passivity is switched to an active and motivating gaze. In facing the lens 

(anterior), the interpretant is objectified (mortified) in the conventional pose. The empty 

pantaloons substitute for the absent sitterÑthe costumed standing pose against a white 

wall without a ÔrealÕ body. In this case, the model-body has been so mutated as to be 

imperceptible in the portrait, as it is in the larger work El Bulgaro. 
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Fig. 19  John Currin, The Clairvoyant, 2001, charcoal and chalk on prepared paper, 56.8 x 

41.3cm. 

Fig. 20  John Currin, The Clairvoyant, 2001, gouache on prepared paper, 29.5 x 21.3cm. 

 

The practical concept of working Ôfrom lifeÕ has never been particularly relevant to the 

discourse on CurrinÕs work. The photographic, pornographic, and art-historical sources 

for his works are so prominent that it is remarkable when there is an inkling of Ôworking 

from lifeÕ in his pictures.34 These two drawings, sharing the same title as his 2001 oil 

painting, conjure up the drawings of Holbein, Carracci, and Rubens far more than they do 

a studio encounter between Currin and the model. The Clairvoyant pictures hint at 

Mannerist allegory while maintaining, albeit ironically, the conventions of formal 

portraiture and life drawing. The supernatural dimension of the sitter is conveyed 

primarily through the cockeyedÑperhaps blindÑgaze and the ethereal wind that blows 

across the picture, animating the scarf and hair. The cockeyed stare, reminiscent of 

GrahamÕs pictures, is significantly different in the Currin drawings because the eyes drift 

laterally rather than medially. If we return to Fried and ArnheimÕs ideas of centricity and 

absorption, the laterally disjointed eyes can indicate extreme eccentricityÑboth 

compositionally and psychologicallyÑand self-absorption. Not only do the eyes break eye 

contact, they create two monocular cones of vision that intersect at a point behind the 

                                                   
34 Pincus-Witten makes a point in a review of CurrinÕs drawings that it is unusual to perceive that he 

Òseems in some cases to have painted directly from a model.Ó Robert Pincus-Witten, ÒJohn Currin: Andrea 
Rosen Gallery,Ó Artforum International 48, no. 2 (2009): 234. 
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viewer, suggesting, if not literal blindness, a blind-spot in which exists only the beholder. 

The bony contours of the faces contrast and emphasise the juvenile doughiness of the 

features. In the chalk version, the immaturity of the sitter is also accentuated by the 

strange dislocation of the nipple that suggests an undeveloped breast.  

Physiognomy and caricature are prevalent concerns in CurrinÕs work. CurrinÕs figures 

certainly seem distorted and contorted by the corrupt spirits that animate them. In the 

atavistic style of this work, it would seem appropriate to return to notions of character 

and personality manifesting in folds, bumps and hollows. Similarly, it would be 

appropriate to conclude that Currin caricatures himself, the WASP-y Yale grad with a 

penchant for bourgeois manners, doll-like women and moony, self-absorbed men. What 

Currin presents viewers with in the Clairvoyant drawings is a tradition of picture-making 

informed by the ÔMastersÕ and undone by contemporary hyper-consciousness. A similarly 

styled Holbein, Durer or Carracci drawing would no more indicate an artist-model 

transaction than does the Currin, even considering the prevalence and convenience of 

contemporary life models. This awareness of the occluded nature of working Ôfrom lifeÕ in 

ÔMasterÕ drawings manifests as a tease in CurrinÕs drawings. They both index a studio 

encounter and appear utterly and completely symbolic. What can seem so uncanny in 

CurrinÕs drawings is the lack of proximity that one perceives between artist, model and 

sitter even in such a conventional scheme. 
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Fig. 21  Jenny Saville, Reverse, 2002-2003, oil on canvas, 213.4 x 243.8cm. 

 

Reverse is notable for containing a trope that is rare in SavilleÕs paintingsÑthe mirror 

reflection. One of her portrait heads (a self-portrait), Reverse does not show the carefully 

mapped fleshy acreage for which Saville is so celebrated. Metonymically, though, it is 

difficult to deny the overt signs of the nude body and genitalia. Regarding oneself in a 

mirror is the most basic means of observing for a self-portrait. Digital imagery, however, 

has made it increasingly easier to use a photographic image, either on screen or in a hard 

copy. SavilleÕs pose in Reverse indicates the impossibility of working from a mirror while 

simultaneously presenting a mirrored image. The use of the mirror, like her early glass-

pane paintings, directly implicates the indexicality of the photograph in this painting. 

SavilleÕs models are photographs, and yet her treatment of the paint suggests the uncanny 

animism that is often associated with working Ôfrom lifeÕ.35 The mirror image, like the 

photograph, could not exist without the immediate material encounter with the referent.  

                                                   
35 ÒSaville works from photographs, not life, often taking images from medical textbooksÉÓ Charlotte 

Mullins, Painting People : The State of the Art  (London: Thames & Hudson, 2006), 33. 
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The painted portrait is a hyperbolical version of the photograph, exaggerating the 

tactility of the flesh, its fugitive nature and the gravity-mass of the lips and cheeks. The 

mirror image however, objectively doubles the already distorted features, except, of 

course, that it is a painted mirror image derived from a photographed mirror image. To 

unpack SavilleÕs rig, then, is to try to separate the photographed model from the 

photographic model, and the sitter from the reflection of the sitter. As a self-portrait, this 

endeavour is further confounded by the multiple re-presentations of the artist.36  The 

mirrored sitter is a clandestine method to notify the beholder that the objective mirroring 

of the ÔselfÕ or of subjectivity in the portrait is a pretence.37 The looking eye of the 

reflection drifts down and away from the face, resisting the eye contact of the unreflected 

sitter. Painting from a photograph, like painting Ôfrom lifeÕ, amplifies the absence of the 

subject-referent. Aristotelian mimesis, the making present of the absent referentÑthe re-

presentationÑis a particular fantasy, like the fantasy of an ideal body morphology, which 

Saville cleverly dismantles.  

It would seem elementary to relate SavilleÕs distorted and blended bodies to the 

concept of ÔmutationÕ in this exegesis: it would seem natural to conceive SavilleÕs sitters as 

overtly mutated models. Although it is true, I donÕt want to suggest that the mutated 

model must be a morphological aberration. In fact, the mutated modelÑthe sitterÑis 

often the most banal and normative body one could conceive of.  

  

                                                   
36 For a specific analysis of Saville as the ÔsubjectÕ, ÔobjectÕ and ÔabjectÕ see Michelle Meagher, ÒJenny 

Saville and a Feminist Aesthetics of Disgust,Ó Hypatia 18, no. 4 (2003). 

37 I would disagree here with Kuspit. ÒSaville reclaims female subjectivity by emphasizing woman's 
potent flesh.Ó Saville continually utilises devices that deny the myth of subjectivity in portraiture and 
figuratism. Donald Kuspit, ÒJenny Saville.(Gagosian Gallery, New York City, New York),Ó Artforum 
International 38, no. 4 (1999): 147. 
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Fig. 22  Gillian Wearing, Olia, 2003, c-print, 52.5 x 43.5cm. 

 

WearingÕs portrait of Olia, a professional Siberian model recruited from an agency,38 

recalls LacanÕs Òthrown-off skinÓ from Chapter 1. Certainly, LacanÕs sloughed skin, 

OwensÕ Òmortification of the fleshÓ, BarthesÕ desire for a Òneutral, anatomic bodyÓ, and 

JonesÕ Òembodied subject . . . as . . . maskÓ all circulate through Olia. WearingÕs masked 

sitters include those, like this one, in which the model dons a rubbery prosthesis cast from 

her own body and face.39 The effect lies somewhere between mimicry and dissimulation, 

or between digital re-touching and waxwork. The prosthetic layer reveals itself in soft 

folds at the shoulder, disquieting orifices at the eyes, and a waxy lustre on the torso. The 

portrait recalls those lay-figures in the studio traditionÑunassuming mannequins that 

could be dressed and posed when a life model was unavailableÑand department store 

mannequins whose Ônatural gesturesÕ are eerily static. It is a strange and clever historiated 

portraitÑa portrait of a model in the guise of an archaic studio device utilised for making 

                                                   
38 Sebastian Smee, ÒGillian Wearing: The Art of the Matter,Ó The Independent, October 18 2003. 

39 Ibid. 
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Ôlife-likeÕ figures, often in history paintings. The interruptions at the eyes, shoulders, and 

hips suggest the articulation of the posable mannequin. 

And, it is quite deliberately posed. The model would have posed multiple times: first 

for the artist, then to have the cast made, then again to mimic the form of the cast for the 

photographic studio portrait. Although the arms are not cast in rubber, they are 

positioned in an awkward half-gesture that simulates activity without action. The head and 

eyes are cast down and away. To establish eye contact with the lens or the beholder would 

suggest defiance and vitality. This is the embalmed sitter, the petrified sitter, the shed skin. 

The self as a centred node prone to absorption over theatricality is a pretence that 

Wearing demystifies.40 She intentionally uses a professional print modelÑan occupation 

that is predicated on a photograph of a model (usually in a series of typical poses, 

including a head shot) being selected by a photographer or agent from a catalogue of 

similar photographs of similar models. The notion of seeking a subject or a self in such a 

transaction is absurd. What is sought is a type that can fulfil a role. Wearing ÔcastÕ this 

model for the role and then ÔcastÕ this model for the role. This portrait thus presents a 

tangle of subject, object, type, role, performance, and intervention. The title OliaÑthe 

modelÕs nameÑasserts an absence of identity that exists beyond the formal conventions 

of the portrait. This is a ÔneutralÕ body and an ÔanatomicÕ body, which is why it is so 

artificial and unsettling. 

  

                                                   
40 Engberg chooses to use ArnheimÕs concept of eccentricity to describe the performativity of identity, 

ÒWearing illustrates the meaning of eccentricity literally: she performs outside the centered self.Ó Gillian 
Wearing, Juliana Engberg, and Australian Centre for Contemporary Art., Gillian Wearing : Living Proof  
(Southbank, Vic.: Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, 2006), 14. 
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Fig. 23  Tracey Moffatt, Adventure Series 6, 2004, colour photograph, 132 x 114cm. 

 

Tracey MoffattÕs Adventure Series is claustrophobic. It consists of stills from a 

melodramatic adventure arc in which the characters are too composed, the sets too 

perfectly constructed, the colours too saturated, and the lighting too precise. If the camera 

pulled back another half a metre, the gel lights, boom, idle stagehands and production 

assistants would be revealed. It recalls those soap-opera moments when the characters 

would Ôgo to the beachÕ and the painted backdrop, thin layer of sand, artificial lighting, 

hollow, echoing seagull sound effects, and tight composition would create a strange and 

distressing dislocation. Within this theatrical environment, the melodrama unfolds in 

comic-book panels that look, in portions, as if the ink is still drying.  

In the sixth chapter from this series, Moffatt can be seen in a self-portrait as a pilot, 

heavily cropped, and sharing the cockpit with a typical network-television beautiful 

blonde.41 This is a mixed portrait typical of MoffattÕs work. She uses herself as a model, 

                                                   
41 Moffatt has explained in a statement for the exhibition that the other models in this series were 

professional hires, chosen from model agencies, and that she used herself because she couldnÕt find anyone 
else who matched the ÔtypeÕ she wanted. Tracey Moffatt, ÒTracey Moffatt Ð Adventure Series,Ó (2004), 
http://www.roslynoxley9.com.au/news/releases/2004/07/09/75/. 
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following the conventions of self-portraiture, and uses other models to perform roles in 

the pictorial structure. To accept that this is a self-portrait is to accept that a single 

portrait-picture can contain both a sitter (the artist-subject) and a model (the body-object). 

The mixed portrait strains and then fractures the illusion of the differentiated self in 

portraiture. Moffatt signals this subversion by using herself as an undifferentiated ÔtypeÕ 

performing a role that is indistinguishable from the treatment of the other performers. 

The cleverness of the mixed portrait is that it indicts the beholderÕs ability to see presence 

and selfhood in a sitter while simultaneously seeing performance and generic type in a 

model.  

In this particular simulation, the fantasy of the artist/model encounter in the studioÑ

with its erotic potentialitiesÑand the cinematic voyeurism that defines the ÔlookÕ of the 

pictures indicate a massive fissure, an absence, in the re-enacted master narrative. As was 

stated in Chapter 1, the fantasy of an authentic, lived experience in portrait narratives 

depends on a counterfeit: the authority of the artist-subject transacting with the authority 

of the sitter-subject. MoffattÕs presentation and performance of the generic types in this 

adventure-portrait signal the methods of constructing just such a pretence. Knowing the 

tight bonds between absence, desire, and fetishism, Adventure Series 6 lures the beholder 

into fetishising the artist, the models, and the master narrative while simultaneously 

pointing to the absurdity of faith in the structures that buttress such fantasies. 

MoffattÕs heavily cropped faceÑthe only occasion of such cropping in the series 

(although 10 also crops the right side of her face to a lesser degree)Ñplaces her right eye 

outside the pictorial space, and in the beholderÕs space. The absent right eyeÑthe camera 

eyeÑsubtly acknowledges the incomplete fields of mutual looking. MoffattÕs split face 

occupies that middle ground between present and absent; active and passive; and subject 

and object, which is the space of posing. Any attempt to imbue, through fetishism, her 

image with subjectivity is undermined by the partitioned face that faces the beholder and 

mortifies the scene. And the glamorous blonde is just a model. 
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Fig. 24  Kehinde Wiley, Notorious B.I.G., 2005, oil on canvas, 182.9 x 243.8cm. 

 

WileyÕs commissioned portrait of Biggie Smalls, executed eight years after the rapperÕs 

murder, and 120 years after the aforediscussed Chase painting of Whistler on which it is 

based, contains an unusually overt literary symbolism connected to the model. Biggie is 

depicted mimicking the pose of Whistler, surrounded by a celestial blue field, silver fleurs-

de-lis, and buzzing bees. WileyÕs program to insert the black male figure into aristocratic 

European portraiture often suggests the perceived link between portraiture and 

immortality. In this case, BiggieÕs last album, released posthumously and titled Life After 

Death, is hinted at in the pattern that surrounds him. Hip-hop cultureÕs penchant for 

ÔblingÕ and baroque excess can be viewed as a hyperbolic mis-imitation of canonical white 

authority. In this work, Wiley both exploits the gaudy trappings of hip-hop celebrity and 

weaves in subtle symbols of messianic immortality. The fleur-de-lis, which may represent 

a lily, an iris or a bee, is the well-known sign of the French monarchy, tracing back to 
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Clovis I, and is heavily associated with the Trinity.42 Probably the most common 

experience of the bee and the fleur-de-lis together is in Napoleonic regalia, which uses 

both symbols heavily. In Christian iconography, the bee is directly associated with Christ, 

the Resurrection, and Eternal Life. ÒPeter of Capua calls the Risen Lord apis atherea. It is a 

symbol of the Resurrection, and of the immortality of the soul.Ó43 Those familiar with the 

Notorious B.I.G.Õs music would also be well aware of his collaboration on his last album 

with the famous writer/producer Easy Mo Bee. The word ÔBÕ is also widely used as a 

familiar nameÑa shortened form of ÔBrotherÕ. The celestial blue field with silver 

ornaments recalls medieval illuminations of heaven as the celestial plane peppered with 

silver stars. 

WileyÕs typical approach to his portraits is to invite the models into his studio to 

peruse art-history texts, choose the paintings into which they will be inserted, and then 

pose for photographs from which Wiley will paint.44 In this case, Wiley chose the portrait 

of Whistler and created the entire fiction. There is also a good deal of humour in this 

depiction of the massive Brooklyn rapper in the place of the wispy London dandy. The 

messianic shine and hyperbole in place of the stark canonical realism underscores WileyÕs 

familiarity with the myths of portraiture and his particular ability to amplify their 

pretences. WileyÕs portraits, like the hip-hop culture they investigate, promise masculinity, 

bling and immortality while simultaneously pointing to the deficits in all three. WileyÕs 

polished, decorated men exude glamour that undercuts the raw masculinity and 

homophobic rhetoric of hip-hop.45 The monolithic and monomythic portrait also 

promises to celebrate and beatify the individual forever, even as it references so many 

forgotten princes, aristocrats, and aesthetes. WileyÕs hyper-refined surfaces and Ôelevated 

sittersÕ are as counterfeit as album-art bling, which is why theyÕre such seminal 

contemporary studio portraits. 

  

                                                   
42 See Chapter XVIII of Hilda M. Ransome, The Sacred Bee in Ancient Times and Folklore  (Mineola, N.Y.: 

Dover Publications, 2004). And Eunice S. Whittlesey, Symbols and Legends in Western Art; a Museum Guide  
(New York: Scribner, 1972), 42. 

43 F. R. Webber, Church Symbolism; an Explanation of the More Important Symbols of the Old and New Testament, 
the Primitive, the Mediaeval, and the Modern Church, 2d ed. (Detroit: Gale Research Co., 1971), 76. 

44 See Krista Thompson, ÒThe Sound of Light: Reflections on Art History in the Visual Culture of Hip-
Hop.(Essay),Ó The Art Bulletin 91, no. 4 (2009). 

45 ThompsonÕs analysis of the sheen and shine in WileyÕs pictures is rich and detailed, and draws on art 
historical tropes, slave culture, and hip-hop aesthetics. 
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Fig. 25  Lisa Yuskavage, Dutch Girl, 2006, oil on linen, 91.4 x 63.5cm. 

 

Lisa YuskavageÕs sitters are anonymous. They are referred to by a set of culturally 

specific labels: bimbos, soft-core sex kittens, pin-up bombshells, and pneumatic dolls. 

Ambivalence toward her work stems from the combination of brazen fantasy-book-cover 

objectification and delicate, ethereal, fleshy irony. It is difficult to deny the confrontation 

such pictures elicit in terms of the scopic encounter.46 Yuskavage presents female sitters 

that defy subjective differentiationÑthey are generic bodies depicted in paint.47 Often 

making reference to the ÔOld MastersÕ, even having been referred to as using Òmutant old-

                                                   
46 Although it is a common theme in assessments of YuskavageÕs work, Mullins provides a good 

example: ÒShe paints female nudes, who passively await your gaze as they preen and pose languorously on 
the canvas.Ó Mullins, Painting People : The State of the Art: 38. 

47 Heartney writes, ÒAt the same time, she acknowledges that her versions of the grand themes are 
deliberately Ôflatfooted.Õ The sexuality of her nudes is exaggerated.They are endowed with impossibly 
enlarged breasts, nipples, and buttocks. But running counter to these cultural symbols of eroticism is a sense 
of inner life that is essentially inaccessible to the viewerÉher images also defer to the idea of knowledge 
gained through the body rather than the intellect.Ó Eleanor Heartney, ÒThinking through the Body: Women 
Artists and the Catholic Imagination,Ó Hypatia 18, no. 4 (2003): 20. 
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master skillÓ,48 Yuskavage paints this buoyant sitter in a more overt costume drama than 

many of her other works, which more subtly invoke Titian and Rubens. Dutch Girl is 

significant for the same reasons that were outlined for choosing the Picasso, Outerbridge, 

Kerstens and Dumas works in Chapter 1. The Dutch ÔGolden AgeÕ portraits are still 

standards in the Western canon by which other portraits are measured in terms of an 

artistÕs ability to Ôreally captureÕ the light and the character of the sitter in paint. This 

historiated portrait meets all the prerequisites of a Dutch masterwork: the Dutch costume, 

the golden glow, the sfumato and lost edges, the strong, directional light, the still life, the 

reference to piety and hard-work in the embroidery hoop and beaded thread, the not-so-

subtle reference in the background to corruption and temptation, the acute stillness and 

silence of the scene. It also meets all the prerequisites of a pulp-porn bodice-ripper.  

To return to MitchellÕs thesis concerning the desire of pictures, Dutch Girl, like all 

YuskavageÕs women, is a Òscapegoat in the field of human visualityÓ.49 The sitter is 

culpable for her stereotypical sexual exaggerations and manifests at the point at which she 

can be pointed at as an exemplar of prurience and kitsch. The model has been so mutated 

through the artist/model/sitter transaction that the pictured sitter bears no trace of the 

humanity of the model. It is a complete lack, and therefore a potent field of desire. This 

shift from the authority and presence of the sitter to the alterity and desire in the sitter is 

explicit in YuskavageÕs painting, and the source of consternation about her painting. The 

desire in the beholder to witness some humanity and individuality in these female figures 

can lead to a snide dismissal of the work.50 

The nudity in YuskavageÕs work is performative. It bears no resemblance to a posed 

model. The construction of the nude body indicates the constructed fiction of the portrait 

type. Metaphorically, the bombastic breasts and nipples relate to the bombast and rhetoric 

in all portraits in which the ego of the model is assumed to be unmasked, or the artistÕs 

skill in capturing a Ôgood likenessÕ is celebrated. 

  

                                                   
48 Frances Richard, ÒLisa Yuskavage: David Zwirner Gallery/Zwirner &Amp; Wirth.(Painting 

Exhibition),Ó Artforum International 45, no. 5 (2007): 247. 

49 Mitchell, What do Pictures Want?, 46. 

50 As an example, see Wilkin, ÒJust why Yuskavage's over-scaled images of pneumatic babes bathed in 
lurid colorsÑ think upscale versions of the raunchy comic ÔLittle Annie FannieÕÑ routinely elicit enthusiastic 
hyperbole remains puzzlingÉIt's possible that these slick, cartoon-like exaggerations masquerading as Art 
(capital A) are the visual equivalents of the glorified school lunchroom food disguised as Cuisine (capital C) 
currently in vogue at certain chic hangoutsÑ another instance of fashion as a refuge for the perceptually 
challengedÑ but I'm still baffled.Ó Karen Wilkin, ÒAt the Galleries,Ó Partisan Review 68, no. 2 (2001): 288. 
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Fig. 26  Tomoko Sawada, Decoration (12), 2007, c-print on plexiglass, 100 x 75cm. 

Fig. 27  Tomoko Sawada, Decoration (4), 2007, c-print on plexiglass, 100 x 75cm. 

 

SawadaÕs digitally manipulated double self-portraits continue the program she has 

undertaken to cast herself in a number of different portrait transactions. Her previous 

work with photo-booth portraits, school portraits and prospective bridal portraits is well 

known. In the Decoration series, she poses in a particular style of Japanese street fashion 

called Goth-Lolita or Gothic-Lolita, a blend of Sailor Moon girlishness and Victorian 

vampire-chic. The conventions of portraitureÑcostume, composition, and poseÑare 

explicitly exploited in SawadaÕs work. Her compositions are typically centric and she uses 

eye contact to establish the eccentric vector with the beholder, and herself as the 

photographer. These double-portraits use a blank white field and full lighting, suggesting 

the portrait studio cyclorama and the un-coded space of the digital environment. Poses 

are dictated by convention. In this case, the awkward formal display mimics Shoichi 

AokiÕs Fruits photographs of Tokyo street style, which are also typically shot as double 

portraits.51  The costumes are elaborate and, like most of her work, completely conceal 

Sawada except for her face and flashes of arm, hand, and knee. Her face is heavily made 

up and exhibits minute variations on the same pinched stoic expression; some suggest the 

                                                   
51 Shoichi Aoki, Fresh Fruits  (London; New York: Phaidon, 2005); ÑÑÑ, Fruits  (London; New York: 

Phaidon, 2001). 
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slightest scowl, others the slightest grim smile. The extravagance of the costumes and the 

rigid formulaic formality, juxtaposed against the blankness of the faces recalls the art-

historical zeal with which portraitists would exhaustively record sartorial details while 

painting the same idealised features of the body, no matter the model.   

The work is closely related to the relatively new phenomenon of ÔcosplayÕ portraiture. 

Cosplay, short for Ôcostume playÕ, is a type of theatrical role-playing in which participants 

dress either as specific characters from toys, video games, animations, books, films or 

television, or as generic types such as Cyborgs, Steam-Punks or Goth-Lolitas. The fact 

that SawadaÕs multiple pictorial selves foreground the instability and artifice of identity 

and identifiability has been adequately explored elsewhere.52 There is a close link, however, 

between SawadaÕs self-portraits, cosplay, and the use of digital avatars. As stated in 

Chapter 1, the on-line avatar can be easily cycled, recycled, and discardedÑas easily as a 

costume can be changed. This post-human ÔselfÕ is unconnected to a referent that is not 

constructed in the environment of the Internet. In the digital space, one avatar simply 

points to another system that is itself an avatar.  It is a counterfeit rigged such that the anti-

identity of the visible sitter-avatar obliterates the extra-pictorial model. It is a ÔdecorativeÕ 

effect.  

 

  

                                                   
52 Erin C. Garcia, Photography as Fiction  (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2010); Maura Reilly et al., 

Global Feminisms : New Directions in Contemporary Art  (London; New York; Brooklyn: Merrell ; Brooklyn 
Museum, 2007); Yumi Yamaguchi, Warriors of Art : A Guide to Contemporary Japanese Artists, 1st ed. (Tokyo ; 
New York: Kodansha International, 2007). 
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Fig. 28  RenŽe Cox, The Discreet Charm of the Bougies Ð Housewife, 2008, archival digital print 

on aluminium, 76.2 x 101.6cm. 

 

RenŽe CoxÕs self-portrait as an haute bourgeois housewife from her 2008 series The 

Discreet Charm of the Bougies links her 2008 sitter with her 1993 sitterÑthe massive and 

iconic print of Yo Mama hanging on the wallÑacross the black-and-white clad body of the 

servant.53 The nude, partially decapitated (eyeless), body of Yo Mama mirrors and 

contrasts the pose, expression and bearing of the demure Housewife. Certainly, the 

various constructions of identityÑclass, gender, race and dialectics of master/slave, 

black/white, subject/objectÑare aggressively confronted in this photograph, as they are 

in most of CoxÕs work. Myers relates his concept of autocartography to Cox, stressing the 

ways in which the ÔsubjectÕ resists boundaries and essentialism.54 The focus of this short 

                                                   
53 ÒYo Mama has been one of the ways in which Cox has referred to herself since the time when, 

enrolled in the Whitney Independent Study Program, she did a number of large nude photographs of herself 
pregnant and, later, with her son.Ó Arthur C. Danto, ÒIn the Bosom of Jesus : Yo Mama's Last Supper.(Jesus 
Christ Portrayed through Art),Ó The Nation 272, no. 21 (2001): 30.  

54 ÒSuccinctly, autocartography is an incorporation of the ways a subject resists, redraws and reconstitutes 
the very lines of limitation placed on his or her subjectivity.Ó B.E. Myers, ÒWhat Is My Legacy? Transient 
Consciousness and the ÔFixedÕ Subject in the Photography of RenŽe Cox,Ó in Gendered Visions : The Art of 
Contemporary Africana Women Artists, ed. Salah M. Hassan (Trenton: Africa World Press, 1997), 34. 
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analysis, however, will shift to the costumed bodiesÑnude and dressed and uniformedÑ

in the portrait transaction. 

ÒNudity cuts away class or money and becomes pure.Ó55 CoxÕs quote, said in the 

context of the Yo Mama series, foregrounds the paradoxical Ôaggressive neutralityÕ of the 

nude body, Ò. . . when you step up to the plate naked, what can they do to you? They canÕt 

rape you because you have, in a sense, offered them everything already.Ó56  Nudity is a 

constructed carapace, invincible to the Ôsoft murderÕ of the photograph. Rather than 

liberating the artist from Ôprolonged contactÕ with the nude body, by turning the camera 

on herself, Cox intensifies the duration and display of the contact. The rawness and 

ÔpurityÕ of the nude re-presentation, in the Bougies, has metamorphosed into a hermetically 

sealed and static artefact. In this interior, CoxÕs nude body, and that of her son, are 

displayed on the wall as a token of bourgeois taste. The political confrontation is 

assimilated into interior decoration.  

The convention of nudity for models, but not for sitters, is indicated by CoxÕs elegant 

Housewife. The juxtaposition of her smart suit with her nude body raises the same 

concerns that were discussed in relation to MoffattÕs work: who is being portrayed, and 

who is merely an object in the scene? The servantÕs body yields some insight. The uniform 

amplifies, by association, the uniforms of the two RenŽes. It also amplifies the symbolic 

nature of the costume in portraiture, being of a specific type with an association of a 

specific authority. As a bridge between the two RenŽes, the black-and-white pattern 

bespeaks the centre and periphery of those two values, as well as the potentiality of 

clothing oneself in blackness and whiteness.  

The beholder can linger and study the servantÕs body and the nude body without fear 

of the gaze being reciprocated. The irony is that the seated RenŽe watches the beholder 

watching her fifteen-years-younger body and her servant. Because the photograph embeds 

the code of the gaze, at the direction of the model/sitter/artist Cox, the beholder is put in 

the position of the photographer Cox, who, with the other two RenŽes, creates a triangle 

around the body of the servant. This triangle of artist-photographer, model-nude, and 

sitter-Housewife literally revolves around the passive body of the servant, whose role it is 

to satisfy the desire of the sitter. The servant, then, is the proxy viewerÑthe only one who 

has the power to sate the portraitÕs desire to affirm its own authority.  

                                                   
55 RenŽe Cox quoted in Myers, ÒWhat is my Legacy?Ó, 32. 

56 Ibid. 
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Fig. 29  Feng Zhengjie, Chinese Portrait No. 2, 2008, oil on canvas, 210 x 210cm. 

 

Feng ZhengjieÕs large portraits of anonymous calendar girls with chameleonic eyes 

display overt Pop sensibilitiesÑsensibilities that are exploited in the marketing of his 

work.57 Although they look like the ink-and-gouache and airbrush illustrations that are so 

prevalent in advertisements and promotionals, these are oil paintings on stretched 

canvases. Feng studied oil painting at the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts, and exhibits 

traditional oil technique in his handling of the paintÑnot unlike Currin, Yuskavage, 

                                                   
57 ÒReminiscent of WarholÕs screen printed celebrities, FengÕs paintings reflect a vision of futuristic pop. 

His generic portraits of women are influenced by promotional imagery: their exotic colours, electrified auras, 
and wind machine hair exude the glamour aesthetic of commodified desire. Feng appropriates these staples 
of western kitsch as a readymade lingo for a duplicity of ideology. His work is often discussed as capitalist 
critique, his empty eyed models posing as frivolous and vacant signifiers. Neither western nor Chinese in 
appearance, FengÕs femmes fatales are a super-hybrid of commercial beauty, a science fiction product of 
globalisation.  Painted in massive scale, FengÕs canvases replicate the billboards from which they were 
inspired. Without text, or accompanying products, FengÕs paintings streamline their hard-sell ethos. 
Removing all distraction, he exposes the essence of temptation, magnifying the sex appeal of fantasy lifestyle 
and its gulf of intangibility. Transposing these disposable sentiments through his highly refined painting 
technique, Feng glorifies the allure of advertising as epic, enduring, and numbingly empty.Ó ÒFeng 
Zhengjie,Ó Saatchi Gallery, http://www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk/artists/feng_zhengjie.htm.  
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Saville, and Wiley, who are all formally educated painters.58 FengÕs hyper-smooth 

treatment of umbra and penumbra is something he would certainly have been introduced to 

as a student, and he has extended that formal treatment literally and metaphorically to the 

act of portrayal.  

As any student of drawing or painting could explain, the umbra is the core of the 

shadowÑthe darkest tone on the form, or cast by the form. The penumbra is the soft 

dissipation of the umbra, where some light spills into the edge of the shadow and creates a 

gradient. The converse of the umbra/penumbra shadow is the glow, consisting of highlight 

and corona (or aureola). Intense, glowing lights will have a core highlight surrounded by a 

diffuse gradientÐthe corona. The same effect can be seen in the specular highlights on the 

silicone-smooth cyberskin of FengÕs sittersÑsitters that seem more manufactured than 

captured. 

If the relationships between these qualities of light and shade are highly schematised 

and distinguished from edges, an overtly artificial Ôposter-effectÕ is created. Chinese Portrait 

No. 2 achieves this effect by alternating regular penumbrae and coronae of almost 

identical character; for example, the corona that surrounds the nimbus is almost identical 

in character to the penumbra that edges the cast shadow on the throat. Where there are 

edges of formsÑlips, hair, clothingÑa hard line is used. This particular illustrative type is 

common in 3D digital renderings, where objects are modelled with specific dimensional 

parameters and then texture and lighting effects are mapped onto them. Edges are never 

lost and all light and shadow effects follow the same codes. There is no periphery in the 

digital rendering. Everything is modelled distinctly. Nothing slips at the edges, exists only 

as movement, or blurs together. In FengÕs portraits, the only peripheral content is the 

wandering eyes. They see the periphery and are blind to the focused centre. If John 

Graham believed his cross-eyed stares held the sitter in place, FengÕs abduction loosens 

and abandons the sitter in an impossible digital periphery. 

 

 

  

                                                   
58 Hung Wu, Peggy Wang, and Museum of Modern Art (New York N.Y.), Contemporary Chinese Art : 

Primary Documents  (New York; Durham, N.C.: Museum of Modern Art ; Distributed by Duke University 
Press, 2010), 175-79. 
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Fig. 30  David Lachapelle, The Rape of Africa, 2009, c-print, dimensions variable. 

Fig. 31  David Lachapelle, Sketch for The Rape of Africa, 2009, mixed media, 55 x 25cm. 

 

LachapelleÕs The Rape of Africa, a re-enactment of BotticelliÕs Venus and Mars (c.1485), 

is a double portrait of celebrity fashion models Naomi Campbell and Caleb Lane.59 

Lachapelle has clumsily constructed a colonial allegory of population and resource 

exploitation in Africa that is more reminiscent of school-age outrage about ÔfairnessÕ than 

it is of complex analyses of imperialism, such as Eduardo GaleanoÕs Open Veins of Latin 

America or W.E.B. Du BoisÕ The World and Africa, from which the title of this photograph 

is taken. The superficiality of the narrative may undercut the allegorical sincerity of the 

work, but it emphasises the impact of the work as historiated portraiture.60 

Interestingly, LachapelleÕs collaged sketch for the photograph contains a third 

prominent figure at the top centre. Reminiscent of Klaus KinskiÕs Aguirre, fans of 

                                                   
59 Arzumanova Inna, ÒPolitics of Outrage: David LachapelleÕs The Rape of Africa,Ó American Quarterly 63, 

no. 2 (2011): 367. 

60 In the analysis of this work by Inna, many of the glaringly obvious symbols and hypocrisies are 
explicated. 
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supernatural horror films will recognise it as a guardian character from the 2004 Russian 

film Nochnoi Dozor by Timur BekmambetovÑa bombastic shape-shifting vampire film 

about (yet another) eternal battle between the forces of light and the forces of darkness in 

which a young child in the present day plays some baffling role. ItÕs tempting to see this 

excised bloody conquistador with the piercing gaze as a proxy for Lachapelle, behind the 

scene and pulling the strings, and to muse on its removal from the photograph, perhaps 

due to the photographic inscription of the master gaze.  

This is a portrait of Naomi Campbell as African Venus and of Caleb Lane as 

American Mars. Each pose is carefully arranged within the tiny setÑa tableau vivant 

indebted to the PictorialistsÑand conveys the same waxy immobility that is evident in 

Gillian WearingÕs prosthetic portraits.  In the studio, each of these models, and the three 

children, would have been performing the roles assigned by the precedent picture. As 

noted in Chapter 1, Hollander states that the model cannot really know what the artist 

sees or intends (nor can we). The model is thus required to pose and perform according 

to a fantasised expectation of what it would take to justify her presence in the picture. In 

his assessment of LachapelleÕs obsession with glamour, Carter Ratcliff states, ÒWhatever 

glamour may be, it has only one ambition: to command our helplessly reflexive 

attention.Ó61 This is a perfect summation of the role of the model in the portrait 

transaction. Her only purpose is to command the attention of the artist, and, by proxy, the 

viewer, while constantly surveying herself to determine whether or not she is worthy of 

such attention. The historiated portrait uses mimicry and dissimulation to reinforce the 

tautological authority of this transaction. The model is necessary as a substitute and 

representative for the worthy sitter and must command the same scrutiny through the 

authority of the pose and a constant evaluation of what she is doing by posing. This, in 

turn, justifies her worth. 

  

                                                   
61 David Lachapelle et al., David Lachapelle, Gamm, Giunti Arte Mostre Musei (Firenze: Giunti, 2007), 

40. 
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Fig. 32  Scott Redford, Reinhardt Dammn: Portrait of Reinhardt, 2010, acrylic, enamel, stickers 

and felt pen on canvas, 150 x 150cm. 

 

In the summer of 2010, the Queensland Art Gallery mounted a minor retrospective of 

Scott RedfordÕs work titled Scott Redford: Introducing Reinhardt Dammn. In addition to a 

sampling of RedfordÕs previous works, there were allusions to a major motion picture 

about a not-quite-Gold Coast surfer named Reinhardt Dammn. The exhibition also 

included DammnÕs paintings and an installation of DammnÕs dishevelled bedroom called 

Braincave.62 Earlier in 2010, Bruce Heiser mounted a solo exhibition at his gallery that 

featured this (self) portrait by Redford/Dammn titled Reinhardt Dammn: Portrait of 

Reinhardt.63 Dammn, rather than simply functioning as a pseudonym, is constructed as a 

fully formed surrogateÑa sun-kissed surfer-boy. Dammn lives the life Redford has always 

referenced. While SurferÕs Paradise, surfboards, and surf decals may be RedfordÕs tools, 

                                                   
62 Rex ButlerÕs brief review of the exhibition for Artforum contextualises the work nicely. Rex Butler, 

ÒScott Redford,Ó Artforum 49, no. 6 (2011). 

63 The Mohawk and clown make-up recall RedfordÕs infamous video work Clown Fuck Punk from 2002-
2003 in which a Mohawked punk is sodomised by a fully made-up clown. 
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the artist doesnÕt surf; in fact, in one catalogue, he is described as Òa dedicated non-

surferÓ.64  

Redford is committed not just to the fiction of Dammn but to making a film of 

DammnÕs life. In a recent interview, discussed the casting of Reinhardt, Redford stated, 

ÒThe casting of a model to play Reinhardt gives him strong symbolic qualities. ItÕs like, 

ÔOh the character looks like thatÕ. HeÕs vain but vulnerable and impossibly handsome so 

he must be a ÔstarÕ. ÔFilm star looksÕ means someone would have to lead an idealised and 

unique life.Ó65 To summarise, Redford fabricated Dammn to make art and be a Fluxus-

Surfer Subject. He also split from Dammn and presented him as an autonomous entity, 

reified by a hired glamour model. Finally, Dammn is objectified againÑreduced to a 

generic collection of glitterati codes.  

Within the context of portraiture, self-portraiture and artist/model transaction, 

Dammn is a perfect avatar. As in the case of Sawada, RedfordÕs hyperbolical presentation 

of artefacts of identity indicates a blankness where one would expect a self. Dammn is a 

performer then a punk then a clown then a surfer then an artist then a Gold Coast icon 

then a model then an actor and then a sitter. The avatar can be endlessly cycled and 

recycled because it has no limiting character and no authority informing its use beyond the 

authority it generates by its use. If this is considered a self-portrait by Reinhardt Dammn, 

as could be inferred by the signature initials in the lower centre, then it aligns with the 

concepts of rigging implicit in the artist/model/sitter interface. The artistÕs schema 

intersects the modelÕs performative pose in the fictionalised sitter. If this is a portrait of 

Reinhardt Dammn by Scott Redford, as could be inferred by the figurative style 

reminiscent of RedfordÕs earlier works and the signature decal in the lower corner, then it 

points to the inherent flaws in representational identity. It may look like Dammn, 

according to Redford, but, of course, Dammn looks like whatever Redford wants him to 

look like at any given moment. There is no referent with which to make a comparison. 

But then, the model is never available to the portrait beholder. 

  

                                                   
64 Brett Adlington, Scott Redford, and Gallery Gold Coast City Art, The Content of These Paintings Is Secret, 

Known Only to the People of Surfers Paradise: Scott Redford and the Gold Coast  (Surfers Paradise, Qld: Gold Coast 
City Art Gallery, 2005), 11.  

65 Redford quoted in Christopher Chapman, ÒSurfer Artist Rockstar,Ó  Portrait Magazine, no. 39 (2011), 
http://www.portrait.gov.au/magazine/article.php?articleID=329. 
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Chapter 3: Studio Methodology and Outcomes 

 

This exegesis has thus far presented an historical and theoretical framework for 

portraiture in which the focus of inquiry is shifted to the artist/model transaction in the 

studio and the construction/reification of the sitter. One of the structural difficulties of 

this research is the entangling of pictorial artefacts and textual discourses. Rather than 

serving as a ÔkeyÕ to the works, this framework and the evolving methodology outlined 

below demonstrate the motivated strategies I have employed in my various interrogations 

of the portrait process. What began as an experiment in a medium that could sensibly and 

durably combine a photographic surface and a drawing substrate for figurative works 

became an integral part of a larger system of interpenetration: graphic and photographic, 

portrait and figure, sitter and model, identity and anonymity, mimicry and dissimulation, 

posing and looking, etc. Choices and outcomes evident in the works have had a direct 

influence on the nature and direction of this research. This chapter will detail those 

choices and outcomes and include a host of technical information related to the 

production of the work that is both conceptually significant and instructive to other artists 

for whom these material choices may be of consequence. 

My most recent series of works, titled Rigged and Framed (2011Ð12), consists of a 

collection of portraits of professional modelsÑprint, promotional, alternative, and artistsÕ 

models. The majority of these works are executed in cast fibreglass, a type of fibre-

reinforced plastic (FRP), with embedded orthochromatic photographic prints. The FRP 

sheets are used as substrata for drawing and painting. It has taken several years of 

experimentation to achieve consistently satisfactory results working with this material. I 

have already indicated the myriad links that exist between photography and portrait 

production. In my own practice, I have sought a method that can combine the 

photographic print and the graphic surface in a resilient, flexible, stable and highly 

malleable way. The following section will describe the development of this process and 

the results.  
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3.1: Fibreglass Reinforced Plastic 

 

Although many types of fibre-reinforced plastics are currently available, with a wide 

range of industrial and aesthetic applications, woven glass cloth in an epoxy resin matrix 

has particular characteristics that make it an ideal material for painting and drawing (and 

sculpture, although that subject is beyond the scope of this analysis). My earliest 

experiments in FRPs resulted from a desire to combine large-scale photographs with a 

painting substrate in a robust manner. After beginning with varnished prints on medium 

density fibreboard and films laminated on MDF with polyester resin, I began testing 

fibreglass composites. Oddly, this was not the result of industrial experience or inquiry, 

contact with Australia surf culture and surfboard manufacture, or sculptural practices. 

Rather, it stemmed from a boat-building exercise I had undertaken about fifteen years 

ago, where I used a transparent fibreglass composite to encase a wooden hull. The 

exterior of the hull was then painted with gloss enamel. It occurred to me that my 

experience with the fibreglass cloth and the epoxy resinÑease of use, low toxicity, 

outstanding adhesion, durabilityÑcould be a solution. Also, polyester resins, although less 

expensive and available in a true Ôwater-whiteÕ, have far greater vapour and contact 

toxicities and less adhesive versatility. 

Woven glass cloth and epoxy composite sheetsÑoften simply referred to simply as 

ÔfibreglassÕÑare closest in character to aluminium sheets. Fibreglass was first developed 

during WWII for aviation applications.1 When cast on a smooth mould, such as 

toughened glass, the resulting surface is as smooth and refined as polished aluminium. 

Although fibreglass composite can be built up to any thickness, when cast as a relatively 

thin sheetÑ<.5mm to 3mmÑit is as strong as aluminium at one-fifth the weight.2 

Depending on the weave and weight of the cloth, as well as the type of epoxy resin, thin 

lightweight sheets of fibreglass can also remain as flexible as drawing paper. 

Fibreglass cloth is created by extruding drops of silica glass into long fibres that are 

wound with other fibres to create strands and yarns that can be woven on a typical loom.3 

Although it appears ÔmilkyÕ in colour as a cloth, because of its nature as glass filaments, 

                                                   
1 Ò1943ÐFibreglass RP were first conceived, developed, and designed for light airframe structures by the 

Air Force-Wright Field Structures and Materials Laboratory.Ó Dominick V. Rosato, ÒHistory of 
Composites,Ó in Handbook of Fiberglass and Advanced Plastics Composites, ed. George Lubin (Huntington, N.Y.: 
R. E. Krieger Pub. Co., 1975), 15. 

2 For a comparison of density and tensile strength see Table 1.1 in ÑÑÑ, ÒAn Overview of 
Composites,Ó in Handbook of Composites, ed. George Lubin (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1982). 

3 Charles E. Knox, ÒFiberglass Reinforcement,Ó in Handbook of Composites, ed. George Lubin (New 
York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1982), 136-37. 



 

 
110 

when fibreglass is wet-out (saturated with resin), it becomes highly translucent. Although 

not completely transparent, materials laid directly behind the FRP sheet, or laminated to 

the FRP sheet, are easily transmitted. The type of glass cloth I use is termed E-glass due to 

its outstanding properties as an electrical insulator. E-glass is by far the most common 

type of glass fibre, although specialty glasses, such as structural S-Glass and chemically 

resistant C-glass are also produced.4 Although named for its electrical properties, E-glass is 

the type of glass used for most automotive and nautical fabrication, products, sculpture, 

etc., and unless specified, it is the type sold by fibreglass suppliers to artists and 

tradesmen.  

Fibreglass cloths are categorised primarily by weave, strand count, and weight. The 

type of cloth I have come to believe is the ideal type for casting sheets as a painting 

substrate and embedding photographic prints is a densely woven 98gsm (grams per square 

meter) plain weave (fig. 33). After experimenting with other, heavier, weights and more 

pliable weaves, I have found the 98gsm plain weave to be the most translucent, 

dimensionally stable during wet-out and easiest to cast around the photographic prints. It 

also creates a very fine and beautiful cast edge that closely resembles the untrimmed 

deckled edge of a piece of handmade paper (fig. 34). The plain weave is a typical Ôone-

over/one-underÕ weave of warp yarns (longitudinal) and filling yarns (transverse), counted 

based on the number of warp yarns and filling yarns per centimetre.5 The benefit of the 

plain weave over other weaves such as the basket, twill, and crowfoot satin, is that it 

Òdemonstrates the greatest degree of stability with respect to yarn slippage and fabric 

distortionÓ.6 In my experience, when applying significant pressure with a squeegee in 

order to seal the glass around the photographic prints and drive out air bubbles, the plain 

weave is least likely to deform. Other weaves seem better suited to complex three-

dimensional shapes and moulds. 

The class of epoxy resin that is used to wet-out the glass cloth is a two-part Ômarine-

gradeÕ resin, so called because it is the highest grade resin available, significantly more 

refined and less toxic than the sorts of epoxy resins one can purchase in a hardware shop 

as a household adhesive. Epoxy resins are thermosetting resins as opposed to thermoplastic 

resins. The fundamental difference is that thermosetting resins become solid when 

exposed to heat (or a catalysing agent), and thermoplastic resins become viscous when 

                                                   
4 David G. Mettes, ÒGlass Fibers,Ó in Handbook of Fiberglass and Advanced Plastics Composites, ed. George 

Lubin (Huntington, N.Y.: R. E. Krieger Pub. Co., 1975), 150. 

5 Knox, ÒFiberglass ReinforcementÓ, 145. 

6 Ibid. 
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exposed to heat.7 The common engineered resins used by artists are all thermosetting 

resins: acrylic, polyester, alkyd, polypropylene, epoxy, etc. Epoxy resins thermoset when 

the resin is mixed with a catalysing agent, commonly called the hardener. I use an amine 

hardener that has low vapour and contact toxicity, a long shelf life, and maintains a clear 

to light amber cured resin. In terms of toxicity, epoxy resins should, like any studio 

chemical, be handled with care. With prolonged contact, contact dermatitis can be a 

problem but is easily mitigated with the use of proper gloves. When compared to studio 

chemicals such as solvents, brush cleaners, turpentines, heavy metal pigments and 

darkroom chemistry, epoxy resin and fibreglass composites are relatively benign. The 

greatest threat to the health of the user comes as a result of sanding the cured FRP. The 

fine particulate matter should not, of course, be inhaled. In my practice, I lightly scuff the 

surface of the cured glass prior to applying the ground for painting. I do this using a 

coarse steel wool on a wet surface so that dust is not released into the air.  

Epoxy resins have several advantages over other resins that may be used for wetting-

out the glass. First, when using an amine hardener, the epoxy resin cures without releasing 

Òvolatiles or waterÓ so there is Òsignificantly less contraction during cureÓ.8 Epoxy FRPs 

contract little during curing and exhibit high rates of thermal conductivity (heat passes 

through without being absorbed) and low rates of thermal expansion making them very 

stable substrates for painting.9 Second, epoxy resin FRPs are highly resistant to solvents 

and chemicals (alkali and acid), moisture and fungus.10 Third, epoxy resins are exceptional 

adhesives, making the epoxy FRP extremely beneficial for embedding the photographic 

prints and achieving an effective lamination.11 

As opposed to spray or vacuum, for instance, I create my fibreglass sheets through 

Ôhand lay-upÕ. Laying up by hand, is the simplest and most economical method of creating 

an FRP. The cloth and resin are applied to the mould by hand and then brushed or 

squeegeed to saturate the cloth and remove trapped air.12 For a mould, I use large sheets 

of toughened glass treated with white wax as a release agent. The fibreglass sheets are cast 

face down, so that the resultant surface of the substrate takes on the quality of the 

                                                   
7 John Baldwin, Contemporary Sculpture Techniques  (New York: Reinhold Pub. Corp., 1967), 74. 

8 Lynn Penn, Chiao, T.T., ÒEpoxy Resins,Ó in Handbook of Composites, ed. George Lubin (New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1982), 57-58. 

9 Knox, ÒFiberglass ReinforcementÓ,  140. 

10 Elliot N. Dorman, ÒEpoxy Resins,Ó in Handbook of Fiberglass and Advanced Plastics Composites, ed. 
George Lubin (Huntington, N.Y.: R. E. Krieger Pub. Co., 1975), 72-73. 

11 Epoxy resins have the Òhighest adhesive strength of any known polymeric materialÓ. Penn, ÒEpoxy 
ResinsÓ, 58. 

12 Mettes, ÒGlass FibersÓ, 173. 
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toughened glass mouldÑextraordinarily smooth, flat, and glossy (fig. 35). There is no 

limit to the number of layers of fibreglass that can be cast on such a mould. Having 

experimented with single layers up to five stacked layers, I now use just two layers of the 

fibreglass cloth with the photographic prints embedded between them.  

The formulation of epoxy resin that I use takes twenty-four hours to cure by which 

time the hardened sheets are easily peeled off the toughened glass mould. Experience, and 

chemical-engineering experts, will indicate that, when using two-part epoxy resin systems, 

precise mixing is essential to catalysis and stability of the cured sheet.13 Resin formulas 

vary from 1:1 resin/hardener ratios to 1:10 and above. I use a 1:5 system. While in the 

past, practitioners had to weigh the resin and hardener carefully prior to mixing, or to use 

graduated cylinders, in recent years the proliferation of specially calibrated epoxy pump 

dispensers have made this unnecessary. These dispensers can be purchased in sets so that 

that a full draw on the pump of the resin will be precisely five times that of a full draw on 

the pump of the hardener. Although they can be expensive, they are plastic spring-and-

seal pumps and so I replace them each year to ensure that proper mix ratios are 

maintained. 

The fibreglass cloth can be cut into any shape that any other piece of fabric could be 

cut into. Initially, I was cutting and casting a variety of rectilinear shapes. The smallest 

were less than ten centimetres in length, and the largest were almost two metres. As a 

draughtsman, I treated the shapes and dimensions like sheets of drawing paper. In my 

most recent work, I have experimented with far more elaborate shapes and cut patterns: 

tondi and complex faux framesÑauricular, Rococo, Neoclassical, etc. (figs. 36-37).  

Framing conventions are intrinsic to portraiture, and so can be easily exploited in the 

creation of ÔtypicalÕ portraits. The fibreglass has proven to be very compliant in this 

methodology. The greatest difficulty in laying up the glass cloth is in spreading and 

saturating the cloth with the resin without significantly distorting the clothÕs shape. This is 

especially important when layering complex cut shapes on top of one another. Without 

careful application a firm pull of the squeegee or brush or roller across the wet-out surface 

of the cloth can deform the shape. After working for almost two years to be able to pull 

consistently ÔneatÕ FRP sheets, I have recently begun experimenting with less careful 

wetting-out, allowingÑor rather, not preventingÑsmall air pockets and irregularities to 

form in the surface and emphasise the inherent qualities of the material. These 

irregularities create a rich and unique surface that, combined with the ragged edge, 

amplifies the materiality of the fibreglass. After testing several methods of exhibiting the 

                                                   
13 Dorman, ÒEpoxy ResinsÓ, 82. 
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finished FRP works, I have decided on a system in which the panels are ÔfloatedÕ on 

hanging blocks or rings approximately six centimetres from the wall surface. Separating 

the emulsion surface from the wall surface mimics the dimensional depth of a stretched 

canvas and allows the cast edge and thinness of the panel to be prominently displayed. 

Because the cast fibreglass is highly translucent and the photographic films are 

transparent, the panels are primed and painted on the reverse. First, several layers of white 

acrylic gesso are applied on the reverse behind the photograph. This accentuates the 

photograph. Then white, grey, black or other tinted gesso is applied to the remainder of 

the back-side in several layers. The front surface is cleaned of any wax residue with a mild 

detergent; then, it surface is wetted and scuffed with dampened coarse steel wool (which 

allows the ground to adhere properly). The ground for painting is a refined bleached and 

dewaxed shellac (typically sold for instrument makers and other fine woodworkers). 

Shellac, a natural resin, has been used as a size and ground for oil and tempera paints for 

centuries.14 It is traditionally used on plaster, wood, and paper, and works exceptionally on 

the FRP panels. After the several thin layers of shellac have fully cured, a thin layer of 

white oil paint and alkyd resin is applied over it and the emulsion layer is ready for further 

drawing and painting (fig. 38). Painting and drawing is executed in oils with alkyd medium, 

oil paint sticks, and fatty crayons. 

In 2011, at Galerie Lelong in Manhattan, the well-known public sculptor Jaume Plensa 

exhibited a group of portraits titled ANONYMOUS (fig. 39). While these were referred to 

in the galleryÕs press kit as Òmixed media portraits on paper,Ó15 it was clear from the 

photographs of the works that they are digital prints embedded in FRP sheets. This is the 

first instance I have encountered of another artist approaching the material in a similar 

manner to my own. PlensaÕs surfaces are dimensional and indicate the natural folds and 

drapes of the glass cloth. The works have the appearance of being cast while hanging, 

rather than on a mould. Plensa also has embedded pigmentÑthe pulled and dripping 

bituminous materialÑrather than working on the cast surface. It is coincidental that 

PlensaÕs subject matter should be ÔanonymousÕ portraits. Most interesting about this group 

of works is the galleryÕs reluctance to acknowledge the medium. Perhaps it is unsurprising 

given recent attention on the degradation of ÔplasticÕ works from the past forty years. But 

to describe these pieces as works Ôon paperÕ is probably more indicative of the 

                                                   
14 Mayer gives a good summary of the uses of shellac in oil painting in his classic text. Although he cites 

the tradition of using shellac, a ÔtoughÕ and ÔflexibleÕ film, as both a size and a ground for oils, he is careful to 
warn against adulterated shellac products and leaving shellac exposed beneath pigment due to its tendency 
to yellow with age. Ralph Mayer and Steven Sheehan, The Artist's Handbook of Materials and Techniques, 5th ed. 
(New York, N.Y., U.S.A.: Viking, 1991), 226-27. 

15 ÒJaume Plensa: Anonymous,Ó ed. Galerie Lelong (New York, 2011). 
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ambivalence among collectors for experimental media, and the contortions that galleries 

will subject themselves to in order to create a patina of ÔreliableÕ and ÔtraditionalÕ media. 

The gallery seems no more interested in the implications of using the label ÔportraitÕ than 

it is in using the label Ômixed media on paperÕ. 

In 2011, Madeleine Kelly exhibited two hanging fibreglass banners at her exhibition 

Hollow Mark at the Griffith University Art Gallery. Titled Weight of the World, each panel 

measured 300x100cm. Madeleine and I had conferred about the material on several 

occasions prior to her casting and painting of these panels. Cast on glass moulds using the 

same techniques I employ, Madeleine achieved a very different outcome. With no 

materials embedded in between the layers of glass cloth, the panels are highly translucent. 

Painted in transparent oils, the pieces are hung so that they can be viewed from both sides 

of the banners. The translucency of the material enables the viewer to see the painted 

figuresÑmirror images of one another on the two panelsÑfrom either side. She has 

drawn attention to this effect by including text on each that is noticeably correct or 

reversed depending on the viewerÕs position. When I discussed this work with Madeleine, 

she expressed a desire to (like Plensa) embed the pigment between the layers of cloth. 

As fibreglass technologies, and other FRP technologies such as carbon fibre, become 

more and more prevalent in sculptural and industrial processes, it seems inevitable that 

other artists, especially painters and draughtsmen, will adopt and explore the vast potential 

of this material. 
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3.2: Marking 

 

The common media I have used to mark up sheets of fibreglass and sheets of paper 

for this research include compressed charcoal, graphite, crayon, chalk, oil-paint stick, and 

oil paint, which is consistent with the American graphic tradition outlined in Chapter 2. 

The techniques would be described within the context of figuratism as ÔtraditionalÕ. For 

years, I pursued the atelier model of drawing and paintingÑcopying the canonical artists 

and works, refining observational skills, practicing continually with the materials, and 

studying anatomy, perspective, line and tone. This process began when I was an 

undergraduate student at Pratt Institute, New York. My fascination and engagement with 

the myriad conceptual problems and dimensions of representation has always stemmed 

from the simple proposition of capturing a live body on a surface (figs. 40Ð42). While 

other students spent their weekends at the Museum of Modern Art and the  Guggenheim 

Museum, I spent mine at the Frick Collection and Pierpont Morgan Library, patiently 

copying Boucher chalk drawings and Rembrandt drypoints.  

Typically, artists and portraitists have used drawing as the traditional form to capture 

the human body, using the process of Ôschema and correctionÕ. However, the proliferation 

of small-format photographyÑand the advent of Edwin LandÕs Polaroid processÑhas 

allowed studio artists to displace the drawing process, one that has largely been completed 

by digital photography. Indeed, the dea(r)th of drawing in the contemporary art schools I 

have attended or in which I have lectured is remarkable. I continue to use drawing in the 

immediate transaction with the model and also in the manner of digital photographyÑ

drawing quickly in multiplesÑfrom which the composition emerges as the prototype for 

an instant photograph. These drawings then re-emerge in the process as sequenced digital 

animations. Rather than recovering the oft-quoted ÔimmediacyÕ and ÔspontaneityÕ of the 

drawn picture, they are digitally photographed, labelled as numbered frames, and 

processed as .mov files. One is left with a video that suggests the stillness and tactility of 

drawing while simultaneously obliterating the ability to contemplate each picture because 

of the digital pace.  

Problems of portraiture are problems with the tradition and genre of portraiture. 

Although conceptual portraits, virtual portraits, and other contemporary techniques 

extend the limits and definitions of the genre, my own penchant is for the pictorial 

conventions of portraiture. Of course, the links between photography and the American 

graphic tradition are unavoidable, and so mandated a specific engagement with those 

hybridisations. The work of Thomas Eakins was instructive in forming early concepts of 
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the graphic and photographic.16 Painting and drawing carry an iconic value that is in 

constant dialogue with photographic iconicity. The same can be saidÑand must be saidÑ

for indexical and symbolic values. For a draughtsman and ancillary painter, the practice of 

studio drawing and easel painting can be pursued, even in traditional forms, so long as the 

photographic and digital imperatives are acknowledged and confronted. 

My expertise is in friable drawing media, but the use of slick FRP surfaces resists or 

rejects friable drawing. This is an intentional choice to push the pictorial surface and 

pictorial effects beyond my own descriptive and aesthetic traditions. Oil paints are used in 

conjunction with significant amounts of alkyd resin to achieve superior transparencyÑ

when laid over the embedded photographsÑand to decrease drying time. My methods of 

working, again influenced by drawing, require the ability to scrub and mark a dry surface. 

Alkyd based paints are available, but not in the quality, variety or quantity of oils. Because 

of the insufficiency of the friable media on the fibreglass sheets, greasy, fatty and waxy 

media are used. The significant aesthetic difference between friable media on paper or 

canvas and fatty media on FRP is that the fatty media float on the surface. There is no 

penetration of the substrate or staining. The marks can be scraped or wiped completely 

from the surface. Thus, the fatty medium is analogous to the emulsion layer of a 

photographic film.  

 

 

  

                                                   
16 A recent publication that accompanies an exhibition on the topic of American photography and 

painting has an excellent essay by Michael Leja that specifically addresses Eakins and the photographic. 
Weinberg, in his introduction, also singles out Eakins. Michael Leja, Ò Composite Images in a Hybrid 
Medium by Thomas Eakins and His Contemporaries,Ó in Shared Intelligence : American Painting and the 
Photograph, ed. Barbara Buhler Lynes and Jonathan Weinberg (Berkeley Calif.; Santa Fe N.M.: University of 
California Press ; Georgia O'Keeffe Museum, 2011). Jonathan Weinberg, ÒIntroduction : Making It Real Ó in 
Shared Intelligence : American Painting and the Photograph, ed. Barbara Buhler Lynes and Jonathan Weinberg 
(Berkeley Calif., Santa Fe N.M.: University of California Press ; Georgia O'Keeffe Museum, 2011).  
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3.3: Photography 

 

I used four primary methods to produce the photographs for this exegesis: 35mm 

negatives enlarged onto orthochromatic films; instant positives (Polaroid and Fujifilm FP-

100b/100c shot with a 110a Land Camera and a Polaroid MP-4); instant negatives, 

recovered from the positives, which were bleached, stripped, and enlarged onto 

orthochromatic films; and instant negatives of the same type scanned and enlarged as 

digital inkjet prints on archival matte paper. Each of these methods will be further detailed 

and related to the construction of the FRP sheets. The content of the photographs and 

studio environment will be further discussed later in this chapter. 

The 35mm negatives were shot with an Olympus OM-1 with a 35mm lens. The OM-1 

is an exceptionally compact and effective SLR camera. It is light and quick to shoot 

because of the aperture and shutter speed controls both being located on the lens. It is not 

an especially intimidating camera to find pointed at oneself. The film used is Kodak T-

MAX 100. It is a good general-purpose, black and white studio film with moderately good 

grain and density that is easy to process in even the most rudimentary darkroom. Because 

the negatives were being enlarged to over sixty centimetres wide, I expected the grain 

would be prominent. The negatives were enlarged onto sheets of high-contrast 

orthochromatic filmÑcommonly called lith film because of its use in offset lithographyÑ

and tray processed (fig. 43Ð45). Orthochromatic film has several advantages over paper 

and other photographic films. First, as it is abundantly used for offset printing, it is 

relatively inexpensive, available in large sizes, and easily acquired. As digital printing has 

superseded film, this is no longer the case. Second, lith films typically use stable, polyester 

substrates and so are strong, durable, impervious to moisture, and extraordinarily flat and 

consistent. Third, the films become transparent when fixed, of course, and so can be 

stacked and layered within the transparent fibreglass composite. Because they are 

extremely slow, high-contrast films, they yield rich blacks and dark greys that transmit 

easily through the fibreglass composite (fig. 46).  

Polaroid founder Edwin LandÕs pioneering work in instant photography is one of the 

most significant contributions to twentieth-century pictorial technology (rivalled only by 

safety film, synthetic vehicles, binders and pigments, Technicolor, magnetic video, and 

digital imaging).17 Land manufactured a variety of optical devices, but radically altered art 

and photography immediately after WWII when he debuted his first ÔinstantÕ camera and 

                                                   
17 See Elkan BloutÕs article on Land in the formative years of Polaroid. Blout was a research chemist 

and worked closely with Land in the development of the Polaroid process. Elkan Blout, ÒPolaroid: Dreams 
to Reality,Ó Daedalus 125, no. 2 (1996). 
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film.18 Instant photography confronts the artist and the model with an index of the studio 

transaction that asserts its permanence and inimitability concurrently with its smallness 

and insignificance. I have conducted several experiments in order to reproduce ÔtypicalÕ 

digital effects in the instant print. The extraordinary dexterity of these instant images is 

absorbed by the presumptive digital banality of the picture. Double and triple exposures, 

solarisation, edge enhancement, hue and saturation manipulation, and targeted blurs all 

can be achieved in the instant positive, but the result is rendered unexceptional by the 

digital circumstance. To further press the instant photo into the realm of digital 

indeterminacy, I have developed a method of using salt water and chlorine bleach solution 

to ÔstripÕ and ÔburnÕ the opaque instant negative, which yields a transparency from which 

unlimited prints can be made. The process radically alters the character of the printed 

positive. 

The use of Polaroid cameras and instant films has a particular relevance to the studio 

encounter that will be further discussed after technical details have been addressed. Since 

PolaroidÕs bankruptcy and sale (a casualty of digital imaging), the company has stopped 

manufacturing film. The formerly common 8.3 x 10.8cm 660 series peel-apart pack films 

all but disappeared from retailers. Photographers and artists (such as me) had to compete 

to find and buy increasingly out-dated and expired film stocks from retailers that still 

stocked chemistry and film. In recent years, however, Fujifilm has produced and marketed 

an exceptional replacement film in both black-and-white and colour called FP-100b and 

FP-100c.19 Over the course of this exegesis, I have exhausted my remaining stock of 

Polaroid pack films and transitioned completely to the Fujifilm products with no 

perceptible loss of quality or performance. 

I use three Polaroid cameras. One is a portable rangefinder manufactured in the late 

1950s called the 110a Pathfinder (fig. 47). Originally designed for Polaroid roll film, it has 

been modified by an American company (no longer in business) with a pack film back. 

The focal range of the lens makes close focusing for portraits impossible, so I have 

retrofitted it with a 48mm no.4 close-up filter and recalibrated the focus with a ground 

glass-film plane. This retrofit allows me to shoot close-up portraits full frame with precise 

                                                   
18 ÒThe Polaroid Corporation was formed in 1937 to manufacture and sell polarizing filters; its founder 

Edwin Land invented instant, or Ôone-stepÕ, photography in the period after the Second World War and the 
first Polaroid Land camera for the consumer market was sold in 1948.Ó Peter Buse, ÒThe Polaroid Image as 
Photo-Object,Ó Journal of Visual Culture 9, no. 189 (2010): 193. 

19 Fujifilm also markets FP-3000 as a high-speed alternative to the 100. 
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focus. The 110a also has an X sync and a PC socket and so can be easily connected to a 

flash unit.20  

The second camera is an SX-70 Time-Zero built for integral film (fig. 48). Integral 

Polaroid film is the type many people are familiar with from the 1970s and 1980s that 

automatically ejects from the front of the camera after exposure. The emulsion in encased 

between sheets of plastic media and can be easily smeared and manipulated by applying 

heat or pressure to the surface of the print, as in the work of Lucas Samaras. Although no 

longer produced by Polaroid, a company in the Netherlands called The Impossible Project 

has acquired an old Polaroid factory and is producing various integral films, including SX-

70.21 I use these prints for documentation and not for enlargement. 

The third camera is a Polaroid MP-4 Land Camera (fig. 49). The MP-4 is a large, copy-

stand style camera mounted to a baseboard. It is capable of making precise macro 

positives and negatives at a variety of format sizes. This capability, as the manual indicates, 

makes it ideal for medical, scientific and forensic photography. The model I use is the 

XLR, a large unit (66in height) with the capability of swivelling the column and vertical 

carriage around the baseboard. Although the sliding head camera unit can be rotated to 

vertical, I have been using the camera over the base, shooting straight down at the prone 

model. The MP-4 also has a standard X sync with PC socket and so can be easily used 

with a flash unit. The camera also has a large reflex viewer and calibrated focussing screen 

and so focus is clear and precise. I have been shooting again with a 8.3 x 10.8cm pack film 

holder modified to fit the unit. Because the unit is large and fixed, the camera cannot be 

easily moved on the x- or y-axis or tilted. For portrait use, the model lies on a rolling bed a 

few centimetres above the floor and can be easily shifted under the fixed camera lens. 

My current work primarily uses instant photographs made with pack film, and I have 

not shot 35mm since mid-2010. In normal practice, after the instant pack film positive has 

developedÑwhich takes thirty to sixty seconds depending on ambient temperatureÑthe 

almost completely black and opaque negative that is peeled away is discarded. The 

darkness and opacity of the negative is largely the result of an opaque black coating on the 

reverse sideÑnecessary to protect the other negatives and positives during exposure. The 

negative typically also has a fair amount of caustic gel reagent left on it. There are several 

methods to recover the negative after exposure so that it can be used as a big negative for 

enlarging; however, the density of the negative is so low that it is almost unusable. The 

method I developed after a number of experiments yields a clear, bright negative that is 

                                                   
20 These are standardised connections for sync cables and electronic flash units. 

21 http://www.the-impossible-project.com 
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burntÑan effect close to solarisationÑso that the image becomes largely positive (fig. 

50). This burnt negative can be contact printed on film to produce a good, dense negative 

that can then be enlarged significantly. In my case, I am enlarging the 8.3 x 10.8cm 

negative to over a metre square. The method for recovering the Polaroid negatives 

involves four key steps: first, the negative must be dried completely; second, the negative 

is bathed in a weak saline solution; third, the negative is laid, while still wet, emulsion side 

down on a stainless steel sheet and coated with chlorine bleach; and fourth, after five 

minutes, the black coating is scrubbed off the negative with a bristle brush and the whole 

neg is washed. This method consistently yields high-quality negatives. 

These bleach-burnt pack film negatives are also digitally photographed and scanned 

on a flatbed scanner. The size of the negative makes it possible to use the digital image for 

digital enlargement. I have also experimented with large-scale archival inkjet prints 

embedded in the FRP sheets. Thus far, the digital prints show no ill effects or signs of 

deterioration within the fibreglass matrix. The only difficulty in using the digital prints is 

that the nature of the photo printing paper is such that they do not lie flat during wet-out. 

Therefore, it is necessary to apply pressure to the entire back of the FRP sheet during 

casting and curing. 
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3.4: Digital Video 

 

I also shoot digital videos during my sessions with models in the studio. Cameras are 

fixed in the studio, recording the transaction from multiple points of view. These videos 

are then edited and installed on small thin-film transistor liquid crystal displays (TFT 

screens) and on palm-sized ÔpicoÕ data projectors that can be mounted less than an armÕs 

length from the screen on which they project. The use of these portable technologies 

ÔembedsÕ the video picture in the device as well as connotes the immediacy, tactility, and 

privacy of the personal electronic.  

The conceptual development that led to the use of pico projectors and small, portable 

TFT screens of the type manufactured for mobile phones and media players will be 

further discussed later in this chapter. This section will briefly outline the technical 

dimensions of these displays. In The Counterfactual Portrait, my first solo exhibition during 

this research process, I showed digital videos using flat-screen LCD monitors and LCD 

data projectors. Through the experience, I became critical of the conventions of those 

technologies in the gallery. In seeking a solution for displaying digital video that was more 

appropriately aligned with my concerns, I began experimenting with two types of small, 

portable displays. The first are TFTs (fig. 51), which are common in mobile phones and 

personal media players. I found that they are inexpensively and easily acquired from 

sources in China, often with rudimentary software and easily removable plastic cases in 

sizes ranging from four to nine centimetres in length. Video resolutions on the smallest 

screens are less than 200 pixels in length. They can be set up either with small speakers or 

attached to an earbud or headphones.  

The second type of display is a new class of data projector colloquially referred to as 

pico projectors. These are fully functioning data projectors, capable of playing video either 

from video inputs, built-in memory, or removable media, such as micro-SD cards. Some 

pico projectors, such as the model from 3M that I use, are no larger than a pack of 

cigarettes (fig. 52). These tiny projectors have the capacity to run using rechargeable 

lithium-ion batteries and so can be completely mobilised. Rather than suggesting the slide, 

television, or film format of typical data projectors, pico projectors are more akin to 

mobile phones, personal media players, and tablets. They are equipped with speakers and 

can also be attached to headphones. The major deficiency of this technology is that the 

light output of the pico projector is a fraction of a full size projectorÑbetween 30 and 

100 lumens for a pico versus several thousand lumens for a full-size unit. Because of this 

limitation, they must be used either in very dark environments or in close proximity to the 



 

 
122 

screen. This latter circumstance can be beneficial in that the pico projectors are calibrated 

so that they can focus a very small, intense projected image (less than 10 centimetres 

diagonally) from a very short distanceÑless than 30 centimetres from the screen. This 

feature makes them uniquely suited for installation. 
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3.5: Studio Research Development 

 

In late 2009, after six months of working on this exegetical research, I held a solo 

exhibition of thirty-three paintings and a digital video installation entitled The Counterfactual 

Portrait (figs. 53Ð62). The research framework was built on questioning the relationships 

between historiated portraiture, contemporary studio portraiture, and pretences of 

mimicry and dissimulation. While beginning experiments with materials and media, I was 

using old portrait negatives from my own archive to populate the paintings. My initial 

suspicions were that the counterfeit in portraiture could be illuminated simply by 

investigating the strategies of performance in historiated portraiture. Impenetrable 

narrative structures were devised that contained anachronisms and pictorial tropes, such 

as diagrams, trompe-lÕoeil effects, and classical nudes, to test and refine notions of the 

pretence. What this exhibition revealed for me was my unawareness of my relationships 

with the model, sitter, and studio in the production of the portrait.  

The concerns that circulate through historical narratives, counterfactual narratives, 

and masquerade are concentrated on conceptual intent, and were the concerns that 

dominated my thinking and my practice previous to this research. The concept of 

narrative redaction was introduced to me by a Carmelite nun whom I met while living in a 

Benedictine monastery in western New YorkÕs dairy country. I had just completed my 

Fine Art degree at Pratt Institute and, soon after I began to explore themes of redaction 

and re-enactment in my portraits. The early experiments were role-playing self-portraits. I 

portrayed Herod, or Judas, or Ecclesiastes for the sake of fictionalised and fantasised 

dramas involving various well-known Biblical characters. I combed the monasteryÕs 

impressive library looking for references to the narratives that were ultimately redacted to 

create the characters. These figures were then combined with contemporary allegorical 

characters: superheroes, or an East Asian film star, or a contemporary Oedipal symbol. 

Over the past fifteen years I have continued to meander around these themes without 

ever applying the rigor and self-critical reflection that would bring my work into a 

discourse with the host of other artists who use portraiture and whose themes and 

theatrics are allied to my own. The Counterfactual Portrait prompted me to critically reassess 

my conceptual and practical strategies of portrait production. 

My initial response was to question the limits of the historiated portrait as a type. 

One may wonder if any image of one person wearing the mask or symbol of another is a 

portrait historiŽ. My suspicion was that if one is willing to concede the designation, it may 

yield some trenchant insights into contemporary portraiture. Prior to my exhibition, I saw 
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a series of photographs in Brisbane at the 2009 ARC Biennial show Across the Gulf by 

Salem al Qassimi. They are simple, candid street-level urban snapshots in which one 

conspicuous person wore a mask of FrankensteinÕs monster as portrayed by Boris Karloff. 

This is an intriguing, layered ÔhistoriationÕ that obviously uses mimicry as its strategy. The 

surrogate was completely anonymous, wearing a mask in the shape of Boris Karloff, 

ÔhimselfÕ obscured by the costume of FrankensteinÕs monster. In this context of an 

Arabian cityscape, what is the significance of this masquerade? Is it correct to assume the 

surrogate is the artist? Is it an anonymous model? Why this conflation of Hollywood 

camp, monstrosity, and personality? The rich narrative of Frankenstein, Karloff as an 

Englishman in a foreign fantasy landÑHollywoodÑand the subsequent decades of kitsch 

culture that inform the mislabelled icon ÔFrankensteinÕ all combine to suggest a complex 

commentary on iconoclasm, stereotyping, colonialism, culture mining, and alienation. 

According, then, to my preliminary conclusions, the agents were: al Qassimi, the 

anonymous masked figure, Boris Karloff as FrankensteinÕs monster, and the viewers of 

the BiennialÑnotably myself.  

Like the selection of FrankensteinÕs monster, my selection of characters was 

informed by a sense of symbolic import. I thought of this quality as ÔglamourÕ. It would be 

disingenuous to attempt to justify, whether politically, sentimentally, or psychologically, 

the precise motivation for these selections. Suffice to say that these choices Ômade senseÕ 

at the time. The meaning of the selection was less dependent on my intent certainly than 

on the realisation of the finished portrait. Reflecting on the exhibition mandated a much 

more rigorous and motivated approach to the use of models in the act of portrayal. The 

following passage is taken from the documentation that accompanied the 2009 exhibition 

and indicates the lack of focussed engagement with problematics of artist, model, and 

sitter: 

Substitution involves the artist, the sitter, the viewer, and arguably is influenced 
by the authority of the glamorous character. How can a surrogate be used in 
such a way that likeness is maintained in the portrait? The artist doesnÕt obsess 
over finding a doppelganger. The surrogate is often completely ÔunlikeÕ the referent, 
at least physically. In my process, often the substitutes are quite arbitrary. Issues 
of race, gender and body morphology are irrelevant to the portrayal by the sitter. 
This is perhaps the greatest apparent difference between the contemporary 
portrait historiŽ and art historical valuations of the past. Traditionally, the viewer 
has been expected to accept the authority of the portrait, as the collaboration 
between portrayer and portrayed, as evidence of the verisimilitude of the 
portrayal. My method is to take abundant photographs of the surrogate and 
then, based on the mysterious and unpredictable results of the collaboration 
between artist and model, choose those that best reflect the needs of the 
substitution and the selection. My method is to shoot light and portable, using 
35mm in a studio environment. I then enlarge onto orthochromatic films to 
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increase sharpness and contrast and enhance the peculiarities, and thus 
individuality, of the sitter. Interestingly, I have found, in keeping with earlier 
assessments of Gombrichian iconography, that I cannot hold the sitter and the 
referent in my mind simultaneously. In some ways, the works are overt 
masquerades rife with anachronisms, and in other ways they approach 
dissimulation, with the painted images drifting into the realm of delusion.22 

I am struck by the many examples of passivity in this assessment, as if these conceptual 

and practical difficulties would resolve themselves through ÔarbitraryÕ, Ômysterious and 

unpredictableÕ means. Clearly, my subsequent research and practice became far more 

specifically and precisely engaged with the studio transaction and model/sitter 

transactions. 

Critical feedback to the show helped me to identify several prominent features of my 

work that in turn helped to guide this research. The graphic qualities of the work, 

focussed primarily on the drawing, indicated a strong allegiance to the American graphic 

tradition and to studio drawing. The narrative structures indicated a tendency toward 

obscurity and bafflement. As the work relates to historiated portraiture, the sitters were 

utterly arbitrary and functioned merely as ÔmodelsÕ. And, the conventions of figuratism 

and portraiture were apparent, but executed without critical reflection.  

Edgar and Eva (figs. 53Ð54), the first piece executed for the exhibition, evidences these 

critiques. Over three metres in length, it consists of six individual panels hung in 

sequence. It is dominated by a large portrait bust of a pale pink woman with large eyes 

and finger curls. This sitter is one of three female figures in the work. There is also a 

standing nude and a newspaper image of a woman in a dapper tux. Several panels contain 

trompe lÕoeil ephemera in the manner of American painters William Hartnett and John Peto. 

There are a number of text elements in the work that give the names J. Edgar Hoover and 

Eva Braun, although the texts are highly obscured, and multiple references to Berlin. In 

the large portrait, the sitter has a small microphoneÑa ÔwireÕÑtaped to her chest. This 

element is repeated in the standing female nude, and the standing male nude wears large 

headphones. The narrative suggested by all of these ploys is tortured and vague. The 

photographs of the model that were used as the basis for this portrait were from my own 

archive of 35mm negatives. They were arbitrarily chosen. The poses and codes associated 

with those poses have not been examined in this work. 

Living White Whales, the last piece executed for the show, consists of nine paintings of 

various sizes, the largest being 102cm x 156cm. It also includes a single-channel digital 

video work titled The Kraal (fig. 62). The painted pieces were larger than the other works, 

                                                   
22 My artistÕs statement that accompanied the 2009 exhibition The Counterfactual Portrait at the 

Queensland College of Art. 
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but otherwise followed the same strategy of using an old portrait negative enlarged and 

marked up to play the role of Eva Braun or Gaetan Dugas or Lupe Velez.  The video 

work deviated from the other works both in execution and in reception. The video depicts 

two actors, one male and one female, wearing large plaster whale masks and ÔswimmingÕ 

into a trap in a moonlit river. The entire set was constructed in a large photo studio and 

the camera is fixed with a birdÕs eye view. This was a re-enactment of the capture of two 

Beluga whales in the St. Lawrence River by P.T. Barnum. A V-shaped trap that Barnum 

called a kraal was used to trap the whales. The kraal became a recurrent motif in the work. 

Barnum later exhibited the whales in his American Museum in Manhattan.23 This was the 

first piece for which I employed a model to play a specific role and also incorporated 

myself in a self-portrayal. It was also the first explicit re-enactment I created, and the first 

piece of studio theatre that I constructed. The overwhelming response to this piece out of 

the thirty-three paintings indicated the need to further explore these particular topics as 

they pertained to studio portraiture. 

The Tabu group (figs. 63Ð68), exhibited at the Ukrainian Institute of Modern Art in 

Chicago in 2010, was the first portrait group for which I employed a professional 

modelÑin this case, a catalogue and print modelÑexplicitly for the purpose of creating 

an historiated portrait.24 Studio models are sourced in a number of different ways. Model 

guilds, model co-ops, and agencies all exist now both in traditional forms and as online 

databases and social networks. Prior to this creating body of works, it was my custom to 

employ friends, family, and other artists as modelsÑsometimes as substitutes or reference 

figures and sometimes as portrait sitters. This is typical, of course, but recent years have 

seen an increase in the use of professional models and actors in the production of 

portraiture.25 Given this circumstance and the conceptual problems associated with 

Ôportraits of modelsÕ, the choice was made to exploit the model stereotypes indicated by 

so many photographs, paintings and self-portraits of male artists with female studio 

models. This was the framework for the Tabu group. 

Myths of intimacy, familiarity, and sentimentality are closely connected to the notion 

of an artistÕs mythic insight into a modelÕs character and their ability to depict that insight 

in line and tone. These fantasies are foregrounded by circumstances in which the artist 

                                                   
23 See BentonÕs excellent account of the Ôliving white whalesÕ fiasco in his biography of Barnum 

published in 1891. Joel Benton, Life of Hon. Phineas T. Barnum  (Philadelphia: Edgewood publishing 
company, 1891), 227-34. 

24 Organised by the International Neosymbolist Collective and featuring six artists from the US, Europe 
and Australia, the show was curated by Slovakian curator Stanislav Grezdo. I exhibited seven paintings and 
three single-channel digital videos. 

25 See Tracey Moffatt, Scott Redford, Gillian Wearing, Matthew Barney, and David Lachapelle. 



 

 
127 

and model have a connection and a relationship beyond the studio interaction. These 

fantasies are heteronormativeÑthe artist (genius) penetrates the model (body) to capture 

the mind, soul, character, or truth. Affirming the intimate, even sentimental, nature of the 

artist/model encounter upholds the dualist framework of the portrait. Using a 

professional model in the execution of a portrait codified the roles of artist and model and 

simplified the analysis of the sitter. I should note that I chose the model that posed for the 

Tabu group after a brief audition process. Rather than selecting a model based on her 

experience or any particular physical or personality characteristics, I selected based on the 

projectÕs demandsÑa months-long commitmentÑand scheduling. All of the portraits 

that have been executed since the Tabu group feature professional models that were 

chosen using the same criteria. 

Working with a professional poser in the studio and negotiating the interfaces 

between artist, model, and sitter pointed to the concept of mutation. Perceiving the model 

as a generic ÔtypeÕ to be used in the studio and the sitter as a developed ÔmutantÕ embodied 

in the picture owes a certain debt to Ihab Habib HassanÕs binary lists of modern and 

postmodern features in which ÔtypeÕ is directly aligned with ÔmutantÕ across the gutter 

between modernism and postmodernism.26 Mutation must begin with a typical body, an 

undifferentiated body. The model-body seemed an ideal choice to utilise for this inquiry 

into the notion of the portrait sitter as the mutated model. Investigations of 

transformation and mutation led directly to the identification of key texts by Harry Berger 

and Max Kozloff to complement the foundation iconographic texts by Panofsky, 

Gombrich, and Mitchell. 

In many ways, the Tabu group is literal in its approach to the act of portrayal. It 

explicitly features tropes of the film industry, Hollywood glamour, and publicity photos. 

The traditional process of portraitureÑmultiple sittings over months, hitting a mark, and 

projecting a specific personaÑcorrelates to film acting. Studio-production theatrics such 

as heavy make-up, dramatic lighting, location shoots, and stereotypical poses were all 

strategies engaged in this series of works. This was the first work in which the model was 

not playing a specific, identifiable role other than that of the portrait sitter, and the first 

work in which the sitter as a role, and the inherent pretence and counterfeit of portraiture, 

became apparent. Historiated portraiture became not just a sub-genre of portraiture that 

could yield interesting insight into constructions of identity and authority, but a case study 

in the rigged nature of all portraits. 

                                                   
26 Ihab Habib Hassan, The Postmodern Turn : Essays in Postmodern Theory and Culture  (Columbus: Ohio 

State University Press, 1987), 91. 
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The studio interface for the Tabu group was both graphic and photographic. In 

addition to a number of drawing sessions in which the model sat for portraits, a number 

of photo and video shoots were also conducted. The photographs were all from 35mm 

black-and-white rolls. It was in assessing this group of works that the myriad conceptual 

concerns of the photographic portrait began to become more prominent to me. After 

completing this series, I retrieved my old Polaroid cameras out of storage and began 

searching for film. 

My decision to transition completely to Polaroid film is worth detailing here. The 

Polaroid Corporation had a long-standing relationship with artists and photographers, 

epitomised by the famous 20x24 Polaroid studio in New York, which could be used by 

invitation only.27 The Polaroid process exemplifies the indexicality of the photographic 

object. Polaroids are also equivocal as photographs because they are singular, unique 

objects. It is no doubt this latter feature of Polaroids that has made them particularly 

seductive to painters. Polaroids also have an economic liability associated with them. They 

have always been far more expensive than other types of photographic media, with prices 

in 2011 ranging from AU$2 to AU$5 per 8.3 x 10.8cm print, depending on the type and 

vendor. In a studio ecosystem in which an unlimited number of high-quality digital 

photographs can be made with no film cost whatsoever, it is an appreciable dynamic shift 

to go from hundreds and hundreds of photographs in a studio session to less than ten.  

Polaroids create a unique photographic situation in the studio as it pertains to 

ownership and mastery over the picture. Photographs that are captured digitally or on film 

are secreted away from the modelÑstored by the artist to access at any time in any 

manner for any purpose. The model only has access to them, if at all, at the discretion of 

the photographer and in a processed or compressed state, after some significant time has 

lapsed between the exposure and the delivery of the print.28 With instant prints, the 

photograph is ejected immediately from the camera and develops in the presence of the 

artist and the model. The model is thus able to survey the manifestation of the sitter 

within moments of having posed. The participation of the model in the studio event is 

amplified by the immediacy and tactility of the instant print (figs. 69Ð74). There is perhaps 

                                                   
27 Kao gives 1978 as the year in which artists first used the 20x24 Polacolor camera. Deborah Martin 

Kao, Innovation/Imagination : 50 Years of Polaroid Photography, 1 vols. (New York: H.N. Abrams in association 
with the Friends of Photography, 1999), 19. Barbara HitchcockÕs essay ÒWhen Land Met AdamsÓ 
synopsises PolaroidÕs early collaborations with photographers and the companyÕs longstanding support of 
experimental work. Barbara Hitchcock and Steve Crist, The Polaroid Book : Selections from the Polaroid Collections 
of Photography  (Kšln ; London: Taschen, 2005). 

28 Buse also makes this point about the unique nature of Polaroids, ÒIn Polaroid photography, there is 
no gap between the exposure to light that produces an image and the process of making that results in the 
photographic object.Ó In ÒThe Polaroid ImageÓ, 190. 
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no better illustration of a Gombrichian ÔcaptureÕ than the Polaroid process, ironically one 

in which the liberation of the print from the camera causes the developing agent to be 

smeared across the latent image, and so fixes it in that instant. 

Stripping the peel-apart instant negatives and making multiple prints perverts the 

Polaroid process (fig. 75Ð77). The positive print becomes disposable, or at least irrelevant. 

The photographic image in the enlarged bleach-burnt negative is so disfigured that 

drawing and painting are then used as correctives to the compromised iconicity and 

indexicality. This overt artifice layered on top of a covert artifice magnifies the 

graphic/photographic exchange. Polaroid portraits are rigged objects masquerading as 

immediate, spontaneous and unidirectional. Instant photographs are not at all instant, 

especially in comparison to digital images. With pack film, depending on ambient 

temperature, the gap between removal from the camera (and spreading of the reagent 

between negative and positive) is thirty to ninety seconds. Everyone stops, waits, and 

stares at a ticking second hand until the positive is damply peeled from the negative and 

tissue paper. With integral film, a pale square surrounded by a white frame ejects from the 

camera and slowly begins to materialise, sometimes taking up to five minutes to settle the 

darkest tones. The passivity of this interim is notable. Artist and model do nothing in the 

studio while the chemical processes of the photograph work gradually but radically on the 

picture. The artist and the model can react to the picture and use the picture, but do not 

make the picture. 

As a final comment, I will respond to one particular comment Peter Buse makes of 

the Polaroid process. He refers to the negative that is produced by peel-apart pack film as 

a Òdead negativeÓ.29 The choice of the word ÔdeadÕ is notable for all its connections to the 

discourse on death and photography. The implication is that the negative, the only 

ÔinstantÕ portion of the Polaroid, is dead and the positive is ÔliveÕ. Pack film works on a 

seemingly inscrutable mechanism whereby the negatives are kept separate from the 

positive until a paper tab is pulled from the camera after exposure. The pulling of that tab 

rolls the exposed negative to align with the positive. It also ejects a small tab attached to 

the whole sandwiched system. When that secondary tab is pulled, the pouch of reagent 

ruptures and is smeared between the dry negative and the dry positive, beginning the 

developing process. The viscous reagent holds the two films face-to-face. The trace of the 

light captured on the negative is actually chemically transferred to the positive film, 

resulting in an imprint of that instant trace. Buse, to be fair, was using ÔdeadÕ as a colourful 

                                                   
29 Peter Buse, ÒPolaroid into Digital: Technology, Cultural Form, and the Social Practices of Snapshot 

Photography,Ó Continuum 24, no. 2 (2010): 222. 
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synonym for disposable. However, the transfiguration of that ÔliveÕ negative into a dead 

negative by means of it imprinting itself onto an artificially animated positive suits this 

studio research methodology fully. 

My first solo show in which the concept of rigging was explicitly addressed was Rigging 

Portraits, held in April 2011 at POP Gallery, Brisbane (fig. 78). It was an exhibition of over 

fifty works ranging from large fibreglass pieces, drawings, and monotypes to animations 

and digital videos. This was also the first show in which instant prints and instant 

negatives were exhibited independently of the FRP pieces. The show consisted of 

variations on five portraits. Five professional models were engaged for multiple sittings, 

and for each model there were roughly ten portraits executed. There were also five casts 

of different parts of my bodyÑeye, throat, mouth, hand, and navel. One cast was 

assigned to each of the models to wear as a mask/prosthesis (figs. 79Ð80).  

The casts were primarily done in plaster from silicone moulds and each was slightly 

articulated, some with the addition of silicone elements. The eye moved in its orbit. The 

tongue protruded, flexed, and curled. The throat flushed. The fingers bent slightly at the 

tips. The navel was the only piece left unarticulated, except as it moved up and down on 

the belly with the breathing of the model. These casts were the first works that engaged 

the familiar trope of portraits of artists together with models. They also played on notions 

of the Ôhand of the artistÕ, the ÔartistÕs eyeÕ, the artistÕs ÔtasteÕ, the ÔcentreÕ, and the ÔskinÕ. 

They were also the first explicit self-portraits produced. Using life casts, awkwardly cast by 

myself on myselfÑespecially difficult when it came to casting an open eye and an open 

mouth with my tongue sticking outÑas the masquerades in the works parallels the 

entrenched iconicity and indexicality of the instant photographs. Feldman, as noted in 

Chapter 1, refers to life casts and photographs as the Òmost direct indices of physical 

realityÓ.30 The hand was lashed to the modelÕs wrist, the whole mouth/jaw was strapped 

on under the modelÕs nose like a surgeonÕs mask, the eye was worn exactly as one would 

wear an eye patch, the throat was strapped under the chin and around the neck, and the 

navel was a ragged piece roughly the size of a compact disc pressed into the belly. The 

models were requested to pose Ôas if they were unmaskedÕ (figs. 81Ð89). The animations, 

consisting of roughly 100 drawings each and played at five frames per second, depicted 

the models donning or removing their prostheses (figs. 90Ð91). 

These works stretch the notion of historiated portraiture beyond breaking. The 

perception of the portraits is not that they are models disguised as the artist. Even to read 

the fragments as the most rudimentary expressions of mimicry is asking a tremendous 

                                                   
30 Feldman, Face-Off,  27. 
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amount of the beholder. These fragments look wholly separate from the models. They are 

obviously imposed, uncomfortable, and unfamiliar. A masquerade requires that the 

participant adopt or ÔwearÕ the costume, even if it does nothing to disrupt identity or 

identifiability. And even though these fragments are strapped on or held willingly by the 

models, they are not worn. The model does not project herself through the mask. Rather, 

she performs with it. These works are, in effect, double portraits rather than historiated 

portraits. 

The FRP works that were in the show were all a metre to a metre-and-a-half in length. 

They were floated, unframed, as the other fibreglass works had been previously. The 

drawings, prints and photographs were all shown in wide museum mats. The implications 

of the conventions of framing portraits became apparent with the juxtaposition of so 

many wide white mats with the raw TFT screens and fibreglass sheets. Framing had not 

previously been considered as integral to the work, but revealed itself as a vital strategy. 

The metaphoric relationship between framing conventions and the other conventions of 

portraitureÑpose, costume, and compositionÑhas led to the most recent bodies of work. 

The transitional work was a brief seriesÑfifteen piecesÑfor a group show in Philadelphia 

in August 2011.  

The small set of ten Little RigsÑeach 15x15cmÑexhibited in Philadelphia in the show 

Australia Felix was a continuation of a set of four small works in Rigging Portraits. The four 

small works each had an instant positive embedded in it and extravagant fibreglass edges 

that began to (unintentionally) recall Baroque, Rococo and Trophy frames (figs. 92Ð93). 

The elaborate edges resulted from the techniques I had grown accustomed to using on 

large works being applied to very small works. Nevertheless, the effect was one I wished 

to experiment with further. In several of the Little Rigs, I left the iconic white Polaroid 

border visible to define an interior geometric frame to contrast the flamboyant exterior 

frame (figs. 94-96). I also produced four Standard RigsÑeach 50x77cmÑthat  were digitally 

enlarged and printed scans of bleach-burnt instant negatives (fig. 97). In each of these 

works, the rough edge of the FRP sheet was mirrored in the image by the ragged 

photographic edge of the instant negative (figs. 98-101). When stripping a negative, the 

normally pristine white border of the positive is exposed as a scabrous frame resulting 

from the bits of tissue paper and reagent randomly spread along its contours. I allowed 

this edge to be visible in the Standard Rigs. In fact, the only modifications were a glaze of 

crimson and selective crayon linework. Although these efforts were aesthetically 

successful, conceptually, the conventions of framing were dimly suggested at best. 
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The group of Little Rigs and Standard Rigs also explored masking. In this series, a larger, 

soft pink silicone cast of my navel and abdomen was used as a veil that could be pulled 

over the entire face and head (fig. 102). The works captured a series of studio sessions in 

which the model and I loitered and posed with the mask. To amplify the pretence of the 

studio, a miniature studio was constructed in which the photographs, videos, and 

drawings were made (figs. 103-107). Measuring two metres long, one meter wide, and two 

meters high, this proxy studio could be a completely enclosed, framed space, or, via its 

modular structure and hinging, it could be opened in sections. The entire studio was built 

on simplified cabriole legs and castors so that it resembles a large cabinet and can be easily 

moved. The interior of this studio is painted an intense pink. The pink reflects and creates 

a closed atmosphere that manifests in photos and video. In addition, the type of instant 

pack film that is being used is highly sensitive to the red spectrum, and thus the intense 

reflected pinks create a wide and detailed range of greys in the pictures, maintaining good 

detail in both the highlights and shadows. The silicone mask was cast in pink for the same 

reasons. One video work was shownÑprojected by a pico projector onto a small FRP 

sheetÑalongside this set of portraits. In it, the model spends twenty minutes alone in the 

studio box. Titled 20 Minute Pose (fig. 108), the model, an experienced professional artistÕs 

model, re-enacts a typical drawing session. She adopts a variety of poses including a seated 

pose in which she patiently reads an Isaac Asimov novel. (It is typical for studio models to 

read during extended poses.) In every scene, the image of the pink silicone navel-veil is 

superimposed over her face. Like the other works, the framing suggested by the small 

studio is difficult to perceive. 

The final body of work for this research began immediately after Australia Felix. They 

take the convention of portrait framing far more literally. For these final works, specific 

portrait frame types are cut into the glass cloth so that when the FRP sheet is cast, the 

detailed frame is cast (fig. 109). This is done without dimensionality. The boundary 

between the pictorial surface and the frame surface is articulated only with crayon and 

paint. Some frames are left as flat planes of colour, the detail existing only in the contours. 

Some frames have illusionistic renderings of the carving and gilding, and some have trompe 

lÕoeil elements incorporated into them. In each, the boundaries between the photographic, 

the graphic, and the frame are destabilised. This series of portraits again takes professional 

print and art models as its subject, as well as incorporating self-portraits. The title of this 

series is Rigged and Framed. 

This final body of works also differs in shape from the previous works. Cast as tondi, 

the pieces engage with centricity and concentricity through the nesting of circular formats. 
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Contemporary ÔshapedÕ paintings may have a particular novelty but one sees very few 

tondi. Whether due to convention, or the convenience and availability of standard papers, 

stretchers, screens, and sheets of material, rectilinear shapes dominate painting, drawing 

and photography. Over the years, I have had numerous conversations with other painters, 

draughtsman and photographers about the dynamics of the square. It seems that sooner 

or later, everyone explores the square format with a mixture of apprehension, conceptual 

intricacy, and utopian mysticism. The tondo intensifies these factors. William Zimmer 

writes, ÒThe tondo is the ultimate in constructed painting . . . The tondo is the most 

harmonious, most self contained of shapes, but it is also the most radically demanding . . . 

In a tondo, shape imprints itself, commanding all.Ó31 Reminiscent of the oculus, 

ompholos, iris, lens, and zero, the tondo is a simple device to shift the pictorial code from 

an architectural feature to a corporeal feature (figs. 110Ð119).  

Graphic and photographic constructions of the body are foundational to this entire 

exegesis. In every sense that artists and models and sitters interact in the studio, 

corporeality is fundamental. The ways in which these bodies migrate in and out of 

physical proximityÑand telecopresenceÑhas become a key feature of the latest work  

(fig. 120). What follows is a narrative accounting of the act of portrayal as it occurs in this 

exegetical research. 

Model guilds are suffering the same death from a thousand digital cuts that so many 

other local communities and services have already suffered. As an artist and a teacher that 

endeavoured to schedule a variety of models for life drawing and painting courses, I have 

depended on model guilds for years. What has replaced the guilds are online model 

networks. Because modelling agencies tend not to represent art models, the use of these 

networks is becoming more prevalent when seeking studio models. The benefit of these 

online ÔagenciesÕ is that one can post a casting call with very specific descriptions and 

requirements, and manage the casting personally. For example, one call that I published 

specified a promotional model interested in sitting for a large, painted portrait. 

Experienced promotional models are typically asked to stand next to cars or software 

packages or energy drinks at trade shows, conventions, and opening ceremonies. This is a 

specific type of performance that usually entails posing for numerous snapshots with jolly 

event-goers. This process of interrupting one continuous dynamic pose with a static pose 

in front of a lens is roughly analogous to the studio portrait process. I would then 

schedule a promotional model for a studio session. The invitation into the studio is the 

crucial incipient act in the portrait process. 

                                                   
31 William Zimmer, ÒThe Tondo,Ó Art Journal 50, no. 1 (1991): 60. 
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The invitation is crucial for three reasons. First, the formal studio portrait is one in 

which the model and the artist prepare for the pose and expect an outcome. Second, the 

power dynamic is one in which the studio is privileged as an exclusive territory to which 

the model must be admitted. Third, the invitation expresses desire, a desire that can easily 

be contextualised sexually.  

The preparation of the studio to receive the model discloses several properties of the 

act of portrayal. The model ÔstandÕ may be anything from a chair or carpet to a cyclorama 

or plywood box. The presence of the ceremonial stand is crucial because it defines the 

place of the model within the studio. This separation of labour is one of location and 

function. Although both the artist and the model pose in the act of portrayal, they never 

swap functions. The model does not set up the easel and mix the colour or calibrate the 

cameras. The myth of the ÔcandidÕ portrait is that the model is not really posing as she 

would on a model stand. The stand, however, remains a starkly defined place within the 

larger studio environment. It is the location of inquiry. The artist may not explicitly 

choose the location. Often it is the case that the model moves freely around the studio 

until the artist chooses to capture her, but the locationÑthe ÔstandÕÑis always distinctly at 

a remove from the artistÕs apparatus. The preparation of the studio is the preparation of 

this interface. 

The model in the studio, prior to any depiction, enters a contract with the artist that 

adds a bureaucratic fortification to the interface. The model is required, as part of good 

professional practice, to sign a ÔreleaseÕ. There are many variations on a standard model 

release, but they all serve essentially the same legal function: to explicitly assign ownership 

and usage rights to the artist for all photographs, video and derivative works such as 

paintings, drawings and prints connected to the model. The model release, for more 

experienced models, is perfunctory. However, the release, so named because the model 

ÔreleasesÕ all rights and ownership to her image as it is retained in the studio, serves a vital 

literal function as well as a metaphorical one. The literal dimension of the contract is that 

the model agrees that her participation and the effects of her participation are forfeit 

before the studio event even begins. The model releases herself from any bond to her 

pictorial self in the studio. Metaphorically, the release as a document is analogous to the 

portrait as a document. The release codifies the roles of artist and model, suggests a 

fantasy of a work that may result from the contract, strictly delimits the work based on 

institutional convention, fixes the document temporally, and contains symbolic unique 

subjective identifiers on the signature lines. The sitter does not get to read or sign the 
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document. The sitter exists as an unknowable form, negotiated into existence by the artist 

and the model.  

The model poses. The artist poses.  
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Conclusion 

 

In October 2010, with this research well underway, a book by Wendy Steiner titled The 

Real Real Thing: The Model in the Mirror of Art was published by the University of Chicago 

Press.1 I received my copy at the beginning of 2011. Like this exegesis, SteinerÕs book 

points to a serious deficiency in thorough investigations of the artist/model transaction. 

Steiner begins from a position that may seem familiar based on this exegetical research, 

ÒLike art, the model is a troubling ontological blur: a real person who becomes artificial in 

posing and gives rise to a quasi self in the form of an artistic image. On the one hand, she 

could represent an ethical impoverishment of the real, or on the other, new possibilities 

for artistic efficacy.Ó2 Steiner invokes the mirror as a metaphor to frame the model as both 

a ÔrealÕ person and a reflected artifice. Although not specifically attuned to portraiture, 

SteinerÕs book raises many of the structural problems of representation that have 

underpinned this exegesis: the failings of subjectivity; uncertainty concerning iconicity, 

indexicality, and symbolism; the ambiguity of the pictorial self; and the aberrant nature of 

posing. Like other texts cited in this exegesis, the focus of The Real Real Thing is the 

restitution of the privilege and agency of the model, and the collaborative effects 

produced in the artist/model encounter. The implication is that the modelÕs individual 

humanity can be restored in the work if objectification and stereotype are countered.3  

The contribution of my research is that it complements the art-historical and 

theoretical discourses that exist on the subject of portraiture. Although it is encouraging to 

see recent work focused on models and posing, the studio eventÑthe act of portrayalÑ

has remained a location of insufficient inquiry.  And although many artists and works have 

explored the act of portrayal, with the specific exceptions of H. Berger and Steiner, these 

efforts are not assessed as such (although self-portraits come closest in the discourse). 

While Berger and Steiner use examples in which the pretences of the studio transaction 

are evidenced, the consideration of the dimensions and dynamics of the studio transaction 

specifically in the production of formal portraits is incomplete. A systematic and 

                                                   
1 Wendy Steiner, The Real Real Thing : The Model in the Mirror of Art  (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2010). 

2 Ibid., 4. 

3 ÒFocusing on the model as a human being is a way to disentangle the notion of model from that of 
stereotype or commercial product. This is no easy matter, given that women are typically chosen to be 
models because of their ability to embody stereotypes. One of the standard techniques developed to make 
this distinction, paradoxically, is for an artist to impersonate a feminine clichŽ or a preexisting female 
image.Ó Ibid., 91. 
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prolonged investigation of the processes and materials of portraiture has been necessary 

to fully articulate the nature of the counterfeit in portraiture. This counterfeitÑthe rigging 

of portraitsÑmanifests as the conventions of portraiture (pose, costume, composition) 

fixed in hybridised graphic/photographic matrices that can be plotted on a spectrum from 

mimicry to dissimulation. The sixty-odd hybrid fibreglass portraits (in addition to 

drawings, prints, photographs, videos and animations) I have produced in the last three 

years, which have been exhibited in Australia and the United States, have led to these 

conclusions. This exegetical research began as an investigation by a figuratist and 

portraitist into the strange pictorial nature and conceptual imbroglio of historiated 

portraits. Through the process, however, I realised the far-reaching implications of 

destabilising traditional understandings of portraiture by re-ordering the transactions 

between artist, model, and sitter in the studio. My instinct that the pursuit of this research, 

and the question of the location and nature of the counterfeit in portraiture, would 

depend on making hybrid forms of drawing and photography has proven to be effective 

both materially and conceptually.  

The future directions suggested by this research are likely to be centred on strategies 

of contact, disclosure, and control. Contact has been a constant theme in this exegesis: the 

transaction between artist and model, the contact between the model and the studio, the 

interface between the sitter and the beholder, etc. These points of contact and the 

liminality of these points of contact deserve further attention. Disclosure is at the heart of 

every portrayal. For every piece of matter and experience that is disclosed, others are 

occluded or omitted. It has been almost twenty years since Julie RrapÕs first solo show 

Disclosures: A Photographic Construct.4 A sequence of photographs documenting her 

performance as an artist and a model, Disclosures implicates as many undisclosed images 

and events as it exhibits.  As was discussed in the Chapter 1, the sitter discloses only a 

limited number of featuresÑenough to reify the sitterÑthat have been mutated from the 

model. Control is the most overtly political of these concerns. Although issues that 

resonate in the discourses of psychoanalysis, feminism, masculinities, and postcolonialism 

have circulated throughout this text, the exigencies of power and control have remained 

discreetÑlimited, by design, to the scope of the single artist, single model and single sitter 

in the closed studio. Certainly this research suggests the potential for broad and explicit 

engagement with more inclusive concerns of dominance and control. 

                                                   
4 Body Double contains excellent reproductions of the installation. Julie Brown-Rrap, Museum of 

Contemporary Art (Sydney N.S.W.), Julie Rrap : Body Double  (Sydney, Annandale, NSW: Museum of 
Contemporary Art ; Piper Press, 2007). 
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Portraiture will continue to attract not only countless new practitioners worldwide, but 

also an endless supply of exhibitions, galleries, and publications. Is this because of a 

pathological vanity, a creeping suspicion that the individuated self is lost, voyeuristic 

orthodoxy, or heroic fantasy? Is it because of GadamerÕs assertion that portraits are 

ÔintensifiedÕ forms of pictures? Or is it because of the institutional stability and authority 

of the genre? Perhaps it is all of these and also because we intuit the structural limits of 

ÔpureÕ representation and portraits afford us the most direct evidence of our uncertainty. It 

is arguably the fear of the counterfeit nature of portraits that inspires so much turgid 

writing on the subject. We know that portraits are rigged, but that only buoys the fantasy of 

being able to apprehend the mind of another. 

These theoretical and critical disquisitions are in consonance with a catalogue of 

contemporary portraits and historical portraits from the American canon. Although there 

are a number of performance, film, and video practices that are relevant to this research, 

the scope of this exegesis was limited to pictures. I have used pictures by those as diverse 

as Tracey Moffatt and John Currin, Matthew Barney and Jenny Saville to contextualise 

this research as emblematic of the rigged nature of portraits. During any sustained practice, 

it is incumbent on the artist to establish a pictorial dialogue with other artists whose works 

are reciprocally contextualised. From overt masquerades, as in the work of Kehinde Wiley, 

to baffling dissimulations, as in the work of Nedko Solakov, each of these works utilises 

the conventions of portraiture to examine its pretences. Additionally, each of the works in 

this catalogue explicitly entangles the photographic with graphic traditions. Although none 

of these works specifically utilises the methodology of embedded and marked 

photographs, they are all marked photographs. 

The approach to making the works in this exegesis followed two broad strands, one 

material and the other conceptual. The material concerns were grounded in a long series 

of studio experiments in order to find a substrate in which the graphic and photographic 

could be combined in a resilient and meaningful manner in addition to a photographic 

practice and a graphic practice that would illuminate, and problematise, the conceptual 

concerns. The effective use of FRP sheets with instant positives, instant negatives, 

orthochromatic films and archival inkjet prints did not come easily or immediately but is 

full of potential for future outcomes as well as being instructive to other artists that may 

be seeking a similarly tough and versatile set of materials. The conceptual concerns, 

grounded in historiated portraiture, that began with theatrical strategies of masquerade 

and mimicry became much more refined with the emphasis on posing and the explicit 
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service of professional print and art models combined with overt icons of the corporeal 

artist, including self-portraits. 

The final exhibition of work that accompanies this exegetical writing is titled Rigged and 

Framed (figs. 109Ð129). The concept of rigging has become integral to the definition of 

portraiture that this research posits: a portrait is a picture rigged from a model. This 

definition both expressly implicates the artist/model transaction and the counterfeit 

character of posing. As was stated in the introduction to this exegesis, the word rigging was 

chosen for its associations with theatre, illusion and deceit. Conventions of framing, 

discussed in Chapter 3, create associations with the other conventions of portraiture, but 

here again, the word ÔframedÕ is being used deliberately for its seamy connotations. To be 

framedÑa frameupÑis to be Ôset-upÕ, cast as an unwilling actor in a theatre whose purpose 

is to condemn the participant. A superb Americanism, the frameup is usually perpetrated 

on a scapegoat by the guilty agent. So in the context of this exegesis, it seems logical to 

view the model as having been framed, or, to borrow again from Mitchell, to apprehend 

the sitter as a Òscapegoat in the social field of human visuality.Ó5 

The myriad exhibitions, articles, pictures, books, and presentations of portraiture that 

have endured and continue to propagate in contemporary-art disciplines demand a more 

vigorous and rigorous examination of the nature and function of the portrait as a pictorial 

object. The recent works on posing and modelling are symptomatic of the paucity of a 

diverse and extensive body of research on these topics. As these works begin to fill in the 

gaps that exist in the discourse on the act of portrayal in the studio and its ramifications 

for the apprehension and practice of portraiture, one can expect that even general 

approaches to the genre will become more acutely cognisant of the obsolete ideals of 

portraiture that abide in spite of so many rigged pictures. 

  

                                                   
5 Mitchell, What do Pictures Want?, 46. 
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Self-portrait in a red 
costume 
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oil on canvas 
50 x 40cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2 
Yasumasa 
Morimura 
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Pablo Picasso 
La Belle Hollandaise 
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Wearing a Mask 
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Whistler 
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Fig. 9 
John Singer Sargent 
Capri Girl 
1878 
oil on canvas 
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William Merritt 
Chase 
James Abbott McNeil 
Whistler 
1885 
oil on canvas 
188.3 x 92.1cm 
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Fig. 11  
Thomas Eakins 
An Actress (Portrait 
of Suzanne Santje) 
1903 
oil on canvas 
202.6 x 152.1cm 
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John D. (Ivan 
Dombrowski) 
Graham 
Two Sisters 
1944 
oil, enamel, pencil, 
charcoal and casein 
on composition 
board 
121.4 x 121.8cm 
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Fig. 13 
Andy Warhol 
Mrs. Yves (Debra) 
Arman 
1986 
Polaroid 
10.8 x 8.3cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 14 
Claude Cahun 
Self-Portrait 
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Fig. 15 
Yasumasa 
Morimura 
Doublonnage (Marcel)  
1988 
colour photograph 
152.4 x 119.3cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 16 (left) 
Matthew Barney 
Cremaster 2  
1999 
c-print 
111.8 x 86.4cm 
 
Fig. 17 
Matthew Barney 
Cremaster 2  
1999 
c-print 
111.8 x 86.4cm 
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Fig. 18 
Nedko Solakov 
El Bulgaro 
2000 
mixed media 
dimensions variable 

 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 19 (left) 
John Currin 
The Clairvoyant 
2001 
charcoal and chalk 
on prepared paper 
56.8 x 41.3cm 
 
 
Fig. 20 
John Currin 
The Clairvoyant 
2001 
gouache on 
prepared paper 
29.5 x 21.3cm 
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Fig. 21 
Jenny Saville 
Reverse 
2002Ð2003 
oil on canvas 
213.4 x 243.8cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 22 
Gillian Wearing 
Olia 
2003 
c-print 
52.5 x 43.5cm 
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Fig. 23 
Tracey Moffatt 
Adventure Series 6 
2004 
colour photograph 
132 x 114cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 24 
Kehinde Wiley 
Notorious B.I.G. 
2005 
oil on canvas 
182.9 x 243.8cm 
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Fig. 25 
Lisa Yuskavage 
Dutch Girl 
2006 
oil on linen 
91.4 x 63.5cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 26 (left) 
Tomoko Sawada 
Decoration (12) 
2007 
c-print on 
plexiglass 
100 x 75cm 
 
 
Fig. 27 
Tomoko Sawada 
Decoration (4) 
2007 
c-print on 
plexiglass 
100 x 75cm 
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Fig. 28 
Renee Cox 
The Discreet Charm of 
the Bougies Ð 
Housewife 
2008 
archival digital 
print on aluminium 
76.2 x 101.6cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 29 
Feng Zhengjie 
Chinese Portrait 
No. 2 
2008 
oil on canvas 
210 x 210cm 
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Fig. 30 
David Lachapelle 
The Rape of Africa 
2009 
c-print 
dimensions variable 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 31 
David Lachapelle 
Sketch for The Rape 
of Africa 
2009 
mixed media 
55 x 25cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 32 
Scott Redford 
Reinhardt Dammn: 
Portrait of Reinhardt 
2010 
acrylic, enamel, 
stickers and felt 
pen on canvas  
150 x 150cm 
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Fig. 33 
Plain weave 
fibreglass cloth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 34 
Cast fibreglass edge 
details 
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Fig. 35 
Casting FRP sheet 
on toughened glass 
mould 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 36 
Cutting fibreglass 
cloth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 37 
Cast shaped 
fibreglass 
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Fig. 38 
FRP with shellac 
ground and oil 
primer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 39 
Jaume Plensa 
ANONYMOUS 
2011  
mixed media 
each 160 x 112cm 
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Fig. 40 (left) 
William Platz 
Life study 
2009 
oil on board 
40.6 x 30.5cm 
 
 
Fig. 41 
William Platz 
Life study 
2009 
oil on board 
40.6 x 25.5cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 42 
William Platz 
Life study 
2009 
charcoal on paper 
100 x 60cm 



!

! 173 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 43 
Orthochromatic 
film enlarged to  
60 x 52cm from 
bleach-burnt 
instant negative 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 44 
Orthochromatic 
films enlarged to  
45 x 25cm from 
bleach-burnt 
instant negative 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 45 
Orthochromatic 
film enlarged to  
52 x 60cm from 
bleach-burnt 
instant negative 
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Fig. 46 
Cast FRP sheet 
with embedded 
orthochromatic 
films 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 47 
Polaroid Land 
Camera 
110A Pathfinder 
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Fig. 48 
Polaroid Time-
Zero 
SX-70 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 49 
Polaroid MP-4 
Land Camera 
mounted in studio 
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Fig. 50 
Bleach-burnt 
instant negative 
from Fujifilm 
FP100b pack film 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 51 
3Ó TFT screen with 
digital video 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 52 
Pico projector  
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Fig. 53 
William Platz 
Edgar and Eva 
2009 
oil, charcoal and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102 x 320cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 54 
William Platz 
Edgar and Eva detail 
2009 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 55 
William Platz 
Living White Whales 
detail 
2009 
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Fig. 56 
William Platz 
Sketch for Index 
Case 
2009 
oil and crayon on 
paper 
60 x 70cm 

 
 

Fig. 57 
William Platz 
Index Case 
2009 
oil, charcoal and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
76 x 230cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 58 
William Platz 
Counterfactual 
Portrait panels 
2009 
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Fig. 59 
William Platz 
Sketch for Occident  
2009 
oil and crayon on 
paper 
60 x 70cm 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 60 
William Platz 
Occident 
2009 
oil, charcoal and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
76 x 142cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 61 
William Platz 
Occident detail 
2009 
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Fig. 62 
William Platz 
The Kraal  
2009 
single channel 
digital video 
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Fig. 63 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Feejee. 
2010 
single channel 
digital video 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 64 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Screen 
Writers. 
2010 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
each 31 x 51cm 
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Fig. 65 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Screen Test. 
2010 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
47 x 61cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 66 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Screen Test. 
2010 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
61 x 47cm 
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Fig. 67 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Re-Feejee. 
2010 
single channel 
digital video 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 68 
William Platz 
Screens Tabu: Portrait 
of A.A. Maharaj 
(Gina26). Screen 
Death. 
2010 
single channel 
digital video 
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Fig. 69 
Instant positives 
and negatives in 
studio 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 70 
Bleach-burnt 
instant negatives in 
studio 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 71 
William Platz 
Instant positive 
2011 
Fujifilm FP100b  
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Fig. 72 
William Platz 
Instant positive 
2011 
Fujifilm FP100b 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 73 
William Platz 
Instant positive 
2011 
Fujifilm FP100c 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 74 
William Platz 
Instant positive 
2011 
Fujifilm FP100c 
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Fig. 75 
William Platz 
2011 
bleach-burnt 
instant negatives 
from Fujifilm 
FP100b pack film 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 76 
William Platz 
2011 
black and white 
scan of bleach-
burnt instant 
negative 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 77 
William Platz 
2011 
black and white 
scan of bleach-
burnt instant 
negative 
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Fig. 78 
Rigging Portraits 
2010 
POP Gallery, 
Brisbane 
installation view 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 79 
Plaster cast of 
mouth with silicone 
tongue 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 80 
Plaster cast of hand 
with silicone 
fingers  
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Fig. 81 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of 
Leah with my mouth: 
Big-rig 
2010Ð2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102 x 156cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 82 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of 
Alexandra with my 
eye: Big-rig 
2010Ð2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102 x 156cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 83 
William Platz 
Untitled Gaea 
2010Ð2011 
graphite on paper 
19 x 22cm 
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Fig. 84 
William Platz 
Untitled Leah 
2011 
crayon and chalk 
on graph paper 
60 x 85cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 85 
William Platz 
Untitled Alexandra 
2011 
monotype 
33.5 x 33.5cm 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 86 
William Platz 
Untitled Alexandra 
2011 
monotype 
33.5 x 33.5cm 
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Fig. 87 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of Imi 
with my navel: Big-rig 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102 x 102cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 88 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of Imi 
with my navel: Big-rig 
detail 
2011 
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Fig. 89 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of 
Leah with my mouth: 
Made-up 
2010Ð2011 
single channel 
digital video 
installed on 1.8in. 
TFT screen 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 90 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of 
Gaea with my throat: 
104 drawings 
2011 
single channel 
digital video 
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Fig. 91 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of Jett 
with my hand: 101 
drawings 
2011 
single channel 
digital video 
(installation view) 
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Fig. 92 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of Imi 
with my navel: Little-
rig no.1 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
Fujifilm FP100b 
instant positive 
13 x 13cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 93 
William Platz 
Mixed portrait of Imi 
with my navel: Little-
rig no.2 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
Fujifilm FP100b 
instant positive 
13 x 13cm 
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Fig. 94 
William Platz 
Little Rig: Self-
Portrait in a Model  
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
Fujifilm FP100b 
instant positive 
15 x 15cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 95 
William Platz 
Little Rig: Michi-
Portrait in a Model  
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
Fujifilm FP100b 
instant positive 
15 x 15cm 
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Fig. 96 
William Platz 
Collection of 6 
Little Rigs  
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
Fujifilm FP100b 
instant positive 
each 15 x 15cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 97 
William Platz 
2011 
bleach-burnt 
instant negative 
from Fujifilm 
FP100b pack film 
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Fig. 98 
William Platz 
Standard Rig: Michi-
Portrait Profile 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
archival digital 
print 
50 x 77cm 
 
 
 
Fig. 99 
William Platz 
Standard Rig: Self-
Portrait Profile 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
archival digital 
print 
50 x 77cm 

 
 

 
 
Fig. 100 
William Platz 
Standard Rig: Michi-
Portrait 3/4 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
archival digital 
print 
50 x 77cm 
 
 
 
Fig. 101 
William Platz 
Standard Rig: Self-
Portrait 3/4 
2011 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
archival digital 
print 
50 x 77cm 
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Fig. 102 
Navel ÔveilÕ cast in 
pink silicone 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 103 (left) 
Sketches for 
portrait studio 
 
Fig. 104 
Portrait studio 
closed 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 105 (left) 
Portrait studio 
fanned open 
 
Fig. 106 
Sketches for fanned 
studio 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 107 
Portrait studio with 
open segment  
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Fig. 108 
William Platz 
20 Minute Pose 
2011 
single channel 
digital video 
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Fig. 109 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ in 
black frame 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102cm diameter 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Figs. 110Ð111 
William Platz 
Tondo sketches 
2011 
charcoal, chalk and 
crayon on prepared 
paper 
18cm diameter 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Figs. 112 Ð113 
William Platz 
Tondo sketches 
2011 
charcoal, chalk and 
crayon on prepared 
paper 
18cm diameter 
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Figs. 114 Ð115 
William Platz 
Tondo sketches 
2011 
watercolour on 
paper 
17cm diameter 

 
 
 
 

Figs. 116Ð117 
William Platz 
Tondo sketches 
2011 
charcoal, chalk and 
crayon on prepared 
paper 
18cm diameter 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 118Ð119 
William Platz 
Tondo sketches 
2011 
charcoal, chalk and 
crayon on prepared 
paper 
18cm diameter 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 120 
William Platz 
Two drawings after 
Ribeira 
2012 
charcoal on paper 
each 40 x 28cm 
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Fig. 121 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ in 
gold frame 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
150 x 102cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 122 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ in 
elaborate frame 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
105 x 85cm  



!

! 202 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 123 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ with 
my navel 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102cm diameter 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 124 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ in 
very modern frame 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102cm diameter 
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Fig. 125 
William Platz 
Small round portrait 
of ____  
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102 x 82cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 126 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ with 
putti 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102cm diameter 
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Fig. 127 
William Platz 
Grey self-portrait 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
152 x 102cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 128 
William Platz 
Portrait of ____ in 
gold 
2011Ð2012 
oil, crayon and 
shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
102cm diameter 
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Fig. 129 
William Platz 
Collection of 8 small 
tondi 
2012 
oil, crayon, graphite 
and shellac on cast 
fibreglass with 
orthochromatic 
films 
each 15cm dia. 




