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Abstract

Photographic artists have a confinuing desire to express intimately aspects of their
social world through the genre of portraiture. However, in attempting to make known the
lives of those around them, portraitists encounter a range of complexities inherent in the
representation of the human subject in a two-dimensional visual field. Portraits were
initially an indicator of social class until the introduction of photography, when more and
more people became involved in their production and ownership. It was at its inception
that the photographic portrait assumed conventions consistent with those of the painted
portrait in Western art and its social use. These conventions have persisted and, along
with the accumulation of conventions specific to the medium, have come to define
photographic portraiture as a genre.

It is either from within the limitations of the genre, or through the challenging of its
authority, that artists seek to portray issues relevant to contemporary life. This endeavour
is affected by certain concerns associated with a person’s photographic representation,
These include issues pertaining to notions of likeness, identity, subjectivity, and realism.
A photographic image of someone has traditionally been perceived to convey a realistic
impression of that person’s identity, however, concepts of identity and realism have come
under increasing scrutiny, contesting the anthority of the photographic representation.
The portrait’s verisimilitude is also undermined by limitations in photographic processes
and technology, and the manipulation and control exercised by the photographer who can
frame, filter, crop, and enlarge the image at will.

In considering the inadequacies of the medium, the fragmentation of identity and
subjectivity, and threats concerning the demise of the genre, a further concern to
conternporary portraiture is the status of the psychological interaction between
photographer and subject. For many participants this exchange is an important aspect of
the portrait transaction in which rituals of pose and performance are enacted, and feeling
states or emotional truths are sought out, Kozloff (1994, p. 4) considers stilt portraits to
be scanty objects in which the intricacies of human experience are inadequately
represented, yet they remain as a site for the documentation of experiences that are to
become memories. The increasing influence of digital media in photography presents an
opportunity for the re-evaluation of these concerns, and new creative and expressive
possibilities.
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Introduction

Portrait photography melds together three broad disciplines whose sepafatc aﬁd
inter-related concerns imbue the genre with both a sincerity in its goals and doubts as to
their veracity. The genre combines the medium of photography, the psychology inherent
within the portrait transaction, and the incorporation of, and function Witl]in, Western
visual art practice. Price and Wells (1997, p. 25) su'ggc'st that a portrait’s iconic nat_ufc_, |
when articulated through established aesthetic conventions, “fuel realist ndtions '
associated with photography. Thus philosophical, technical, and aesthetic issues - along
with the role accorded to the artist - all feature within ontological debates refating to the
photograph.” While key debates majr be the progeny of a particular disciplinc, in this
essay they will be discussed together to determine their overall effect on the genre as a
whole. This will provide the underlining theme running throughout the essay which
centres around ways in which contemporary artists negotiate notions of truth, identity,
and representation in a desire to intimately express their social world through portrait
photography.

Part One secks to investigate portraiture’s historical and formal background and its
incorporation into photography. A discussion of historical debates and practices is a
means 10 better understand ways in which contemporary photographic portraiture
operates and is thought about. Such will be the focus of Part Two which will look at the
state of identity and representation and how photographic artists are negotiating these
ideas in their contemporary practice,

Commenting on its intricacies, Clarke (1997, p. 102) describes portrait
photography as “the site of a complex series of interactions - aesthetic, cultural,
ideologicat, sociological, and psychological.” The portrait photograph is dependent on
its reading within these contexts in order to establish its meanings as an image and an
object. In its formative years in Europe, Britain, and America during the nineteenth
century, factors such as social and cultural changes, early photographic techniques and
practices, emerging industrial systems, new technologies, and the codes and conventions
implicit within Western art had a significant effect on portrait photography’s standing in
society. Writing of its early popularity, Tagg (1998, p. 50) refers to photography as
being “a great industry resting on the base of a vast new clientele and ruled by their taste
and their acceptance of the conventional devices and genres of official art.”



Tagg is referring here to the explosion of commercial interest in amateur
photography in the decades following its invention. Introducing a discussio_ﬁ on
portraiture, Woodall (1997, p. 6) suggests that photography emerged from a need
through visual means to “characterize more ordinary people.” In turn this “soon
admitted an unpreccdentedly wide clientele to portraiture, enabling people who could not
previously afford, or were not considered worthy of, painted immortality to have their
features recorded for postenty” (Woodall, 1997, p. 6). '

The commercializ.ation and democratization of portraiture through photography
was a significant development in the génre’s history. Before the inception of
photography in the nineteenth century, portraiture had been equated with oil 'painting.
The advent of the photographic portrait created a dichotomy between its relationship with
the portrait in oils as “an individual text and the photograph as part of a populist and
democratic form of representation” (Clarke, 1997, p. 103).

The portrait in oils was perhaps at its peak in England and France during the
eighteenth century. A huge quantity and variety of images were produced, “ranging from
refined domestic ‘conversation pieces’ to images of professionals alluding to
progressive intellectual endeavour, or overwhelmingly large and splendid evocations of
monarchs and great lords” (Woodall, 1997, p. 4). As well as these established
aristocratic functions, portraiture was crucial to the “cultivation of civility in commercial
society . . . . achieved by pictured affection and communication, or by the similar formats
and group display of portraits depicting figures united and defined by their civility”
(Woodall, 1997, p. 5). Along with its depiction of likeness, portraiture also came to be
valued as a cultural practice during this period, for as Woodall (1997, p. 5) relates;

“sitting to a fashionable portraitist entered into literary discourse as a self-conscious,
socially prestigious interaction.”

In contrast to its industrious practical output, the genre’s status within academic
theory was low. This was due to the degree to which artistic invention was deemed to be
lacking in portraiture. According to Woodall (1997, p. 5), the comadmg of image and
reality in the portrait “denied any fahrication on the part of the artist.” The portraits
ambiguous position in the hlstory of visual art was because it did not use its imitative
skills in the service of higher imaginative ends; “its end was itself imitation, and



mechanisation seemed to put this end more firmly within the range of the least skilled
artisan” (Gage, 1997, p. 120).

The genre’s poor status within the academic hierarchy during the eighteenth
century echoes its problematic relationship with art institutions in the nineteenth century.
Photography'’s ability to capture likeness to a degree never before imagined was both
revelation and anathema for portraiture. Realism and truth were central issues in
nineteenth century portraiture, and photography, satisfying the desire fora transpanent
scientific likeness, “was considered to guarantee an inherent, objective visual relatlonshlp
between the image and the living model” (Woodail, 1997, p. 6). However,
photography’s early attempts to be considered as Art were hindered by claims against
the very process which made such objectivity possible. The image recorded by the
camera was seen as being mechanically produced “and thus free of the selective
discriminations of the humas eye and hand” (Price & Wells, 1997, p. 20). It was on
these grounds that “the medium was often regarded as falling outside the realm of art, as
its assumed power of accurate dispassionate recording appeared to displace the artist’s
compositional creativity” (Price & Wells, 1997, p. 20).

Pictorialism was a movement that began in the 1850’s to address problems thought
to reside with photography’s mechanistic nature “by reducing the signifiers of
technological production within the photograph” (Price & Wells, 1997, p. 22). Price and
Wells (1997, p. 22) point out that in an effort to imitate the appearance and subject matter
of oil painting, practitioners would create out of focus, blurred, and fuzzy images of
allegorical subjects such as religious scenes. The emphasis on ‘artistry” lasted until the
end of the nineteenth century, during which a time of challenge to dominant acsthetics
caused the decline of the Academy’s authority. It was at this point that the “traditional
aesthetics, to which the Pictorialists subscribed, came to seem increasingly conservative”
(Wells, 1997, p. 210).

The Pictorialists® artistic pretensions were also driven by a desire to distance
themselves from casnal amateurs, an emerging mass market brought about by the .
introduction of cheaper and easier to use technologles such as roll film and the box
camera. The field of portraiture was especially popular for amateur photographers, and
like other genres, became divided into several levels of practlce “whose most privileged
strata . . . are called “Art’, whose middle ground ranges from ‘commercial art’ to ‘craft’,



and whose lower registers are designated ‘Kitsch’, ‘vernacular’, “amateur’ or ‘popular
culture’ (Tagg, 1988, p.19).

Wells (1997, p. 203) suggests that the status of nineteenth century photography
was centred around art and technology, the expressive and the mechanical, being viewed
as distinct from each other. With the dissolution of these boundaries in ihe twentieth
century, especially since the 1970°s, “the question of the status of photography as fine
art has become increasingly complex - or increasingiy irrelevant (depending on your
viewpoint)” (Wells, 1997, p. 203). It is now commonplace to view a vatiety of lens-
based media, including photography, video, slide projection, and installation, within the
contemporary gallery environment,

This essay will not specificaily address the question as to what is meant by ‘Art,’
although certain aspécts of this debate will be alluded to through discussion of the
artist’s role in portraiture, their relationship with their subjects, the objectives or aims of
their practice, and issues around the consumption of portroiture by the viewer. In general
terms, discussion of these issues will be aligned with or opposed to Wells’ (1997)
definition of ‘Art’ as:

fine art practices relating to the gallery and the Arts establishment, by
contrast with more general understandings of photography as an ‘*art’ or
expressive skill . . . . Art tends to be acclaimed for its perception on the
condition of humankind. The artist is characterised as a special sort of
‘seer’, or visionary of ‘truth’, poetically expressed. In the case of
photography, the artist is viewed as transcending ‘mere recording’ of events,
offering a unique perspective on or insight into people, places, objects,
relationships, circumstances. (p. 202)

However, the realization of artistic vision and notions of ‘truth’ are complicated by
the necessary negotiation of the conventions and institutions which give images their
meaning. The genre of portraiture and the photographic medium itself have their own
conventions and terms of reference, both of which “imply a series of assumptions, of
meanings, accepted (and sometimes questioned) as part of the signifying process: a
photograph (via the photographer) can reaffirm or question the world it supposedly
mirrors” (Clarke, 1997, p. 31).

How and why a photograph has meaning is something photographers have
increasingly questioned in the twentieth century. Examples of the codes and conventions



that we may take for granted, such as those concerning composition, pose, presentation,

etc., are discussed in Chapter 3. These conventions originate from the painted portrait
and theories of physiognomy developed in the nineteenth century. For example, Tagg

(1998, p. 35) points out that many poses are three- quartﬁr views tending to frontality

featuring heads and shoulders “as if those parts of our bodies were our truth. We hardly

question the theories of physiognomy on which such sedlmented notions rest.”

Photographic portraiture can be divided into two distinct categories, those bemg
formal and mformal An informal approach is where the photographer bcoomcs involved
in the subject’s social environment. These portraits tend to be dcnvatlve of the snapshot
in their spontaneity, realistic premise, and celebration of the moment. Alternatively,
formal portraiture may be seen as a more constructed or controlled picturing _'of a
subject’.s pose. In either approach, the photographer perceives a mode of wo:king that is
personally challenging and which has the potential to achieve a certain understanding of
the subject. The poriraitist might enjoy the unpredictability of a subject or close
observation of the human physiognomy and its uncontroliable moods (Kozloff, 1994, p.
xvi).

Both of these approaches show a desire by photographers to express intimately
aspects of their social environment. However, these types of practice may also draw
attention to the inability of photographic portraiture to represent the artist’s social world
accurately. Kozloff (1994, p. 4) suggests that “a still portrait photograph is a scanty
object.” Aware of the psychological aspects of posing, the complexities of human
experience, and the limitations of the photographic process, he believes that “most
portraits fall short as probes of character and identity” (Kozloff, 1994, p. 35). Given the
difficulty of combining the history and conventions of the genre with the complexities
inherent in photographic visual language, how effective is the representation of personal
intimacies through photographic portraiture?

How artists cohtend with these issues will be discussed in Chapter 5 which will
look at the portrait practice of photographers Nan Goldin, Richard Billingham, Thomas
Ruff, and Thomas Struth. The original context of their work, the forms in which it is
finally produced, and the visual language in which it operates are factors which Iplace it
within a cultural discourse. These exterior elements are in themselves conventions of
contemporary visual culture that in tum effect the reading of the subjects they portray.



An aspect of the depicted subject is the viewer’s access (o the intimate nature of the
portrait act, and how rauch psychological ground is transferable in the displayed image.
Kozloff (1994, p. 40) points out that “portraits still leave a great deal unsaid - the greater
part of what we want to know.” What is it that we hope to find out from a portrait?
Canetti (cited in Kozloff, 1994, p. 40) suggests that; “the outer beanng of people is so
ambiguous that you only have to present yourself as you are to live fully unrecognized
and concealed.” It may be the seductive lmpenetrablllty of the portrait that gives it its
power. Instead of the depths that are withheld, portralts more often offer us mystenes_
that can’t help themselves,

In an introduction to a portrait exhibition catalogue, Pitts (1991, p. 7) asks, “how
does an image of an individual convey personality or character?” He continues by
contemplating; “one of the persistent questions about portraiture has been whether an
image that captures 1/200th of a second of someone’s life can be anything more than
topographical . . . inherently superficial” (Pitts, 1991, p. 7). Do contemporary artists still
hope to express personality and character through a two-dimensional silent image, or are
these aspects of the photographic porﬁait"now redundant in relation to its scope in the
early twenty-first century? If so, where does that leave the emotive interplay between the
photographer and the subject in the portrait moment, and any expectation that this
relationship is able to be represented to, and read by, the viewer?

Through an investigation of relevant historical debates in relation to portrait
photography, and a discussion of current issues and practice, I hope to develop a better
understanding of the genre and its place within contemporary Western art. In turn, this
research will benefit the development of my own art practice within this field, a
discussion of which will take place in Chapter 6. Issues covered in this essay that'are of
particularly interest with regard to my own practice include those concemed with; the
transaction between photographer and subject; representation of identity with respect to
portrait conventions; the slipperiness of portraits Q\:hjnsused as evidence of intimate
relauonsmps and conventions relating to the presentation of the photographic object
within the gallery environment.



Part1:
A Baekground to
Photographic Portraiture



1. Definitions and Use

An obvious guestion to begin with is what consmutes a portrau" Portrait
photography is itself informed and influenced by a wide range of other genres. Personal
documentary photographs, farmly snaps, posed shots, candid shots, formal studio

. photographs, and fashion images, all with their own codes and conventlons, can be in
some way connected to aSpects of portrait photography. An interpretation of some of the
issues conceming the nature of portrait photographs, particularly in art, will be discussed
further in Chapter 4. At this point it is |mportant to note that a specific genre carries with
it its own set of histories, practices, |deolog|cal assumpt:ons and expectatlons which shift
over time (o take account of changing cultural formations. For De Salvo (1995 p- 31),
portraiture is “‘a container for many things - a signifier of status, wealth, social class, a
way to capture likeness, a way to catalogue people.”

To understand the genre of portrait photography more clearly we must first define
what is meant by the word “portrait.” In this instance porti'aiture will be defined in terms
of Western portrait painting which preceded and informed photographic portraits,
Portraiture can be seen as a complex cultural construct that attempts to portray identity
through various codes of representation. A portrait is often equated with likeness,
however in her definition of ‘portrait’ Campbell (1996, p. 274)_ points out that; “a
recognizable image of a model is not necessarily a portrait, and likeness cannot be the
only determining factor in defining a portrait,” | '

Campbell’s examples are based on sixteenth and seventeenth century paintings
from the western canon. One such early form of portraiture whose characteristics in
some ways prefigured those of photography was the miniature. The term applied to both
paintings in manuscripts and small independent paintings, mostly portraits, that
developed in the sixteenth century. Painted mainly in watercolour, gouache, or enamel,
miniatures were popular in the Western world for nearly four centuries due to a -
fundamental desire for likenesses in a small format (Reynolds, 1996, p. 638). Favourable
characteristics of miniatures were the delicacy of their execution and their size, which
meant they became personal possessions that could be carried or worn, These attributes
meant the portraits “were able to convey a more intimate interpretation of character than
the more formal and public presentation proper to a Iarge-sca!e oil pamtmg (Reynolds,
1996, p. 638). |



Campbell’s main point is that'hbWever-accm_'at_e,.the -model’s likeness a'.s' L

represented by the artist is not a portrait unless the artist has shown an interest in the -

identity of the model. Campbell considers a less detailed likeness is still a portraitif the

painting is intended to be recognized as a representation of the chosen subject, She

quotes Gere (cited in Campbell, 1996, p. 275) who stated that a portrait is animage “in -
which the artist is engaged with the personality of the sitter and is preoccupied with his -

or her characterization as an individ_ual;’f_Furthét_qi_stigicﬁbhs"inclﬁde paintings where the .

 depiction ofa subjt_'at;t’_s__lilie_nc'ss", rather than being a portrait, is intended as a study of "

themes such as sainthood or luncy. Images of beautiful people also present problems of
élasSiﬁcationas_ the paintings may be a féﬁfcééntati_on of the ideal of beauty rather than.
of the individual. Campbell also cites instarices where individuals painted after death have
had a model’s features substituted for their own: “such fi gures, intended to be instantly
recognizable as. individuals,_ are in some sense portraits, even if they cannot be
likenesses™ (Campbell, 1996, p. 276).

Campbell relates how artist Albrecht Durer (cited in Campbell, 1996, p. 276) saw
one of the primary purposes of port_i'aitu_re to be that “it preserves also the likeness of
men after their death.” Before the invention of refrigeration it had been impossible to
preserve human heads in recognizable foﬁns, so the artist came to play an essential part
in the process of commemoration and immontalization. Even if no attempt was made o
conserve the corpse, “an artist could carve or paint an image of the deceased person,
which could be displayed on or near the tomb” (Campbeil (1996, p- 276). This custom
is echoed teday whereby some tdmbstones incorporate a photographic image of the
person buried beneath,

Traditional portraits pairited by artists were mainly used by the sitters themselves,
their family, or friends, Over time collections of ancestral portraits would be built up to
glorify the antiquity of the family, However, until the introduction of phoiographs, the
availability of portraits was limited to the rich, the artists themselves, or those who were
on friendly terms with the artist (Campbell, 1996, p. 277). An example of the importance
that was placed on portraiture is given by Pbﬁuguese péinter Francisco de Holanda i
1549. Campbell (1996, p. 278) relates how de Holanda “justified portraiture by saying
that, as an imitation of God's work of creation, it was the highest of the arts, but quickly
added that only the distinguished deserved to be portrayed,”



By the mneteenth century the portralt was strll equated with pamtmg and the-
anstocracy Accordmg to Clarke (1997 p 103), the portrart in orls was “a: hrghly
_ pnvrleged medrum, by |ts very natllre conﬁrmmg status and declarmg si gmﬁcance it
was the assumed distillation of a personallty ” He observes that the pamted portrart L
a study over t1me where mdwrdual mcanlng is estabhshed through a serles of codes and -
‘symbols by whlch the self is framed and: advertlsed (Clarke, 1997 p. 103) The' _

'photographlc portrart, by companson, is an 1nstantaneous captunng whlch records the |

undlluted moment as a suggcstlve representatron Clarke (1997 p- 103) states that “the
portrait in oils clarmed to givea composue even deﬁmtrve, 1mage of the personalrty a
formal répresentation in which was embodied an assumed status and pubhc
significance,”

Britliant (1991, p. 8) discusses his definition of portraiture in terms of it being “a
particular phenomenon of representation in Western art that is especially sensitive to
changes in the percewed nature of the individual in Western society.” His argument is
based on the relatronshlp between the portrait and its object of representation, and the
importance of this relat:onslup in reﬂectlng social dimensions of human life. He simply
defines portraits as being intentionally made of living or once living people ina variety of
media. Such media may include pamtlngs, photographs, sculptures, medals, cartoons, and
prints. In their particular media, portraits may survive overa long penod of time and their
images may be transferred to other media and replicated in vast numbers, such as-on
postage stamps (Brilliant, 1991, p. 8).

It is important to isolate some of the core concepts in Brilliant’s definition of
portraiture. These are that a portrait is a- work of art, made by an artlst, for an audience
(Brilliant, 1991, p. 8). The aud|ence or vrewer is acknowledged by Brilliant as an
important part of the port:ralt process, but equally important in the. productlon is the role
of the artist, Bnlllant(1991 p: 9) also recogmzcs that the constltuents which make up a
‘person’s identity are many and include appearance, a given name, social function,
characterization, and distinctions and relatlonshlps between individual identities. Of these
only physical appearance is naturally visible, and even this is unstable, while the others
are conceptual and must be cxpressed symbollca]ly (Bnlllant 1991 p. 9). However, it is
the representatlon of all these elements that hie sees as the important role of the portrait
artist, “who must meet the complex demands of portraiture as a particular challenge of
their artistic ingenuity and empathetic insight” (Brilliant, 1991, p. 9).

10



For Weiermair (1994, p. 9), ‘portrait’ refers to the classical form in which a
dialogue exists between photographer and subject “where behawour and relatlonshlp, o
procedure and result are determmed by both partles » The concentration on artlsts’

“private desires, human mtenost in the model as other orthe eternal fascmatlon wnth the-
human face as mm'or of the soul" (Welennalr, 1994 p- 9), can be seen as a oontmuatlon |
of traditional ways of thmkmg about portralturc Do contemporary artists stlll allgn_- _
themselves with these ideas, and if so in what ways are they relevant today? .

In defining his idea of legitimate portraiture Kozloff makes a distinction between
vernacular and serious modes. The majoﬁty of portraits fall into the vernacular category
where their use is primarily in the service of ovefydoy social functions, such as passport
photographs, photographs of politicians, or photographs of students on graduation. In
the case of the veracular image, while the moment of the pose reflects the individuals
appearance, it also establishes a social role for that person, who could be interchanged
with any other (Kozloff, 1994, p. 4),

Conversely, it is the subject’s personal theatre which characterizes serious
portraiture. Kozloff (1994, p, 3) suggests that when sitting for a photograph a person
will project a special, isolated, and artificial version of their own personal theatre. A
significant retreat from this concentrated bearing, a falling back into unself-conscious
activity, or an immersion within the subject’s own time, would result in the portrait being
correspondingly weakened (Kozloff, 1994, p. 3). This wonld show that subjects “had a
purpose other than revealing themselves to us . . . . they did not allow their personhood
to be appropriately co'r_l"géaled ‘and legitimated” (Kozloff, 1994, p. 3). In such
circumstances Kozloff believes the res'ulti'ng images would not be portralts

Finally, what is a porﬁ'ait from the viewer’s point of view? What does the viewer
look for and what do they see‘? What portraits have in- common is their subjoct matter-
which is usually centred around a person or a group of people Their two-dimensional
image presentsanopportumty__for tho viewer to get as close as possible, and to stare for
as long as they like in what De Salvo (1995, p. 22) believes is “rarely accorded in
everyday public life, where we abmptly look away once our gaze has been returned. In
the work of art, it is with the return gaze that we begin.” Brilliant also sees as
fundamental the necessity to express the relationship between the portrait image and the
human original. For him the enduring fascination of the portrait lies in “the oscillation

11



between art object: and human subject,” that when represented S0 personally “gwes
portraits their ext:aordmary grasp on our lmagmatlon” (Bnlllant, 1991 p. 7)

12



2 Histori_cal_ S_ur'véy |

Portrait- photogmphy has itroots ina dlverse mnge of social hlstones and SClcntlﬁC
inventions that began to converge in the early decades of the mneteenth century _
Although the concept of the camera ohscural and knowledge of llght-senslovc chemlcals'
had been known for many years, there was httle desnre to fix the i image permanently '
However, ﬁ'om the 1790’5, Batchen (1990 p 8) descrlbes the concept of what—was-to-
become-known- as-photography tobe “a demonstrably widespread, social lmperatwe ”
These social and scientific forces cu]rmnated in 1839 with the public announcements in
France and Britain of the first photographlc processes.

Batchen’s claim is confirmed by McQun'e (1998, p. 18) who believes the reason
for the immediacy of the camera’s public acceptance was that ‘photography seemed to
fulfil a deeply rooted desire for realism.” This sentiment is remforced by Woodall
(1997, p. 6) who writes that; “the need fora transparent, SClelltlﬁc l:keness also seemed
to be met by photography, which was considered to guarantce an mherent, ob_;ectlve
visual relationship between the image and the living model.”

Photography soon came to hold an important place in soclety, although along with
its immediate popularity arose “debates concemmg its aesthetic status and soclal uses”
(Price & Wells, 1997, p. 19) Rosenblum suggests that photography s first ma]or inroad
was in portraiture. While painted portralts were tradltlonally expensnve objects,
commissioned by the wealthy as cv:dence of their posmon in life, Rosenblum (1996 p.
659) indicates that “with the emergence ofa rmdd]e class of merchants, factory owners'
and bureaucrats, the need for less expensive methods arose.”

Changmg social forces, combined withi 1mprovmg photographlc technology, began
to play a significant part in the developrnent of photographlc portraiture, In the bourgeols
household of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the standard portrait in oils “was to
confirm an ideal of the sitter (proclmmmg social standing, embellishing personal
appearance)” (Sontag, 19’78 p. 165). Given that this was their purpose it was
unnecessary for owners to have more than one portrait of a particular individual. The

1 The camera obscura was used as an artist’s aid, it offered an inverted image of reflected light which
could then be traced (Clarke, 1997, p-12).
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photcgraphlc recond however, srmply conf itms. that the sub_;ect exrsts “therefore, one o :

can never have too many” (Sontag, 19‘78 p 165)

The l‘lSB of the mrddle and Iower-nuddle classes towards greater socral econonnc,."' S

and pohtlcal rmportance also contnbuted to the demand for portratture For centuries the S o

ownershrp of portrarts had been the pnvnlege ofa few, however the new nuddle classes in.

_ Bntam Franoe, and Amenca began an mcreasmg desnre for them Tagg (1998 p 3'?)_:'_ : S
suggests a reason for thrs was that ‘havmg one’s portralt done’ became “one ofthe

symbolic acts by which mdlvrduals from the rlsmg social classes made thelr ascent
visible to themselves and others and classed themselves among those who enjoyed socral'
status.” The rise of these classes and their demand for porlrarts for the: descnpnon of
individuality and the i mscnptron of social identity, spurred manufactuners andi inventors to
seek new ways in which this demand mlght be satisfied (Tagg, 1998, p. 37).

Before the advent of photographlc processes the desire for portraits was met by a
thriving trade in the productlon of pamted miniatures. The portrait mlmature was reqmred
to incorporate the mgmﬂers of the aristocratic portralt whrle mamtammg a price wrthm
the resources of the middle-class clientele (Tagg, 1988, P. 38) The most obvious way to
keep the price down was of course for the portrait to be small in size and quick to paint.
The miniature pose was therefore most likely to be restricted to a three-quarter view of
the head and shoulders with the main focus being the face. Usmg this model, a Iarge
number of painters could eam their living by painting thirty to ﬁfty portralts a year fora
modest price (Tagg, 1998, p. 39)

The expanding mrddle class demand for portrarture soon outstnpped available
painted means which led to the development of more mechanrcal methods (Pnce & :
Wells, 1997, p, 20). A pre- phctograph:c example of the shift towards mechamcal
processes can be seen in the Physronotrace It was mvented by Gilles Louis. Chretlen in
1786 and combrned the cut-out srlhouette and I the engravrng, two modes of portralture in
use at the time. The value and fascination of these mechamcally produced portraits was.
their unprecedented accuracy. So while mechanisation guaranteed their cheapness and
availability, italso confirmed a kind of authentrclty Tagg (1988, p. 40) suggests that
these qualities were clues not only of “the potential of photography as a system of
multiple reproduction, but also of its claims to offer a mechamcally transcribed truth.”
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By the 1830'5 a strong social need for photography had developed alongsrde a

cluster of technical mventrons and’ rnnovatrons which mcluded “mventrons in the |
electncal mdustnes and new discoveries i in optrcs and chenustry" (Pnce & Wells, 1997 .' N
p. 19). Whrle the technology and demand exrsted for a camera and lens based means of .

image capture, expenmentatron focused on how to fix the 1mage once it had been_'- y

obtained. Mande Daguerre was one of the ﬁrst to suecessfully combme the avarlable__ - - i

technology with achenncal process to create a photograph He unverled tns process - :

the daguerreotype - in France in 1839, celebratmg its abrlrty to reproduce nature Tagg . |

(1988, p. 41) draws attention to the idea that the photograph seen.as a drrect cast of __
nature “was present from the very beginning and, almost rntmedlately, its. appeal was’
exploited in portraiture.” :

Initially the daguerreotype process could only be used for capturing inanimate
objects, as the exposure time of half an ‘hour made portrarture 1mpossrble Wrth
contmumg advances in light sensitive chemicals and optical technology, exposure trmes
were reduced to less than ten seconds, allowing people 5 llkenesses to be captured in
prevrously ummagmable detail. Up to this point there had still béen a small number of
miniaturists malongalrvmg, but by the 1850’s their business had been taken over by a
growing number of photographrc studros opening in both Europe and Amenca
Miniature parntmg “was qulekly made exunet by the magrcally cheap appearance of the
daguerreotype’s exact, shiny portrarts” (Batchen, 1999, P 11)

The popularrty of. the new medmm drew mlmature parnters draughtsmen,_ L
engravers, and artrsans to set themselves up in the portrart busmess However, many-_ i

problems strll exrsted for the portrartrst the daguerreotype was dlfﬁcult to duphcate its

surfaee was so fragrle it had to be protected ina case, exposures were [ long, resultmg :__ '

m ngrd expressrons and an absence of lrvelrness Desprte the drsadvantages of the:.
.process, Rosenblum ( 1996 p. 660) suggests it was the bnllrant and precrsely defined :
miniature } rmage of the daguen'eotype that“atn'acted large numbers both as practrtroners :

and sitters, setnng the stage for the eornmerclalrzanon of portrarture " : '

Tagg (1998, p 43) estimates that more than mnety per cent of all daguerreotypes_ __
taken were portrarts Shopkeepers, lesser ofﬁcrals, and small traders found in

photography a new means of representatron that was appropnate for therr econonuc, -

situation. Such numbers created for the ﬁrst nme “an ¢ econonnc base on whlch a form of :

15



_portrarture could develop whrch was accessrble toa mass publrc" (Tagg, 1998 P- 43)

- This i mcreasmg mass market and rts desrre for better qualrty, faster productron, and lower..

' pnces eventually led to the demrse of. the daguerreotype and its Brrtrsh cousm, the__= |

calotype durmg the 1850’5 2 New processes, such as the collodron negatrve, requrred .
shorter exposure trmes and could be duplrcated in the form of an albumen pnnt whrch o o
was more permanent and less costly than a daguerreotype These 1 new processes provedv_ o o

: 'more accessrble to amateurs and led to “an unprecedented expansron of portrarture on all_f
_ levels" (Rosenblum, 1996 . 661) : S

Carte-de-vrsrte patented in 1854 by Andre Adolphe Eugene Drsden, was a small- o

format portrait whrch rncluded several poses ona smgle sheet. Its populanty was due to_'_

its naturalism and low cost. Rosenblum (1996, P- 661) suggests that this enabled those'-'-
on a lower income “to sit for their own portrarts and to own photographrc portrarts of
friends or relatrves ? By appealmg to the lower end of the. market Drsden attracted a
whole class of people who sought to compare themselves agamst the rmage of therr'
social superiors. In order to remam affordable to its market the productron of carte—de—

visite photographs were formularc Posmg was standardrsed and qurck whrch resulted in
pictures that were too small for faces to be observed in. detarl Many of the operatrons of
the carte-de-visite used unskrlled labour whrle mcreasrng productrvrty, thus laymg the

foundations for “a mass production system in which the actual photographer was no

more thanalabourer” (Tagg, 1998, P. 48).

Itisat thrs point in the history of photographic portrarture that we can begrn to
define three broad streams of practice branclung from the genre 5 early evoluhon The

carte-de-vrsrte aformat which encouraged the use of elaborate albums in whtch to stone:__' -
photographs of fnends and celebntres, can be seen as a precursor to the famrly onented SR

and hrghly rndustnalrzed fomr of amateur photography proneered by George Eastman S
Kodak company Such commercralrzatron became possrble through the mtroductron of
new high speed matenals, such as gelatrn dry. plates in 1878, whrch decreased exposure :
times to snapshot speeds Thrs in tumn rendered the trrpod drspensable, allowrng cameras .
to be hand held for the first time. Further | progress was in'the fonnatron of a photo-
ﬁmshrng 1ndustry whrch took over the development of the exposed plates From 1888
successful explortauon of these developments saw Kodak ¢ cameras bemg sold toa whole

2 The calotype was announeed by Wiltiam Henry Fox Ta!bot in 1839, Unlike the daguerreotype, the
calotype used paperas the basis for producing a reversed negamre and then'a posrhve image (Turuer.
1996, p. 658). . :
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L soctron of socrety who had never before taken photographs Now Eastman eould reach ar-' S
' mass market via a fully mdustnalrsed process of productron whereby “mstead of gomg

to a professronal portrartrst people wrthout tramlng or skrll now took plctures of:_':_.i: -

themselves and kept the mtlmate, mformal or lll-eomposed results 1n famnly albums". o
'(Tagg,1998p54) ' : : : A A

In opposmon to the mformalrty of the carte de-vlsrte and amateur photography
were the portrait studios. They offered a more prestrgrous servrce and larger format -
prints in order to distinguish their wealthier clients from the cheaper end of the market.'
Some recruifs to this mdustry were portralt artists who had prevnously lost thelr'
livelihood to the rise of photography They brought to their new vocatlon artistic
pretensions which helped raise the status of their portrait producnon An example is-
Nadar -a former writer and caricaturist, who opened a studio in Paris i in 1853.- ‘He -
attempted to cultivate an intimacy with his clients rermmscent of the tradrtronal _'
relationship between artist and patron, Nadar asplred to create work that went beyond B
mere reproduction. in the hope of achieving “a really convmcmg and sympathetle :
lllreness, an mtlmate portrait” (Ta agg, 1998, p. 53).3 However oommerc:al portrart studros,. -
who had initially dlsplaeed engravers and rmmatunsts ‘were themselves forced out of
busnness by the increasing populanty of snapshot photography Many survlved by also -
catering to the amateur market, aform still prevalent today ' '

| The 1880’s also heralded the introduction of half-tone plates whlch enabled the
unlmnted reproductlon of photographs in newspapers and magazmes While the Kodak :

.camera had transformed informal portralture, SO 1llustrated papers ended the trade m:_ S

s prctures of celebnnea and publre fi gures made popular throngh the carte—de—vrsrte Tlus_-:_- -

> began the era of throwaway 1mages Tagg (1998 p. 56) cites- Walter Benjamm ) eoncept e

. of the cult’ value of the prcture being effectlvely abolrshed due to the photograph\'

' _'_becommg S0 common as to have been rendered unremarkable.4 Some practmoners'__'ﬂ-.*_'_ |
' however, secinga gmter 1mportance in theu' work. attempted to raise photography to the

status of art, Thls began wrth movements such as Plctonallsm and Naturalrsm in the later :

half of the mneteenth century, and was mamtamed at the tumn of the eentury by groups

lrke the Linked ng in England and the Photo—Seeesswn 1n the. USA. These groups -

3 See Image A p.74. ' ' : _
4 Tage (1998, p. 56) refers fo Benjamm s argument lhat mecllamcal repmducnon pmoesses separated art
from its base in cult so that photographs beeame “of passing lnterest wrth no resrdual value, to be

" consumed and lhrown away.” = _ _ _
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sought to express persoral ideas and emotions through special printing techniques that =
imiitated the fine arts. Inso domgthey hoped to imbue their photographs with an artistic
‘aura’ that would dlstmgulsh their work aestheﬂcally from commercial poru-mts and -
The industrialization of photography provided a greater variety of social uses for
the photograph. Sontag (1978, p. 8) suggests it was duc to this industrialization, and
reaction against these social uscs;-f‘ihgt phétbgmbhy came into its own as ai't."-f_'_-Wit_l'l the :
ilicfeasing confidénce of phdtogmphc_ls in tlié__ﬁnie &rt_moiléméht; and through the efforts
of Alfred Sticglitz and the Photo-Secession, pho'tog_r:aphy eventually gained acceptanceas :
“a viable means of artistic expression as well as a utilitarian procedure” (Ro'serililﬁm,_
1996, p. 675). It is photographic portraiture in terms of its use within the field of artistic

expression and critique which is of 'parlicular interest in this essay.
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3. Co_nvention andetual _

Amsts workrng in the genre of portratture have the opportumty to. questton or
cnthue those codes and conventlons wluch mﬂuenoe the way they work Amencan artlst
Chuck Close (crted in Wise, 1981) belleves that. - . 3

art is jl.lSt a bunch of oonventlons and tradlt:ons that you elther use or choose
to ignore. In one way or another, we're reacting to them or against them, bat
we are tagged onto a long list of conventions, many of which were arbltrary
in the first place, but now have become a given, the thing that we all agree on.

{(p.43)

This chapter will cover some of the conventions and rituals of photographre portralture
which artist, subject, and spectator allke must negotlate The codes and convcntrons
which underlie the presentation of work will also be discussed, along with the gallery
envrronment in which it is exhibited.

Atits moeptlon as previously noted the photographic portrart was closely lmked to -
the portrait in oils. Consequently, the photographrc portrart became encodcd wrth the
conventions that charaetenze the pamted portrait, with its hentage in tradmonal Westcrn_'
art. As Clarke (1997 P. 19} points out, “photographs are placcd in categoncs (or genres) 5
which further codify their terms. of reference .and status ” For example, an - art’ :
photograph involves a different set of assumptlons than a ‘documentary photograph
Clarke (1997) conhnues by suggestrng that: - - :

the extent to whrch so much photographic practice has been haunted in its.
development by what has been termed “the ghost of painting’ is crucial, for
photography established, from the outset, genres. and hlerarchres of
significance related to painting, It 1nst1tu.lonallzed the artistic and -
professronal aspects of its meaning in terms of an academlc tradlnon (p.19)

Such mstrtutlonallzatlon can be seen to have taken place in the early efforts to estabhsh :
photography asa fine art. This is noted by Price and Wells (1997, p. 22) who pomt out. .
that “if the photographs asprred to be Art their makers aspired to be artists and they
emulated the characteristic institutions of the art world.”

The ways we order and control space through the camera relate to various aestheuc _

and cultiral principles. Portrait photography inherited some of thiese prmcrples suchas -
compositional conventions which inform aspects of its size and shape, from the language
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of pamtmg Although mmally limited by the means of its producnon, the photograph’ S
._.small size nevertheless made 1t popular as an mtlmate personal possessron, a quallty _-
prevrously explonted by the portralt m|n|ature untll 1t was dtsplaced by the new_‘_
technology (Reynolds, 1996 p 645) More reoently, large scale pnnts such as those by'f S

' Thomas Ruﬂ’ estahhsh parallels w:th the tradttton of European pamttng that echo the -
- grandtose and the epic. Twio obvious pamterly genres ascribed to_the frame-of. a.
'photograph are the. 'Iandscape format (honzontal), and the ponralt’ format (verncal) o

While the photograph can be cropped and enlarged at will, Clarke (1997 P 22) remmds o
us that even though different shapes of prints were used i in the nmeteenth century,.'

photography did not deviate from the principles of Renalssance perspectlve and |
centring embedded in the history of painting.”

Within the genres of portrait painting and photography there are conhmntles in
aesthetic convention, as can be seen in the composmonal techmques of pomt-of-vrew and':'
framing. The point of view will most likely be ateye level, although the deplchon of a
bust from below eye level is “a common device to create an arnﬁc:al sense of stature”."
(Berger, 1995, p. 91). The sitter will most likely be framed as a bust or perhaps full body,
either front con, three-quatter view, or in profile. The framrng of a subject in prof' le :
suggests a direct alluslon to the anstocranc conceit of the stnct prof le portrait, whlle a.-
sharp close-up of the face suggests introspection (Berger, 1995 p. 91). -

While some principles of the photographlc portrait have been mﬂuenced by -
Western portratt painting, other conventions are distinct to the photographlc medmm .
itself or have been borrowed from other photographlc genres Unhke pamtmg,_.
photography was more successful in atptunng the hkeness of the smer and was valued-
for its “apparent escape from convenuon and the greater naturalness offered by the'
mechamcal process” (Holland 1997, p. 121). This belies the true nature of camera
technology, such as the standard practices to whlch it lends 1tself and the mantpulattons _-
that can be lmposed throughout ltS processes Most exposures will take place at a
partlcular hei ght above the ground commensurate with the height of the photographer s
eye o their tripod, The format in the v1ew-ﬁnder is usually arranged to be parallel to the
horizon line, while distance from the portrait sub_}ect will on most occasions be wrtlun a
certam range that allows fora sense of i mhmacy wnhout mfnngmg the subject’s personal
privacy. Photographers working in the genre of portrarture have mcorporated techmques
and structures used in other photographrc genres such as documentary, photojournalism,
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fashlon and adverttsnng 'I'hese may mclude strategtes and effects such as “ﬁll—m ﬂash
L eolour, smle, capttomng, sequenclng, and the use of text wlthm the 1mage" (Wells, 1997 ' .

Aspects of appearance pose and performance are central to the portratt genre and-:' N
may have much to do with the subtle mteractlon between social and arhstrc eonventrons _
Brilliant suggests that portralts exlst at the mterface of an and soclal hfe where poth arust o
and subject are under pressure to “conform to social norms” (Bnlhant, 1991 P 11) _
This is reﬂected in the prevalent formality of pnvate portratts whtch show “the )
constraints imposed by the conventions that govem one's appearance m pubhc and
before strangers” (Bnlllant 1991, p. 11). This gives rise to questtons regardlng the
portraits appearance Do the suh_]ects represented reflect the expectanons of the vrewer :
the artistic concerns of the photographer, or aspects of themselves? 'I'he senousness of
many formal portratts may not necessanly be typlcal of the sub]ects as mdwrduals but
desr gned to conform to the expectatlons of society (Bnlhant, 1991 p. ll) The portrarts
imagery “comhtnes the conventions of behaviour and appearance appropnate to the'
members of society at a particular time, as deﬁned by categones of age, gender, race,
physrml beauty, occupatlon social and civic status, and class” (Bnlhant, 1991, p. 11).

Common conventions more specific to formal as opposed to informal portratture :
are those to do with composition ¢ and expression. The tendency toward a lone subject

shown oentrally and frontally w1thm the oomposrtlon isan extremely repehtlous form of

portrait presentation. Thus deplcted and desplte the affect to reahsm, the subject is rarely B
captured smiling, talking, or moving. Bnlllant (1991 p- 10) suggests that the very human
act of speaking “splits the face w1de open, but ponratts rarely show. this beeause the"
genre operates within social and artistic limits.” On the whole, accordmg to Bnlhant
(1991), portratt art:lsts

eschew the representation of strong expressions of feeling because
traditionally they are thought to reflect transitory states of being and are -
therefore an obstacle to the artist who seeks to capture the essential stability.
of the self, existing beneath the flux of emonons (p. 112)

Portraitists also tend to avord negatwe expressions. Instead formu]alc expnessrons may .

be used to signify such attnbutes as intelligence, strength, detenmnatlon, asserttveness, o _
affection, and others. While the communication of personality traits through the prcturmg o
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. of expressron is quesnonable. the samtrzmg of facral expressron “allows the successful N

L - 'portramst to enease hrs subjects wrthrn the masks of conventron" (Bnlllant, p 112)

ln formal photographrc portrarture, pose and performance are rmportant aspects of L

- the portrart moment This is- the moment ‘where a. complex psychologrcal exchange C
. occurs between srtter and portrartlst, the pose and performance being the site where this -
' 1nteraetron coalesees Kozloff (1995 p. 96) belreves that in the moment before exposure.

sitters are requrred to prepare themselves as appropnately as they can, ‘_‘for they know - '_ _'

that each i rmpressron is reglstered and concluded with each opemng of the shutter 'I‘he_ B
ritual i in whlch they are involved i is drscontmuous. filled wrth one or more ‘takes, from _
whlch there is no appeal.” This fumtshes the genre with complexrnes peculrar tothe _
photographrc medrum, espeetally in regard to the portrart moment, whrch seem to oppose-' '

the mtentrons rmplrcrt in the parnted portrart ‘For a srtter ina pamtmg, each moment o

-~ slides rmperceptrbly 1nto another, for as Kozloff ( 1995 p 96) explarns, therr ﬁgure is not_ N
recorded by hght on ﬁlm in a partrcular mstant, but “1s summoned and prctonally created:- 3

at the behest’ of a mrnd " Whrle the portrart pamtlng is slowly burlt up over trme, the' '

_portrait photograph is the product of an rnterchange between the photographer and the_

sitter ata specrf ic moment. Residue of this moment is. encapsulated m the resultant 1mage_ '_ -

.whrch ‘comes. to us- as a trace ‘of cm:umstances whrch the two partres conscrously'-_"
_'shaped together at that fugltwe rnstant,andno other” (Kozloff 1995 p 96) '

Portrart performance is’ a key element rn Kozloff’s understandlng of the:

"rnterchange between srtter and photographer Kozloff (1995 p 96) sees the portrart"::j o

| ‘moment as’ an extract from the course of the Irfe lrved by the srtter, but whrle the"f_"'_
- photograph succeeds asa physrcal wrtness of that moment, 1t lS “less prrvrleged than a .
__pamtlng in 1ts abrhty fo. endow the subject wrth a symbohc gulse », Along wrth the o

vaganes of tmung and mood these consrderatrons lead Kozloff ( 1995 P 96) to suggest: e

- that chances are hlgh “the extract from the sitter's life might prove to be trivial, random

or unrepresentatwe » Thrs possrbrlrty 1s reduced m portrart photography through a ) .

fannlrar device lmown as the subject’s ‘performance Kozloff (1995 p. 96) deﬁnes this
as “a ' mode of behavrour rnduced or constructed and staged for the occasion of the:

portrart " ‘Pose’ and performance botli refer to the same s:tuatron in ‘which the srtter is

photographed but mﬂect it drfferently, for as Kozloff (1995 p 96) explarns, the srtter :
poses for an audrenoe whrle performrng as themselves ' B
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A pose is the way a subject is arrangcd in a pictorial space which may include a
display of the subject’s accessories and possessnons It is a temporary state which
involves “the placement of the body mdependent_ of any attitude that is struck or of facial
affect” (Kozioff, 1995, p. 98). During a portrait session a subject’s pose is affected by
their immediate physical conditions and their relationship with the photographer. A sitter
may lean on or reach out to objects in their vicinity, while physical comfort within a space
may guide the position of the limbs, “a_.ffectéd by a sél_f-consciousness that assumes
gestures” (Kozloff, 1995, p. 98). The pose will also be influenced by directions given by
the photographer, restraints of time and place in which the portrait occurs, and the
personal chemistry between those involved.,

According to Kozloff (1995, p. 100), it is these conditions which determine the
quality of a subject’s performance, since for the viewer to read portrait performance as
confident and relatively at ease with itself, the subject being photographed would require
some degree of psychic comfort during the portrait’s production. The 19th century
portrait encounter is the antithesis of Kozloff’s idea of portrait performance. Due to the
limitations of the equipment and the need to portray a subject’s dignity and status within
the bounds of social class, sitters were deprived of any chance to seem to be someone.
Kozloff (1995, p. 100) suggests that “one suffered the portrait ritual . . . in a form of
strenuous display about as much open to speculation and personal disclosure as a
statue.” In contrast to early portrait experience, Kozloff (1995, p. 103) suggests that
normal portrait performance can be both seductive and inconclusive. In pictures, human
beings reflect a mix of self-projected and self-contained behaviour although, regardless
of their extroversion or reserve, subjects remain difficult to interpret as social beings
either in pictures or in life (Kozloff, 1995, p. 103). So given the contrary nature of a
portrait’s interpretation, what makes them so special? Kozloff (1995, p. 103) believes
that it is “the working of its artifice, through which the sitters’ energy is directed, for
appearance’s sake, to enact a representation of themselves.”

Central to this process is the psychological interaction that occurs between the
subject and the portraitist during the portrait ritual. ‘Unless influenced by a more
documentary or candid approach, most portrait photbgraphs could be described as
historical visual traces of the collaborations and compromises that occurred between the
two parties. Kozloff (1995, p. 98) suggests that, since both parties invest something in
the portraits’ production, it is unlikely they act as free agents. Their separate intetests



shape and confine each other, which suggests that the postrait ritual “is a power combine,
and if brought off on friendly, civil, professional, corporate or adversarial terms, is apt to
reflect something of the psychology of stuch relatmns, along a sliding scale of intimacy”
(Kozloff, 1995, p. 98).

- Finally, a mention needs to be made of the portralts final j journey into the public
realm. The frisson between photographer and subject, and the works conceptual thrust, is
now introduced to a third party: the viewer. In terms of the public presentation of the art
object, the viewer’s interaction with the work usually takes place in a contemporary art
gallery. The way in which photographs are viewed in the gatlery environment is also the
result of historical influences and conventions. In the late 19th century when
photographers sought to establish their work as art, they displayed their images ‘salon
style’ in much the same way as paintings and prints (Wells, 1997, p. 212). Victorian
gallery conventions emphasized quantity of work over the singularity of a specific image,
and to this end photographs “were hung from floor to ceiling with little regard to size or
frames” (Wells, 1997, p. 212). In addition to this, Wells (1997, p. 212) reminds us that
galleries were not painted white and lighting was limited compared to today’s standards,
which suggests that viewing work, especially when hung high or low, would have been
difficult.

The Pictorialists, with their concern for detail in the finished print, “were
instrumental in introducing changes in the gallery, emphasising the presentation of the
picture” (Wells, 1997, p. 212). Some of the contributions attributed to the Pictorialists_
were that photographs became more uniformly and less heavily framed than before, more
wall space was made available for each picture, and hanging space was restricted to the
central area of the wall (Wells, 1997, p. 212). By the 1980’s these conventions were
being questioned too, since photography galleries that had established a foothold in the
1970’s had only been designed to exhibit the standard format image (Wells, 1997, p.
228). In the 1980’s in England, new, larger-scale photo-media galleries became key
institutions in new debates which meant the standard photograph became harder to show;
high roofs in large gallery spaces dwarfed smaller pictures (Wells, 1997, p. 228). The
choice of scale also determines how work is perceived within the gallery space; “very
small-scale work, carefully mounted and framed, inherits the sense of the precious
associated with miniature painting” (Wells, 1997, p. 228). Alternatively, large-scale
photographic works claim the status traditionally accorded to academic painting, for as



Wells (1997, p. 228) explains; “such pictures engage with contemporary myth in ways
which echo the ideological and political involvements typical of classical painting.”

Other factors which contribute to the dialogue between the portrait and the viewer
within a gallery space include its framing and accompanying text. The mounting and
framing of a picture is not neutral. According to Wells (1997, P- 229), “framing
contributes to the rhetoric of the image through delineating the edge of the picture, that
which is put into the frame,” while it alsoacts as a border to differentiate the work from
the wall. Wells (1997, p. 229) also points out that “the established convention in post-
Renaissance Art of framing paintings means that the frame also signifies the special
status of a picture.” Written text commonly accompanies photographic portraits and
may be in the form of wall mounted labels or a printed catalogue, and usually includes
infortﬁation such as titles, dates, dimensions of the work, and artists’ statements,
However, accompanying text is not simply a descriptive anchor for the image, for as
Wells (1997, p. 230) argues, “writing constitutes a further si gnifier within the complex
interaction of discourses with which the spectator engages.” Wells (1997, p. 230)
suggests that titling, and the artists’ signature, contribute to the images claim for the
status of Art,
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4, Challenging the Portrait’s Authority

Since photography’s inception portraitists have been concerned with capturing in a
single image the assumed ‘inner’ being of a their subject. A portrait’s quality is then
defined by how well a sitter’s character has been revealed. Clarke (1997, p. 101)
suggests that this leads to a dilemma intrinsic to the portrait photograph: “in what sense
can a literal image express the inner world and being of an individual before the
camera?” This idea pre-supposes that ‘inner’ being can be represented visually, and
oonsequenl]y recognized by the viewer. However, in the twentieth century critical debate
and contemporary practice has questioned the terms by which an individual can be
‘expressed” or ‘known’ through the photographic portrait (Clarke, 1997, p. 115). For
example, any literal representation as part of a surface response ignores the complex
psychological inner space in which the self is held (Clarke, 1997, p. 111). Some of the
issues involved in the portrait photograph's exploration for the ‘true’ identity of the
subject are discussed in this chapter.

Likeness and Identity

Naturalistic portraiture, particularty that of the portrayed face, is central to the
portrait genre in western art. For Woodall (1997, p. 1), naturalistic portraiture is a
“physiognomic likeness which is seen to refer to the identity of the living or once-living
person depicted.” She sugpests that concepts of portrait likeness are complex and
historically conditioned due to the early practice of photographic portraiture, and
photography’s ability to produce an exact resemblance of a person (Woodall, 1997, p-
19). The authority of the resemblance as a representation of the sitter’s identity was
reinforced by the science of physiognomy.

During the nineteenth century Europe was at the height of ‘physiognomic culture’
which cultivated the pseudosciences of physiognomy, phrenology, and pathognomy.
This culture was dominated by the belief that “a person's character, subjectivity, or even
soul could be read in the features of the face (physiognomy), the shape of the skull
(phrenology), or the expressions of the emotions (pathognomy)” (Sobieszek, 1999, p.
17). The arrival of photography in the late 1830°s was greatly responsible for continued
public and scientific fascination with this idea that the outward signs of a persons face
could communicate that persons inner character (Sobieszek, 1999, p. 17).
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With this culture already in place, photography’s popular success immediately
following thc'daguérreotype’s invention is perhaps not Surprising The opportunity
afforded by the photographic image for the study of a persons character, through the
shape and expression of their face, may have spurred mterest in the nascent technology.
However the repercussion of these explorations was an onrush of banal likenesses
(Sobieszek, 1999, p. 18). In order to counteract this trend and bring life and expression
back into the portrait, some practitioners sought to embellish their work with aesthetic
flourishes such as careful lighting and atmospheric backgrounds. Other photographers
had the opposite impulse which was to strive for “direct, exact, and unmediated
likenesses” (Sobieszek, 1999, p. 18). We see here a distinction between those who
sought to invoke a response from the viewer through their works artistic quality, and
those who thought that photography’s mimetic quality alone afforded it the capacity to
communicate a sitter’s inner self. This latter belief dominated photography’s early years
to the extent that the camera was even credited with the capability of “eliciting or
extracting the hidden soul of its subject” (Sobieszek, 1999, p. 19).

Most early portraitists, especially those who aspired to artistic status, were aligned
to the belief that the camera could reveal the subject’s inner nature. It was considered that
“all things in nature had a language and a soul, and that the role of the artist was to
contemplate and portray this inner character, particularly of the human subject”
(Sobieszek, 1999, p.20). This concept of portraiture lasted throughout the nineteenth
century and well into the twentieth. While it was initially accepted that a portrait was a
likeness which referred to the identity of the sitter, the history of portraiture has been
“closely connected with changes in beliefs about the nature of personal identity, and in
ideas about what aspects of identity are appropriate or susceptible to portrayal”
(Woodall, 1997, p. 9). An example is the dualist concept of identity which makes a
distinction between identity and the material body.> Identity could then be defined in
terms of the soul, virtue, genius, character, personality, or subjectivity. By these terms an
accurate likeness is unable to satisfactorily represent the identity of the sitter. Instead
“bodily resemblance comes to seem a barrier to union with the sitter, rather than the
means whereby it can be achieved” (Woodall, 1997, p. 9).

The difficulty with identity types is the discontinuity between an identity assumed
by an individual to locate themselves within a social role, and the private being which this

5 The formulation of dualism is credited to French philosopher Rene Descartes who proposed that
personal identity was a concept of the mind or thinking self (Woodall, 1997, p. 10).
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identity conceals. Bri lllant gives the example of personal |dent|ty for which
representat:on can be establlshed through conventional visual devices, fleshed out by the
1dlosyncra51es of face and physique, and itemized by name. Brilliant suggests that there
would be very little that was personal about such a construction of identity. A portrait
conceived in such typlcal terms would give meaning “only by reference to the broadest
social context and bound to the typecaslmg generalities that pertain to that context”
(Brilliant, 1991, p. 12). Gage (1997, p. 128) corroborates this notion by suggestmg that a
person’s representation may help to identify, however, the surface features of the portrait -
will throw little light on their identity.

How ever identity is defined, when it is opposed to the body there will be problems
concerning how the portrayed body can represent the subject’s identity. The visual
resemblance between the image and the material body of the portrayed becomes
separable from the resemblance between the image and the sitter’s inner identity, An
increasing dualist perspective on portraiture “is the main reason why likeness became
such a contentious issue from the late eighteenth century” (Woodall, 1997, p. 10).
Subjectivity.

The uniqueness of the individual and his or her accomplishments are central to the
portrait genre in western culture. Van Alphen aftributes the regard in which the portrait is
held in this culture to its double measure of originality. The artist’s. faithful
representation of a person’s external appearance (the sitter as object) is suppo's'cd 10
guarantee what that person is like internally (the sitter as subject). In this case the viewer
is privy to the ‘original’ and ‘unique’ subjectivity of both the portrayer and the
portrayed (Van Alphen, 1997, p. 239). Identifying the gente in this way foregrounds
aspects of the portrait that depend on ideas about the human subject which suggest that
“subjectivity can be equated with notions like the self and individuality” (Van Alphen,
1997, p. 239).

Van Alphen (1997, p. 239) argues that when a person’s subjectivity is defined in
terms of its uniqueness rather than its social connections, “it is someone’s interior
essence rather than a moment of short duration in a differential process” that becomes
the portrait’s focus. Given such an emphasis, a person’s continvity or discontinuity with
others is denied in order to present the subject as personality (Van Alphen, 1997, p. 239).

29



o _'possnble" AR

"I‘hls bemg the case, does such an approach hnut a portralt’s potenttal or does Van j :.- ) '_ o
: Alphen s argument suggest that for portraature a w1der expressron of subjectmty 1s==_;- L

s Buchloh thmks not Dlscussmg the contmual renewal of the genre in the face of._'::_;i-' L

- tbe dlsappearance of other ttadmonal plctonal categones such as the nude, the shll hfe, . ) o
and the landscape, Buchloh is scepttcal of portranture s survtval due to the- precanous_ L

COl‘ldlthl‘l of subjectivity.in modern times. Smoe the rehance on mlmetlc resemblanoe';_
between ob_|ect and representatlon collapsed after Cublsm 6 Buchloh (1998 p 151)"
believes the portrait’s continual resurrection occurs because it is a site where “the myth:-’-:
ofa foundatlonal sub_|ect1V1ty would be most av1dly reaffirmed wrthm every generatlon of -
twentieth century modemity.” . '

It was in fact at the same ttme as the Cubist movement that German photographer- N

August | Sander"r began his prolect to document all the professnons and trades of the -
Welmar Republlc Sander presented his sub]ects as havmg been estabhshed wnthm soclal' o
relations and determmed by their professnonal 1dent1ty, a condltton whlch Buchloh (1998 '_ c
P 154) sees as afﬁnmng “foundattonal concepts of sub_lcctmty as grounded m nature o

when structural and psychoanalytlc models of subjectmty were, f” rst bemg arhculated
Buchloh (1998 P 154) suggests that Sander s project merely beCOmes evrdence of the
loss of an earller concept of sub_|ect1v1ty Thls isa snuatlon whlch Buchloh (1998) :
belleves . : : o

would mewtably become ever more tenuous wnth each attempt to rescue the
vanishing categories and conventions of subject. depiction by photographic
or painterly means in the face of rapidly and dramatically i increasing evidence
of the destruction of all remnants of the model of an autonomous and self-
determining sub]ectmty in the present. (p. 155) -

In opposmon to Sander ] approach was Amencan photographer Paul Strand‘ :
project in 1917 in whlch a hidden camera was used to record anonymous fi gures in the )
street. In this scenario the portrattlst’s famlhanzatlon with the. sntter, in. order to
harmonize the sitter’s physnognomtc appearance wrth their. psychologlcal oomplexlty,_
does not take place (Buchloh 1998 p: 155). Tti is superseded by a randomly executed :

6 Picasso's cubist pamtmgs of Kahnwe:ler, Vollard and Uhde in 1910 disassembled poru-alture by
dlsplacmg physiogromic resemblance in the sitter’s pictorial represemauons (Buchloh, 1998, p. 150)
7 Sec lmage B, p.75. .
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snapshot, relegatmg the portratt sessron to “an assault where the photographer nobs the e
' sub_lect of its momentanly d|stracted physrognonnc appearance rn the servrce of a hrgher : )
degree of authentrcrty" (Buchloh 1998 p 155) In postwar portralts photographcrs ., o
'such as Rlchard Avedon8 deleted the subject from pubhc urban spaces of soclallty S0 o
__that the condmon of portrarture came to be about spatlal 1solatron as well as socral:-_'; [
_ fragmentatron Avedon S formula was more like an assault on the anonymous sub_lect 1n5_-5 j"f B o
terms of ¢ an intrusion into what Bucbloh (1998 p. 155) descrrbes as “the pnvacy of an o

a]renated exlstence, the space of the hldden victim.” The condltlon whrch posrttons the' o
sitter as victim or spectaculanzed substitute i is, Buchlch (1998 P- 155) argues, the result_
of eithera despemte genre whlch has to haunt its subjects in order to survive, or a genre
which can only gain access to the subject as victim because “these are the solely. e'_ﬂdent' '
states of the current formation of subjecthood.”

In modern consumer society, Buchloh (1998, p. 156). belreves that subjectwrty is.
establlshed through the produetron and exchange of srgns, which is reason’ enough “to
drscredrt if not render obscene’ any claim to represent mdwrdual subjectwrty as a

:physrognomrc phenomenon solely by photographrc means.” Whrle photographers were
' attemptmg to keep the portrait genre alive, artists in the 1960’s Were strugglmg to unravel a

it once and for ail. Workrng in the areas of Conceptual Art and Pop Art, artrsts used'
various stratcgles to upset tradltlonal representations of fi igures ‘and faces. Artists such as
Andy Warhol and Roy chhtenstern appropriated i n'nagery from the media and mass
culture, a strategy which came to artrculate the absence of sub]ectwrty, leavmg the genre_ -
“not only emptred of all mdmdualrty of pamterly performance but of any. remnants of ; |
interiority and privacy of the self as sitter” (Buchloh 1998 P 158) |

While each generation develops Strategies to challenge established modes of art
practtce, younger generatrons respond by dcvelopmg counter strategles ‘As Buchloh '
(1998, p. 159) points out, rather than being merely reactronary, these strategres “wnll
often deny the radical 1mplrcat|ons of the work of their predecessors. perhaps in favour
of a more concrlratory approach to the continuing vrabrhty of the genre.” Such a reaction
occurred in response to the underrmnmg of portraiture by Conceptual Art and Pop Art
with the rise of various photographlc practlces in the 1980'5 such. as those of- Nan
Goldin, Richard Billingham, Thomas Ruff and Thomas Struth Thrs heralded the re-
emergence of photographic skills and techmques in defence of the porttart genre so that

8 See Image D, p. 77.
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R sub_lecnwty (Buchloh 1998 p 159)

T ._once agam we wrtness the nse of portrarture and the reﬁguratlon of mdmdual: - :

- -"'ggahsm o

The Realrsm movement was donunant in Bntam and France from about 1840 to

1880, Industnal and polltlcal revoluttons caused raprd social change whlch Nochlm'_ o
(cited in Wells 199’? p. 205) suggests lnsplred artrsts to explore everyday soctal' B
expenence Photography became 1mpllcated in Realism mlt:ally as anaidto pamtmg, and -

then as a means to represent v1sual reahty Photography $ role in reallsm was to relate B

the truth, however photographs were not only percerved as tellmg the truth but also “as - -

bemg apart of it, physrcal traces of passing moments” (Green-Lewxs, 1996 p. 5) In thlsl
way “a photograph partrclpates in its subject matter through an mdexrcal as well as
iconic relation” (Green- Lewis, 1996, p.25).2 :

Green-Lewis (1996, p. 25) descnbes how the limited i mterpretrve space between the o
image - the physical trace - and, the materlal object lessens the doubt of the_. _
representation’ s truthfulness. At the time, however, Nochlln (cltcd in Wells. 1997 p. "
205) believes that thei rssue was confused by the assertion that photographers were domg
little more than mrrronng everyday realzty “This supposes that thetr perceptron was
unaffected by other factors, as evrdent in Fox Talbot 5 1dea that the photograph is formed '

by optical and chemical means alone, without the aid of someone knowledgeable in the N

art of drawing. Green-Lewis (1996 p.59) suggests. that such a view contains “both the

limitations and the locus of photography s power.” However thls negates the human'_-_-__ o
element which Ruskin (clted in Green-Lewns, 1996 P 59) prarsed when he clarmed that_'_ Lo
“art is valuable or- otherwnse, only as it expresses the personahty, actrvrty, and hvmg e

perception of a good and great human soul.”

‘Barthes (cited in Tagg, 1988 p. 1) descnbes his reahst posrtlon by drawmg a
connection between “the necessanly real thing. whrch has been placed bet‘one the lens”'__ _
and the photographic image which is "somehow co- natural wlth rts referent ” The"
photograph asserts the overwhelmlng truth that “the thmg has been there." though itis-

“a reality one can o longer touch” (Barthes clted in Tagg, 1988 p. 1). For Barthes. o

? Indexical and iconit signs were defined by CS. Plerce, an American selmotrclan An mdextcal slgn is
based on cause and effect, such as a footprint which mdrcates or traces a recent presence Ani rcomc s:gn
is based on resembltu:ce (Wells, 1997, p. 294). _ o
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(crted in Batchen, 1999 P 14) the reallty of the photograph is not one. of truth-to- E o

' appearance, but of truth to-presence, a matter of bemg (of sometlung s trreﬁltable place o
in ume) ratherthan resemblance e

It is 1mportant to take into account the nature of photographtc productlon wheni o

considering its relatmnshlp wrth reahsrn Throughout the process there exrsts a varlety of

subtle manipulations whereby “every photograph is the result of specrfic and, in every
sense, significant distortions which render its relation to any prior reallty deeply
problematic” (Tagg, 1988, p. 2). Describing the constructlon of the photograph Slater
(1997, p. 93} points out how a multitude of different meanings are created with every'
variation of angle, lens, perspective, caption, context, and audience. The partlcular set of
meanings which might be called ‘realistic’ are only labelled thus because they satrsfy :
conventions which denote ‘realism.’ Stater (1997, P 93) argues that “the- ‘knowledge
they contain is a system of meanings within representation, not the truth offered up by )
the object.” .

Opposed to a literal interpretation of reality, which-must contend with anomahes -
borne out of the photographrc process, there exists.an alternative vocabulary most‘

associated with ‘art photography This concept prefers expressromst’ over. stralght
realism and ‘essence’ over appearance by conceiving realism as “a reeonstrucuon of .
appearances which penetrates the ‘mere. surface of. thmgs” (McQulre, 1998 P 16) In_l_

this context the creatwe eye of the photographer, via the camera., is mythologrzed asthe "
source which allows us to see what we would otherwrse not see (Clarke, 1997 P 20) bo -

instead of the photograph onlyr bemg able to reﬂect the superﬂclal aspect of thmgs, tlns '

perspective foregrounds the notion of msrght over sight. A- language of depth replaces SR

that of surface so that “the photographer, like the poet, sees into’ the life of thmgs L
(Clarke, 1997, p. 21). _ _

This concept of realnty as depth and substance as opposed to. superﬁclahty and
surface is eompllcated by the nature of the photographrc moment. The photograph ﬁxes ;

amoment in time,a moment which has hlstoncally been reduced from hours to fracuons L

of a second. Early daguerreotypes, due to thelr long exposure umes, enforced a formallty -
on sitters which prevented any. attempt. to probe or suggest personahty Faster shutter o
speeds qtuckly overcame this handrcap and remforced the mythology of. the photographs -
‘truthfulness,” as it is the ‘true’ record of what happened at that moment (Clarke, 1997 '
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'p 24) However, regardless of the 1mportanoe accorded to the photographlc moment. in
;hmdmght it wrll always be seen as a lustoncal record whlch has stopped time and taken_ h
- 1ts subject out of lustory In thls sense every photograph “has no before of after tt e
represents only the moment of 1ts own makmg” (Clarke, 1997 P 24) :

on Ol

Co'ntradictions in the nature and definition of portraiture have provided -
contemporary artists with space in which to challenge and broaden portralture s range.
For example, artists have questioned some of the issues prevrously discussed by
“yndermining conventional l'lOthIIS of the portrait as mere llkeness, as revelatory truth
emphasrsmg the portrait as object as surface, and as pert‘ormance” (De Salvo, 1995, p
5N, Some artists who have had an impact in these areas 1nclude Chuck Close. whose
minimalist investi gations have ltttle to do with reproducmg likeness or 1llum1nat1ng a
sub]ects ‘truth,’ but instead experiment with scale and the process of pamtmg Hannah
Wilke chose performance to explore the relationship between self and audience, while
Cindy Sherman used the portrait “to challenge basic assumptions of authentlcny, truth
and authorship” (De Salvo, 1995, p. 22). For some artists, the portrait has become a
form against which issues of tdenttty, such as race and sexuality, are defined whlle
others use the genre to expose the boundaries between private self and publ:c life (De
Salvo, 1995, p. 22). |

In reviewing contemporary portratt practice, Kusprt (1989 p. 51). belleves artists
are deconstructmg the everyday sense of the sub_]ect as a clear and dlsttnct readable :
surface phenomena. Artists may choose to “create a COIldlthll of . . . uncertain
readability in order to generate a sense of depth” (Kusplt, 1989 p. 51) For example,
familiar formal convention is to portray people alone, however another reading may be
emphasized to suggest peculiarity or isolation (Kusplt, 1989 p 51). An example of the
difficulty in comprehending a portralt subject’s inner life is explored by arttst Nancy |
Burson through computer-manipulated i 1mages By portraymg a false emotron of'
surpnse or horror, Burson creates a non-person, “an. 1llusron, whose uncanny
appearance suggests a mysterious inner life” (Kusplt, 1989 p 49) 10 But even afler .
suspending our disbetief and projectmg our own inner lrfe onto the. ﬁcttonal figure, we

10 gee Image G, p. 80.
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E :.cannot specnfy thls lnner llfe t‘or “we do not know how authentlcall)’ Self aware a -

person lt is” (Kusplt 1989 p 49)

Desplte debatcs WhICh undermme the relevance and ablllty of photographlc_
: portratture in representmg mner character or' soul the dcsrre to attempt it by various: -

‘ means persnsts ‘Such a view is held by Bnllrant (1991 p- 12) who belleves it 1s poss:blc_' " .

for artlsts whose portralts “contain somethmg more than the etemahty of appearance and' )
the banahty of social effect.” In such cases a successful portralt, whlch effectwely :
expresses sometlung of the subject, is reliant on the abthty of the artlst to percelve the-
pecuhantles of appearance and character in a way. that is accessrble and satlsfactory to .
viewers (Bnlllant, 1991 p. 14). ' -

In this kmd of portrarture the photographer brings an 1nt1mate sensrbthty to their -
nelat:lonshlp with the subject, and an awareness of the subject’s performance durmg the' .
portralt act. Portraiture is a ritual encounter whlch is, both trusting and wary; “the subject.
subrmts to the artist’s mterpretat:.on while hoping to retain some control over what that
_ mterpretatlon will be" (Rosenberg clted in Bnlllant, 1991, P: 90) Bnlhant (1991 P 90)'_ -
~ adds that the artist may also fabrlcate an ldentlty for the subject whlch may vary from the . B
' subject’s representatlon of self at the time of portraya] : c SRt

_ thhard Avedon H portratt practtce 1s an example of thlS approach He chooses to

- make his portralts in the studlo where he’ ﬁnds that sitters beeorne symbols of their own - :
selves when 1solated from their envrronment Avedon (crted in ‘Weiermair,- 1994) is
quoted as saymg ' -

' people come to me to be photographed much as they would go to. the doctor

 or to a fortune teller - to find out something about the way they feel .
there is a moment of great intimacy bctween us. But it is not an earned
intimacy. It has no past and no future (p. 10)-

- Portraiture of this type mcorporates two pomts of v:ew, the artist’ s and the sub_;ect’s, and
lt relles upon tension between these two views to achleve a sattsfactory outoome '

But what are our expectauons of sucha collaboratlon‘? In accepttng that people' _
_ %
: aren t mtegrated homogenous bemgs wrth a f xed array of trans, but mstead are ..
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“eruptrve and confhcted ? Kozloff (]994 p 4) admlts that “rt is. to ask too much_of a -
- still portrart photograph ascanty ob]ect, to’ uncover any of thrs human process e '
tlus is; ‘what we do ” Smularly, in regard to photographs of hrmself Barthes speaks of a L

' _desrre that such rmages should always comerde wrth hIS profound self However, hc S

finds the contrary t0 be the case: “‘myself’ never comcrdes with my. 1mage, for itisthe
nnage whrch is heavy, motlonless, stubborn d myself’ whrch is’ llght, dtv1ded .
dlSpersed" (Barthes, 1981, P- 12). _ 5

For Kozloff a portrart photograph provrdes an 1nt1mate v1sual access to the subject': '
for future memory and appratsal When sitters conisent to be photographed they become - "
preoccupred with the thought of bemg appratsed and what we vrew in theu- portrart is B
how they coped wrth that thought (Kozloff 1994 p 5) However, as Kozloff (1994 P 5)-
pomts out, each ‘one of them “remams unknowable wrthm the ptctonal constramts -
because character 1dentrty, personal reflex, and hlstory, utterance, and style qutte' -
obvtously cannot be grasped from a vrsual 1con » The sub_|ect seems to be lookrng out of .
the. portrart but farls to percerve the vrewer Kozloﬂ" (1994 p 5) proposes that some S
photographers use the theme of personal revelahon asa way of compensatmg for this .
lack of mteractlvrty Photographers who work m thts Way can be roughly'd ided 1nto B
two modes of practlce, these bemg formal ot 1nformal portratture The mformal mode 1s a -
_loose category whrch may 1nclude terms like personal’ photography, msrder

"'documentary and subcultural' photography, where photographers work wnthm therr_ .

'socta! mrheu in the hope of obtammg “unmedrated msrghts ‘betind, the mask of self—' a
' conscrousness 1nto unguarded mhmate states of bemg“ (Kozloff 1994 p 41) '

An example of an mformal approach is the Work of Nan Goldm whose 1mages,-' B
publlshed as The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, collectrvely form a dtanstrc account of S
the everyday relatronshtps between herself and her compamons 1 The aim of her work o
is to achleve an 1ntrmacy of dlsclosure and penetratron, to get closer to people, and to see, -
in ahmlted way, “how it is wrth them" (Kozloft‘ 1994 [ 89) Goldm attempts to gam -
credrbrllty by 1mmersmg herself mto the behavrour whrch appears to be happemng |
_spontaneously around her If the people in Goldm S photographs are actrng out therr_
OWN NEuroses, we're: persuadcd they are real events and: that the photographer was’
mvolved not only as an observer but, 1mportantly, also asa partrcrpant (Kozloff 1994 P
102). While Kozloff (1994 P 109) questlons the “act of coarse self explortatton whtch- N

11 §e Image E, p. 78. -
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__ devalues prwaey and personal dtgmty in the name of at‘ttsttc ltoense he adnnts to betng g ..
' _moved by the tmages because the people in them are deprcted as bemg far more
: dramattcally themselves (Kozloff 1994 p lll) e DR R

. In contrast to Kozloﬂ” s vrewpomt, Kotz sees Goldm 8 photographs as voyeunsttc, L
| both tn terms of Goldm S own voyeunsm and that of the vrewer Kotz (1998 p 207)_"': o
argues that, * presented undet the gutse of an mtrmate relattonshtp between artlst and;'- S
subject, these images relegmmme the codes and conventions of social doeumentary ral
' photographrc genre wrth its own “hrstones of socral survetllance and coercron As:_-:-_'_ o
Kotz (1998 p. 208) points out, social documentary has always’ relied. upon “the * o
transgressive pleasures of looking at dtfferent socral groups, especrally those down the: -
social scale. Inthe past, pervaswe looking at the lives of the poor and dtsempowered has
been legitimized in the name of socral phtlanthropy or govemment aid, as in the work of |
the Farm Security Adrmmstratton in the 1930%s.12 More recently it has been the camera
jtself which has provrded the ficense to look, as noted pre\uously in the work of Rlchard
Avedon.

This ubrquttous kind of social voyeurlsm has given fise to a range of new
photographtc subjects, whtle creattng conditions for the. emergence of new tnsrder
documentary pracuces like Goldtn s (Kotz 1998 p- 208) Kotz (1998 p. 208) suggests
that this strategy, where the photographer belongs {0 the group bemg surveilled, allows
us greater aecess, and as msrders, the photographer s voyeunsm authonzes our own.”
However Kotz questtons the process which leads to such an outcome. The ethtes of
© this style of documentary demands that the transactton between artist and subject be
represented as an exchange the photographer, in return for the photograph taken, * rnust '
_endeavourto provrde polttrcal or reforrmst help, confer truth *dignity’, or. humantty
_upon the subjeets, or at the very least gwe them a pnnt (Kotz. 1998 P 208) Kotz =
'(1998 P ‘208) is therefore mmdt‘ul of Goldm ] clatms of tnttmacy and honesty, as,
' _deSptte the spontaneous perform ce before the camera, the photographrc language used B |

‘has & “htstory ‘and an’ tnscrrhed structure of power relattons that cannot be easrly .
cvaded " ] : . I . . B s

12 The Farm Secunty Admimstratlon was # governmcnt agency estabhshed in the USAin 1935 The B
function of the photograp phy scction headed by Roy Stryker wasto provlde tmages to accompany  officiat
reports detathng oondmons in agneulturc (Pnee. 1997, p. 81_)._ T _ T
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One of Goldin’s contemporanes is photographer Jack Pierson, whose concerns
_are denved from a srmrlar soclal practrce, although hlS approach tends to hlghlrght_ _

i _.Goldm s relatrve adherence to the conventlons of the socral documentary mode

Prerson S photographs resemble pre-exlstmg cultural documents and motlfs, 1m1tatlng'
-the sumptuousness and. sophrsttcatron of fashion and advertlsmg 1magery In domg 50,
' '-Plerson counteracts the legrtlmatmg values. of subcultural documentary, hke '
1mmed1acy,’ ‘honesty, and mtlmacy, wluch Kotz (1998 P 210) belneves can be
understood as “effects of photographrc codes rather than as spontaneous mtersub_]ectlve -
_ performances commumcated neutrally vra the camera AR

Where Goldrn ] photographs rely on their capttons and the rdentrty of the sub_lect,
Pierson’s images operate as pure appearance, containing no real socrologlcal content, no
illusion of transparency associated with social documentary and no expectatron that
one can learn somethlng about others through photography” (Kotz, 1998, p. 209). In
comparing these two artists, Kotz hopes to emphasrze the difference in the promotion of
Goldin’s work as ‘chance documentary effect’ in comparrson with. Pierson’s fully
aestheticized practice. By extending the exploratron of sub]ectmty and self-portrarture
through the use of existing genres and i 1mages, Pierson hopes to reveal how * subjectrvrty

| 1tself is propped uponan amalgam of desired i images (Kotz, 1998, p: 210). In'so dorng
Kotz believes we have all seen these images before, “yet they stilt have acertain power to
move us, to elicit fantasy and ldentrficatron" (Kotz, 1998 p. 210).

&l’lg K.t

Throughout photography s history.the ways in whrch photographs are used, ideas
-about there ownershlp and copynght and the contexts in. whrch they are ordered, have all
had to be negotlated Tagg (c1ted in. Lrster, 1995 P 14) argues that it was never self
evrdent that a photograptuc xmage was more truthful than any. other l-rmd of i lmage orthat -
a maehme produced 1mage could be owned by an mdrvndual or have an atithor. Lister
(1995 p. 14) reasserts that these values became estabhshed by appealmg to other SOurces
of power and authonty, and connecting the photograph to them. In terms of it berng a
work of art, the photograph has been aligned with “tradmonal 1deas about artistic
creation where the artist is thought to have * given’ somethmg of ‘themselves to their
work” (Lister, 1995, p. 14). For Lister (1995, P 14), ‘the facts’ presented in a

I33ee Image J, p. 83.
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photograph are guamnteed’ by the extent in which he accepts 1 the prmmples of empmcal
scientific method, but to read a photograph as “the sub_]octwe expnessmn of an arttst s
idiosynicratic way of : seemg the world” depends on his “having the 1dea that tlus IS what '

art and artlsts do (and that it is approprlate to see a photograph in th1s way)” (Llster, -
1995, p. 14),

One determinant of the way in which photographs are understood is the context in
which they are viewed. Price and Wells (199’7 Pp. 34) suggest that photographs are -
“weak at the level of imminent meaning and depend for their decodmg on text; |
surrounding, organization and so on.” Photographs do not contain a single, mtrmsw
meaning, but rather rely on many contextual clues which lie outside the photograph itself.
Price and Wells (1997, p. 34) suggest it is key institutions which pro\?ide the
photograph’s context by indicating social meanings, designing them into a space, and
supplying accompanying text, which gives a preferred reading and allows sense to be
made of otherwise ambiguous images.

Regardless of institutional context, the photograph still carries with it many
complexities in regard to the way in which it is read. McQuire (1998, p. 47) raises this
issue when he claims ihat the desire to append a name, a text, a context to the image in
order to give an explanation of what is already there, “reveals the thorns of doubt
embedded in the positivist evaluation of photography.”'4 In the sense that the
photograph is the essence of natural language, McQuire (1998, p. 47) suggests that there
remains a mistrust of the visual, not because of the camera’s veracity, but that it gives too
much veracity, or that the “wei ght of infonnation lacks order, direction, focus.” Viewers
with magmfymg glasses pored over the first daguerreotypes for hours, fascinated at a
tevel of detail prevnously ummagmed Yet while the flatness of the surface seemed to
cultivate pho_tographle meaning, close scrutiny failed to distil a more precise meaning.
McQuire :(1998') considers that:

difficulty in defining the significance of a particular i image from within
(perhaps a face; but whose, where, when?) dictates the importance of the
series of hermeneutic frames, ranging from the caption to the establishment
of generic boundaries and distinct avenues of publication and display, which
have developed as means of regulating photographic meaning. (p.47) -

14 The theory of Positivism, which developed around the same time as photography, centred around the
belief that “observable quantifiable facts, recorded by scientists and experts, wolld one day offer man
such a total knowledge about nature and society that he would be able to order them both” (Berger &
Mohr, 1982, p. 99).
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" The. promotlon of msrder documentary photography is an example of how.____' .

mdmdual practlces can be formed into. a homogeneous groupmg to advance ‘a o
photographlc language, or style Arttst’s such as Nan Goldm, Jack PIBI'SOII, and Rlchard_. L

Blllmgham have all recently publlshed coﬂ"ee table books wluch are lushly produced and g
: commercnally clrculated leadmg toa w:der publlc awareness of therr work's v1sual
language Tlus ‘look’ is then easrly dlssemmated via styllstlc denvatlves, mto other areas _
of culture such as fashlon and advertlsmg (Kotz 1998 p 205) However, a dlfﬁculty"'- '_

with thrs contextual posmomng rs noted by Kotz (1998 p 20’7) who belleves that whrle'_"_. c

the work of these artists allows the vrewer to feel llke an msrder partakmg in an :_'{_ -

lntJmate expenence when the same 1mages are reproduced too many ttmes and llked the":' S

same way by too many people, tl:us intimacy is compromlsed In such a scenano Kotz
(1998, p. 207) believes that “if we all feel the same sentimental rush before the same

image, it ceases to be poignant, and instead becomes trite, coded, formulaic: an index of

bland liberal humanism rather than acute social difference.”

Challenging the Portrait’s Authority

It is the enquiry into accepted notions of authenticity and identity which
encourages. the questioning of the authority of portraiture. Historically, the concept of
‘authenticity” was developed “in order to preserve the authority of the portrayed image
as truth and exemplar within . . . industrial socrety” {(Woodall, 1997, p. 21). Woodall:
describes how the ‘authentic’ portrait at this time needed to faithfully represent the sitter
for later consideration by the viewer. From the need for historical accuracy, the portrait
soon developed into an image where pictorial characteristics were identified with the
personality of the sitter. Authentrc portraits then came to be understood to offer “a direct
confrontation with md:vrdual “identity” which “revealed truth about the sitter’s
personality” (Woodall, 1997, p. 22).

Woodall (1997, p. 21) suggests that belief in identity as a static, recognizable, and
eternal truth unique to the deprcted body has been crucial to portralture s claim to
immortalize. However, identity has come to be defined as an inteéractive process between
the sitter and the portraitist rather than a revelatory encounter. As Woodall (1997, p. 21)
explains, the sitter is not the passive object of the artist’s subjectivity, instead the portrait
involves a “perpetual oscillation between artist and sitter, observer and observ



5. Examples of Contemporary Pracnce |

'I'hrs chapter wrll compare the work of four contemporary photographers through .
an investi gatlon of the critical dlscourse in whlch therr work exlsts The rntentton is to-
take a small sample of- late twentteth century portrart practtce and mvestlgate how
individual artists are negotratmg some of the complexltres that the: genre presents Arnsts :
featured mclude German photographers Thomas Ruff and Thomas Struth both of whom
reveala strong conceptual background and a highly mtellectual approach to portrarture N
In contrast to their approach is the work of young: Bl‘ltlsh photographer Rnchard _
Billingham and American documentarist Nan Goldm, both of whom present a more _' |
subjective, diaristic account of lived experience. The dlfferent methods and motrvatlons
employed by these artists in the creation of their work will give some rndlcatron of the
limits imposed by traditional forms of portraiture, or the ways in which such restrictions
are used to make portraits newly meaningful.

Some of the issues which arise from the work of these' artists include the
questioning of straight portraiture and its concentration on mdrvrduahsm and personahty
This theme is more likely to be approached through the: exp!oratron of components of
social identity such as the photographer $ or the sub]ect’s mter—relatlonshlp wrth famrly
and society. Also of interest in contemporary portrarture isa tendency whlch empha31zes
the person of the photographer over the subject of the photograph This is partrcularly :
noticeable in Blllmgham s treatment and representatron of his sub_;ects compared to the
restraint shown by Struth, Brlllngham S spontaneous, unstaged 1mages are in stark -
contrast:to Struth’s practlce whrch reﬂect both a strateglc wisdom and a certain old—
fashloned courtesy. Both approaches rarse 1mportant questlons about the relatlonshrp'_ L
‘between content and form As Kostelanetz (crted in Coleman, 1998 p 108) pomts out,
new contents may.be better handled wrth older forms “preclsely because unfamllrar E
experiences are more easrly understood and oommunlcated in famrllar formats ?

Birmingham’s and Goldin’s photographs occu_p__y a s'pace somewhere between
portraiture, social documentary and photojournalism, the roots of which can be traced
back to the 1920’s, Durmg this period photograph|c style and usage was srgmficantly
effected by the emergence of photographic reportage This was a form which evoked
reactions through the sequential arrangement of images, the addition of captions for
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_mcrdental mformatlon,an accompanymg essay, and later the use of colour photography o

- (Rosenblum, 1996, p 677)

_ It was also dunng the l920’s and "0’s that socnal documentauon came to be seen'- -

as. a distinct category After lhc work of Lewls Hme and the Farm Securlty_
Admmlstranon in Amenca, and August Sander § study of German somety, soclal' '_
documentatlon became a means of provrdlng a ‘trulhful’ deplctlon of clrcumstances :
Such documentat:on usually took the form of photo_|ourna1|sm or “polmcal'y engaged -
pro_lects that sought to present workmg class: culture from the point of view of its.
members” (Rosenblum 1996, p. 674) There was some hostlhty toward early
portraiture’s 'democrauzmg potential,’ as it was feared that photography could destroy
social difference between srtters” (Green-1 ewis, 1996, p. 53). Not only were these fears
unfounded but perhaps the opposite is true; social difference became a voyeuristic
pleasure particularly for the higher classes.

Nan Goldin

New York photographer Nan Goldin’s addiction to the photodocumentation of her
tife resulted in the publlcatlon of The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, a compendium of the
domestic bad news in her life up until that time. Goldin’s compulsion rested w1th the
way in which she desnred to expenence and remember her intimate relationships; “the
instant of photographmg, mstead of creatmg dlstance, isa moment of clarity and
emotional connection for me” (Goldm, 1996, p. 6).15 Unlike her written dlary, Goldin
chose to. make her visual d|ary publlc, whlch for her is equlvalent to publrcnzmg the
family album. This is confi rmed by Kozloff (1994 p. 106) who acknowledges that the
“diffuse hlstory of soc1ally margmal or outcast figures is substltuted for that of the
photographer’s relatives.” ' :

Family snapshots taken for the farmly album are, as advert:smg remforces usually
pictures which record ‘happy memories,’ not: messy reahty Holland (1997 p 137) is
not surprised that “family collectlons 1nclude annual plctures of Chnstmas dlnners and
birthday teas, but hardly any of the daily meal ... . crying, bullymg or sulky chlldren are
definitely not for postertty *This is not so in Goldm s case however, where snapshots
of similar naughty behaviour are included in an upending of famrly album conventlons

15g¢e Image E, p. 78.

42



_Kozloﬂ" (1994 P 103) suggests that through these 1mages we are grven rmmedrate B
access to what are usually off- lmuts eplsodes and embarrassmg rows » Goldm (1996 P
145) conﬁrms thls when she speaks of her 1ntentron “I wanted to make the record of -

“my life that nobodyr could revise: nota safe, clean versron, but mstead a record of what‘--' SR

thmgs really looked like and felt like.”

Goldin communicates her realrty of lwed expenence through the use of a certam' E
type of photographlc style. This kind of photography is’ characterrzed by “gntty, quas:-
documentary colour images of individuals, families; or groupings, presented inan
apparently 1nt|mate, unposed manner, shot in an off-kilter, snapshot style, often a b:t :
grainy, unfocused, or off-colour” (Kotz, 1998, p. 204). Other common charactenstrc_s
are; content, which usually depicts ‘“marginal’ subjects from ‘outside’ m_a'instresm
representation or dominant culture; and bias, such that the photographer is usually part of -
the social milieu being photographed (Kotz, 1998, p. 204).

The aesthetics of intimacy are signified through the use of visual codes. As
Blazwick (1998, p. 7) explains, the “unforgiving mechanics of the tripod are replaced by )
the fallible, desiring body. Constructed tableaux are rejected for a truth located in the
artless, the unstaged, the semi-conscious.” Photographs of lives lived at the blurry edges
between adolescence and adulthood, sobriety and intoxication, are given “a sense of
intimacy, signified by ‘poor’ technique” (Blazwick, 1998, p. 7). It is this quality that
Blazwick believes defines these images as portraiture rather than documentary. In order
for Goldin to share the universal concerns of her rntrmate portralt moments they are:
monumentalrzed into images which become “photographs that are no longer con5| igned -
to the photo album or dresser drawer but publicly disseminated t_h_rough __rnass: =
reproduction or museum exhibition” (Kotz, 1998, p. 209). o

Richard Billingh_am

Writing of the working class’s use of domestic photography in the early twentreth
century, Holland reveals that the poorer the commumty the less drrectly are. their darly '
activities reflected in their pictures. They were more lrkely to record “the formalrty and
dignity of their life, not its more distressing moments” (Holl_and 1997, p. 131). Thrs is
not the case, however, for photogrephie artists of the 1990's. Billingham’s portraits are -
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of hlS 1mmed1ate fanuly who hve in an urban counctl flat in England '6 His photographs ORI
- oentre around an a]eoholtc father and a chamsmokmg mother who are both deplcted “in

economlc, emotlonal phys:cal dlsarray, perpetually on the verge of explodmg lnt o x
chaos" (Wllhams, 1997 p 21). o e

As m Goldin’s case, thllams suggests that Brllmgham 5. proxtmlty to the' -
situation saves the work from bemg voyeunsuc However in the same article Wllhams_ |
(1997, p. 21) acknowledges the . camera’s mtrusnon into" scenes. of fam1ly hfe that :
normally would be left “mermfully unrecorded " The deplctlon of the S|tter as vrctlm
leaves Billingham’s work open to-critics who see such matenal as exploltmg certain
groups of people; “serving up the poor as exotic fare for voyeuristic consumers”' :
(Rogers cited in Wells, 1997, p. 230). Int his defenee of such claims Blllmgham (cnted in
Williams, 1997, p. 23) states that it is not his intention to. sensatlonahze or politicize,

“only to make work that is as spmtually meamngful as I can make it.”

The unsparing representation of his personal life through i images of his farmly 5
domestic squalor make it dtfﬁcult for B|I!1ngham s practlce to support such a claim.
Wntmg on an exhibition of Blllmgham s photographs in' Blrmmgham in 2000, Home
(2000, p. 45) suggests they lack any spiritual substance and suffer from indeterminacy
due to a “woefully under theorised and blatantly rdeologlcal workmg practlce
Production of work which propounds the notion that there is wisdom in acceptmg or
enduring poverty has long been a means of socml advaneement for bourgeols wnters and

artists from lower class backgrounds (Home 2000 P 46) In questlomng arguments that -

deny the work’s voyeunstlc sensatlonal and polttlcal nature. Home (2000 p 45) .
wonders why Blllmgham S parents “are apparently quite happy to let thetr son make a

living by floggmg mediocre i images of their pnvate life to bourgeols aesthetes who f‘ nd
this type of representation titillati ng.”

Billingham, Goldin, and others have often portrayed people who are in some way
in extremis: drunk, violent, or ecstatic. Blazwnck (1998, p. 9) puts forward the wew that
these “unmediated msrghts behmd the mask of self—consclousness capture

“unguarded, intimate: states of being.” Commenting on this style of photography,
Charlesworth (2001, p. 3) suggests there is currently a strong ‘belief in - “the
photograph § potential and in its privileged access to the real.” Yet it seems the reality

165¢c Image 1, p. 82.



being offered lS Ilmlted Charlesworth (2000 P- 3) notes how the autobtographlcal .
documentary mode IS favoured for its authentrclty, however, t.hlS results in artlsts rarely' :
ventunng past thelr 1mmed1ate surroundmgs Itis also a common feature for thlS kmd of
photography to deﬁne that whlch |s most real as bemg that whlch is most excess:ve"'__
(Charlesworth, 2001, p. 3). R

Thomas Ruff

The portraiture of Thomas Ruff and Thomas Struth is the antit_he'sis of the work
mentioned above. Both attended the Dusseldorf A_rt_ Academy where they were taught by
influential photographers Bernd and Hilla Becher. The Bechers are renowned for their
methodical cataloguing of industrial structures, characterized by photographlc precision,
systematic composition, consistent visual appearance, and an overriding conceptual
framework. Itis hardly surprising, then, that Ruff’s photographs “give a uniform clarity,
an unsparing, impassive and techmcally perfect obJectmty to the surface of . a sitter’s
face” (Blazwick, 1998, P 7.7

‘The impact of the Bechers’ work can be seen in Ruff’s systematic method and '
conceptual style. Friends and acquamtanees of approxnmate age to the artist are generally
photographed in the foll- frontal pose, like “plaster busts” (Humeltenberg, 1992 p. 101)..
Faces are frontally llt wrth a lack of llghtlng effects, gwmg a stark consnstency'
-remlmscent of passport photographs The mdw:duals portrayed show no emotlon as
they are dlrected by Ruff not to laugh or. snule (Hetzog, 1999 P 30) The’ only other :

mampulat:ons are the ti ght croppmg of the ﬁnal pnnts whlch are then great]y enl arge q .

sometimes up to ten feet tall so that “every facnal blemlsh and dermatologlcal ﬂaw 1s C
'clearly revealed” (Kaufhold 1991 p. 64). '

On first encounter Ruff’ 8 portralts can provoke 1rrltatlon Following the Eh
conventions of photo- “booth i 1magery and exaggerated in scale, it isasif they are teasmg -
the viewer into dlscovenng somethmg about the subject writ S0 large before them, The _
temptatton to see the portraits as offenng a wmdow to the soul’ is dlfﬁcult to dlsnuss, |
especially when the facial topography of Ruff’s sitters are rendered in such minute
detail. In the same moment, this notion is denied by the image’s failure to provnde visual

17See Image F, p. 79.
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_ cues, such as shadows, gesture, expnessron and context that would nomlally facrhtate the .
: _desue to reach a mone mumate understandmg of the portralt’s subject. ’

: Respondmg to a percewed detachment from lus surroundmgs and hlS own hlstory,_ '
o Ruff drsplays 1nﬂuences of the wsual h'ammg acqunred early in hlS career (Herzog, 1999,
p 28) Thls can be seen in hrs portratt practlce whlch eschews any reference to the-:
Lacklng a concern for psychologlcal empathy, Ruff approaches the subject wrth a |
scientific neutrahty . wanted the sharpest focus that's possrble in photography So I o
chose a camersa, lens, lrghtmg and fi Im that best suited the criteria of sharpness and .

neutrality” (Herzog, 1999, p. 30). The result is an ob_lectrvuy which causes the portraits |

to “radiate a certain. coldness owmg to the precrse readablllty of every detarl”_-
(Pohlmann, 1999, p. 190). '

The monumental scale of these portraits leaves the depicted faces exposed 50
much so that Humeltenberg (1992 P 101) beheves their gaze passes over the viewer mto
an empty zone, lendmg them a sense of detachment Ruff’ s surface objecuvrty conveys -
an “inaccessibility so.that the v1ewer S attempt to-probe the portraits bounces off the
subject’s skin” (Humeltenberg, 1992 P 101) Sobieszek (1999, p. 167) sees the
enlargement of the face to such great sizes as making it “progressively more dlff cult
either to project any sense of sub_lecuvrty onto somethmg this vast, or to see any of our
dreams or desrres reﬂected from such facra] panoramas ” o

Documentary style rmages such as those by Blllmgham hope to have some sort of
connection with their audrence v1a an assumptron that the mner reahty of the sub_lect can
be made mamfest vrsually through gesture and expresslon” (Charlesworth 2001, p- 4) -
In contrast, Ruﬂ" § pom'arts deny any such connectton Musgrave (1997 P 37) suggests _
they are non-portrarts that s suppress dlfference and promote sameness The control and_ |
uniformity of Ruff’s process serve to foreground the “1dlosyncra51es of appearance that'
traditionally suggest someth!ng of the subject’s mtenor” but whtch become “srgmﬁcant
only as external variations” (Musgrave, 1997, p. 37) '

These portraits do not invite a subjective readrng, rather they are mvestrgahons mto |
the nature of photographic reality. Ruff (cited in Sobleszek 1999, p. 165) explams that
his images “are not images of reality, but show a kind of second reahty, the i rmage of the.



s 1mage Accordmg to Krauss (1999 p 174), narrow socral functlons lrnut the."'_:"':':f-'. |
photographrc practlce of amateur photographers, resultmg in a stereotyplng of thelr"-;' L

subjects and the way they render them The subject becom _ hmlted and repetltlve and ts o : -
E :dlsposrtlon equally 50, such that “frontahty and centenng, wrth thelr bamshmg of a]I_-'. o

' srgns of temporalrty or contlngency, are the formal norms” (Krauss, 1999 p 174) Thrs__* ) - |
s the very basrs for Ruff’s photographs whlch are mtended to be “an rmltatlon of the- -

convent!onal "a part of hls contemporary representatlon of humanlond" (Ruff c1ted m |
Humeltenberg, 1992, p. 101) :

Thomas Struth
Thomas Struth’s photographic output displays the influences- he mhented from the

early teachmg of Bernd and Hilla Becher that he shared with Ruff. Struth's practrce, llke
Ruff’s, combines a rigorous conceptual attitude with a neutral, ob_;ectwe vision of reallty-

and a precise technique, One of Struth’s ongolng projects is a series' of portraxts of S

individuals and groups, particularly families,18 Ini tlus work Tosatto, Visser and Durand :

(1998, p. 5) suggest that human emotion is 1mp]1ed but never mdulged “It emerges m" _' '

the psychological density of a gaze, in the singularity of a posture . in the knotty_
relatlonshlps of the family portraits.” These comments preface a number of i 1ssues that
act both as an introduction to Struth’s practice as well as a contrastmg perspectrve to the
work of those artists previousty reviewed,

Tosatto. (1998 P 9) descnbes Struth’s portrarts as bemg the result of an_ |

. ob_]ectlve gaze whrch comes across as uncluttered by excessrve sub_;ectmsm and the SRR
affectat:on of a recurrmg prctonahsrn ” The concentratron on ob_lectmty and optrca] o
precrsron leads to group portrarts bemg aligned with httle spatJal depth a consequence s
-that Kauﬂlold (1991, p. 64) beheves “underscores the:r senous and statuary nature o
While Criqui ( 1998 P- 124) sees Struth’s art as belng “artless devoid of any effect of

any techmcal or expressrve preemng, or of any Sub,]ectlve or collecuve claim,” Assernons- x

about the effects that Struth’s techmque produces culmmate wrth Sennett’s ( 1994 p.91) .
claim that the photographer is a radical artlst who “has freed the . people that he D -
photographs from the dialectics of a ‘consumer- society.” What techmcal and._'f o

_ phllosophrcal posrtron does Stmth mcorporate mto hjs Practice that warrant such clalms?

18 gee Image H, p. 81.
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Struth 8 compllcated exposures are made usmg a large, bulky camera m': :

__ .'conjunotron wrth a tnpod Two 1mportant consrderatrons resultlng from thls process-_ _'
_ mclude the, lengthy exposure trme and the fact that Struth stands next to the camera o -

--'_take the shot 'I'hese photographlc practlces revert baclc to mneteenth century routlnes -
‘when long. exposures sometimes necessrtated spec:al head rests in order to keep thc'
-srtter s posture sttll As Clarke (1997 p. 15) notes “the result was often a stylrzed senes : -
' of posmons and attttudes in’ whlch the act of bemg photographed superseded the
experience.” In contrast to the pamted portrart, use of a camera meant that the lens_"'

becarne the focus of the sitter’s gaze whereby the nlneteenth century photographer could S

stand at a distance from the camera and still make the exposure The portrartlst no. longer '
- had to look the: sub_|ect in the eye, thus deﬂectmg the psychologrcal space “from the
artist onto the viewer” (Gage, 1997, p. 125). Itis these hlstoncal aspects of portrarture'_’
that have informed Struth’s methodology The 1ntense eye. contact that Struth- achleves
through this process Ieads Weski (1998 p: 6) to descnbe the people shown 1n the
portraits as being “serious, candid, in deep concentratlon

Struth mamtalns this 1ntensrty in each portrart by adhenng toa senes of self-
imposed conventrons These govern facets of the portrart’s construction prior to the ﬂnal- o

exposure and mclude a forrnallty of pose, and a renuncranon of spontaneous snapshot" o

“effects; a preference for frontallty in sitters’ poses; a suspension of the sifters’ dally :
activities and rouuncs, group portrarts ima fneze like composition on a plane parallel to
the camera, portrarts restrlcted to friends or assoc1ates, an avo;dance of publtc space, _
close attentlon o cultural space and the mrcro-level of rndwldual styles of lwrng (Bryson, .

1998 p 131) Desprte the consequent modesty of pose and composmon, Vlsser (1998 T |

P 19) suggests that the neutrahty of Struth’s approach results in a balanced combmanon -
of analytrc power and' vrsual mslght whrch shows us.what “photography is stlll (or'

again) capable of ina time overrun by 1mages 2In ad‘ ‘ocating the pleasure of loolong, o

Struth wishes to- 1nv1te 1nvest1gatlon and contemplatlon By rejecttng the portrart’ '
sentlmental role of revealrng an interior and emgmatrc personahty, or 1nducmg '_
psychologrca] revelatlon Struth (cited in Sennett, 1994, P 94) hopes “fo | give pause or
movetomvestlgate viewing. . '

.Struth’s lmgermg method shows an attentrveness to the sub_]ect bemg deprcted In

opposmon to the photographrc moment he sets coagulated ttme, and instead of chance he -

sets structural analysis (Visser; 1998 P 22) In- depth acquarntance Wlth the people he



photographs, and careful preparatlons, “pomt to the deslre to make 1mages that are the '

' result of a process, a synthesrs of lmpressmns, knowledge, expenence and vrsual .

- ;_:capabrhttes” (Vrsser, 1998, p.- 23) The calmness and srmplwtty resultrng from thls v

o process can contam for the vrewer a pleasure that comes “wrthm a hatr—breadth of S

ennui i, however, 1t is the apparent insi gmﬁcance of the portrart content that for quur :

. (1998 p. 124) ts “the very aspect that makes them precrous > Barthe (1993 p 4) -

suggests that in the photograph “the event ls never transcended for the sake of
' somethmg else”; 11kew1se in Struth’s portralts in whrch the moment captured rs of o
pnmarylmportance ' ' L

In the rhetoric of the: photographrc portrart, “facing the camera srgmﬁes solemmty,- |
frankness, the dlsclosure of the subject’s essence“ (Sontag, 1978 p 3‘?) Such is the '
case for Struth’s portralts which, accordlng to Sennett (1994 p- 94), examme an urhan-
and adult theme “the relatronshlp between people who respect each other 5 pnvacy,'f'
'srlences, and drfference *The i 1mages show strangers whose presence and. lrfe 1s:' =
portrayed “wrthout the need 1o transgress boundanes by demandmg mtrmacy or

revelation” (Sennett, 1994 p.9%).In respectmg these boundanes Struth’s sub]ects are_ o

endowed witha hfe of their own; an urbamty in which “people: guarcl their separateness .
even as the},r present themselves dlrectly to others” (Sennett, 1994 p 94) ' g

By usmg some of the more tradltlonal conventlons of photographtc portralture, .
Struth seems to place hrs practlce in oppos:tlon to. a deconstructed sub_|ect1v1ty as_ = _
- artrculated by the precechng conceptuahst generatlon Buchloh (1998 P 160) argues that' R
"':Struth S pro_;ect may be “an attempt 10 construct a protectrve, rf not celebratory."._

j reservatlon of resrdual fcrms of- bourgeozs subjectrvrty ” Ethmc groups whose facial

’ featunes and dress—eode dlffer dramatreally from a globallzed mlddle class character, and
 those whose farmly structure dlﬁ'ers from Westemlzed standards, or who do not fit i intoa' N
heterosexual nuclear farmly formauon, fall outslde Struth’s reach Buchloh (1998 P- |
160) further suggests that Struth’s compendlurn of globahzed m|ddle class rdentltles
'contamed in nuclear fannly units reflect a certain condrtlon of sub_lecthood Such a:
condltron appears restrrcted to those pnvrleged enough to have access to° “the proper _
economrc framework and rdeologrcal apparatus of subject formatron as much as to the-

proper eonventrons of representmg subjectlwty, i.e. to. the Westem European genre of
--'portrarture offered hy the producers of subjectlvrty s mythlcal 1mage” (Buchloh 1998 o

» 161)..
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' "'_:‘:_.Z_'._Bllllngharn for as Visser ¢

ThlS sub]ectwe ground places Struth’s work in oppo‘si'tion"t'___ that 6.f‘. Goldmand -

i " almost old fashlorred Quallty such as modestylor perh__p even o

-"-_-':_reduce people to v1ct1ms Of objects of dcsrre Such a stance releases"_' Struth to

o _:_: -photograph in an atrnosphere of mutual respect, where ‘those’ portrayed-’eonfide'm him:

'"'-;-:_-"‘at a moment that umtes the mamfestatron of the personahty, elf forgetfulncss and;'f_"-'-_-_ '
' '__\mutual mumacy" (Weskl 1998 P 6) Struth refuses to mdulge in the spectacular, avoids
hmonumentahzmg the people portrayed and resrsts reglstenng spontaneous form and_:"_l'
action: “m order to recover the sense of ob_|ects and people w:th a I:fe of thelr own -
'(Sennett,1994p98) B - L TR

ln contrast Goldm s photographs show people m vanous sexual couplmgs,-_*'-'_'--_.
COl'lSCIOllS ‘states, and emotlonal crises. Her camera goes wrth her everywhere, becommg._' '; -
' _llke a bodlly appendage, a soc:al accessor)t' “I photograph dlrectly from hfe These'_'f__?-
. plctures come:out of relatlonshlps, not observatron“ (Goldm 1996 p 6) Unllke i
'people in Struth’s portralts, Goldm s socral group seem- only to exlst as portrayed -
subjects This i is conﬁrmed by Goldm (clted m Kotz 1998 p 208) who reoounts that o
when a fnend was asked whether he mmded bemg photographed by her, or 1f 1t was an‘_f.
lIIlpOSlthll on his | pnvacy, he replied; “‘No, 1 feel I’m more myself when Nan s lookmg'-’- __ R
atmethanleverammtherestofmyhfe’”' " LT S L




6 App'*catlon y

ln order to sntuate my own practlce w1thm the genre of portralt photogmphy, in
| relatlon to convenhons and examples prewously menuoned 1 would like to begm by
'dlscussmg the photograph's relauonshlp with ambl guity and memory Berger remmds "
us how photographs arrest the ﬂow of time in whjch evenls photographed once exlsted
__ He suggests that photographs are necessanly of the past thus presentmg us Wlth two
'rnessages, ‘a message concemmg the event photographed and another concermng a
shock of discontinuity” (Berger & Mohr, 1982, p.. 86). Thls discontinuity is what
Berger (1982, p. 87) refers to as the “abyss™; that which separates the moment recorded
from the present moment of looking at the photograph. Sontag (1978, p. 15) refers to
this separation when she writes of;photograph_s as being memento mori: “To take a
photograph is to participate in another person’s (or thing’s) n_iortality, vulnerability,
mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment and freezing it, all photographs tegtify to
time’s relentless melt.”

It is this discontinuity which gives rise to the photograph’s ambiguity. According
to Berger (1982, p. 91), “discontinuity always produces ambi'gu_ity" and thus “all
photographs are ambiguous™ as their continuity has been broken. So in the case of the
portrait, it is the continuity of the-subject’s life story which has been broken .as there
exists a gap between the moment they were photographed, and the present moment in
which that photograph is viewed, Words, as in a title, are often supplied to help alleviate
the photograph’s ambiguity. Berger. (1982, p. 92) suggests that the photograph,
“irrefutable as evidence but weak in meaning, is given a meaning by the words . . .
Together the two then become very. powerﬁil; an open-question then becomes fully
answered.” However, Berger (1982, p. 92) questions this union and proposes that
“photographic ambiguity, if re_cogni'zed' and aocept_ed as such, could offer to
photography a unique means of expression,”

Berger cites issues around subjectivity as influencing the lack of recognition for
the photograph’s ambiguous qualities. He suggests that personal psychology has
replaced philosophy as “an explanation of the world” whereby “each person’s
experience remains an individual problem” (Berger & Mohr, 1982, p. 100). Berger
(1982, p. 100) also believes that the social function of subjectivity has been Suppressed,
and reitcrates Buchloh’s position by stating that “all subjectivity is treated as private,and
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the only (false) form socrally allowed |s that ot‘ the mdrvrdual consumer 8 dream :

This suppressron of the socnal functron of subjectmty is seen m the use of photographs o
to tell the ‘truth Smce the photograph lS created ina fractlon of a second Berger (1982 -
p. 100) belleves that such an expectatron only results in reducmg the truth "t_o the'___'.-.:r

_mstantaneous,"_ therefore “what a photograph tells about a door belongs to the 'same3 -

order of truth as what lt tells about aman. weepmg > For these reasons Berger (1982 p
_ 100) belreves that 1t is llkely that “the demal of the 1nnate amblgmty of the photograph is
closely connected with the denial of the social functron of sub]ectmty ' S

The image Cast Away (1999)19 deprcts a man in a seated posrtron wrth hrs arms
outstretched above him. He seems to be signalling or waving at someone or somethmg
outside the picture frarne, however, the trtle, and the contamer beside hrm, are clues that he
is fishing. Having just cast his line, the man is frozen i in a moment of physrcal expressron
in the otherwrse gentle actrvrty of fishmg from a jetty. Whrle the drscontmurty of the
photograph in terms of what Berger referred to as the abyss, can: be applled to this -
image, the disruption of the flow of IJme is also emphasrzed by, the frame of action which
has been immortalized. The mstant captured in the photograph is weak in- meanmg
because what went before and what came after that instant are no longer available for us
to create a narrative sequence. In this case, however rather than bemg seen as a reductron
of the truth, the instantaneous is presented as an iconic homage to that moment in whrch
the subject has been stilled. A sports photograph of an athlete whrch captures and holds
asplit second of motlon, does not: rely on what has Just happened or what will happen
next, in order to mtngue Such an. lmage mvrtes attentlon because the photographlc
technology which. has made it possrble allows for details- of gesture and expressron,
normally inaccessible to. the human eye, to be observed I was the mtentron that Cast
Away (1999), and other works in the series, should reflect these visual concerns.20
However, instead of the energetrc rnovement usually favoured by professronal sport
reportage, these images focus on the vemacular motion typical of domestic and
recreational life.

The ambiguous nature of the images, m terms of Berger’s concept of discontinuity,
are enhanced by a displacement of the subject from its context. Not only is there a
disassociation between past and present, but there is also an excision of the figure from

19 See Image K, p. 84.
20 The five works discussed here are reprcsentatwe of a body of work that was exhibited at the Perih
Institute of Contemporary Art in July, 2000
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its surroundings. A manual 'decp-etching technique;, a computenzed v_a_iieition of which is
commonly found in advertising media, has been used to obliterate nearly all foreground
and background information from the visual field. This technique has been ‘used with the -
intention of accentuating and mtensnfymg subtle movements and gestures, while at the
same time allowing space for the"view_éf?s own intérpretation of the visual observations

and experiences being présented. '

Berger notes that photographs are retrospective: “Before a photograph you search
for what was there” (1982, p. 279). In this respect Berger sees a photograph as being
like a2 memory, although simpler and more limited in range. Both photographs and
memories depend on and oppose the passing of time, both preserve moments and are
stimulated by the interconnectedness of events, and both seek instants of revelation; “for
itis only such instants which give full reason to their own capacity to withstand the flow
of time” (Berger & Mohr, 1982, P- 280). Sontag (1978, P. 11) takes a more pessimistic
view of the photogrziph’s relationship with- memory by suggesting that taking
photographs sets up “a.chronic voyeuristic relation to the world which levels the
meaning of all events.” She continues by obscrving that after the event has ended, the
picture still exists, “conferring on the event a kind of immortality (and importance) it
would never otherwise have enjbyed’-’ (Sdnta'g, 1978, p. 11). Discussing Sontag’s
position, McQuire (1998, p. 128) believes that “by removing a disctete moment from the
temporal continuum’ Sontag is suggésting that photographs constitute, at best, “an
u_nreliable or false support for memdw” and at WOrét,:nbt a memory aid_at all, but an
invention or replacement ofit. o |

One distinct disadvantage of memory, unlike the pl;otographi'c object/document, is
that it js subject to'a certamtransnence, or h_uman'félli'bility. Over time memories can
become fét:tually inaccurz_@t"e,’ senti'ﬁieﬁtal_ly embellis'héd', or forgotten. A ljhotograph acts
likeanentryina diary; it jogs the memory and links the moment described to a network
of events, circumstances, l"el'a'_t_ionships, and inconsequenitial details that exterid beyond the
limits of the original sourcié,." It is these interconnected, random memory scraps which
constitute the experience of our_individua] past. Rather than being a false support for
memory, as Sontag suggests, the photograph offers a chance to revisit incidental
moments which are, finally, the accretion of our present psychology. So it seems justified
that discreet moments which occur during the play of larger events are rewarded an
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1mmortallty they would never otherwnse have had as they are the sedlment our llves are
made up «f. ' '

8 The portrait photograph offers dlfferent levels of access mto the network of'
memories which branch from it. Puzzle (1999)21 shows the upper body ofa woman in -
three narrowly separated moments of an action sequence As the title mdlcates the three
images typify the process mvolved in solving a jigsaw puzzle, lookmg, choosing, and
trying. However, the sombre posture and expressmn of the subject, and her tired,
deliberate movement, suggest the exnstence of a deeper puzzle. This idea is remforced by
the three remaining pieces of deleted background - a flower in a vase, a photograph on
the wall, a row of books - whose ambiguous and fragmentary definition relegates the
work itself to a puzzle. For the photographef and the sitt_er, this'image-acts as a key to
memories of past events, albeit from individual points of view. On another level, viewers
who know:(of) one or both protagonists are once removed from events and bring to the
work a different set of memories. Viewers with no relationship to the persons or events
depicted bring to the work a different sensibility, as they have no direct access to the
image’s wider associations. Discussing Sontag’s thoughts on this, Price and Wells
{1997) relate that:

she draws attention to the fascination of looking at photographs in terms of
what we think they might reveal of that which we cannot otherwise have any
sense of knowing, characterising photographs as'a catalogue of acquired
images which stand in for memories. (p. 40)

In discussing the stability of meaning in photography, McQuire (1998, p. 54)
suggests that the photograph is fragmentary, a notion which accentuates the importance
of seriality “as a structure of photographic meaning,” and in turn diminishies “the claim
of any single image to completely capture its subject » While Puzzle (1999) con_|oms
three images, this has not been for the purpose of reachmg a better understanding of the
subject because of the deﬁcnencles of the single image. Instead, a series of images is used
in the service of the overall concept, in which a sequence of postures has been included in
order to picture the subject’s physical deliberation of a problem over time. This solution
highlights the fragmentary nature of the photograph and the work itself. For as McQuire
(1998, p. 54) asks, what photograph is not “a fragment of a larger, more inclusive

21 See Image L, p. 85.
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whole,” since every photograph is “already the result of selectlon and frammg, in short,
of montage"‘? ' ' '

Although Puzzle (1999) is not spemf cally a photographrc nanatlve, 1t is mterestmg '
to note Berger s thesis on the relatronshrp between memory, montage, and lwed life. He -
argues that the photographlc narratlve form places the sub_;ect bemg reflected “before the
task of memory: the task of continually resummg a life being lived i m the world” (Berger
& Mohr, 1982, p. 287). Berger (1982 p. 287) contends that: thrs approach is
unconcerned with events as facts, but rather with “their assrmllatron, thelr gathenng and
their transformation into experience,” becoming a narrative form that “if i rt does narrate, _
it does so through its montage.” A sequence of still photographs contams an energy that
resembles “the stimulus by which one memory triggers another, 1rrespect1ve of any
hierarchy, chronology or duratron,” thus becoming llke “the ﬁeld of memory” (Berger
& Mohr, p. 288). Berger (1982 p. 289) concludes by suggestmg that- photographs_
displayed in this way “are restored to-a living context. .. a context of expenence, in
which their ambiguity “at last becomes true.” Accordmg to Berger (1982 P 289) thls"
allows what photographs show to- be “appropnated by reﬂecnon - The information
they contain becomes permeated by feeling. Appearances become the language of a llved
life.”

Sontag brings to our attentlon the predatory nature of takmg a ptcture She
suggests that “to photograph people isto v1olate them, by seemg ‘them as they never see

themselves, by having lrnowledge of -them they can never have, it tums people 1nto_ N

objects that can be symbohcally possessed" (Sontag, 1978, p. 14) In Caravan
Chnstmas (1999)22 two: men are partlally deplcted intwo separate vrsual ﬁelds that abut. ’
The man on the left appears to have been photographed from a greater dlstance than the
man on the right. His situation in the background is emphasrzed by his low posltton on
the horizon, partially obscured by a packet of orange juloe, on an otherwrse empty visual
plane. The man on the ri ight has lunged into an unseen foreground for a handful of
Ppotato crisps. His active visual presence in the ! space has been treated with a more closely '
cropped composition, and greater three- dlmensmnal depth (unfortunately it is impossible
to see the difference in depth from a front-on perspective). Although these informal,
domestic portraits are not nearly as aggressive or exploitative as Avedon’s work, there is
still a sense of ambush in the moment of their making.

22 See Image M, p. 86.
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. When seated at the table for Chnstmas lunch there is llttle opportumty to avord theﬁ :

_- camera s stare, 1t is an mtrusron that 1s at the very least quletl y endured smce ; o
-photographs are often ta.ken on such an occasxon ln tlus mstance, due to bemg a famrly N
B member, my subjects were relatwely at ease before the camera. However, two tlungs were o

"3not|ceable As the photographer there isan awareness of the oontml held over the sub_lect "

in terms of how the sub_|ect is eomposed wrthm the frame, and the moment chosen m '

whlch the subject S v1sage is to be frozen mdeﬁmtely The other aspeet of mterest dunng_-. :
the photographlc moment is the subject’s performanoe before the camera. Kozloff (1995 '
p. 107) points out that social performance “is more commonly understood as an
improvised means to negotiate and perhaps to defend ourselves in scenes where we have
some latitude but no recognized edge of power.” '

In Caravan Christmas (1999) the man in the. background looks out qu:zzrcally
from his bunkered down position. Durmg the taking of the photograph the subject was
perhaps unsure of my intentions, choosmg to maintain a low proﬁle rather than to overtly
acknowledge the photographic moment Or perhaps the subject was aware, as | was, that
his low chair made his presence- seem 1nsrgmﬁcant, and a little amusing,- ‘within' the
surrounding space. Concealed behmd sunglasses, the man on the right anticipates the
porirait moment, choosrng aotrv:ty over 1dleness in order to register a more dynamic
appearance. Sharmg his thoughts on the portralt photo session, photographer Gerard
Malanga (cited in Wise, 1981 P- 113) says: “I n try to look fora s:tuat:on where the -
subject gives himself fully to the occasron by unmaskmg hu'nself wrthout trymg to
make the subject aware of my 1ntentrons ? Contrary to Malanga $ pos:tron I believe it is
the 1nd1v1dualrty of the sitter’s performance, or. the:r attempt at performmg, that is of
more interest: an unmaskmg of the subject both suggests a lack of sophlstrcatron
toward the portrait transaction, and presupposes that a candrd glimpse provndes a more
truthful representation.

The five works discussed in this chapter share common aesthetic and ontological
content: all the images depict friends or family members preoccupied in a particular
activity, with each image being the source for memories of relatronshrps, places, and
circumstances. Individual works have been conceived durmg personally meanmgful
occasions, from which most traces of the location and surroundmgs have been obscured,
References to these occasions, and the environment in whlch they took plaee remam '
within the photographic details, gestures and actions, foregrouud silhouettes and shapes,
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: :and each work’s trtle The photographs have been taken in an mformal manner from an'

mslder s pomt of v1ew Robert Mapplethorpe (cnted in Wlse, 1981 p 135), talks about_: |

: his pOSlt.lOll as an msnder and the 1mportanoe of commumcahon, advocatmg 1nt1macy and- L

contact as mgredlents of good portralture ln my work the dec131on to photograph pe0p1e « |

w1th|n my socral mlheu was' not to attempt to unmask thelr true selves, or to rely on'_E |

intimacy and contact as the predommant motwatlon for the ﬁnal work The beneﬂt of
photographing people 1 know is that it provides access to pnvate moments, and m tum'
those who are the subject of the portrait are relahvely comfortable with my presence At'
the same time their concentration on other things, whlle they may be performmg to the
camera, gives an informality and naturalness to their physical bearing,

As in the other portraits, Ping Pong (1999)23 depicts people engaged in another
activity while being photographed. The couple are aware of the camera’s presence but
their physical behaviour is given over to the actmty 1n which they are. involved. Their
attention is focused on a point beyond the frame as they await their 0pp081tl0rl 8 next
play, although despite the assocrahons of recreational fun, their 1solatlon ina green void
leaves them strangely conspicuous and ahenated The decnsnon to photograph subjects - -
when they are preoccupied in another pursult is not made in order to probe fora deeper
revelation of their personality, as is evident here where nothmg extraordmary has been
uncovered. It is perhaps the opposite which is true; what las been uncovered through
close observation is the ordinariness of the shapes we cast in daily life.

Capturmg these shapes relies on two observatlonal factors One i isa sensrtmty to
unfolding events, soclal behavnour, and the ways in whlch people arrange themselves
within their enwronment The other factor is to do wrth the camera’s technology, for as
Sennet (1994, p. 96) remmds us; “the lens has greater powers to capture the sngmf icant
spontaneous moment than the naked eye.” In Ping Pong (1999) the lack of perspectlve
presents the v1ewer with the i mcongruous pamng of a small man whose prof' fe i is
replicated by the curves of a giant woman. Their arms hang parallel wh|le the man shlelds
his eyes from the sun in a typical gesture of salute. While these symmetnes, gestures,
and distortions of scale are made conspicuous by the later appllcahon of a deep—etchmg
techmque, thelr exlstence and appropnateness at the time of photographmg were never.
envisaged. Even though the ﬁnal image may have been carefully selected from snmllar
photographs of the same event, the camera’s serendlplty is nevertheless to be

23 Sec Tmage N, p. 87.
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acknowledged McQurre (1998 p 50) defines the lucky’ photograph as, “that chance:--’
encounter or forturtous snap which: reveals aspects of a seene about wl‘uch the' :
" photographer was unaware at the moment of takmg ” He suggests that it is the camera 5
speed and mechamzatlon whrch makes 1t the perfect tool fora Duchampmn rendezvous '
“Even the most ngorously staged' photograph exudes the power of contmgency,' '
offermg dellght in the unexpected and inexplicable stab of sngmﬁcance that Barthes-'
termedpunc!um” (McQurre, 1998, p. 50).24

I would like to discuss the final image, Breakfast 2000 (2000),25 in terms of its
existence as an art object, and the creative decisions that have made it so. Coleman (1998
p. 155) acknowledges that much vnsual art exlsts not only as 1magcs but also as tangible,
phys1cal objects where “the matenals and ‘methods employed in generatmg a work
become mtegral to the work upon its complétion, and affect our responses to it.”
Awareness of the decisions made by the artist in a works construction, to the extent that
they are left visible i in the work, is a way for the viewer to enter the process of creative
communication (Coleman 1998, p. 155). In Breakfast 2000 (2000) three people appear
to be sharing a prrvate moment, propped up by their elbows over a negatlve arc of
breakfast shapes. Photographed at dlfferent mtervals durmg the one . sessnon, ‘their
individual portraits have been juxtaposed ina tnptych however, missing visual cues have
resulted in a degree of amb:gmty over thelr mter-relatronshlp, they seem to be. both
responsive to a group dynamrc, whrle at the same t]me caught in prrvate reﬂectlon

Severat v1sual elements and aesthetic decrsrons have coalesced to brmg thls work to
frurtton Berger (1982 p. 119) articulates this process perfectly when dlscussmg how the
“single constrtutlve chorce ofa photographer differs from the continuous and more s
random choices of someone who is looklng ” Berger (1982) belreves photographers
know that a photograph simplifies;

The srmpllficatrons concern focus, tonality, depth framing, supersession
(what is photographed does not change), texture, colour, scale, the: other
senses (their influence o si ight is excluded), the play of light. A photograph
quotes from appearances but, in quoting, simplifies them. This simplification
can increase their legibility. Everything depends upon the quahty of the
quotation chosen. (p. 119) :

24 Barthes (1982, p. 26) defines studium as an interest in photographs which is “a kind of general,
enthusiastic commitment . . . but without specral acuity,” while the purictum is that element which
disturbs the studium; “A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me.”

25 See Image O, p. 88.
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In a palnted portrart selectlons are made from the vrsual field “ellrnmatmg L

- characteristics and detarls that do not accord wrth its maker s aims” (Bryso':_ 1998, P | "
' 131) Brealgfast 2000 (2000) has been constructed in-a: sunllar way where certam_ - __
‘elements, or what Bryson (1998 p 131) calls “a plethora of stray or random L

1nformatlon fallmg outsrde the given scope of mterest,” have been obscured from vrew _ 1:
For Bryson (1998, p. 132), the central concerns wrthln a photograph are constantly at'.-
risk of being engulfed by “the surroundmg welter of non-srgnrﬁcance,” or what he calls

“informational noise,” a problem taken into consideration during the conoeptron of this
work. The resolution of this problem has seen a severing of the figures from their -
environment, however, Berger (1982, p. 126) notes that “when rsolated photographed
gestures and expressions become either mute or cancatur » unless “they contam and -
are confronted by an idea.” As discussed in this: chapter, these images have been
individually created with specific lssues in mind, and are conceptually linked by aesthetlc
and thematic concerns, While viewers may bring varying degrees of insight to the visval
expression of these issues, it is hoped that each portrait retains an openness or reflective
space in which to reveal themselves slowly over time. The strlled rmage allows for -
observational inspection never afforded in the normal flow of events, as in: Brealg‘ast
2000 (2000) which begins to look like a study of human gesture reminiscent of Baroque
painting. An example of this effect is given by Silver (1995 p. 76) in his descnptlon of
work by artist Alex Katz whose “cut—out, painted portrarts : remove the sitters entrrely
from a context, allowmg them to enter our envrronment as sculptnre mlght »

Berger (1982 p. 106) speaks of certain moments in lrfe that defy the passing of
time, not beeause they are unforgettable, but because “wrthm the experrence of -such
moments there is an: -imperviousness to time.” Some examp]es are moments of

achrevement trance, dream, passron, crucral ethlcal dec1510n, prowess, near—death

sacrifice, mourning, music” and are, according to Berger (1982, p. 106), common to
human experience and the material of all lyrical expression. Due to the acceleratlon of

~ historical change smce the eighteenth century and its devalumg of a sense of the trmeless,
Berger (1982, p.. 108) beheves that; “Consequently the common expenence of those
moments which defy time is now denied by everything which surrounds them.” Because
of these. developments experiences that prompt the term ‘for ever’ “have now to be .
assumed alone and pnvately,” however to presérve these moments “hundreds of
millions of photographs fragile i images . ... are used to refer to that whrch historical time
has no right to destroy” (Berger & Mohr, 1982, p. 108).
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_ 'I‘he lmages dlscussed 1n thlS chapter are not 1llustratlve of those moments that are -
E ',for Berger fesonant ﬁssures in- our expenence ‘of time. passmg Whlle there is. “0_" .-
doubtlng thelr occurrence, the metaphysrcal : d"ephemeral._n ture ¢ 'f such moments:*;.'_{_'.. :

makes oonsldered documentauon dlfﬁcult. Stlll there 1s consensus 'w1th the sentlment of o

_ Berger s statements in terms of the man],rr “other moments 1n dally hfe that are 1n’r‘lec¢E 1 by"f _
our relatlonshrps wrth others. These moments mag.r seem msrgmﬁcant and mundane, and |

many of. them are, however portralture offers a way to. represent what has been- o

underrepresented or not represented at all (De Salvo, 1995 p. 3 l) To conﬁrm thls, De -
Salvo- (1995 p. 31) suggests that “For many artlsts, the portrart especrally the_'--' '
photograpluc portrait, offers an opportumty to control representatlon, to mﬂuence how

the deplctlon is made and then reinvest it. w1th personal meanmg » The unages selected o

above have been culled from several others for thelr reproducttve quahtles and mdrvndual : '
significance, and the opportunlty to revisit and reassess past 1nﬂuences '

Kozloff (1995, p. 96) describes the process of portrart pamtlng as “the result ofa
notion of a subject . coded in expresslve marks that are accrued over trme
Regardless of the accuracy of the i image, “it is burlt up through sub_|ect|ve memory or" E
conjecture,” and through manual apphcatlon it is “synthesrzed or’ revrsed ina |
cumulative, relatively Iong-term process" (Kozloff, 1995 P 96) I have approached these _
personal portratts in a simifar way taking 1mages from the past and reworkmg them L
with the beneﬁt of elapsed tnne, as in De Salvo S (1995 P 36) descnptlon of Bllly o
Sulllvan $ process, “he first takes photographs and makes pamttngs later, S0 that he can_
situate himself in the moment tw1ce » Nlcholls (2000 P '53) notes in a review. of this

work how the “paint has been apphed in hmdsrght glvmg the works a life after the.-_ o

moment the photograph was taken * thus slnglmg out the subjects for attentlon SO that;
“each image looks how: you would remember the event - the photographs are ev1dence of
relatlonshlps, not places or clrcumstances ™ Desplte Berger § concept of moments that '
touch on a sense of ‘for ever’ and the accrual of sub_lectlve mernory over time, ‘the
photogmph remainsasa reoord ofa moment that is lost forever the idealization of these
moments reveals loss “as a fundamental part of everyday lrved expenence” (Nlcholls, B
2000, p. 53). ' |



N capcrusi_oﬁ:

Drscussmg soc:ety s relatlonshrp wrth vemacular photographs and commercral'

_ -__'photography, Holland (1997 p. 142)- suggests that people. engage meessrona]..___. S

B photographers because they abrde by the rules, it is the adherence to conventron that .
gives such photographs their power If these photographs hve up to v1ewers P -
expectatrons they do so “prectsely because theu' famllrar structure is able to contam the -
tension between an ideal j image: and the ambrvalence of ltved expenence“ (Holland 1997 _
p. 142) In this way conventions offer a framework within whlch the vanous reahtles we
inhabit are summoned for reﬂectlon The conﬂauon of. the rdeal 1mage wrth the'
amblvalence of lived expenence forms the essence of much of the portralt practlce o
dlscussed in this thesrs Through creatlve endeavour as opposed to amateur and__-:' K

_commercral enterprtse, artlsts also seek to probe or questlon the structures of o

photographlc conventlon and representauon, in terms on their mﬂuence on 1ssues suchas__
subjectrwty and 1dent|ty Pitts ( 1991 p. 8) argues that as socrety and the lssues of

representation become more complrcated and. fragmented, “itis obv:ous that no smng': .
approach to portraiture can supply more than a piece of the puzzle that i is. 1dent1ty "_-- o

Bnllrant (1991) wonders what modern portralts can hope to represent gtven that in the o
twentieth century: -

‘the traditional view of the fully mtegrated unique, and dlstmctlve person has
been severely compromised by a variety of factors 1S, commonly y.accepted as -
causmg the fragmentauon of self and the perceived declme in the belnef that
-the ¢ mdmdual is a legitimate social reality. (p. 171) -

While Clarke ( 1997 p. 117) proposes that it is not so much individual -.pe.rson'alit‘y thatis:
changing, but rather its visual representatlon which may “reject the codes throﬁ"gh which _
identity .. . is assumed, determined, and declared » -

As discussed in preceding chapters, traditional and historical forms of portraiture
present a range of challenges 1 for contemporary practrce Kozloff (1995, p. 104) reminds -
us that the camera’s elemental function is ideal for picturing the matenal envrronment,_ |
but has shortconungs when employed as a means to “penetrate the 1nv1srble psyche”:
‘Portralture is really a diffi cult art which pursues an elusive: aim Wlth Imuted
equlpment " In the attempt to fully represent the subject, the portrart has prevrously
relied upon the repetition of socially encoded formulas such as the cliches of pose, point-

of-view, and framing. However, the portrait’s humamsttc pretensrons, “1ts desrre to '
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. __-capture the mdrvrdual spmt or personallty," are compromrsed by the need to produce o
o generahzed meamng through these soclally encoded formal devrces (Berger, 1995 p

Another aspect of this drlemrna 15 artrculated by Woodall (1997 P. 9) when she '

relates’ how the quest for a good’ photograph of someone” Mongst a newly |

__developed set of prmts is. usually accompamed by an meffable sense of‘{"_:'

dtsappomtment ” Thrs expenence alludes to a drscrepancy in the photograph’s ablhty to . '
convey someone’s presence in prctures made for the purpose of 1dent1f' catron Whrle R
the photograph’s mdexlcal nature is- apparent, the- quahty of ‘hkeness has become | )
elusive, as noted by WOOdall (1997 p-9) who suggests that the “ﬁxed 1mmovable if'"" '

' features of a portrayed face can seem lrke a mask frustratmg the desrre for umon wrth |

the' 1maged self ? Issues around these concerns have encouraged artnsts to choose* o

portrarture as a genre in wh1ch to further explore notions of human sub_lectrvrty and

'rnunettc representauon According to Van Alphen (1997 p. 254), “the prolect of

portraymg somebody in her/hrs mdtvrdual on gmahty or quahty of essence has come to‘_ _

an end.” Contemporary artists dre more hkely to contest ideas about sub]ectmty and"-'--'fﬁ :
_1dent1ty, and challenge conceptlons of numetlc representatlon Even though a cnthue of e
' the authorlty of bourgeors subjectmty has undermlned ltS relatlonshrp w1th mrmetlc,:__'-,_:

but rather opened it up to “new conceptrons of sub_;ecnvrty and new nottons of:;’:_- :j;'-:...
representatlon ” ' ' ; o

Wh|le a genre such as portralture is 1nﬂuenced by its: hlstoncal tradltrons, arusts -
such as Warhol have shown that it is. possrble to liberate the genre from its: hrstory “sc-
that it can become an arena. for new s1gn1ficatrons" (Van Alphen 1997 p. 254) s

Sobreszek (1999 p 136) descnbes how, in the classrc modemrst portralt, the faceis

often encountered in a blank arena, isolated from the body and its context, where it is

open for extemal 1nvesbgauon Such mampulatlon has occurred in order for the arnst to_ |
convey an mterpretatlon, such as descnbed by Avedon (crted in Sobleszek 1999 p. 136)
who beheves that the real nature of the srtter is not made aceessrble by srmply stnppmg
away the surface: ‘”I‘he surface is all you’ve got You can only get beyond the surface by
workmg with the surface All that you can do i is mampulate that surface gesture,

costume, expressnon radrcally and correctly, ” The blank, expressronless surface asa- .

srte for: reassessmg accepted forms of subjectmty is eprtomrzed in Warhol’s portratts of
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celebntres, models, artlsts musrctans, and fnends dunng the 1960’s and 1970'5 26_ s
: 'Warhol had no interest i in thc representatton of a subject’s mner character or thetr pnvme o |
. feelmgs, but rather his mterest lay in the iconic nature of therr pubhc facade (Sobteszek,__ Lo

1999, p. 151).

Around ten years later, the medra savvy, critical style exemphﬁed by Warho‘ was'_
belng usurped by a growmg number of real- hfe, documentary style photographers _
Kozloff (1994 p. 102) wrote in 1987 that ‘critical” photography “has become so: '
famrlrar as to be. unexcepttonal when it appears ” He felt those “feelmg states and 3
emotronal truths,” which constitute a large part of human conscrousness, were bemg;
neglected by photographic portrarture and ‘were an’ embarrassment to “prevarlmg

mtellectual scept:tcrsm” (Kozloff 1994 p xvr) Instead Kozloﬂ" (1994 P 102) advocates e

work such as Goldm s that, while pursurng farmlrar themes of fanuly and lrfe—style in
narrattve form achreves credtbrlrty “from the way it ]umps nght mto the swrm of :

behaviour that appears to be happenmg spontaneously ? Other supporters of Goldtn and an

her contemporarres claim that such work represents the “weloome return of documentary o
and portrart photography in all thetr smoertty, transparency, and capaclty to functton asa. -
*window on the world"™” (Kotz 1998 p 210) ' S

' These perspecttves seem mrsgurded m relatron to recent cnttcal thought whtch has ﬁ'_:_'
_ re_tected the notion that acts of lookmg and recordmg can ever be neutral dtstuterested L
'or mnocent," :srnce they are seen to contam and ‘express . relattons of power and

control” (Pnce, 1997 P 58) The confrontattonal style of. portrarture, as practrsed by-_ el
Goldm and Btllmgham is an example of the mrbalance of power in the relattonshrpé .

between the photographer and the sub_;ect The insti gatton of thrs approach as the means .
to get closer to the subject is dublous, for as Gage (1997, p. 125) pomts out, “apparent _

| mtrmacy has not brought any mevrtable penetratron of character ” rather it has further o
questioned what is meant by ‘lrkeness

- Thomas Struth’s project negottates a dehcate path through issues of sub]ectrvrty,

| realrsm, and representatron To achrr ve ‘this he has chosen a neutral objecttve vision of
reahty and a precise technique. that mforms his. work, A mrtrgatmg view of Struth’ |
sanitized aesthettc can be fouud in comments made by Chuck Close (crted m Rexer _
2000 p. 41) who beheves that, “Expressrveness in art has become the property of :

_ 265ecunagcc p. 76.



i extremes but Mondnan showed that i gour can be expresswe and evocatwe i Struth' §

N - portralts neﬂect the methods he employs, they suggest fonnahty and mpersonahty, and :
_'dlsregard the prcturesque and the spontaneous However mstead of commg aeross as

hard and mdlfferent, Struth's subjects convey a hvmg presence because of the space he -
has created for them i in whrch to exist (Sennett, 1994 p 99) For Vlsser (1998 p 24), :

thls approach shows that “commumcatlon does: not need to be reduced o v1sual slogans, .
or photographs to 1llustratlons of an 1mage—cnt1ca1 model " ' |

In dlscussmg subjectmty in referenee to Struth’s portrarts Buchloh (1998 p 160) :

argues for a “universal- regrme of auornle, __ wlthm whlch only resndual fonns of _'
tradrtlona] bourgeols sub]ectlvrty still exrst Buchloh (1998 p 160) beheves that the:_- :

subject, depnved access to other. avenues of self- deterrmnatlon, appears in the obsolete
genre of the portrmt only as “the melanchohc nnage of a lost sub_lectmty " Or because_
“existing resrdual forms of subjectmty necessltate the deployment of obsolete genres"-_'_ -
and representattonal conventlons to claim credlblllty agamst the i mcreasmg evndence of
anomic relations and the loss of the tradltlonal forms of sub;echvrty” (Buchloh 1998 p. | :
160) In deplctmg hlS sub_|ects wlttnn the context of farmly and home, Buchloh (1998 P
160) wonders whether Struth is plcturmg the socral umt “sustammg the commumcatlve _
' bonds in 1ts smallest context,” or whether heis recordlng the condlttons of the soclal o
-umt ‘in the last phases of its’ own dlsmtegratton ' ' IR

_ ln dlrect opposrtlon to Struth’s treatrnent of the western mtddle class subject ts'
Nan Goldm ] practlce in- whlch “dlsmtegrated subjectmty appears merely as

spectacularized “Other™” (Buchloh, 1998, p. 161). Buchloh (1998, p. 161) describes.

Goldm ] “seemmglyr radical work” as “a- typlcal example of recent vrctrm- .
photography” that, despite the suggestlon of an intimate and pnvate relauonshrp between :
the- photographer and her subjects, “ultlmately merely dehvers these lmages of the_
‘Other to the voyeunstlc des:res of its chentele, the collectors and the lnstttutlons »

Buchloh (1998 p. 161) suggests that Struth’s project is mtenttonally opposed to the -

kind of practtce that v1ct1mlzes its srtters, “a crltlcal position that counters the exploltatlve- _
comphcrty in Goldin’s work.” Accordmg to Buchloh (1998 p- 162), Goldln S practtce

~ accentuates the subject’s dermse wdhout acknowledging exrstmg examples ofinteraction

that “oppose the soctally enforced destruction of sub;ecttvrty,” as evidenced i in Struth’s "
_'portralts In Goldin’s (1996 p 146) defence, wntmg ina repnnted edltlon of The Ballad -
of Sexuat Dependency (ten years after it was first pubhshed) she asserts that her prctures .



are now “more introspective, quieter, and not about extremes of behavior , . . | they’re
more focused and there’s more clarity.”

Another aspect of the genre that is in evidence and given priority in Goldin’s work
is what Charlesworth (2001, p. 5) calls a “slavish acceptance of the immediacy of the
photographic real.” According to Charlesworth (2001, p. 5), the nature of the real
presented to us is merely a range of “mutuvally exclusive preoccupations particular to
cach artist.” Charlesworth (2001, p. 5) also notes that a lack of montage and artifice in
current photography is perhaps the result of a need to “reassert our belief in the
technically authentic photograph’s privileged access to the real.” Such a need is
indicative of a familiar dilemma in photography’s attempt to represent reality; “how to
Photograph that which cannot be photographed” (Walker, 1995, p. 244)? This problem
is not only confined to contemporary photography, as is confirmed by Walter Benjamin
(cited in Walker, 1995, p. 244) who proclaimed that; “less than ever does the mere
reflection of reality reveal anything about reality,”

So in considering the diffusion of identity, the elusiveness of likeness, Buchloh’s
thesis on the demise of bourgeois subjectivity and the subsequent obsolescence of the
genre in which it is represented, and a misplaced reliance on photographic reality, what
will be the relevance of, and our need for, the photographic portrait in the future?
Responses to issues surrounding this question €ncompass a variety of opinions. In the
case of Struth’s re-engagement with traditional models of subjectivity, Buchloh (1998, p.
162) believes that what is at stake is “the representation of its dissolution which
constitutes the condition of subject experience at this very moment.” At an individual
level, Silver (1995) predicts an “endless need” for portraiture, since a portrait not only
identifies the subject, but is a document about looking;

Even when the adored objects of our gaze have departed, we never forget
what it feels like to look at them. That is what the portrait gives us, the purest
sense of subjectivity in relation to another that we know. (p. 82)

In contrast, Sobieszek's (1999, p. 285) view, from which there is little chance of
restitution, is that the mysterious element that characierizes us as human - spirit,
subjectivity, interiority - “is for the most part inexpressible and ultimatel y unnameable,”
while similarly Schneider (cited in Sobieszek, 1999, p. 290) contends that the “end of
the search for ‘essence’ is in sight.”
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An alternative strategy for expressing the inexpressible is offered by some of
Goldin’s contemporaries, such as Jack Pierson and'M_ark Morﬁsroe, who also produce
work based on their own subcultural milieus that is both personal and intimate, However,
these artists resist the explicitness of the documentary style favoured by Goldin, allowing
their work to refer to that which remains outside representation. Kotz (1998, p. 214)
believes that such an approach “provides a compelling challenge to the documentary
tendency towards total specularization.” For Kotz (1998, p. 214), these artists present an
experience which “remains mute, ineffable. You're only given a little ﬁccess, but maybe
that’s an antidote to being given too muck.” This idea is echoed by both Sontag (1978,
p- 24), who sug'gests it is the very muteness of that which might be comprehended in
photographs which “constitutes their attraction and provocativeness,” and Charlesworth
(2001), who believes that:

The point is not that art should expect to reproduce mechanically the
appearance of the real, merely to reveal it, but that in the anyway synthetic
organization of its forms it should seek to reflect and enact a similar
complexity, one which nevertheless offers an intelligible experience of what
may not be immediately apparent. {p.5)

Charlesworth (2001, p. 5) continues by indicating that the irony in much contemporary
photography, such as advocated by Goldin and Billingham, “is not that it presents an
excess of reality, but rather that in fetishising the substance of its many discrete aspects,
it hardly ever gets near.”

One of the most influential aspects of the photographic portrait, for other arti sts
and writers as well as myself, is its association with loss and immortality. Goldin (1996,
p. 146) believes that “pictures can preserve life rather than kill tlife,” although by the
time of the Ballad’s reprinting many of her friends had died; “So for me, the book is
now a volume of toss.” The portrait photograph as a document of loss, and a metaphor
for our desire for immortality, is reiterated in Warhol's later works in which he is
perhaps suggesting that “the portrait is our feeble'attcmpt to fight off death itself and
capture forever our best performance” (De Salvo, 1995, p, 57). De Salvo (1995, p. 57)
believes that it is this connection with immortality that accounts for portraiture’s
historical durability. My own work addresses the issue of loss, not solely in terms of the
immortality that the photograph prescribes for the subject, but rather in terms of the
photograph’s momentary incursion into a subject’s life time, and the subsequent
preservation of that moment now past.



Epilogue

Finally, a brief mention needs to be made of photographic portraiture’s digital
future. While this topic lies outside the remit of this thesis (the digital medium has not
been a concern or a means of production for my own, or the majority of other
photographic work referred to in previous chapters), I will briefly touch on some of the
main points since they form a relevant coda to the historical survey undertaken in Part
One, and some of the issues of confemporary portraiture discussed in Part Two.

'There are many predictions concerning the future impact of digital imagery on
photography, necessarily arrived at through varying amounts of conjecture, Batchen
(1999, p. 10) counts two potential crises resulting from the introduction of computerized
images, one technological and one epistemological, which threaten us with “the ‘end’ of
photography and the culture it sustains.” Such a proposition has come about due to
developments in computer-based image production that deny traditional perceptions of
photographic truth and reality. Price and Wells (1997, p. 25) confirm this when they
suggest that “the possibilities of digitalisation and reworking of the photographic image
have increasingly called into question the idea of documentary realism. The authority
attributed to the photograph is at stake.”

This has come about because of how the digital medivm has disrupted the image’s
connection to the physical world. Batchen (1999, p. 18) states that the chemical
photograph is evidence of the person portrayed having once been in front of the camera,
present in time and space, since the photograph's distinctive quality is that it depends on
“a referent in the material world” that existed and became imprinted on a sheet of light-
sensitive paper. He suggests that while reality may have been transcribed, manipulated, or
enhanced, “photography doesn’t cast doubt on reality’s actual existence . .. . a
photograph of something has long been held to be a proof of that thing’s being, even if
not its truth” (Batchen, 1999, p. 18). In contrast, the digital image has no material
lineage, such as the developed print and celluloid negative, by which it can be traced back
to an encounter with the physical world. Instead, according to Batchen (1999, p. 18),
digital images “have no origin other than their own computer program ., . . . their
referents are now differential circuits and abstracted data banks of information.”
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As well as severing the link between reality and image, digital technology allows
for the previously unimagined control over an image’s manipulation so that the final
print has the appearance of a traditional photograph, while any interventions are
undetectable to the eye. The ease of ménipulation and its seeming authcl_lﬁcity has cast
doubt on the digital im_agé's integrity. However, Batchen (1999, p. 17) points out that in
the history of photography all images have been manipulated in some way so that
“photography is nothing but that history.” Photographically transcribing the world from
three dimensions into two is necessarily an artificial process involving alterations of
exposure times, colour balance, image size, etc., so that in the end “photographs é_ire no
more or less ‘true’ to the appearance of things in the world than are digital images”™
(Batchen, 1999, p. 18). According to Batchen (1999, p. 15), the main difference is that
while photography still claims “some sort of objectivity,” digital imaging is “an overtly
fictional process” that has abandoned “even the rhetoric of truth,” previously an
important part of photography’s cultural success. For Batchen (1999, p. 15) these
characteristics of the digital process have returned the production of photographic images
“to the whim of the creative human hand” so that digital images are now “closer in
spirit to the creative processes of art than they are to the truth values of documentary.”

While entertaining the new possibilities for image creation that the digital medium
promises, it is important to remember that the conventions established to make these new
forms of visual communication and expression meaningful have to come from
somewhere, As Lister (1995, p. 21) points out, new kinds of production conventions,
forms of exhibition, institutions, and audience and consumer practices do not exist as
“pure forms waiting to be divined,” but emerge in negotiation with existing forms of
photographic culture. This culture is itself the result of the skills, practices, and
conventions which have been historically cultivated around the still photographic image
as outlined in Part One. In this respect the acceptance of the digital image has parallels
with the early photograph, in that to begin with “the photograph’s status as evidence and
record (like its status as Art) had to be produced and negotiated to be established™

(Tagg, 1988, p. 6).

Another aspect of the new technology’s emergence within photographic culture is
the role played by companies and industries which design and manufacture the products
that dictate how we will see. In his summation of the pre-digital photographic industry,
Tagg (1988, p. 17) delineates between the ownership and control over photographic
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processes held by large multinational corporations, and the more limited and
standardized forms of technical knowledge and equipment that is made available to the
consumer. In comparison, the hardware and software for digital imaging, in combination
with traditional processes, now at the disposal of contemporary prac'titio'ners is of a
quality and complexity far beyond that which has been previously available. Thus artists
today have access to a range of powerful photographic tools and processcs that offer a
greater degree of image manipulation and creative control than ever before. These factors,
in association with the issues discussed in this thesis, indicate the future possibilities
open to photographic portraiture’s continuing attempt to visually represent our
experience of life.
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