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3.8 ABSTRACT 

 

Throughout modernity, portraiture sought to represent the unique essence of an 

individual.  However ideas of self and identity have been subsequently 

dismantled by postmodern theory within sociology, psychology, feminist theory 

and post-colonial studies, leaving the concept of self to be considered as a non-

essential product of biological, social and psychological fragments.  This shift in 

philosophies of self, or what Martin and Barresi have referred to as the Fall of 

the Self, has led to a notion of self as unrepresentable and in constant flux.   

Such a conception of self is at odds with the mimetic traditions of fine art, which 

have for so long been the foundation of portraiture.  However recent 

developments in late-modern and contemporary art have responded to the 

postmodern criticality and have attempted to move away from the 

representational toward experiential and participatory forms of art.  As a result, 

the genre of portraiture has become isolated from the broader debates in 

contemporary art and aesthetics and from its core subject – individual selves. 

This thesis investigates contemporary aesthetic theories that have emerged since 

the fallen self and tests the legitimacy of these aesthetics against each other and 

through studio practice and exhibition at the local and national level.  A tension 

is identified in which portrait institutions maintain a traditional and mimetic 

focus where as the broader artworld privileges dematerialized and participatory 

or event-oriented modes of art.  By analysing the aesthetics of both, the world of 

contemporary art is shown to offer portraiture profound opportunities in 

engaging with new aesthetic and philosophical developments in self.  In 

addition, a critique of contemporary aesthetics reveals that the practice of 

portraiture can engage directly with the issues of contemporary art by 

emphasizing the participatory and experiential aspects of the genre.                           
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1. WHY PORTRAITURE 
 

The expectations placed upon portraiture dooms any attempt at portraiture to fail.  

This is because the ideals of portraiture depend on and perpetuate an idea of the 

individual that no longer reflects current attitudes of self and individuality today.  In 

addition, visual art practice has changed considerably throughout the modernist and 

post-modernist periods towards a greater degree of abstraction, conceptualism and 

immersiveness with audiences having adapted to new aesthetics to the point that the 

way art is viewed by the broader public has shifted to more diverse modes of 

engagement through participation, prosumption and touristic modes of behaviour.  

This research aims to address this problem, by producing a poetics of portraiture to 

connect with contemporary aesthetics and ideologies of self that go beyond the 

theories and institutions particular to portraiture.   

By the term ‘poetics of portraiture’, this study distinguishes between an aesthetic of 

self – which is used as a theoretical ideal of self in order to judge the aesthetics of 

any work of art produced, and a poetics of portraiture which is a method of making 

portraiture as a means to test the aesthetic of self.  Although both can be used to test 

each other. 

By anchoring the aesthetic ideal onto self, works of art are judged by how they 

address self as a subject and as a beholder.  In this research this is done through two 

means of participation discussed in Chapters 2 – 4 and those are relationality and 

phenomenological immersiveness.  Chapter 3 distinguishes these two forms of 

participation looking at the relationship between these aesthetic elements in 

contemporary art and the way they relate to the different dimensions of self 

discussed later in this chapter. 

The distinction between poetics and aesthetics observes Jacques Rancière’s 

differentiation between the poetic or representative regime of art, characterized by a 

structural attention to the needs of particular domains of art; drawing, painting, 

sculpture, theatre etc: 

I call this regime poetic in the sense that it identifies the arts – what the Classical 
Age would later call the ‘fine arts’ – within a classification of ways of doing and 
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making as well as means of assessing imitations.  I call it representative insofar as it 
is the notion of representation or mimēsis that organizes these ways of doing, 
making, seeing and judging.1 

 

The term ‘poetics of portraiture’ describes a way of making portraits.  This attention 

to the making and doing is a necessary balance in this thesis as a bridge between the 

theoretical investigations and the studio practice.  By attending to the making and 

doing, the poetics of portraiture becomes a set of studio methods. 

In contrast, Rancière describes the aesthetic regime as a more interdisciplinary and 

heterogeneous quality shared by all Art and not particular to each of the arts: 

The aesthetic regime of art stands in contrast with the representative regime.  I call 
this regime aesthetic because the identification of art no longer occurs via a division 
between doing and making but is based upon distinguishing a sensible mode of 
being specific to artistic products.  The word aesthetics does not refer to a theory of 
sensibility, taste and pleasure for art amateurs.  It strictly refers to the specific mode 
of being whatever falls within the domain of art, to the mode of being of the object.2  

   

Through studio practice and concomitant literature research toward contemporary art 

more broadly, this paper details a poetics of portraiture produced out of an aesthetics 

of self, that is, an aesthetic model in which the self is the central unit of aesthetic 

address.  

Defining Terms:  Portraiture and its related fields 
There is a significant gap between the prescriptive definitions of portraiture as 

outlined by theorists such as Cynthia Freeland, and the definitions of portraiture as 

outlined by portrait institutions and there is a gap between both of these and the 

wider contemporary art community which is notable for its diversity and relativism, 

as has been shown. 

It is therefore important that portraiture is not too prescriptively defined in this study.  

In this instance a prescriptive view of portraiture would do damage to the potential 

of the genre and disallow innovative artists from contributing to the aesthetic debates 

on portraiture.  In addition it would disallow particular kinds of people from being 

represented in collections of portraiture across the world.  The paintings of Lucian 

                                                
1 RANCIÈRE, J. 2004. The Politics of Aesthetics:  The Distribution of the Sensible, London, New York, 

Continuum International. 

2 Ibid. 22 



 3 

Freud are instructive here in discerning a line between a portrait and non-portrait 

work of figural drawing and painting – that, for this study, a portrait will be defined 

as simply an image of a specific individual.3    

Art Historian Richard Brilliant’s definition of portraiture is just such an example of a 

non-prescriptive definition.  Borrowing from Gadamer’s account of portraiture, 

Brilliant states that “a portrait’s significance lies in that intended reference, whether 

the viewer happens to be aware of it or not.”4  This simplifies Brilliant’s definition 

but not unfairly.  Where West and Freeland describe portraiture as representing both 

the mind and the body within the image, Brilliant describes that the portraitist aims 

to integrate the mind and the body.5  This is a subtle but important difference.  

Representing an integrated mind and body fits non-dualistic worldview such as a 

view of self-represented in the literature of phenomenologists and post-structuralist 

philosophers.  Also, the issue of recognizability, which was necessary for Freeland’s 

definition but according to Brilliant, recognizability takes secondary significance to 

artistic intention: 

[T]he viewer's awareness of the artwork to the artist's intention to portray someone 
in an artwork, because it is the artist who establishes the category 'portrait'.6 

 
Portrait theorists such as Shearer West and Cynthia Freeland have both explained 

how portraiture must show some underlying insight into the subject depicted.  In this 

study however, a portrait is considered as depiction of a specific individual and a 

depiction of any other kind of figure will be referred to here as a figurative image.  

According to art historian and author of the Oxford World of Art series title 

Portraiture (2004), Shearer West, a portrait is a representation of a particular 

individual.7  West’s account of the portrait says that portraits lie on a continuum 

between the “the specificity of likeness and the generality of type” – the extremes of 

this spectrum are what I shall refer to throughout this paper as a portrait or a 

                                                
3 GAYFORD, M. 2010. Man With A Blue Scarf:  On Sitting for a Portrait by Lucian Freud, London, Thames & 

Hudson.  21 

4 BRILLIANT, R. 1991. Portraiture, London, Reaktion Books. 7 

5 Ibid.  12-3 

6 Ibid.  7-8 

7 WEST, S. 2004b. What is a Portrait? Portraiture. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press.21 
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figurative image.8  This means that here, the term portrait will refer to an image that 

carries representative content specific to an individual while images that involve 

representational content that is non-specific in that it is not intended to identify one 

individual person but refers to a type of person – someone from a certain profession, 

socio-economic status, nationality, temperament etc will be treated here as a 

figurative image.   

Using an inclusive definition laid out here will help to open portraiture up beyond 

narrow definitions to connect with a broader field of contemporary practice to link 

portraiture to an aesthetics of self.  This definition seeks to keep the term portrait as 

expansive as it can be rather than to weight it down unnecessarily as it has been 

shown to be in Cynthia Freeland’s criteria for portraiture and personhood.  By 

including ‘figurative’ images within a discussion of portraiture it is hoped to avoid 

the narrow track of classifying and categorizing portraiture into a prescriptive genre.   

Cynthia Freeland’s definition of portraiture is an example of the kind of definition 

that this study has chosen not to use.  In her text Portraits and Persons, Freeland 

gives an account of different portraits throughout history as an aid to explain 

different attitudes to self and personhood during different epistemological periods – 

from medieval and Byzantine to post-modernity.  Along the way the definition of 

portraiture is narrowed to a criteria of portraiture based on the ethics of consent, 

participation, and the capacity for “the majority of ordinary people” to be able to 

recognize the subject.9  This occurs partly because Freeland starts with a definition 

‘the portrait’ as a ‘picture of a person’ which ties her definition of portraiture to the 

legal and ethical debates of personhood today – ultimately rejecting the possibility of 

a portrait to be a picture of a child or a cognitively impaired individual.10  

Nevertheless, Freeland offers some useful commentary on the change of portraiture 

over time and her descriptive analysis is useful in the discussion of portraiture even 

though her prescriptive claims toward portraiture ought to be traversed with caution.   

                                                
8 Ibid.21 

9 FREELAND, C. A. 2010d. The Fallen Self. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press.  278 

10 FREELAND, C. A. 2010a. Animals. Portraits and Persons:  A Philosophical Inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press.  17 
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In inclusive definition of portraiture provides scope for self to take a position as a 

central aesthetic concern, given the openness and inclusiveness of the terminology of 

self.  With self considered as the centre of the concern for portraiture the research 

then is research towards the central subject that portraiture aims to represent.  In 

addition, an approach to portraiture through self provides an important critical 

platform from which to critique the social dynamic of the artist and sitter, the sitter 

as a unique self and the self that the artwork address - the beholder.  The aesthetic of 

self aims at providing a new rationale for the viewing and participation of selves 

with artworks, informing art practice of important knowledge from outside the 

disciplines of fine art that can be used to enhance the aesthetic quality of the work of 

art.  This in turn will uncover important aspects of the event of viewing that are 

relational, material and reflective with the aim to contributing the broader field of 

contemporary art.  

Why Self  

Ideologies around individuality have changed considerably over time and therefore 

portraiture made today should reflect today’s attitudes towards individuality.  For 

centuries, artists have studied the body to learn about the soul, the self or identity, 

producing mixed results.  In the Renaissance, the face was considered as a site to 

observe the passions, psyche or soul of an individual. Charles Le Brun (1619-90) 

(Figure 1) studied emotional expressions on the face to see the immaterial soul make 

itself materially visible, if only for a fleeting moment.11  This was an investigation 

into the relationship of body and soul characteristic of post-Renaissance thought.  

The twentieth century saw a proliferation of sciences and quasi-sciences, which 

attempted to read people’s character from the face and head.12  These attitudes to 

self had tragic ethical consequences including racial profiling and eugenics, which 

devastated entire populations and community minorities.  These ethical and 

philosophical failures eroded the belief in a stable concept of self, leaving late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries without any alternative ideology around 

selfhood and individuality.13   

                                                
11 FREELAND, C. A. 2010c. Expression. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press.  119 

12 Ibid.  135 

13 WARR, T. 2000a. Pre-Face. In: WARR, T. (ed.) The Artist's Body. Revised ed. NY, New York: Phaidon.  11 
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Figure 1. Charles Le Brun (1619 - 1690)  

Expressions of the Passions of the Soul, 1670  

Black chalk, 20 x 25 cm  

Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

 

Beliefs in the existence of a permanent, unchanging soul had been waning for 

decades.  The soul, according to Martin and Barresi refers to a changeless core of 

any individual being that persists beyond death.14  This characterization of the soul 

by Martin and Barresi make it incompatible with the intellectual climate and beliefs 

of a materialistic and atomized world, which the authors say has dominated western 

thought since the seventeenth century and continues to dominate today.15  

As a result of recent philosophical approaches the belief in any form of self or soul 

has been discredited and this belief shift is reflected in the kinds of art that have been 

produced, however portraiture remains tied to the collapsed ideologies of self 

through its canon and institutionalization.  Body and soul, mind and body, these 

ways of viewing the self were reconsidered in the second half of the 20th century by 

psychoanalysts like Jacques Lacan, post-structuralists like Foucault, and Bordieu, 

deconstructionists Jacques Derrida and Edward Said as well as phenomenologist 
                                                
14 MARTIN, R. & BARRESI, J. 2006. The Rise and Fall of Soul and Self:  An Intellectual History of Personal 

Identity, New York, Columbia University Press.  4 

15 FREELAND, C. A. 2010d. The Fallen Self. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press.  2 
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty.  Each philosophical domain had their own explanation for 

the demise of any traditional notion of self.  Psychoanalysis saw the role of language 

in society as a prime organizer of the individual psyche.  Merleau-Ponty expanding 

on Lacan and Edmund Husserl described the body as constitutive of the mind and of 

the environment around it.  Foucault and Bordieu described the role of the society as 

shaping both mind and body through ritual and discipline.  Dichotomies and binary 

oppositions like that between the mind and body were abandoned for greater 

sensitivities to the porosity that existed between society’s apparently arbitrary 

oppositions   As Merleau-Ponty put it “we shall have the opportunity to leave behind 

us, once and for all, the traditional subject-object dichotomy.”16   

The problem of criteria both in portraiture and in self 
Art historian and philosopher Cynthia Freeland has written on the changing position 

of personhood within western culture and its effects on the way artists seek to 

represent the individual in new ideological climates and epistemes.  Freeland’s point 

about the changing understanding and evaluations of soul and self is persuasive, 

however there is a consistent problem that runs through her definition of portraiture 

and that is that the focus of her book is on personhood rather than selfhood. This is 

problem for ethical reasons as well as practical reasons.  The definition of a person is 

someone who has legal rights within society - someone who is free to participate 

socially and who is considered to be a cognitively mature and capable of reason and 

rational thought.  By her own definition a child, a slave or an animal can thus not be 

considered as suitable subjects for portraiture because they do not meet her criteria 

for personhood.17  Freeland explains: 

Another important factor comes into play in the portrait process, namely, a certain 
relationship between the artist and subject.  This is so significant that it leads me to 
post a third criterion for portraiture namely the stipulation that both participants are 
aware of the process.18 
 

Freeland’s criteria for portraiture are criteria for personhood.  According to Freeland, 

portraiture must not involve individuals who may not fully understand what their 

                                                
16 MERLEAU-PONTY, M. 1962. Phenomenology of perception / by M. Merleau-Ponty ; translated from the 

French by Colin Smith, London : New Jersey, London : Routledge ; New Jersey : Humanities Press.  202 

17 FREELAND, C. A. 2010g. Portraits and persons:  a philosophical inquiry, Oxford ; New York, Oxford 

University Press.  212 

18 Ibid.  17 



 8 

involvement in a portrait means.  Children and intellectually challenged individuals 

are excluded.   

A reading of Timothy Chappell reveals that criteria for personhood are dangerous 

and invariably result in marginalizing people according to the whims of current 

social values.  He attributes several of the major violations of human rights as a 

result of withdrawing what he calls our “interpersonal attitude” towards a group of 

people.19  The problem in both accounts is in the judgment of what a person is.  By 

representing personhood either through checklist criteria that Chappell denounces or 

via a portrait is to position oneself in an attitude that reflects the empowered 

members of society and excludes Othered groups. 

Portraiture therefore has a representational responsibility to ensure that it does not 

misrepresent selfhood.  Classifying what makes a person, soul or self has historically 

led to unethical and catastrophic acts at both interpersonal and social scales.  

Timothy Chappell proposed that rather than establish a criterion for personhood it 

would be more beneficial to take an overly inclusive approach to personhood as 

opposed to an under-inclusive approach.  Chappell has demonstrated the kinds of 

problems that are created by criteria for personhood like the one proposed by 

Freeland.  Chappell’s analysis of criteria for personhood explains that personhood is 

an ideal that people must strive for and that we are constantly “on the way” to 

actualizing our personhood.   Different criteria inevitably bias some members of 

society who would ordinarily be considered persons by any other measure.  For 

example Chappell states that a criteria for ‘concept of self’ awareness would exclude 

Buddhists, whose spirituality depends on shedding illusions of the distinction of self 

and world.  Such a criteria would then become a matter of arbitrary religious 

discrimination.20  This implicit discrimination based on social values risks violence 

to groups of individuals who could be excluded from activities within society if they 

were deemed not to be considered a person.  Chappell identifies that this was one of 

the essential lessons of Nazi Germany and their discrimination of the Jewish people 

                                                
19 CHAPPELL, T. 2011. ON THE VERY IDEA OF CRITERIA FOR PERSONHOOD: CRITERIA FOR 

PERSONHOOD. The Southern Journal of Philosophy, 49, 1-27.  13 

20 Ibid.  3 
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during the Second World War, during which Germans were forced by their leaders 

to withdraw an “interpersonal attitude” to their Jewish citizenry.21   

This is as much of a problem for artistic and aesthetic reasons as it is for ethical 

reasons.  Chappell’s concern is that individuals are misrepresented and as a result a 

cultural climate founded on erroneous religious belief systems emerges that lead to 

wholly anti-social and catastrophic behaviour.  Making this mistake in portraiture is 

similarly problematic in that the portrait becomes a symbol of the salient aspects of 

those persons that are represented and hence of personhood more generally – making 

the representation a poor or inaccurate one.  Therefore this study takes a broad and 

inclusive approach to personhood, which opens the discussion further than 

personhood, beyond social rights and also includes the bodily and psychological 

experiential aspects of being human.   

The Self 

The definition of self, used in this study, is the definition developed by Jerrold 

Siegel, author of The Idea of the Self, which is an epistemological survey of Western 

thought since Descartes.  Seigel defines the self as: 

 
[T]he particular being any person is, whatever it is about each of us that 
distinguishes you or me from others, draws the parts of our existence together, 
persists through changes, or opens the way to becoming who we might or should 
be.22 

 

Siegel has documented three dimensions in which the phenomenon of self has 

occurred throughout history since the writings of Descartes.  They are the bodily or 

material, the relational, and the reflective.23  The bodily dimension refers to the 

material or physical factors of our being, the reflective dimension refers to the 

cognitive or psychological aspects of our being and the relational dimension refers to 

the social, political or economic aspects of our being.  According to Siegel, any 

theory of self throughout history can be placed within one or more of these three 

dimensions but that a good theory of self must incorporate all three of these 

dimensions.  Accounting for only one dimension of self, according to Siegel, is 
                                                
21 Ibid.  13 

22 SIEGEL, J. 2005. Dimensions and contexts of selfhood. The Idea of the Self. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge 

University Press.  3 

23 Ibid.  5 
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bound to result in a misrepresentation of that dimension, which must be discussed in 

the context of all the dimensions of self.24 

 

The self is distinct from identity, personhood or personality, which are all less 

holistically aligned along the three axes of self.  For example, Identity refers to 

“sameness” or persistence throughout time.25 Personhood, on the other hand refers to 

a social status of dignity, often achieved through class or some kind of 

achievement.26  Identity is attributed to objects of the physical materiality, bodily 

rather than reflective or relational.   Personhood refers more strongly to relational 

notions – of a privileged status in a social context.  Different terms connote different 

values along the bodily, relational and reflective selves.27  Where as the question of 

self is a synthesis of each of the three dimensions.28  

 

In accordance with Seigel’s advice, this study investigates self as an aesthetic 

synthesis of material, relational and reflective dimensions rather than a reductive 

study of the body, the mind or culture of the sitter, artist, or viewer.  Using the self as 

an aesthetic framework for portraiture provides a perspective through which portrait 

practice and theory can be judged.  This will enable a critical engagement with 

portrait theory and criticism, which regularly comes loaded with a belief system on 

the ontology of self and personhood.  A critical engagement of this kind will help 

weigh up the pieces of the aesthetic puzzle of portraiture and figurative painting and 

provide an ideal upon which a poetics of portraiture can be made.  

The Ideology of the Portrait 
The definitions of portraiture written by Shearer West and Cynthia Freeland both 

show how philosophies addressing ‘what a human being is’ shape any definition of 

portraiture.  As part of West’s definition of portraiture, she states that: 

 

                                                
24 Ibid.  31 

25 Ibid.  16 

26 Ibid.  16 

27 Ibid.  16 

28 Ibid.  17 
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[A]ll portraits represent something about the body and face, on the one hand, and the 
soul, character, or virtues of the sitter, on the other.29 
   

West’s reference to a body / soul duality in the human subject points to a belief in 

the fact that the individual depicted is likely to have both a body and a soul – a belief 

that it is assumed that the reader will adopt.30  This is West’s adherence to a body / 

soul duality in the human subject and requires a belief in the fact that the human 

depicted is likely to have both a body and a soul.31  If this point were to be taken 

literally in regards to what a portrait must include it states that a true likeness of 

someone, represented in an image must represent their soul.   

Shearer West uses the term ‘soul’ as shorthand and is quick to explain that she refers 

to an inner quality of the individual, however the idea of the ‘inner life’ is equally 

ambiguous and open to interpretation.  West acknowledges this contingency when 

she expands on what she means by a soul explaining that despite the long and 

complicated history of this notion that “by the very nature of their mimetic function, 

portraits give the viewer an impression of the inner life.”32  Here West acknowledges 

that the “inner life” is an unresolved philosophical notion dating back to the 

seventeenth century, but that it shows on the body as a surface and can be alluded to 

and represented within a painting.33   

Freeland’s account also betrays a Cartesian way of viewing the portrait, which has 

been systematically dismantled by philosophers since the twentieth century.  Her 

argument emphasizes a particular way of viewing the portrait in terms of psychology 

and consciousness where she states that portraiture is ground for philosophical 

contemplation of “the problem of the mind’s relation to the body.”34   

                                                
29 WEST, S. 2004b. What is a Portrait? Portraiture. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press.  21 

30 Ibid.29-37 

31 Ibid.29-37 

32 FREELAND, C. A. 2010d. The Fallen Self. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press.  37 

33 WEST, S. 2004a. Portraiture, Oxford; New York, Oxford University Press.  29 

34 FREELAND, C. A. 2010f. Introduction. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press. 1 
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Conscious of these shifts, Freeland writes, “Hence, portraits might reasonably be 

thought to embody accumulated cultural wisdom about what it is to be human.”35  

Like West, Freeland argues that the individual’s “physical embodiment reveals 

psychological awareness, consciousness, and an inner emotional life.”36  What 

Freeland builds to in her book is that the idea of self and soul have changed 

throughout history ultimately disintegrating in our contemporary condition leaving 

us with states of identification and personhood that can be realised only in practical 

social materialistic terms.   

Art historian Harry Berger cautions against “physiognomic” readings of portraiture 

as those described by Freeland and West in which the pose and face are indexes of 

the mind or soul of the sitter.37  The physiognomic theory falsely assumes, according 

to Berger that “the sitter is construed as the passive site of revelation, perhaps 

unaware that the painter is extracting the true nature from the appearance.”38  In 

contrast Berger argues that rather than read the portrait as an index of the true 

essence of a sitter, one must read the portrait as an index “solely of the sitter’s and 

painter’s performance in the act of portrayal.”39 

Berger’s theory of portraiture emphasizes the active role of the sitter as producing 

the portrait through intentionally cultivating poses and facial expressions in order to 

show an imagined audience an ego-ideal or idealized socially acceptable self.40    A 

consequence of Berger’s argument is that to trust the physiognomic theory is to be 

gullible to the fictions constructed by artist and sitter in the production of the 

portrait.   

As has been noted already, Freeland acknowledges that the portrait sitter is crucial in 

the construction of the portrait, which is why she argues that pictures of children 

cannot be considered as portraits. However, Freeland does continue to argue for the 

significance of portraiture as an index of the mind and soul of the sitter. Chapter 3 

                                                
35 Ibid.  1 

36 Ibid.  1 

37 BERGER, H. 1994.  Fictions of the Pose: Facing the Gaze of Early Modern Portraiture.  Representations, 46, 

87-120. 89 

38 Ibid.  

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid. 99 
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discusses the role of the portrait subject as co-producer through the studio 

investigations as well as contemporary aesthetic theories that foreground the 

audience as an essential element in the production and reception of a work of art.41 

Objectification 

Concepts of the self and practices of representation were reconsidered in the late 

twentieth century in a way that subverted any theoretical or representational models 

of self.  Ideas of self were exposed as based on structures that were inherently 

political and ideologically biased toward those in positions of power.  Artists like 

Cindy Sherman and Barbara Kruger critiqued how the self was portrayed in mass 

media by exposing how forms like photography and advertising direct the viewer to 

an attitude on self and identity.  Sherman’s series of film stills from the 1970s 

(Figure 2) exposes the role of the medium of cinema in directing our judgments 

about the depicted subject.  Through costume, pose, setting, make up and 

cinematographic techniques, Sherman disguised herself to display a variety of 

identities, showing that identity is constructed and manipulated within cultural sign 

systems.42  Kruger (Figure 3) exposed the power relations of the viewer and the 

viewed in art and mass media, questioning the notion of an objective representation 

of a self.  For Kruger representation was loaded with ideology, delivered from the 

powerful to the public.  Kruger questioned the treatment of women in images as 

serving to maintain the power of men over women - the gaze of the viewer 

disempowered and objectified they who were gazed upon. 43  The contributions of 

Sherman and Kruger, among others, showed how the self could be constructed and 

portrayed in ways that suited the power structure of society.  

                                                
41 See p77-82 for this discussion. 

42 STURKEN, M. & CARTWRIGHT, L. 2009. Practices of Looking:  An Introduction to Visual Culture, New 

York, Oxford, Oxford University Press.  322 

43 SPECTOR, N. 1995. Feliz Gonzalez-Torres, NY, New York, Guggenheim Museum.  6 
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Figure 2.  Cindy Sherman (b. 1954).    

Untitled Film Still #21 1978.    

Black and white photograph 40.6 x 50.8 cm   

Saatchi Gallery, London. 

 

Figure 3.  

Barbara Kruger (b. 1945).   

Untitled (your body is a battleground), 1989.   

Photographic silkscreen on vinyl, 112×112" (284.5×284.5cm).   

The Broad Art Foundation, California 

 

Since Critical Postmodernism 

Since critical postmodernism, depictive art forms like portraiture have been accused 

of, among other things, reflecting sexist and racist attitudes through objectification - 
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transforming the image of dignified individual into an object to be gazed upon by the 

viewer.  The subject is objectified.44   

Objectification has become an ethical and aesthetic concern in depictive art practice.  

Looking at two interpretations of Lucian Freud’s work demonstrates the problems 

associated with objectification in depictive art practices.  Freeland argues that 

Freud’s practice objectifies the subjects he paints.  The rationale is based on the fact 

that in some of Freud’s paintings he paints the entire composition with equal 

attention to the artist’s face.  This signifies to Freeland that the artist does not care 

for the unique individuality of his subjects but rather pays attention to the non-

individual bodily information through which the subject is represented as a physical 

anonymous type – interchangeable among the artist’s variable sitters.  This however 

is not true.  It is through the exacting way that Freud paints that the figure’s body is 

read as wholly individualized.  Freeland says that because the celebrated portrait 

artist objectifies these subjects that his paintings are better described as nudes rather 

than portraits.45  However, Arthur Danto refers to Freud’s paintings as naked 

portraits, which he describes as “heavily psychological”.46  According to Freeland, 

Freud’s exposé of his subjects diminishes their sense of self, where as Danto reads 

Freud’s exposé as a profound presentation of who they are, stripped of all pretention 

for the viewer in a bold presentation of self.  

Cynthia Freeland is wrong to exclude Lucian Freud from her canon of portraiture on 

the basis that he objectifies his sitters by paying as much attention to their body as to 

their face.  By including ‘figurative’ images within a discussion of portraiture it is 

hoped to avoid the narrow track of classifying and categorizing portraiture into a 

prescriptive genre.  Artists like Lucian Freud or Philip Pearlstein paint pictures 

which could be considered either figurative images or portraits depending on the 

definition of portraiture used as well as how the viewer reads the content of their 

images relative to the process of their execution.  For example, both Lucian Freud 

and Philip Pearlstein work through processes, which involve hundreds of hours with 

                                                
44 FREELAND, C. A. 2007. Portraits in Painting and Photography. Philosophical Studies, 15.  99 

45 FREELAND, C. A. 2010e. Intimacy. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press.  202 

46 DANTO, A. 1994. Art:  Lucian Freud. The Nation. New York: United States of America: The Nation 

Company.  104 
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particular models and sitters to produce one picture.  On the other hand, both artists 

have titled their paintings and studies in a way that does not reference the specific 

identity of the sitter but refers to some general quality such as Freud’s Man in a Blue 

Shirt (1965) (Figure 4) or Pearlstein’s Model with Rooster and Deer (1993) (Figure 

5).  Despite the title, the process of making their paintings involves extensive study 

of each individual aspect of the sitter, from head to toe and their unique effect on the 

space around them.  

 

Figure 4. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011).   

Man with a Blue Shirt, 1965   

Oil on Canvas, 60 x 60cm 

Private Collection 

 

 

Figure 5. Philip Pearlstein (b. 1924) 

Model with rooster and deer, 1993 

Oil on canvas 

122.5 x 152.5cm 
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Cynthia Freeland has argued that the importance Freud has placed on the sitter’s 

body rather than concentrating on the sitter’s face constitutes an objectification: 

He has commented, for example, that ‘I used to leave the face until last.  I wanted 
the expression to be in the body.  The head must be just another limb.  So I had to 
play down expression in the nudes.’  Few people would want to be depicted with 
their heads treated as ‘just another limb’.  There is something chilling about the idea 
– it implies that my face and its precious sensory organs and expressive potentials, 
along with my personal feelings, are being ignored or disregarded.47  

 
Freeland argues that this disregards the individuality of the sitter, which she locates 

in the face and that Freud objectifies the sitter by emphasizing the body – an attribute 

that Freeland suggest generalizes the sitter’s individuality and uses this as a rationale 

to denying Freud’s paintings inclusion into the genre of portraiture.48  Freeland’s 

judgment also shows her own prejudices against the body, which Freud celebrates as 

a highly individualizing thing.  Rejecting Freud’s paintings in the canon of 

portraiture on this basis amounts to censorship of an oeuvre that has made significant 

contributions to the representation of the body in late twentieth-century art.  

Freeland’s judgment here comes from her dualistic account of the self, in which the 

mind or subject is located in the head, as a reflective site loaded with individuality 

and the locus of self.  She explains elsewhere in her book “People’s bodies and 

especially their faces offer us an entryway into their ongoing internal lives.”49   

Another problematic scenario of selves represented is the case of photographic 

surveillance used by states to regulate the behaviour of their populations.  John Tagg 

has documented the demise of portrait paintings as coinciding with the 

democratization of photography in the 19th Century, ultimately leading to a culture 

of surveillance.  The portrait ceased to become a luxury for the rich, but became an 

                                                
47 FREELAND, C. A. 2010g. Portraits and persons:  a philosophical inquiry, Oxford ; New York, Oxford 

University Press.  201-202 

48 FREELAND, C. A. 2010e. Intimacy. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press.  203 

49 FREELAND, C. A. 2010g. Portraits and persons:  a philosophical inquiry, Oxford ; New York, Oxford 

University Press. 157 
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intrusion against the poor.50  The portrait’s association with identification continues 

to be part of its aesthetic, along with its own relation of power.  This is a state 

sanctioned objectification. This form objectification is concerned more with identity 

than it is with self, as it concerns itself more primarily with the physical markers of 

an individual’s sameness or permanence as recordable and accountable to a larger 

state apparatus.  It is materialist and relies on an archive of an individual’s body 

rather than their mind or social relations.    

Contemporary Portraiture: Responses to the Ideology of the Portrait 

Artists in the late twentieth-century used the ideas of these theorists to question, 

critique and expose the ambiguities that these dualities cause ultimately leading to 

what Martin and Barresi refer to as a “fragmented” or “Decentered Self”.51  Freeland 

refers to artists who explore the “disappeared self”, such as Andy Warhol whose 

portraits show the pure flat surface of the subject consciously avoiding any “inner 

self”.  According to Freeland in this paradigm of the self artists reduce the self to 

nothing.  In the self portraits of Yasumasa Morimura and Cindy Sherman both artists 

replace their own self for a disguise, where as Tracey Emin shows all of her inner 

self as if dumping a load of trash into an art gallery – both significant and 

insignificant details appear simultaneously leaving the viewer unable to detect any 

emphasis or nuance about Emin’s character.52   

Cynthia Freeland, author of Portraits and Persons (2010), has explained that many 

contemporary attempts at portraiture fail because they show too much or too little of 

the subject they are trying to portray. 53  Works by Andy Warhol show the surface of 

the face without any semblance of an inner self, where as Tracey Emin aims to show 

                                                
50 TAGG, J. 1988. A Democracy of the Image:  Photographic Portraiture and Commodity Production. The 

Burden of Representation:  Essays on Photographies and Histories. Amherst: University of Massachussetts Press.  

58-9 

51 MARTIN, R. & BARRESI, J. 2006. The Rise and Fall of Soul and Self:  An Intellectual History of Personal 

Identity, New York, Columbia University Press.  255 

52 FREELAND, C. A. 2010d. The Fallen Self. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press.  269 

53 FREELAND, C. A. 2010f. Introduction. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New York: 

Oxford University Press. 
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only the inner self.  For these reasons Freeland states that neither Warhol’s nor 

Emin’s works are truly portraits.54   

Among other fragmented selves, Freeland wrote toward Marc Quinn’s genetic 

portrait of British Biologist Sir John Sulston, claiming that it was not a portrait given 

that it is unrecognizable to the viewer.  In claiming this, Freeland is ignoring 

developments in contemporary aesthetics that Quinn’s work responds to – 

specifically in relational to the developments of conceptual, minimalist and 

twentieth-century abstraction: 

I defend my denial, even so, by referring back to my definition of what a portrait is: 
it is an image that presents a recognizably distinct individual who has emotional or 
conscious states, and who is able to participate in the creative process by posing.55  

 
Freeland’s point on recognizability rests on shaky ground.  Visual language is 

culturally conditioned all visual language requires equipped and skilled readers to 

fully unpack the meaning of messages encoded from those visual languages.  Here 

Freeland takes issue with the recognizability of a portrait such as Quinn’s and 

viewing Quinn’s image makes it clear why.  Quinn’s portrait Sir John Edward 

Sulston (2001) (Figure 6) is not a recognizable or readable image of the subject if 

read by someone who could read DNA in this way and who knew the DNA.  In short 

if expertise are required to read the information in the work then it cannot be a 

portrait.  Taking Freeland’s point to its logical conclusion would strip portraiture of 

any potential for connoisseurship, if the image were to appeal to democratized tastes 

of the ‘every man’.  This view, as shall be shown later in the chapter is a persistent 

cause of the crisis of portraiture as mismatched between the portraiture and 

contemporary ideas of self.    

                                                
54 FREELAND, C. A. 2010d. The Fallen Self. Portraits and persons a philosophical inquiry. Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press.  269 

55 Ibid.  284 
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Figure 6. Sir John Edward Sulston, 2001 

By Marc Quinn 

Sample of sitter's DNA in agar jelly mounted in stainless steel.   

127 mm x 85 mm 

Commissioned with support from the Wellcome Trust, 2001 

 

This is the logic that Freeland disputes when she says that it is insufficient that 

experts be able to read the image but anyone should be able to read the image.  She 

states “identification through laboratory processes is not the same thing as 

recognition (original emphasis).”56  However no reason is given as to why but the 

point makes a kind of intuitive sense.  Sir John Sulston taken as an image is an 

abstract composition of a trace element of the subject’s own body, encased in agar 

jelly and framed, in a formalization of the language of the readymade using 

relatively recent ideology of the self as materially located in DNA, and a 

contemporary application of the readymade and conceptual art.   

The other danger in being overly prescriptive toward portraiture is that it constrains 

portraiture in an ideal and does not allow the artform to grow with the needs and 

representational modes of contemporary practitioners and institutions.     

The view held by Freeland is the type of view, portraiture must be recognizable to 

most people, that has been consistently challenged by National level portraiture 

institutions such as the National Portrait Gallery in Australia and in London. Andrew 

Sayers in his exhibition Open Air:  Portraits in the landcape in 2008 at the National 

Portrait Gallery of Australia exhibited works of art in which the landscape is a locus 

for the subject’s self rather than a ground upon which the self manifests.  Sayers 

                                                
56 Ibid.  285 
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points to Indigenous Australian Art where the landscape and country are a central to 

Aboriginal identity.57   

The lack of figural information in a work of art does not discount it from the genre of 

portraiture, according to Sayers but instead builds on the late modern conception of 

abstraction as a representation of “the human drama”.58  Sayers cites the 

contributions of artists such as Mark Rothko who turned to abstraction to find a new 

visual language with which human experience can be represented and lists 

Australian abstractionists such Tony Tuckson as examples of this lineage.  

Michael Desmond’s 2006 exhibition Truth and Likeness at the National Portrait 

Gallery of Australia also questioned the importance of mimetic likeness in 

portraiture.59  By showing eight painters whose work ranges from mimetic towards 

abstract expressionist languages, Desmond has written that his exhibition: 

[C]onsiders the essential dilemma in portrait making – how to record the visible 
outer surface and provide an insight into the character of the sitter – and asks if truth 
in portraiture exclusively implies a mimetic approach.60  
 

Like Timothy Chappell’s open approach to defining personhood, curators at the 

National Portrait Gallery in London accept Marc Quinn’s portraits into their 

collection and so appear to have a more open definition of portraiture to Freeland.  A 

helpful piece of evidence is the backing of England’s National Portrait Gallery 

(NPG) in commissioning Sir John Sulston.  Sarah Howgate, Curator of 

Contemporary Portraits and Sandy Nairne, Director at the NPG in London have also 

written to ward’s Marc Quinn stating that the artist’s work “irrevocably changed the 

way portraiture, figuration and the body came to be understood and represented in 

art.”61  If it is true that an artist can change the way portraiture, figuration and the 

                                                
57 SAYERS, A. 2008. Open Air: Portraits in the landscape.  Canberra, National Portrait Gallery. 5 

58 Ibid. 4 

59 DESMOND, M. 2006.  Is the truth of portraiture vested exclusively in likeness?  Portrait, 21. 

http://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/21/is-the-truth-of-portraiture-vested-exclusively-in-likeness (accessed 

August 16, 2015). 

60 Ibid. 

61 HOWGATE, S. & NAIRNE, S. 2013. 21st Century Portraits, London, National Portrait Gallery Publications.  

204 
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body can be represented in art then Freeland’s static view of portraiture shows itself 

to relate to particular codes of representation rather than representation as a whole.  

In other words, portraiture can respond to the aesthetic nuances of the day and 

therefore to chart the relationship between portraiture and contemporary notions of 

the self it is necessary to keep an inclusive attitude to the shifts in representational 

forms of art.  It is clear from Freeland’s discussion of portraiture that she preferences 

pictorial or objective portraiture over and above abstraction and conceptual 

portraiture.  Sir John Sulston is a clear example of conceptual art.  The choice of 

material reflects the concept of the subject as a biologist and uses the language of 

biology, an organism’s blueprint through DNA, to represent them.     

Quinn’s art uses abject materials and thus in a material sense presents the body to the 

viewer.  Quinn’s use of material, DNA, blood and placenta links his work to the 

contemporary notion of abject art, based on the writings of prominent art critic and 

psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva, in which artists using bodily substances as materials as 

well as taboo subject matter can confront issues of self and existence that are 

difficult to verbalize.  By referring specifically to the body’s own materiality and 

grotesquery, abject art questions essences of self located in any transcendental or 

rational plane of existence.62  It is in fact more surprising that Freeland did not reject 

Quinn’s portraiture on the basis of its connections to the abject which seem to also 

lie behind her rejection of Lucian Freud’s naked portraits specifically when she 

describes his portrait of Sue Tilley as objectifying on the basis that she is fat and 

ugly.  In fact Freud’s portraits are notoriously unflattering and a close reading of 

Freeland leads one to believe that a portrait must be dignifying to the sitter.  A 

property of portraiture that she never explicates but is nevertheless in her arguments 

on objectification as well as the value of the subject’s agency in posing – both 

factors are oppositional to the abject.  

                                                                                                                                     
The authors in this instance refer to a work titled Self (1991)  (Figure X), which is a bust of the artist cast from 

five pints of the artist’s blood and frozen. The work is presented in a refrigerated case to maintain the structure of 

the frozen bust. 

62 HEARTNEY, E. 2008. Art & Today, London and New York, Phaidon Press 194 for a discussion of the abject 

in Julia Kristeva see KRISTEVA, J. 1982. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, New York, Columbia 

University Press.Kristeva describes the abject as that which is jettisoned or banished from the self.  “A certain 

“ego” that merged with its master, a superego, has flatly driven it away.” 2 
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Art using abject materiality links aesthetically to the readymade but also to 

abstraction and there are many artists who work in abstraction whose work is 

accepted as portraiture.  Post-minimalist artists like Dani Marti and Felix Gonzalez 

Torres use the visual language of minimalist abstraction as a means to represent their 

portrait subject through their materials, rather than through an optical mimesis.  

Spanish born and Sydney-based artist Dani Marti produces abstract portrait 

tapestries alongside a practice of video portraits.  George (2001) (Figure 7) 

comprises yellow fabric weaves draped over canvas supports.  Yellow because the 

subject’s favourite colour was yellow.  In the catalogue from exhibition Strange 

Cargo:  Contemporary Art As A State of Encounter toured by Newcastle Regional 

Art Gallery from 2006-8 Lisa Slade writes of these works: 

In the plaiting and weaving of synthetic fibres we search for evidence of George and 
are reminded of how often we associate those nearest and dearest with their 
clothing, its texture and scent.63  

 

 

Figure 7. Dani Marti (b. 1963) 

George (2001) 

Polypropylene, nylon and polyester on wood, 

200 x 610 x 8 cm 

 

In this sense these abstract portraits are figurative as much as they are abstract 

because of the representational nature of portraiture, although their visual and 

material languages are not commonplace to the field of art.  Marti’s tapestries are 

                                                
63 SLADE, L. 2006. Catalogue of Works:  Dani Marti. In: SLADE, L. (ed.) Strange Cargo:  Contemporary Art 

as a State of Encounter. Newcastle, NSW: Newcastle Regional Art Gallery.   
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particularly relevant here because of the simultaneously abstract yet representational 

nature – visual elements that are often described in opposition, a misunderstanding 

that works such as these seem to correct.  Marti’s post-minimal aesthetic is 

reminiscent of another post-minimal artist, Felix Gonzalez-Torres whose portraits 

share Marti’s relationship between abstraction and figuration.  His “candy portraits” 

as they are referred to by Guggenheim curator Nancy Spector, involved the artist 

portraying his subjects by choosing a specific kind of candy, sometimes the subject’s 

favourite candy, and supplying enough of that candy to the exhibiting gallery to 

ensure that at all times the pile of candy would equal an ideal weight of, the weight 

of the portrait’s subject.64  Untitled (Portrait of Marcel Brient) (1992) (Figure 8) 

shows an installation shot of a pile of candies representing the subject at the 

subject’s actual weight of 90 kilograms.  Viewers were invited to “eat” the subject, 

incorporating some of the subject’s own body into theirs.  By sharing a flavour 

familiar to the subject the audience member or participant shares a sensation with the 

depicted subject, a process of common experience.   

 

 

Figure 8. Felix Gonzalez-Torres (1957-1996) 

Untitled (Portrait of Marcel Brient), 

Candies, individually wrapped in light-blue cellophane (endless supply). 

Philips de Pury 

 

Abstraction is a form through which the portrait composition can be interrogated and 

questioned to inform a portrait practice on the poetics of portraiture.  Milena 

                                                
64 SPECTOR, N. 1995. Feliz Gonzalez-Torres, NY, New York, Guggenheim Museum.  147 
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Dragicevic’s images from her Supplicant series appear to be abstract forms initially 

but closer inspection reveals that what appears to be abstract is in fact the trace 

fragment of a figure.65  Supplicant -0107 (2012) (Figure 9) appears as an abstract 

form floating in a space however after the initial viewing the form appears to take on 

a familiar shape and is recognized as part of an image of a head, revealing to the 

viewer enough information to decode the form that of a woman’s hair.  The lines 

towards the lower right of the picture plane give away the texture of hair and the 

negative shape just left of the centre of the picture denotes the occlusion of the form 

by an ear.   

 

Figure 9. Milena Dragicevic (b. 1965) 

Supplicant -0107, 2011 

Oil on linen  

61 x 51 cm 

Collection of the National Portrait Gallery, London.  

 

While Howgate and Nairne point out that Dragicevic has consistently claimed that 

her paintings are not portraiture, the authors have nevertheless included the artist in 

the National Portrait Gallery’s recent survey of 21st century portraiture, indicating an 

                                                
65 HOWGATE, S. & NAIRNE, S. 2013. 21st Century Portraits, London, National Portrait Gallery Publications.  

217 
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importance that they see, within a national portrait institution, of the artist’s 

contribution to portrait practice and theory.66    

Quinn, Marti, Gonzalez-Torres and Dragicevic are each a case against the idea that 

portraiture should, as Freeland suggests be widely recognizable because each of 

these artists engages with a different representative language including material 

specificity, concept, installation, readymade, and abstract form, with most of these 

artists engaging in a combination of these formal languages.  What this shows is that 

even though works considered to be abstract, like those of Dani Marti’s for example, 

actually represent particular individuals in ways other than pictorial mimesis but by 

using tactile and minimalist colours to evoke a sense of the person they represent.    

Contemporary Shifts Driving Aesthetics 
In line with the dissolution of self, disciplines of art have dissolved leaving the very 

idea of art as confused and directionless.  To help contextualize the diverse forms of 

portraiture outlined above, an explanation of the contemporary aesthetic paradigm in 

which artists find themselves today will help to illustrate the gap between portraiture 

and contemporary art.   

In today’s contemporary art climate, there is no overarching means to reading a work 

of art.  Numerous critics, curators and art historians have described contemporary art 

as a kind of art characterized by relativism and diversity of artistic forms and 

content.  As Johanna Burton from New York’s Whitney Museum has indicated, 

contemporary art:  

[S]eems of late, to operate in two contradictory ways:  as a “category” so pluralist 
and wide reaching in its vicissitudes and effects that it would seem all-encompassing 
and as a newly secured “institutional object,” recognized as particular (or at least 
pervasive) enough to be jockeying for legitimacy within the field of art history.”67   
  

Burton’s assessment is that the –ism of contemporary art is relativism.  Burton 

highlights a relativism which appears to lack an overall coherence but this 

characteristic is particular to the art being made today and can be argued to 

constitute a movement in art or –ism of the contemporary.    

                                                
66 Ibid.  217 

67 BURTON, J. 2009. A Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary’: 32 Responses. October, 130, 22-4.22 
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Unlike modernism there is no longer any overarching belief system that unifies the 

kind of art being made today.  Juliane Rebentisch’s remark that “the unity of the 

field of art has dissolved” is followed up by others that the main ingredient of the 

modernist character - the grand narrative - has been left behind and replaced by what 

Jaleh Mansoor referred to as “Self legitimizing micro-perspectives”.68 This climate 

has left art with nothing to aspire to.  With grand narratives and the problem of a 

modernist vision of history and progress the very idea of art as a persistent and 

historically verifiable construct has led respondents like Kelly Baum to report: “art is 

now defined by its disidentification with the discipline of art.”69  Rebentisch 

confirmed by stating “the unity of the field of art has dissolved”.70    

As a consequence to lack of overall vision, the art market has risen to dominate and 

conglomerates of collectors trade artworks as if they were any other asset class 

stripping art of its aesthetic value and replacing it with dollar value.    The “excessive 

art market” described above has had a number of influences on contemporary art, 

with an important one being the reduction of art criticism and connoisseurship as the 

auction house prices have meant that art can be appreciated on it’s dollar value 

alone.  This is a condition, which Siona Wilson has suggested has led the critic to 

seek refuge in university environments as a “professor of contemporary art” 

contributing to an “art education bubble”.71  Without a coherent measure for an 

artwork’s success beyond it’s dollar value it is no surprise that contemporary art has 

been described as heterogeneous, diverse and without a coherent style.     

Diversity is also central to the ideological basis of contemporary art.  Kelly Baum 

states that the diversity in the forms of contemporary art is not just a question of 

form but is also contemporary art’s “subject as well."72  Baum’s reasoning for this 

characteristic of form and content being so diverse is that it is a broader condition of 

contemporary society as, “Social and political relations on a whole have succumbed 

to complexity, heterogeneity, and disaggregation.”73     

                                                
68 REBENTISCH, J. Ibid., 100-103.100 and MANSOOR, J. Ibid., 104-6.  105 

69 BAUM, K. Ibid., 91-96.  95 

70 REBENTISCH, J. Ibid., 100-103.  100 

71 WILSON, S. Ibid., 107-8.  107 

72 BAUM, K. Ibid., 91-96.  93 

73 Ibid.  92 
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Moving Target Syndrome 

In some ways the contemporary defies definition because contemporary-ism 

continues to play out through a constantly unfolding network of stakeholders 

identified by Yates McKee as: 

[A] complex network of actors – artists, critics, historians, curators, grant-writers, 
journalists, collectors, arts administrators, governmental agencies, non-
governmental organizations, universities, private donor foundations, audience 
members and indeed artworks themselves – all making claims on the limits and 
criteria of the arena in question with varying degrees of influence, prestige, and 
outright control.74 

 

Pamela Lee has emphasized the difficulty in defining contemporary art in what she 

has referred to as a “moving target syndrome.”75  Within this set of conditions are 

social and global forces including capitalism, globalization and the architectures and 

strategies of modernism each of which shift in various ways in relation to each other 

producing the kind of artworld described.  Smith has explained, “each is changing 

before our eyes” which means that if one of the conditions is influencing 

contemporary art in a certain way, the character of contemporary art is likely to shift 

if that condition also shifts in some way.     

Thierry de Duve has referred to this relativism as an aesthetic system called Art-in-

General.  The Art-in General System is characterized by the mantra that anything 

can be turned into a work of art and hence anyone can be an artist.  De Duve 

differentiates this from the Beaux-Arts System that dominated France in the 18th and 

19th Centuries, which was characterized as a hierarchical system of fine arts as 

differentiated from the decorative arts.  Historically, Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain 

(1917) (Figure 10) has been cited as the moment in art when ‘anything and 

everything could be art’ and when anybody could be an artist.  De Duve describes a 

set of conditions that emerged after the fall of the Beaux Arts System in 1888 and 

the democratization of art with independent art societies in Paris and then New York 

as laying the institutional foundations for a relativistic Art-in-General System.76 

                                                
74 MCKEE, Y. Ibid., 64-73.  65 

75 LEE, P. M. Ibid., 25-7.  26 

76 DE DUVE, T. 2014a. The Invention of Non-Art:  A History. Artforum International, 52, 192-199.  194 
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Figure 10. Marcel Duchamp (1887 - 1868) 

Fountain, 1917 

Readymade urinal 

Photograph by Alfred Stieglitz 

Tate, London. 

 

Since the 1960s the legacy of Duchamp has been taken up by younger artists and 

used as a precedent for hybridized conceptualist art practices where the traditions of 

discipline and material craft have given way.77 

De Duve’s arguments around Duchamp and his influence on future generations of 

artists are explored further in Chapter 7 How Painting: Finishing portraiture, which 

discusses the historical context of Duchamp’s work against a broader trend in 

artworld history dating back into the mid-19th century.  It is not my intention to 

preempt that discussion here however it is worth emphasizing that Duchamp’s 

response to the artworld conditions of the late 19th Century in France and early 20th 

Century in America is a pivotal point in shaping the artworld since at least 1968 – or 

as de Duve argues: 

By the mid ’60s, virtually all significant young artists on both sides of the Atlantic, 
South America included, had their eyes on Duchamp or were under his spell.78 

                                                
77 DE DUVE, T. 2013. Pardon My French. Artforum International, 52, 246-253. 

78 DE DUVE, T. 2013. Pardon My French. Artforum International, 52, 246-253. 
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Why the Ideology of the Portrait Remains So Strong 
The means by which portraiture institutions operate ensures that portraiture 

continues to be defined by the terms that were set at the founding of these influential 

institutions.  Post-modern culture is not the only reason for the cross-pollination of 

portraiture as art with portraiture as non-art as well as the blurring of portraiture of 

art with the broader machinations of the artworld.  Art institutions such as portrait 

galleries as well as reputable and celebrated art prizes perpetuate forms of portraiture 

that are reflect their institutional origins.   

The development of the National Portrait Gallery in London in 1856 suggests a 

response to the democratization of portraiture through photography.  Just seventeen 

years after Louis Daguerre demonstrated his new invention of the camera, Britain 

opened a National Portrait Gallery whose mission was to show the public:   

[T]he features of those who have done things which are worthy of our admiration, 
and whose examples we are more induced to imitate when they are brought before 
us in the visible and tangible shape of portraits.79   

 

The timing of Britain’s National Portrait Gallery during the advent of photography 

signals a desire to preserve a tradition under threat. 

Australia’s National Portrait Gallery has listed in its 2011-2014 strategic plan that it 

will “develop and maintain a representative collection of high quality portraits of 

subjects who have made a major impact upon Australia.” in order to meet the 

institutions purpose, which is “to increase the understanding and appreciation of the 

Australian people – their identity, history, culture, creativity and diversity – through 

portraiture.”80  As a result, the Australian NPG collection is collection of pictures of 

people who have an historical and nationalistic significance as leaders or 

recognisable celebrity.  This perpetuates a specific a specific ideology toward which 

people should be represented and which people shouldn’t and places an emphasis on 

the portrait as a social or historical document.  

Portrait Galleries and portrait prizes leave portraiture in a problematic relationship to 

contemporary aesthetics by incentivising portrait practices, which are alienated from 

                                                
79 British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston quoted from a speech in Parliament by  GRAHAM-DIXON, A. 2013. 

Foreword. In: GALLERY, N. P. (ed.) 21st Century Portraits. London: National Portrait Gallery Publications.  7 

80 http://www.portrait.gov.au/site/Vision_Statement.php accessed on May 2, 2014 



 31 

contemporary art practice.  While three of the works placed on display at the 

National Portrait Gallery, were originally winners many more were finalists of 

Australia’s most prestigious painted portraiture award – the Archibald Prize.  The 

Archibald, which in 2014 was valued at $75,000 to the winning painting mixes the 

portrait as social document with the portrait as art.  Hosted by the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales, the Archibald is located within the institutional context of fine art 

– specifically, painting.  However its terms and conditions make it a social document 

in that the subjects must be a living Australian resident who is distinguished in either 

the arts, sciences or letters.81  Recent winners of the Archibald Prize that have since 

found their way into the NPG collection include Guy Maestri’s painting of singer-

songwriter Gurrumul Yunupingu (2009) (Figure 11) and Cherry Hood’s Simon 

Tedeschi Unplugged (2002) (Figure 12).    

 

Figure 11. Guy Maestri (b. 1974) 

Geoffrey Gurrumul Yunupingu, 2009 

Oil on linen, 200 x 168cm 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra 

 

                                                
81 Archibald Prize Terms and Conditions on the Art Gallery of New South Wales website  

https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/enter/ accessed February 20, 2015 
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Figure 12. Cherry Hood (b. 1950) 

Simon Tedeschi unplugged, 2002 

Watercolour on canvas (189 x 300 cm) 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra 

 

These institutional incentives attract artists who work across several painting genres 

and whose approach to portraiture is not particularly considered beyond achieving a 

photographic or expressionistic likeness of the sitter.  Being both a painting and a 

portraiture prize means that painters can produce and enter a portrait even if their 

broader practices aren’t particularly concerned with portraiture.  Jason Benjamin (see 

Figure 13) is one example who appears to only produce portraits for inclusion in 

portrait prizes such as these.  Benjamin’s realistic portraits are painted in the same 

exacted manner as his landscapes and still-lifes which make up the breadth of his 

oeuvre.  His preoccupation with forms other than the portrait has not impeded his 

success in the Archibald which has so far includes being exhibited among the 

finalists of three Archibald prizes and having won the packing room prize,  (a 

parallel prize judged by the staff in the packing room of the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales) in 2005 for his painting of Australian actor Bill Hunter.82   

                                                
82 AGNSW. 2005. Winner: Packing Room Prize 2005 [Online]. Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales.  

[Accessed March 11 2015]. 
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Figure 13. Jason Benjamin (b. 1971) 

All the corridors, all the measuring of truth (Tony Abbott), 2005 

Oil on canvas 

 

The Doug Moran National Portrait Prize is another example.  This prize offers 

double the Archibald in winnings at $150,000 to the best portrait painting.  The 

major difference, however, between the Moran Prize and the Archibald Prize is that 

the subject is not required to be a distinguished person in arts sciences or letters but 

can be any Australian individual. 

Portrait prizes in Australia are the most prestigious and valuable awards for an artist 

to win. For the Moran Prize in 2006, Jason Benjamin could have submitted a portrait 

of someone non-distinguished, however he chose to submit a portrayal of the then 

Federal Health Minister and now Prime Minister, Tony Abbott (Figure 13).  If the 

Moran Prize rejected Benjamin his painting would still have had value to other 

prizes, such as the Archibald in which eligibility is restricted to works with a 

‘distinguished’ subject.  Also the subject of Benjamin’s Moran finalist in 2006 

became Prime Minister in 2013, which now, qualifies for collection of the National 

Portrait Gallery of Australia. 

These prizes are networked along a yearly calendar in such a way that artists only 

need to produce one portrait a year to compete in most of them.  While Benjamin has 

been singled out here he has been so because he exemplifies the condition of an artist 

who enters portrait prizes despite their lack of overall portrait production relative to 

other the rest of their oeuvre.  In addition, Benjamin’s entry of the portrait of a well-

known parliamentarian, which would have accepted a portrait of a non-distinguished 

individual, can illustrate a possible path to maximize an artist’s effectiveness within 

a given studio year.  To organize a time with someone as prestigious as the Federal 
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Health Minister for a portrait sitting was not necessary to enter the Moran Prize but 

ensured that the portrait will have ongoing relevance in other areas of the portraiture 

network within Australia irrespective of its appeal as a work of fine art.    

Jason Benjamin’s oeuvre contains only a minor production of portraiture however he 

has had ongoing successes within the infrastructure of portraiture in Australia.  The 

attraction of non-portrait artists to the Archibald and Moran Prizes can be read as an 

ongoing influence of portraiture within the context of fine art today, particularly if it 

attracts entries from artists specializing in other fields.  Previous winners of the 

Archibald who don’t focus on portraiture as a central concern include the 

predominantly landscape focussed Tim Storrier (2012) and Guy Maestri (2009), as 

well as the surrealistic painter Sam Leach (2010) who won the Wynne Prize for 

Landscape in the same year he won the Archibald.  These can be compared to 

winners like Cherry Hood (2002) and Ben Quilty (2011) to whom portraiture is an 

ongoing concern of much of their work.    

The attraction of non-portrait artists to the Archibald and Moran Prizes can be read 

as an ongoing influence of portraiture within the context of fine art today, 

particularly if it attracts entries from artists specializing in other fields.  Portrait 

prizes are mainly prizes for paintings.  The fact that artists such as Guy Maestri and 

Sam Leach who win the prize aren’t specialists in portraiture but are all practicing 

painters suggests that these prizes should be considered as prizes for painting rather 

than prizes for portraiture. 

Artists who have a dedicated portrait practice are disadvantaged by the way 

portraiture institutions operate.  David Fairbairn is a useful example of an Australian 

artist whose work centrally focuses on portraiture at the boundary of drawing and 

painting through scheduled intensive sittings with his subjects.  Although Fairbairn 

has never been awarded the Archibald Prize he was exhibited in the exhibitions of 

finalists in 2000, 2002, 2003 and 2012 for a portrait of fellow artist James Barker 

and won the Doug Moran Portrait Prize in 2002.83  Interestingly, however, Fairbairn 

won the Dobell Prize for drawing in 1999 and 2012, which is unsurprising when 

viewing his work.  Fairbairn’s images rest unpeacefully in the demilitarized zone 

between painting and drawing.  His materials include using acrylic and gouache 
                                                
83 PORTER, R. (ed.) 2010. Lineage:  David Fairbairn Selected Portraits 1998 - 2010, Sydney: Campbelltown 

Arts Centre.  59 
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paints as well as ink, pastel and charcoal, which he wields to create energized, linear 

portraits, described by Art Historian Lou Klepac as sharing an affinity with British 

artists Frank Auerbach and Leon Kossoff.84   

The requirement of portrait institutions to reward images of distinguished individuals 

leads to an impoverished form of portraiture.  Fairbairn’s practice echoes the process 

of new realist painters in Britain such as Frank Auerbach, Lucian Freud or in the 

American tradition exemplified by Philip Pearlstein where the artist has a series of 

relationships with long term sitters.  In this way of working the sitter has a regular 

time that they commit to as a weekly, fortnightly or monthly visit for periods of 

months or years while the artist works on of that individual.  Anecdotes from the late 

Lucian Freud remind that in a process that demands so much from the sitter it is 

difficult to attract ‘distinguished’ subjects let alone those that would have ‘had a 

major impact on’ society to devote regular time to sit for the artist.  Freud demanded 

punctuality because, as Geordie Greig wrote in his posthumous biography of the 

artist: 

Such subtleties were crucial to Lucian, and it was also why he never tolerated 
lanterns.  It changed everything:  mood, light, routine and thus the end result.  In 
1997 he had erased the Texan model Jerry Hall from a portrait of her breastfeeding 
her and Mick Jagger’s son Gabriel because she was late once too often.85 
 

Freud has described why in his painting Large Interior, Notting Hill (1998) (Figure 

14) there is a man breast-feeding a child.  American actress Jerry Hall had begun the 

sitting for the picture with her child but had been too unreliable a sitter that Freud 

finished her part of the picture with his assistant Daniel Dawson.86  

                                                
84 KLEPAC, L. 2010. Drawing out the hidden image. In: PORTER, R. (ed.) Lineage:  David Fairbairn Selected 

Portraits 1998 - 2010. Sydney: Campbelltown Arts Centre.  6 

85 GREIG, G. 2013. Breakfast With Lucian:  A Portrait of the Artist, London, Jonathon Cape.  203 

86 Ibid.  203 
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Figure 14. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011) 

Large Interior, (Notting Hill), 1998   

Oil on canvas, 215 x 169cm. 

Fairbairn’s process reflects the same dependence on the presence of the sitter as 

those great realist masters before him.  Fairbairn’s titles are minimalist showing the 

subjects initials and a number indicating that it was the nth picture painted of this 

subject.  For example Fairbairn’s V.H. No.10 (2009) (Figure 15) indicates that this is 

the 10th portrait of V.H.   

Comparing a process like Fairbairn’s with that of (predominantly landscape) artist 

Guy Maestri’s Archibald sitting with Australian musician Geoffrey Gurrumul 

Yunupingu reveals that the Archibald Prize receives a skewed sense of portrait 

practice because it demands a distinguished subject.  According to a report by ABC 

news, “Maestri spent 40 minutes studying Gurrumul's face intently, getting a sense 

of who the man was.”87  In an interview for the Art Gallery of New South Wales 

website, Maestri said, “Portraiture is just a really good, sort of fundamental device at 

getting your hand eye thing happening again”.88  Maestri painted a winning portrait 

                                                
87 ABC. 2009. Yunupingu portrait wins Archibald [Online]. Sydney: Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 

Available: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-03-06/yunupingu-portrait-wins-archibald/1611052 [Accessed 3 

May 2014]. 

88 AGNSW 2009. Archibald.Prize.09. Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
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of a noble, distinguished and well-respected Australian musician but his work does 

not investigate portraiture in a way that reflects an aesthetic of portraiture.  Maestri’s 

picture has since had the honour of being collected by the National Portrait Gallery 

in Canberra. The Archibald Prize and the NPG thus exist in a crossover space 

between the portrait as art and portrait as social document.  These works go on to 

serve as examples of the more successful Australian portraiture.    

 

 

Figure 15. David Fairbairn (b. 1949) 

V.H. No.10, 2009 

mixed media on paper 

76 x 56 cm 

Stella Downer Fine Art 
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2. FINDING A MEANS TO MAKE 
 

Upon further studio investigation, it was clear that the ‘so called’ relativism of 

contemporary art is an illusion that hides a more dominant aesthetic condition.  

Given the modern and contemporary position that anything and everything could be 

art, there was a tension between doing ‘anything’ and doing something that built 

towards new knowledge in the context of Doctoral research.  From these parameters 

this research could not be relativistic, as contemporary art appeared to be.  With the 

literature arguing that contemporary art is relativist, interdisciplinary and diverse, I 

began a series of the initial pilot projects aimed towards interdisciplinary strategies 

of art making.  These looked specifically at ways in which portraiture was used 

outside of an art context.   

While photography has been said, time and again, to have unseated drawing and 

painting as representative media, what emerged from these pilot projects was a 

strong rationale to focus on drawing over and above photography due to a shift in 

visual culture, which has seen digital technology subverting the testimonial power of 

photography.89  Through drawing, the problem of objectification is largely overcome 

by the length of time through which the drawing testifies to the participants’ 

enduring will to pose.  Drawing also emerges as a vehicle through which a more 

dynamic visual engagement can be provided to the viewer than that which is 

accessible through the medium of photography. 

Each aspect of studio practice built on the developments of previous projects within 

this study but also conducted previously.  Pilot projects were designed in such a way 

that they would build on the relevant conceptual and theoretical developments as 

well as skill based developments of previous projects and in developing techniques 

and material handling that would become essential for responding to the aesthetic 

concerns that emerge throughout the research.  Here previous experience in and 

formal training at Masters level provided a practice of drawing in which to anchor 

the research.      

                                                
89 This point is elaborated more fully throughout this chapter. 
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Drawing As Research 

To improve my visual acuity with facial features I worked on an artist in residency 

program which involved producing an identikit of facial features drawn from the 

local population. In 2012 I was artist-in-residence at the Museum of the Riverina in 

Wagga Wagga, New South Wales to conduct a project titled Identify, Identity, 

Identikit (ID3), which used the forensic form of police identikit – a collection of 

facial features used as a means to create a composite picture of potential suspects in 

criminal investigations - as the basis for producing an interactive group portrait of 

the region.   Community members were invited to sit for the project and have their 

eyebrows, eyes, lips or noses drawn and archived for the production of an identikit.   

The two initial projects allowed the drawings to explore representation in an open 

way as a means to identifying some of the key issues of the studio practice.  Before 

being officially accepted into the PhD program I was conducting related activities in 

anticipation of the official notice that the research would be accepted by Charles 

Sturt University.  During that lead time main activities were being seeded so that 

pilot research activities could be in place as early as possible and so that the research 

design would be sufficiently considered to be able to submit ethics applications to 

the relevant bodies in the Faculty of Arts.  Two of those activities included 

proposing an artist-in-residence program with Wagga Wagga’s Museum of the 

Riverina (MoR) and digital photographic experiments with post-produced, altered 

and doctored photography projects.      

ID3 investigated a repressive form of portraiture, one used for state sanctioned 

control over subjects – an identikit.  I proposed to the Museum of the Riverina that I 

would be present in the Museum’s Historic Council Chambers in the centre of town 

in Wagga Wagga every Saturday for three-months and invite members of the public 

to sit while I draw individual facial features as a means to investigating the idea of 

an identikit – a form of police forensic identification an identikit is traditionally 

made out of isolated images of body parts – nose, eyes etc to produce composite 

images that correspond to a witness’s description of a suspected criminal.  The 

choice of making an identikit was a conceptual structure to build a manual of body 

parts that could be used to build later works.  Artist manuals have been an important 

aspect of studio production since the sixteenth century, as both private manuals for 
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use in the studio, as well as published manuals to be bought and sold to other artists 

for use in their studios.90 

Interested in the use of portraiture’s repressive potential as outlined by Allan Sekula 

I collected facial features by drawing them from life, to make an identikit of the 

region, which could act as a localized portrait of the region from a database of 

fragments.  Allan Sekula has argued that from the same year that Daguerre 

demonstrated his camera in 1839, branches of the British police had begun to look to 

photography as a means to record information about unidentifiable vagrants, the 

homeless, and other offenders.91  Sekula argues that by the 1860s photographic 

documentation of prisoners was common.92  At this time with the establishment of a 

National Portrait Gallery and the application of photography in law enforcement and 

surveillance, portraiture had become “a system of representation capable of 

functioning both honorifically and repressively”.93      

The particular connection between photography and surveillance encouraged me to 

abandon photography for participants in my research for two reasons – the time it 

takes to take a photograph is so instantaneous that they would not have the 

opportunity to reconsider their involvement throughout the process, drawing on the 

other hand takes time and should they choose to leave the sitting at any moment they 

would be safe in the knowledge that their involvement was only limited and there is 

no documentary evidence of their participation in the project, nor could it have been 

the case that their image had been quickly taken without their knowledge.   

The second reason was that photography could potentially deter subjects from 

participating.  I predicted that members of the public who might want to participate 

in artistic research but who may be deterred by flashing lights or having a 

complicated array of photographic studio equipment pointed at them could well be 

put off by such a mechanized process.  Drawing with pencil, however required little 

equipment, only a pencil, paper and approximately seven minutes.   

                                                
90 PETHERBRIDGE, D. 2010. The Primacy of Drawing, New Haven and London, Yale University Press. 234 

91 SEKULA, A. 1986. The Body and the Archive. October, 39, 3-64.  5 

92 Ibid.  5 

93 Ibid.  6 
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The residency ensured that at the very least, the process of drawing facial features 

would help to train myself further in seeing and reading facial features as well as 

develop further skills in life drawing.  The concept of comparative anatomy 

drawings has a didactic relationship to ideas of research in that it is a process of 

collecting data albeit through the non-objective filter of the drawer’s interpretation 

and proficiency in drawing practice.  Also when viewing the drawings of ears 

chronologically from the start of the residency to the end of the residency is there is 

a demonstrable increase in skill both in ability to draw but more specifically, the 

ability to draw ears – the experience of looking at that kind of form and notice the 

individual subtleties of people’s ears.      

This project took the forensic form of the police Identikit as its conceptual structure.   

On the days that I was not present at the Museum of the Riverina, I was working on 

a project concerned with the beautification of figures within photography through the 

use of Photoshop.  With the structure and reliability of ID3 in place, it afforded me 

to follow other avenues of experimentation, particularly with retouching digital 

photography.  These projects were designed to begin a process of critical dialogue 

between studio practice and the theory of portraiture and figurative images.  Each 

aspect of the early studio experimentation considered the role and function that 

images of people serve in wider society.  Two salient forms of images were civil 

identification designed to inform about particular identifying features of a persons 

material self and the use of images of people in advertising designed to provoke the 

viewers’ imaginations and desires so that they will be influenced to purchase the 

product being advertised.   While ID3 would pursue a repressive avenue of 

portraiture; a study into digital photographic retouching, particularly towards 

beautifying and idealizing depicted subjects would explore Sekula’s honorific aspect 

of portrayal – a beautified or idealized image that relates to the production of desire 

in advertising and similarly connotes a relationship to flattery in the antiquated 

notion of the portrait artist producing a beautiful rendition of the sitter.      

The initial aim of the ID3 was to produce drawings to collect a series of forensic 

specimens, however the residency would also act as a strategy of data collection.  In 

addition, the residency ensured that the process of drawing facial features would help 

to train myself further in seeing and reading facial features as well as producing an 

amount of facial data that could be used as material in later studio projects. The 
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concept of comparative anatomy drawings has a didactic relationship to ideas of 

research in that it is a process of collecting data albeit through the non-objective 

filter of the drawer’s interpretation and proficiency in drawing practice.   

This project built on a previous and similar residency, which had proved successful 

as a contemporary model of comparative anatomy drawing.  In 2010 I was granted a 

subsidized studio space for three-months in Sydney’s Fraser Studios to conduct a 

comparative anatomy project titled AuralDynamics.  This involved life drawn 

comparative anatomy studies of people’s ears that visited the studio space – resulting 

in an archive of 153 ears.  When viewing the drawings of ears chronologically from 

the start of the residency to the end of the residency there is a demonstrable increase 

in quality across the drawings, which is due to an improvement in understanding the 

anatomy of the ear and greater skill development in articulating what I could see.  

From this previous experience, drawing was seen as a vital method of familiarizing 

myself with human anatomy.     

There is a long history of the importance of drawing as means of seeing, recording, 

and distilling information in a qualitative framework comparable to writing.  This 

history is not restricted to fine art but used in the sciences as well, albeit mostly now 

replaced with photography.  Art historian and artist Deanna Petherbridge has 

described the traditional role of drawing as: 

[C]onceived of as a way of learning about past and present art, about recording the 
everyday world and achieving control of processes of representation as well as 
perfecting the conduit between hand and imagination through practice.94 
 

British artist David Hockney’s approach to research is influential to this study, not 

for its art historical significance, as Barbara Bolt has argued but rather for his 

research into strategies for making images.95  Barbara Bolt uses David Hockney’s art 

historical research into Renaissance art as a field of research made through practice.  

While Hockney’s research in this field is important, as will be discussed later in the 

Chapter, it is art historical research and not research into practice as Bolt claims.  For 

visual art practice, Hockney has had more substantial contributions as will be 

discussed further on in this chapter, however Bolt’s claim is a misinterpretation of 

                                                
94 PETHERBRIDGE, D. 2010. The Primacy of Drawing, New Haven and London, Yale University Press. 210 

95 BOLT, B. 2007. The Magic is In the Handling. In: BARRETT, E. & BOLT, B. (eds.) Practice As Research:  

Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry. New York: I. B. Tauris.  27-33   
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Hockney’s research which is an argument to extend the field of art history in so far 

as his book is a collection of arguments set to reinterpret historical judgments and 

not one that extends the field of studio practice in that his research is not presented 

as a series of works produced through studio practice.   

However Hockney’s career provides a more useful model of studio research from his 

investigations into strategies of making images with both traditional and 

contemporary media.  Hockney's work from 1960 has investigated the potential of 

both new technologies and ancient traditions of picture making as a means of 

innovative strategies for representing space.  He investigates, or plays with, new 

technologies and compositional techniques borrowed from maps and Chinese scrolls.  

His paintings pass knowledge down to new generations of picture makers about how 

to make more engaging images of the world around us and thus, how to think about 

our place within that world.      

Artworks are documents of knowledge that artists can read to understand how 

artworks have been made the way they have and to give clues as to why works have 

been constructed in such a way.  One of the reasons Hockney is a useful example to 

study in a research context is that he freely shares the how and the why of his work 

in countless interviews and documentary films.  However, even if he hadn't 

interpreted it for us, his knowledge would still exist in the paintings, drawings, and 

prints that he's produced over his lifetime.  

On the other hand, Lucian Freud participated in very few interviews in his lifetime.  

His legacy is almost entirely in the paint.  You can see from the 1950s to the 1960s 

how he progressively developed a way of painting thick brushstrokes loaded with 

different pigments to convey dense pictorial information about the human body.  

Girl with a White Dog, 1952 (Figure 16) (Figure 15), shows a method of painting in 

which the artist uses fine brushes to paint details such as hair, the texture of the 

woman’s bathrobe, and the fur and whiskers of the dog.  Figure with Bare Arms, 

1961 (Figure 17) shows a transition to looser directional brushwork and using this 

way of working with paint to articulate important details within the figure’s hair and 

musculature.  In this image the paint is still painted relatively thinly, or at least 

compared to his work that begins in the 1970s and can be seen in Naked Man with 

Rat (1977-8) (Figure 18).  In this later painting the artist has found a mean of 

depicting the flesh using both the directional brushwork that he learned in the 1960s 



 44 

but also with the thick impasto of oil paint.  His figures appear more solid in his later 

work than they do in his earlier painting because of a career long development 

investigating how best to depict human flesh using oil paint.  His thick fleshy paint 

uses a similar application of paint to Rembrandt, one of two artists that biographer 

Geordie Greig cites as Freud’s favourite painters, along with the Spanish painter 

Velasquez.96  With his later method he suggested rather than described the figure's 

anatomy underneath their skin, the musculature, their bones in their un-idealized 

unique form.  Freud’s research is in the paintings themselves, which serve as 

documents both of practice and knowledge.   

 

Figure 16. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011)  

Girl with a White Dog (1950-1)  

Oil on canvas, 76.2 x 101.6 cm  

Tate, London. 

                                                
96 GREIG, G. 2013. Breakfast With Lucian:  A Portrait of the Artist, London, Jonathon Cape.  7 
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Figure 17. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011)  

Figure with Bare Arms, 1961  

Oil on canvas, 91.5 x 91.5 cm  

Private Collection   

 

 

Figure 18. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011)  

Naked Man with Rat (1977-8)  

Oil on canvas, 915 x 915mm  

Art Gallery of Western Australia 
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The research strategies of David Hockney and Lucian Freud have been invaluable in 

unpacking what was learned through the process of drawing subjects in ID3 and 

going on to shape a studio methodology specific to the research question.  These two 

examples are not the quintessential examples of research undertaken by artists, but 

they're examples that shape my own research into how best, in today's age of post-

photographic, relativistic and technologically inter-connected world, the human self 

can be represented.  In other words, how can artists make portraits that address 

concerns of humanity and contemporary aesthetics?   

This study incorporates all three of Christopher Frayling’s approaches to research in 

studio practice.  In 1993 Christopher Frayling identified three approaches to research 

in art and design, which include research in art and design, research through art and 

design and research for art and design.  The first of these three is the work of 

historians and theorists of art who research about the disciplines of art and design.  

The second is the work of artists and designer’s whose method of research is by 

practicing art and design and establishing a process through which new knowledge 

is generated.  The third is research for art and design which is preparatory research 

conducted for the development of art and design.  Judith Mottram elaborates on 

Frayling’s notion of research for art and design: 

He noted that research could be for practice, as in Picasso gathering source material 
for the making of a painting such as Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.  He saw research 
through practice as being exemplified by the interactive process of making a 
working prototype, testing and amending that model, and research into practice as 
including observations of practicing artists at work.97 
 

Judith Mottram’s reading of Frayling states that according to Frayling’s discussion 

of research in relation to art and design that “any applied research could be described 

as practice-led”.98    

The question of whether an artwork is being made to generate new knowledge or to 

be used for commercial interests on the market may be one way to differentiate art as 

research production versus art as commercial production.  Nevertheless an interest in 

the commercial value of art has profound implications for understanding the 

institutional operations of the visual art world.  In a study on contemporary 
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conditions of art, an understanding of how institutions are directed by market forces 

is important.   

However, Frayling did state that this notion of research for art and design was 

controversial and problematic in a scholarly context.  The idea of Picasso generating 

sketches for producing a new artwork can be interpreted as research if the new work 

produced could be considered to be the production or generation of knowledge.  

However, Timothy Emlyn Jones argues that if Picasso’s new painting was produced 

for market-based needs then it should not be considered research.  Here Jones 

distinguishes between research-based practice and market-based practice, a 

distinction that Estelle Barrett raises in support of the exegesis as the unit and 

outcome of studio research.99  There has been much art historical research on art 

markets and arts economics as contextual drivers of art production.  It is foreseeable 

that artists would be able to contribute to this research through practice 

methodologies.  This thesis outlines several instances where the research has been 

shaped by market forces, however, throughout the paper there is a clear relationship 

drawn between aesthetics, art institutions and the growing power of the art market 

over art criticism, theory and museums.  It would therefore be more accurate to say 

that the value of the relationship between studio research and the art market depends 

largely on the research question particular to the study, rather than a categorical 

assessment against art markets.     

The process of drawing in the form of the sketch bridges Frayling’s different 

approaches to studio research.  In this sense drawing acted as a useful methodology 

for documenting my observations of the subject of inquiry while at the same time 

acting as a process for sketching and preparing more finished works of art which 

demonstrate or evidence a position on how portraits ought to be made today.   

Art Historian Deanna Petherbridge has explained that drawing is a useful tool for 

research and essential within the context of visual art: 

Drawing and learning are so closely identified as to be almost synonymous.  The 
provisional and experimental potential of drawing make it the medium and 
trajectory of change, and an artist’s individual development is most clearly 
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promoted and charted through drawing.  In this sense every invention of new forms 
of expression through drawing constitutes an act of self-learning.100 
 

With one structured activity scheduled and in place it was possible to embark on 

other more experimental projects, which could respond to the literature and studio 

process more flexibly and provide more experimental freedom to fail and produce a 

broader scope of studio possibilities toward the research.  In short, ID3 was likely to 

provide a reliable product or outcome that could be reviewed and reflected on 

throughout and after the process.     

Drawing and Painting is Less Objectifying 
The previous chapter discussed how one of the challenges to portraiture was the 

contemporary attitude towards objectification.  The pilot projects sought a way to 

generate non-objectifying portraits by using the practice of drawing. 

Identikit used drawing as a means to overcome objectification.  The warnings of 

Cynthia Freeland, John Tagg and Allan Sekula helped to shape the ethical 

framework through which portrait subjects could be engaged, ultimately leading to 

the abandonment of photography, with its association with surveillance, in favour of 

drawing.   

In the 19th century, chemical photography democratized portraiture allowing middle 

and working class people to be depicted pictorially, however the democratization of 

photography also gave people the opportunity to have photographs of others, which 

inevitably resulted in a politics of control.  The introduction of chemical 

photography is a useful case study in following a shift in the kinds of suitable 

subjects within a portrait from the honorific painted portraits of the upper class to the 

repressive surveillance photographs of the lower classes.  With the proliferation of 

photography from the Daguerreotype and then later with instantaneous photography 

came an affordable process for working class people to have their portrait made.  

Before photography, portraiture was possible only for a wealthy patron who could 

pay for the lengthy process of painting.  Now with photography the time had been 

reduced to a few moments.  In this example, a worthy subject for portraiture was a 

subject that could afford the labour of an artist – be they a painter or a photographer.  

However shortly after the public were able to purchase their own instantaneous 

                                                
100 PETHERBRIDGE, D. 2010. The Primacy of Drawing, New Haven and London, Yale University Press. 210 



 49 

cameras in 1888 “the political access of representation had been entirely reversed.  It 

was no longer a privilege to be pictured but the burden of a new class of the 

surveilled.”101     

The frozen moment gave the photographer control over their subjects.  Through the 

frozen moment, photography enabled society to map objects of conquest – aerial 

photography from hot air balloons, medical photography, anthropology and forensic 

photography all evidence that with the advent of photography came a portrayal of 

society’s Others.     

The development of Britain’s National Portrait Gallery coincides historically with 

the development of photography however rather than taking on a repressive potential 

it had an honorific function.  Shortly after the democratization of portraiture through 

photography came an institutional voice for the genre - a gatekeeper and arbiter of 

good portrait taste – to show the public:  

[T]he features of those who have done things which are worthy of our admiration, 
and whose examples we are more induced to imitate when they are brought before 
us in the visible and tangible shape of portraits.102     
 

The National Portrait Gallery set aesthetic standards for portraiture to preserve an 

artform that had become obsolete. The timing of the Britain’s National Portrait 

Gallery being founded in 1856 suggests a need for the British people to maintain an 

aesthetic standard on portraiture from 17 years after Louis Daguerre first showed his 

process of photography to the Royal Academy in London and twelve years after Fox 

Talbert published his own procedure for making photographic pictures.  The NPG 

would preserve the dignity of portraiture as fine art. 

The repressive form of portraiture is a distinctly photographic phenomenon.  

Without the instantaneity of chemical photography, painted or drawn portraits are 

likely to accumulate empathy and sensitivity to their subject. To see why this was a 

particular condition of photography one only needs to look at the instantaneity of 
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photography compared to The Woman With Gambling Mania (1819-1822) (Figure 

19) by Théodore Géricault.  Géricault’s series of depictions of the insane exemplifies 

the blurred line between the honorific and the repressed by humanising the subjects 

that he has painted.  This is an emphatically painted portrait of an “insane” 

individual.  The reason Géricualt might have painted these ‘undesirables’ so 

sensitively is a result of a combination of a commitment to realism in painting as 

well as empathy for individuals with mental illnesses.  Géricault is known to have 

painted studies of hospital patients and cadavers in order to inform grander history 

paintings such as his Raft of the Medusa (1819) (Figure 20).  However, even more 

telling is his own recovery from a mental breakdown that he suffered upon 

completion and exhibition of the painting at the Royal Academy in London.103      

 

 

Figure 19. Théodore Géricault (1791 - 1824)  

The Woman With Gambling Mania, 1819-1822  

Oil on canvas, 77 cm × 65 cm  

Louvre Museum, Paris.  

 

The instantaneity of Albert Londe’s images, on the other hand, carries with them 

considerable repressive potential.  Géricault’s subjects in his portraits of the insane 

look neither honoured nor repressed but both – fatigued and weary individuals. 

These subjects could pass for ordinary working class people.  They do not appear as 
                                                
103 GILL, M. 1989. Image of the Body:  Aspects of the Nude, New York, Doubleday.  290-1 
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caricatures but as if the artist had taken the time to paint them as individuals rather 

than as a social type – the undesirable, the neglected or the criminal.  However this is 

complicated by the fact that they were painted in a series of insane individuals, 

where insanity provided the context for the images.  Without this knowledge there is 

little to indicate madness in the picture – specifically in The Woman with Gambling 

Mania.  The stillness of the subject in this Gericault works to contradict any sense of 

the word “mania” especially when compared to Albert Londe’s portrayal Woman 

with Hysteria (Figure 21).     

 

 

Figure 20. Théodore Géricault (1791 - 1821)  

The Raft of the Medusa, 1818–1819  

Oil on canvas, 4.9 m x 7.2 m  

Louvre Museum, Paris. 

 

 

Figure 21. Albert Londe (1858–1917)  

Hysterical Woman Screaming, 1893  

Wellcome Library, London. 
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The photograph can only see material things whereas the painter can see both 

material and relational things.  There is an evident shift between the pre-

photographic realism of Géricault and the photographic images of Londe, which can 

be read both ideologically as well as artistically.  Géricault’s own experience with 

psychological illness could be said to given him a sense of empathy showing him the 

human side of the socially marginalized but just as important is the knowledge that 

the painter spent a great deal of time with the sitter, no doubt being exposed to 

multiple relational encounters with that person.  Géricault’s picture was made over 

many hours of work but Londe’s was a fraction of a second - each shot capturing a 

fragment of the true situation.  Retitling this work as Hysterical Woman Yawning 

immediately makes the subject appear as sane as Géricault’s.     

 

The aesthetic standards that differentiate those portraits in the national portrait 

gallery and those used by law enforcement for surveillance can be understood 

through Allen Sekula’s dichotomy of honorific versus repressive systems of 

representation.  Drawing solves the problem of objectification by giving the artist 

more access to the sitter’s self.  Here the artist can layer more information about the 

subject, which in turn gives more to the viewer. 

Each aspect of the early studio experimentation considered the role and function that 

images of people serve in wider society.  Two salient forms of images were civil 

identification designed to inform about particular identifying features of a person’s 

material self and the use of images of people in advertising designed to provoke the 

viewers’ imaginations and desires so that they will be influenced to purchase the 

product being advertised.    

Layered Time 

While the physical presence of the subject is important in establishing the legitimacy 

of the portrait as a documentary object, presence enables the artist to ‘layer’ hours of 

observations into the portrait giving it an advantage over other more dominant 

modes of realism such as photography.   

In ID3, The time taken and the relationship built shaped what that person expressed, 

which in turn shaped the drawing.  (Figure 22) shows a drawing of asymmetrical 

eyes from the project.  Over the time of this sitting, the participant’s facial 

expressions changed as we weaved through conversation between the time it took to 
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draw the left eye and then the right - from a state of relaxation to a state of 

excitement.  I can recall the way the conversation unfolded from the beginning as we 

began to relax into the situation and find mutually enjoyable and perhaps exciting 

things to talk about.  Drawing lips meant that conversation needed to be reduced to a 

minimum so that the lips were still enough to draw.  Figure X shows a drawing of 

lips where despite my efforts to let the conversation dissolve, the participant 

continued to talk to me so the resulting drawing was of the participant’s moving, 

open mouth.       

 

Figure 22. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Identify Identity, Identikit (detail), 2012   

Graphite and pencil on paper.  5 x 12cm  

Museum of the Riverina 

 

Drawing and Painting From Life 

The physical presence of the subject provides the artist with a greater amount of time 

to observe the subject as a temporal being with changing states of awareness, 

expressions and movements.  While Lucian Freud painted Martin Gayford in Man 

With a Blue Scarf (2004) (Figure 23) , Gayford used the sitting as an opportunity to 

learn about Freud so that he could publish a written portrait or biography of the 

painter, Freud, from all the hours that they had spent together.104  One of Gayford’s 

primary praises of the work of Freud is the extent to which the artist observes his 

sitter.  Gayford explains that time is an essential element of the painting and 

describes the value of this temporal plethora of observation: 
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Figure 23. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011)  

Man with a Blue Scarf, 2004  

Oil on canvas, 66 x 50.8 cm   

Collection Frances F. Bowes  

 

[A] painter such as LF - who spends hours, months, even years observing his subject 
- quite naturally records vastly more information than a camera lens can see.  It is 
thus a matter of accumulated experience:  that is memory.  The reason why 
everybody sees differently is that each of us perceives a given sight from the 
vantage point of their own past thoughts and feelings.105     

 

Presence provides a valuable mode of realism for the viewer through ‘layered time’.  

After Freud has finished his painter of fellow artist David Hockney, Gayford has 

quoted Hockney as explaining “the painting of him by LF has over a hundred hours 

'layered into it', and with them innumerable visual sensations and thoughts.”106  

‘Layering time’ in the way described in Freud’s painting implies an alternative mode 

of realism deviating from photographic realism.  Here both Gayford and Hockney 

explain that there is more information, more sensation and more interpretation of the 

subject by the artist whenever layered time is used.      

‘Layering time’ is more visually interesting than a frozen moment in time.  To 

understand this properly, the work of David Hockney after 1972 is instructive.  

Hockney discovered while making his painting Portrait of an Artist (Pool With Two 
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Figures) (1972) (Figure 24) that if he made a joiner photograph using several 

photographs of the one figure that the figure would have a greater visual intensity 

due to the range of perspectives offered of that figure.  Hockney guessed that 

because the photograph is only a fraction of a second, it only demands a fraction of a 

second of the viewer’s attention, however by collaring five different pictures of the 

same figure Hockney believed that the viewer was likely to spend five times as long 

looking at the figure.107  Hockney went on to produce a large number of joiner 

photograph pictures to demonstrate this point.  His investigation of photography led 

to the artist producing an alternative art history of Renaissance and post-Renaissance 

art, arguing that the Renaissance and the ideological shifts that occurred in that 

period were largely the result of primitive forms of photography which have gone on 

to dominate our entire attitude to realism and verisimilitude.108  

 

 

Figure 24. David Hockney (b. 1937)  

Portrait of an Artist (Pool with Two Figures)  

1972 Acrylic on canvas, 214 x 305 cm.   

Private Collection 
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Figure 25. David Hockney (b. 1937)  

The Crossword Puzzle, Minneapolis, January 1983, 1983 

Photocollage, 83.8 x 116.8 cm  

Private collection 

 

David Hockney’s joiner portrait of a couple doing a crossword together in The 

Crossword Puzzle (1983) (Figure 25) also shows the potential for layered time in 

portraiture.  Hockney’s describes his work: 

I think probably the first picture was taken when she was almost ready to write the 
word and then as she got more excited thinking the word is correct she moves down.  
It starts with the top of her head and ends with the tip of her pen.  And I realized you 
could make portraits more and more complex, showing different expressions on the 
face, using the passing of time and it opened up enormous possibilities.109 
 

Hockney refers to the process of collaging the individual snapshots into a joiner 

photograph as a process of drawing.110  What Hockney identifies through these is the 

amount of time spent on the work as a visible element of the work and the necessity 

to extend the time of pictures beyond the fraction of a second that photography 

characteristically represents.   
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Photo Retouching 

At present the dominance of photography has begun to be diminished and a return to 

drawing and painting, and with them layered time, has seen a comeback in visual 

culture more broadly.  This signals a returned potency for drawn and painted images 

and a potential for audiences to be reinvigorated by the modes of representation, 

which these disciplines can provide.     

On the days that I was not present at the Museum of the Riverina, I was working on 

a project concerned with the opposite end of Sekula’s spectrum to Identify, Identity, 

Identikit, and the honorific function of portraiture through the use of Photoshop. 

With the structure and reliability of Identify, Identity, Identikit in place, it afforded 

me to follow other avenues of experimentation, particularly with retouching digital 

photography.  While Identify, Identity, Identikit would pursue a repressive avenue of 

portraiture; a study into digital photographic retouching, particularly towards 

beautifying and idealizing depicted subjects would explore Sekula’s honorific aspect 

of portrayal – a beautified or idealized image that relates to the production of desire 

in advertising and similarly connotes a relationship to flattery in the antiquated 

notion of the portrait artist producing a beautiful rendition of the sitter.  This pilot 

project piggybacked on contemporary concerns of digital technology on the 

portrayal of impossible bodies. 

Photoshop in Commercial Contexts 

The growing awareness of ‘Photoshopped’ images has made people question the 

realism of photography, and the increasing role that digital painting plays in the 

photographic profession to the point where in many cases it is believed by many to 

be the cause of body dysmorphia and eating disorders.  Israeli laws have recently 

been implemented to regulate the use of Photoshop in advertising requiring warnings 

“covering seven per cent of the surface area of the photo”.111  Despite reports that 

the laws are relatively unenforced this situation illustrates the power of the repainted 

photograph.    

In popular culture, Photoshop is a subject of scandal. Renowned American 

photographer Annie Leibowitz has also recently come under media scandal for her 
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Photoshopped images on a recent cover of Vogue magazine.112  Leibowitz who is 

known for her glamorous and lavish portraits of celebrities was commissioned by 

Vogue to photograph American actress and celebrity Lena Dunham, who is known 

for her character ‘Hannah’ in Girls.  In this television show ‘Hannah’ is a young, 

talented but less than ideally beautiful woman, trying to make it as a writer.  ‘Hannah 

wears unflattering clothes and is distinctly portrayed as less glamorous than most of 

the supporting characters in the show.  The metanarrative of the show has been 

summarize by feminist theorist Maša Grdešić as ‘Hannah’s’ struggle to get her life 

organized and become the person she is meant to be.113   

When Leibowitz’s photo shoot was released in Vogue magazine media organization 

Jezebel offered a bounty of USD$10,000 for the original pre-photographed images, 

which it procured and published with a demonstration of the way Dunham’s body 

was shaped, toned, repainted and collaged to make for more a glamorous series of 

pictures.114  The use of Photoshop, with its association with fashion magazines as a 

tool to sell unrealistically beautiful desires, undermined the authenticity that many 

audience members felt the character ‘Hannah’ stood for, reinforcing the demanding 

for an ideal of feminine beauty in a subject who is widely known to actively reject 

such standards of beauty.  John Harlow from London’s Sunday Times summed it up 

in his headline Anti-Glamour Girl feels the Vogue Squeeze, reporting that: 

… Dunham, who often appears naked in Girls, is outspoken about the pressures on 
women to pretend to be thinner, prettier or younger than they really are. 
She has said she is disgusted by a culture that forces women to feel ashamed they 
are average "even if by definition most women (and men) are".115     
 

Individuals or organizations that purport to be sincere and authentic are criticised for 

using a technology that falsifies reality.  The media debate around this event was 

centred on the inconsistency between Dunham’s outspoken attitudes toward ideals of 

beauty and the glamorization in her portraits by Annie Leibowitz illustrating the 
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divide between photography as a document of the real and the new digital 

photography as a construction of a visually arresting image.  While programs like 

Photoshop make it easier to digitally alter or repaint an image it does so at the cost of 

photography’s capacity to stand as evidence of something true which John Tagg 

argued is a key ingredient to the medium’s power.116     

The controversies of Photoshop stood out as an important issue within photography 

and photographic representations of the figure.  The continued tension between 

painting and photography that had been so important to portraiture in the 19th 

century causing the redundancy of the painted portrait yet simultaneously provoking 

the re-institutionalization of the painted portrait was now full of contemporary 

relevance.  If the evidentiary status of photography is in question, what must this 

mean for portraiture? 

Photograph as Testimonial 

Ideas of pictorial realism have been seen to shift when the overarching belief 

systems of a culture shift.  The pictorial language of digital photography since 

Photoshop is a combination of photography’s testimonial mode of realism of, and 

the idealization of painting.  The digital photograph is thus a hybridized form – part 

documentary, and part construction. 

The realism of Byzantine iconography was a spiritual realism as contrasted with the 

material realism of Renaissance art.  A comparison between Byzantine portraiture, in 

the form of the icon, and Renaissance portraiture exemplifies how pictorial realism is 

altered depending on the overarching belief system from which it is produced – in 

these two examples realism through spiritual presence versus realism through a 

natural order of optics and geometry has meant two strikingly different forms of 

imaging people.      

Throughout the Renaissance, however, an enthusiasm for nature in the form of 

mathematical, geometric and optical realism began to flourish resulting in a shift in 

standards of what is real.  In Byzantine iconography the legitimacy and realism of 

any icon was determined by the spiritual connection that was established between 
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the artist and the saint the artist was painting.117  To paint an icon it was only a priest 

or monk deemed to have sufficient capabilities to navigate a spiritual connection to a 

holy deity, which would be allowed to produce a vision of a holy person.  Patrick 

Maynard has referred to this as a process as a manifestation and summoning the 

subject “thereby providing realism through the sense of presence.”118    

David Hockney has attributed the shift of realism in the Renaissance to the discovery 

and application of lenses and curved mirrors, which artists used to make early 

camera obscuras, ultimately setting the world on a trajectory toward photographic 

seeing.   Hockney argues that artists were using this technology as early as the 

1420s.119   In his book Secret Knowledge, he describes and attempts to prove that the 

Renaissance Masters used early photographic devices in order to produce this new 

kind of realism in their pictures.      

Disillusioned with material realism, by the time chemical photography emerged in 

the 19th century, artists began to seek alternative modes of realism in psychological 

expressionism and abstraction.  Hockney argues that by the time chemical 

photography emerged in the 19th century, the psychological expressionism of the 

inner worlds of artists had become the counter point to the materialistic realism 

proliferated by photography.  Hockney’s Secret Knowledge argues that the 

expressionism of Van Gogh and Edvard Munch resemble a pre-photographic way of 

seeing echoing Byzantine iconography – for these artists and the expressionists that 

followed, realism was no longer a natural or optical realism but a psychic or 

subjective realism.  Hockney concludes that with every new technology artists 

become better able at describing the important features of the world around us.120  

Once chemical photography and photographic prints were ubiquitous these artists 

began to produce images in other forms of realism.    
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Photoshop has dethroned photography by calling into question its evidentiary power.  

British artist David Hockney argues that drawing and painting have returned in a 

digital form to rescue visual culture from the frozen moment of photography.  In a 

world dominated by photographic representations in advertising, magazines, news 

sources in print or online it’s hard to imagine that Hockney’s joiners could ever 

become mainstream, however this is exactly what Hockney argues has happened.  

Hockney has stated that the proliferation of digital photography since the 1990s has 

meant an essential return to drawing and painting in order to compete for attention in 

image culture.     

The use of Photoshop has made digital painting and drawing an indispensible 

practice in contemporary visual culture.  Martin Gayford has quoted Hockney who 

boasts about a discussion he had with photographer Annie Leibowitz about the 

influence of Photoshop.  According to Hockney, Leibowitz explained that it is 

almost impossible to avoid using photo-editing programs like Photoshop in today’s 

commercial environment, to which Hockney apparently replied “Isn’t it nice to be 

back painting again?”.121  

This requires a visual intelligence and judgment that is shaped by a consistent 

discipline of drawing.  Deanna Petherbridge has described the centuries old artistic 

dictum of never a day without a line as representing an attitude that drawing is an 

essential aspect of an artist’s education and studio practice.122   

Ideal Beauty 

Idealization through photography was a substantially fertile ground conceptually, 

given the social tensions that have been created with it, but also as a potential scopic 

shift offering an alternative realism to that offered by the language of photography.  

As a result I began to investigate this medium in the studio to assess whether or not 

the contemporary modality of digital photography could be used to produce a 

contemporary poetics of portraiture resolving the problems faced by contemporary 

aesthetics, in particular the objectifying or repressive potential of photography. 

                                                
121 GAYFORD, M. 2011. A Bigger Message:  Conversations with David Hockney, London, Thames & Hudson.  

118 

122 PETHERBRIDGE, D. 2010. The Primacy of Drawing, New Haven and London, Yale University Press.  212 
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Given that it was a pilot study it was more convenient to use myself as a model for 

these images.  However, given the potency of this medium to create controversy 

social controversy, through its persuasive testimonial power, I was mindful of 

offending or humiliating other participants, particularly because I was unsure what 

the results were going to be.  These studies were made as a way of working through 

theoretical issues that had been identified by literature in art history and theory 

around the role of images of people and the greater social implications involved such 

as surveillance and objectification though constructing a gaze at Otherness – created 

by the relationship between image as object to be consumed by the empowered 

viewer.  With the political potency of issues such as the politics of the gaze and the 

politics of surveillance, I chose to use photographic material of myself in order to 

ensure that the image could be broadly experimented upon without the risk of 

defacing or humiliating other individuals.    

I retouched found images of myself stored on social media platforms as well as using 

a hand held smart phone camera to produce new photographs.  Combining the two 

notions of the politics of the gaze with concerns of photographic identification and 

surveillance I took casual photographs of myself as well as sourced ready-made 

photographs of myself from the social media platform Facebook, the latter of which 

hosts years of information from its millions of users including photographic content 

willingly uploaded by users of themselves and others and links to user’s profiles 

mapping a social landscape of the globalized world.  These images sourced and 

generated of myself would be digitally altered to become more beautiful and 

idealized, reversing the documentary potential of photography into a fictionalized 

and idealized version of the photographic “truth”. 

When retouching images to increase the attractiveness of the figure within the image, 

it is not the proportions of the figure or face that matter but rather the proportions of 

the patternation of the image that matter.  Stephen Marquardt’s ideal face grid is an 

example of such judgments of beauty being misinterpreted as judgments of facial 

beauty rather than as judgments of photographs.  The examples used of highly 

attractive faces are models that are judged by the lens of a camera rather than by any 

in-person judgment.      

The tools and techniques used to alter the photographs tended toward a western 

feminized ideal of beauty.  This was partly a result of the proliferation of published 
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techniques and online tutorials concerned with feminine beauty as well as opening 

the studies to more dramatic transformations, including digital gender reassignment.  

To enhance my skill-base in photographic retouching, a series of instructional videos 

were sourced from YouTube, which demonstrated strategies of beautifying figural 

photographs to make subjects more ‘beautiful’.  The bulk of the tutorials used 

photographs of women as examples so many of the strategies adopted dealt with 

beautifying in a specifically feminine way.  Strategies included using Gaussian blurs 

for soft focus, applying striking digital makeup, and creating even skin tones.   

To perfect facial structure I looked to a Pythagorean grid produced by Stephen 

Marquardt (Figure 26).  In the third episode of BBC Series The Human Face (2001), 

Stephen Marquardt describes the importance of geometry in determining facial 

beauty.123  Marquardt generated facial grids, which he claimed could be used to 

predict someone’s attractiveness on the basis of how closely their facial structure 

conforms to this Pythagorean grid.  Stephen Marquardt interviewed by John Cleese 

for the BBC’s documentary presents a facial grid structure derived from the golden 

ration of 1: 1.618 where aspects of the face are proportional to each other within 

triangular and pentagonal structures.  The grid shows these proportional relationships 

between parts of the face showing that the width of the mouth is 1.618 times larger 

than the width of the nose in more beautiful people.  Marquardt adapted the rule of 

beauty and order identified by the Greek mathematician Pythagoras as a rule of 

proportion for defining facial beauty.  Marquardt’s beauty mask has been widely 

adopted by many plastic surgeons, as an ideal for facial reconstruction however there 

is controversy around its universal application, with some researchers arguing that 

Marquardt’s grid preferences Caucasian female facial types that are masculinized.124  

Regardless of whether or not Marquardt’s beauty mask is universally and truly 

consistent of how humans perceive beautiful faces, it serviced as a structure in which 

to begin retouching my photographs. 

                                                
123 'Beauty', 2001. DVD. Directed by ERSKINE, J. & STUART, D. London: BBC. 

124 HOLLAND, E. 2008. Marquardt’s Phi Mask: Pitfalls of Relying on Fashion Models and the Golden Ratio to 

Describe a Beautiful Face. Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 32, 200-208. 200 
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Figure 26. Stephen Marquardt  

Film still from “Survival of the Prettiest” (2001)  

The Human Face, British Broadcasting Corporation, London 

 

By applying Marquardt’s grid structure to a series of photographs taken of myself, I 

began to reshape the image of my face into the golden proportions.  Marquardt’s 

structure was applied to a series of snapshot photographs of myself which were taken 

on a basic smart phone camera allowing easy self portraiture because the device has 

two cameras, the camera on the front enables you to see the LCD display to help 

taking ‘selfies’ or photographic self portraits using a smart phone.  (Figure 27) was 

an early digital sketch, which demonstrates the extreme level of distortion that had to 

be applied to the original image of the face in order to make it conform to the 

proportion of Marquardt’s grid structure.  The face in the original photograph has 

been significantly widened in order to suit the proportions of height by width as 

indicated in the beauty grid, proposed by Marquardt.  Reshaping the image with the 

liquefying tool left the digital stretch marks that are visible in the face including 

contorted facial features such as irises and pupils as well as mottled skin tones, 

which appear either as uneven skin colour or unreasonable bone structures.     
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Figure 27. Tony Curran  

Retouch Study #1, 2012  

Digital Photograph 

 

Marquardt grids only gave frontal and profile information about the ideal contours of 

the face, which meant that there were no guides for information only visible at 

angles other than these.  The Marquardt grids were only useful for specific 

photographs – full frontal portraits with the Marquardt frontal grid and a profile 

portrait with Marquardt’s profile grid.  The grid could not be used to fit a slightly 

rotated head and any attempt to anamorph the grid to make it appear as a rotated 

face, as shown in (Figure 28) demonstrates that because the grid is flat, depth 

information such as the protrusion of the nose and the contours of the cheek bones 

did not shift realistically as they would in a three dimensional structure.   

Different photographs of the same subject with slight differences in angle of view 

and proximity to camera reveal different relationships to the Marquardt structure.  In 

both instances the initial photograph was taken at a close angle, which partly 

explains why the head appears to be thinner than it really is.  Figure 29 and Figure 

30 show a comparison between a photograph taken at an arm’s length and then 

cropped in and a photograph taken several inches away from the face.  What is 

apparent is how drastically the perspective of the close up image is different from 

that taken further back where the face appears more flat.  This partly explains the 

level of dramatic digital altering that had to be done in order to match the image to 

Marquardt’s grid.  The original images that these sketches came from were taken in 
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ignorance of this fact.  This ignorance was the first indication of my lack of 

knowledge in how to practice as a photographer. 

 

 

 

Figure 28. 

 

 

Figure 29. 
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Figure 30. 

 

To repair the distortions created by facial reshaping in the photograph, new 

information had to be inserted pixel by pixel as a process of drawing and painting.  

The dramatic structural shifts in the face gave way to making dramatic alterations 

within the photographs in terms of lighting, removing blemishes, controlled blurring 

and clarity, contrasts, all in the aim of reconstructing a new fictitious person.   

In addition the Marquardt grid is more appropriately applied for measures of 

feminine beauty than male, which Marquardt acknowledged “In a man, the eyes are 

narrower… the eyes are always narrower in a man… the lips are thinner...”125 In 

addition, when demonstrating the grid in The Human Face, Marquardt overlays it 

onto frontal and profile grids on eight women and two men suggesting a greater 

attention to female beauty than male beauty.    

For assistance on other cues of beauty I looked to online video tutorials on 

Photoshop for fashion and beauty industry practices.   To idealize angled views of 

faces other cues were re-touched including skin tone, lip colour and plumpness, 

eyelash thickening, eyebrow shaping, eye colour correction and the whites of eyes, 

teeth, hair and cheeks.  (Figure 31) shows a photograph of myself taken in 2008 with 

head turned slightly to the right next to one retouched image derived from this 

photograph, which far from presenting an idealized beauty presents a kind of 

archetypal feminine villain.     

                                                
125 'Beauty', 2001. DVD. Directed by ERSKINE, J. & STUART, D. London: BBC. 
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Figure 31. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Photo retouch (study #3), 2012  

Manipulated digital photograph. 

 

Many of the techniques were painting techniques.   The insight gleaned out of the 

comparison of two images from Photo retouch (study #3) was that in retouching 

figurative digital images there is a strong relationship between the photographic and 

the painted.  After some structural alterations a significant amount of the image has 

to be reprogrammed, pixel by pixel, in order to achieve a cohesive image that can be 

read either as a convincing image or as a legible one.      

Digital glazing and liquefying became the most useful process in evening out skin 

tones and adding blush, however these techniques cause a loss of pictorial 

information through blurring.  The significant alterations made from right to left are 

that the nose has been straightened, the eyebrows have been shaped, the stubble has 

been digitally shaven, the jaw line softened and chin reduced with blush colouring 

around the cheek, lips plumped and coloured, skin toned evened, eyeliner applied, 

teeth whitened, eye colour enhanced, eye shadow and the Adam’s apple shadow has 

been covered up with an even neck shading.  All of these adjustments came out of 

blurring, reshaping by digitally moving portions of the image using the Photoshop 

liquefying tool as in previous examples and applying digital glazes of tones, 
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highlights and hues to manage digital noise created by the initial bending and 

stretching of the image to pursue the idealized Marquardt structure.      

By working on a second version of the same image, I was able to blow the image up 

to such a scale that working on it at a pixel by pixel level did not interrupt the 

photographic modality.  This test had two problems that I sought to address in 

another study with the same original photograph.  The first problem I identified was 

that the small size of the photograph meant that I had to work with semi-transparent 

glazing because any block colours or opaque lines were so salient that they 

interrupted the cohesion of the photographic modality, too clearly indicating 

themselves as digital interruptions.  In addition the small area of pixels meant that 

any attempt to enlarge the image or look at the picture closely resulted in a pixilated 

blur and could thus only be printed at any reasonable quality at a couple of inches 

high.  There was little scope to work further on this image.    

One of Us 

One of Us was the point at which the two major themes in the pilot projects 

culminated.  In this project the drawings from the Identikit residency and the practice 

from photo retouching enabled both series of studies to be worked into a cohesive 

body of work.  The images were of fictional faces but rendered from individuals – 

the photograph of the artist and the drawings of the participants.  The materiality of 

the work as a physical object within the space was an essential factor in viewing the 

images, as it had been in the digital retouching of the previous larger image 

reprogrammed pixel by pixel.  One of Us connoted the problem of individuality 

within a society and the sublime line between assimilation and individuation.      

By incorporating the techniques of digital photo retouching, a photograph of myself 

was edited to take on the features of four of the facial features gleaned from four 

different participants composing a face from five people - myself and four 

participants in One of Us #1 (2012) (Figure 32).  The result was a convincing 

photographic representation of fictional people.  This had an interesting visual 

quality to it, as a result of the drawn image having formed the photographic content.  

So I decided to make more.  However producing that output would have exceeded a 

lifetime and certainly my candidature so instead 42 were made using each facial 

feature no more than once.  With the number of facial features that had been 

gathered from the residency, potentially 3,185,000 unique identities could be 
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produced with this method.  Unfortunately one nose drawing was left out from this 

process because it was a remainder that did not have any remaining eyes, eyebrows 

or lips drawing to produce a 43rd image.   

 

Figure 32. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

One of Us #1, 2012 

Hexachrome photographic prints, 45 x 35cm each. 

 

The result was a metaphoric exploration of the notion of a self a society or the 

individual within culture, who must adapt and take on the beliefs and values that 

bind society together – surrendering oneself in order to relate to the collective.  It 

also connects with something art historian Martin Kemp wrote in a letter to David 

Hockney in 2000 where he states that sitting on trains and buses he thinks about 

mimicking the facial expressions of other passengers in case it might help him to 

think what they are thinking.126  Both denote notions of empathy or a willingness to 

understand and live through the minds and bodies of others.  This was something 

connected to my own personal living situation also, where I had recently moved into 

Wagga Wagga – a new community to me, and a place that required a different 

quality of social capital than my home city of Sydney. 

One of Us was the first cohesive body of work to result from the processes of the 

photographic retouching and the production of the identikit.  One of Us came about 

                                                
126 HOCKNEY, D. 2006. Secret Knowledge:  Rediscovering the lost techniques of the Old Masters, London, 

Thames & Hudson.  216 
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as a unification of efforts from the digital photo-retouching studies as well as in post-

producing the sketches of ID3.  With the potential to create fictionalized portraits 

using the facial features from the museum residency, photographic imagery provided 

a further step beyond the pencil sketch, providing a heightened mode of realism – 

colour texture and skin tone.      

From the Pilot Projects 

Drawing emerged as the central practice through which the research was to be 

conducted, however the presence of photography served as a tension in the work 

until it had been abandoned in favour of digital drawing processes.     

During the initial pilot projects, conducted within the first year, I identified the 

importance of digital imaging in each of these processes.  Both the studio research 

and literature research were conducted for a three-year period, which marked three 

different chapters.  In the first year a series of pilot projects were conducted in order 

to sharpen the studio methodology for later works.  In other words the pilot projects 

were a series of research activities designed to find an appropriate methodology to 

answer the question at hand – How should a contemporary portrait be made?   

In addition it was observed that photography was a constant presence within the 

work, whether it was through directly working with photography or by consciously 

working against photography.  The pilot projects identified that digital photographic 

processes were dominating factors in producing studio works and identifying this 

relationship to digital photography in the studio work offered a choice between 

concentrating on or abandoning digital photography altogether.  By reviewing the 

lack of mastery of photography that I brought to the studio work compared to other 

skill bases in drawing and conceptually driven project-based work, the use of 

photography was shown to be a persistent force – both in digital imagery and 

conceptual art practice, however given the contemporary concerns of photography as 

well as the aesthetic concerns of objectification, photography was abandoned at this 

point of the research. 

The early work was characterized by a post-medium approach anchored in drawing 

but began to shift to a greater sensitivity for material conditions as digital drawings 

were turned into material objects.  The pilot projects, which include three main 

projects and two pilot exhibitions identified key issues as being serious limitations in 
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deskilled art practice, problems of photography’s association to issues of 

surveillance, and the limitations of the camera in capturing and portraying temporal 

aspects of the subject photographed.  From the pilot projects, a concession for the 

material considerations of traditional material as well as digital art was paramount 

both for producing and receiving works of art.     

What started as a series of works for a relativistic artworld climate quickly began to 

uncover several aesthetic elements that would come to shape how the works could be 

made and received.  Drawing emerged quickly as a means of working ethically with 

subjects but also because of the contemporary condition of visual culture in which 

digital drawing is re-emerging to challenge photography as a dominant scopic 

regime.  The languages of drawing and digital drawing offer a better aesthetic 

alternative to depicting self by creating an alternative mode of realism that is marked 

by the layering of time. 

While both of these pilot studies produced works that would not be shown in 

exhibitions, these studies informed the research onto the importance of life drawing 

and the changed technological landscape of image culture today.  These two themes 

significantly shaped the subsequent trajectory of the research and led to a cohesive 

poetics of portraiture based on an aesthetics of self.  The emphasis on these pilot 

projects soon turned to the juncture between drawing, photography and Photoshop 

with the latter taking on a greater role.  However given my meager skills in both 

photography and photo retouching (apart from some tricks learnt along the way), 

these processes were abandoned for other digital drawing processes. 

In the next chapters it may appear that the subsequent works are pursuing radically 

different directions, however this is not the case.  Although the works produced after 

these earlier studies look very different they continue to pursue the same ideas and 

practices that emerged throughout these pilot projects.  These themes are the 

fragmentation of the figure, which was present in ID3, the post-photographic 

investigations of digital drawing and painting, and striving to produce portraits, 

which were non-objectifying. 
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3. ANTIRELATIVISM:  The aesthetic of self 
 

The early pilot projects revealed another aspect of contemporary art that is markedly 

antirelativist and particularly supportive of an aesthetic ideal based on the idea of 

self.  Through these pilot projects, this chapter discusses important aesthetic factors 

which directly address the relational dimension of self, through relational aesthetics 

as well as a combined effect of the material and reflective dimensions of self through 

phenomenological immersiveness.  These two aspects present an aesthetic model of 

self to be used as a guide for developing a poetics of portraiture – a method for 

making contemporary portraits. 

Relational participation 
As discussed in the previous chapter, ID3 was a residency conducted in order to 

produce an interactive identikit made from a series of drawings of facial features 

drawn from life.  During the process, the performative and relational nature of the 

residency rose to the foreground, at which point other kinds of event-based and 

participatory artforms had an important relationship to the research.  The most clear 

connection was an artwork by Marina Abramović in which there was an artist and 

sitter involved in a participatory gaze in front of other audience members in New 

York’s Museum of Modern Art in 2010.  The process of the residency forged 

conceptual links between the contemporary concerns of participation and 

intersubjectivity and the tradition of portraiture’s concern with a relational event 

between artist and sitter. 

The artist-in-residence project, titled ID3 built on an earlier residency titled 

AuralDynamics, which predates this research project.  I knew this model worked and 

could be developed further in the context of a public institution. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, in 2010 I was granted a subsidized studio space for three-months in 

Sydney’s Fraser Studios to conduct a comparative anatomy project titled 

AuralDynamics to draw a collection of ears from live participants.    

ID3, like AuralDynamics was set up to be as convenient as possible for subjects to 

participate in.   The success of AuralDynamics was partly the fact that people 

unknown to me were comfortable donating about ten minutes of their time and found 

the opportunity to contribute to studio-art activity to be an attractive way to spend 
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their leisure time.  The studio was centrally located in the heart of Sydney, which 

meant it was equally accessible to a broad range of people of representing a diverse 

range of demographics including a balance of gender, races and ages.  To participate, 

members of the public emailed to set up an appointment – and at the nominated time 

I would meet them outside the studio and let them in – this process was necessary as 

the studio was a large warehouse and access to the building gave those inside access 

to the building’s amenities.   

ID3 borrowed from the design of AuralDynamics the situation of an externally 

sourced and relatively public building, as a means to provide a neutral and less 

intimidating space for people to enter, compared to the often-private environments of 

the artist’s studio.  Rather than being in the privacy of the artist’s studio, a key 

strength of AuralDynamics was that it utilized a shared studio complex, providing a 

more casual and informal encounter between artist and subject.  This informality and 

accessibility made it possible to collect a wide range of ear morphologies across a 

large age range and variety of races. 

The rate of participation in AuralDynamics was particularly useful in demonstrating 

the advantages of such a residency model in my proposal to the Museum of the 

Riverina (MoR).  The parameters of AuralDynamics also proved to be useful as data 

collection of figural, anatomical forms and were thus appropriated for the use in the 

residency at MoR.  With its success of engaging 153 people who had each donated 

10 minutes of their time to the project there was a metric of success that could be 

communicated effectively to the MoR as a precedent that this kind of project could 

demonstrate their institutional objectives of community engagement.  From a 

research standpoint, knowing that people were interested in a participating in short 

bursts of a life-drawing project meant that there was a potential to build a database of 

facial features, which could then be used to build composite and fictional portraits to 

make portrait-like images.  The MoR gave me access to a larger promotional 

machine and a recognized community organization that essentially vouched for my 

project.  The attachment to the MoR enabled the project to attract press, encouraging 

more people to come, which in turn helped to build the identikit. 

A hardcopy version and an interactive software copy of the identikit was produced 

and donated to the Museum of the Riverina.  Upon completion of the residency I 

donated an identikit (Figure 33 and Figure 34) made up of archival prints of the 
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drawings of facial features slotted into philatelist sleeves.  Participants were made 

aware that the Identikit would be donated to the MoR and as such their contribution 

would build a cultural asset for the museum. 

 

Figure 33. Tony Curran (b. 1984) ID3, 2012.   

Hexachrome archival prints in bound philatelist sleeves, CD ROM, cotton gloves, tweezers.  

Museum of the Riverina collection. 

 

 

Figure 34. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Identify, Identity, Identikit (digital copy), 2012.    

.swf file 

 

For ethical reasons, the sketchbook could not be donated to the Museum because 

next to each of the many features it had the names and email addresses of 

participants who wished to be sent a digital image of whichever facial feature they 

had ‘donated’. As the residency progressed I had produced a growing number of 

frontal sketches of facial features in a sketchbook but had hesitated on developing 

the final identikit to be donated to the museum on account of the fact that I expected 

the identikit to somehow come out of the process.  I had a book with all of the 
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original drawings in them, which had subjects email addresses written on them so 

that I could send them an electronic image of the facial feature.  Because the 

drawings had personal information of the subjects such as email addresses and 

names, any exhibition of the original drawings would have been a violation of the 

terms that the subjects agreed to on the information sheets and informed consent 

forms that they were supplied with.  

Relational Aesthetics 

While trying to make the identikit, participants were getting something else out of 

the project - something immaterial.  Their experience seemed to be more important 

to them than the quality of the drawing.  Some people seemed interested in me, in 

art, in being looked at and some people even liked having an opportunity to have to 

sat still.  This experiential aspect began to take over the project. 

While the initial aim of the ID3 was to produce drawings to collect a series of 

forensic specimens; the participants found the experience engaging for other, more 

relational, reasons.  For some it seemed to be rewarding to give something or 

contribute, while for others it was about slowing down, to be still for a brief period.  

After the second week or so it was apparent that these participants were an audience 

and that the aesthetic reception of the work had already begun.  Accordingly, the 

participant’s input in ID3 was so integral to the outcome that they need to be 

considered as co-producers in the project.  The social dynamic between the artist and 

sitter was, in part, shaped by which facial feature was being drawn.    

The sittings when I was drawing participants’ eyes were usually intense because of 

the sustained eye contact required.  Despite participants’ initial eagerness to donate 

their eyes, very quickly participants remarked that they had not anticipated that level 

of intensity.  Conversely, the relational side of the sitting ultimately affected the 

resulting drawing.   People were most reluctant to donate their nose, and some 

participants were reluctant to donate their eyebrows if they hadn’t recently been 

shaped.  

The form of two people gazing at each other was structurally similar to Marina 

Abramović’s work The Artist is Present (2010) (Figure 35), which I had recently 

read a review of in Art and Australia Magazine.  In her performance the artist sat for 

three months in New York’s Museum of Modern Art in a performance in which she 
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would remain seated during gallery hours meeting the gaze of whomever sat 

opposite her.  Abramović’s work was immediately interesting because of formal 

similarities to Identify Identity, Identikit but also because of the kind of 

contemporary form of the portrait.  Abramović is a performance artist with a 

significant pedigree dating back to the 1970s and this work seemed prescient to this 

research offering scope to inform the aesthetics of participation. 

 

Figure 35. Marina Abramović (b. 1946)  

The Artist is Present, 2010  

Three-month performance  

Museum of Modern Art, New York 

 

Relational aesthetics is a significant contemporary manifestation of the new attitudes 

toward the encounter between artwork and its audience, where the artwork is its 

audience.  Relational art came to the fore in the 1990s with Nicholas Bourriaud’s 

book titled Relational Aesthetics, which outlined an aesthetic position on recent art 

to explain the concerns of contemporary artists.  Theories of contemporary art have 

included the often cited text by Nicholas Bourriaud of Relational Aesthetics, which 

describes a trend in contemporary art in which artists have been making work where 

relational encounters between one or more people are brought to the aesthetic 

foreground.  For Bourriaud, art is a social interstice, consisting of moments of 

intersubjective encounter.127    

Bourriaud cites conceptual artists like the American-based Rikrit Tiravanija and the 

French artist Sophie Calle as examples of artists whose work can be understood 

                                                
127 BOURRIAUD, N. 1995. Relational Aesthetics, Paris, Les Presse Du Reel. 16 
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through relational aesthetics.  Rikrit Tiravanija’s Untitled (2003) (Figure 36) saw the 

artist convert Gallery 303 into a temporary restaurant where he cooked and served 

curry for visitors to sit, eat and socialize.  Sophie Calle, on the other hand, embarks 

on projects where she follows people and documents the process of trying to find or 

study a non-complicit “collaborator”.128  For example Calle describes her work 

Wardrobe (1986-1993): 

I saw him for the first time in December 1985 at a lecture he was giving, I found 
him attractive, but one thing bothered me: he was wearing an ugly tie.  The next day 
I anonymously sent him a thin brown tie.  Later I saw him in a restaurant and he was 
wearing it.  Unfortunately, it clashed with his shirt.  It was then that I decided to take 
on the task of dressing him from head to toe:  I would send him one article of 
clothing every year at Christmas.129   
 
 

 

Figure 36. Rirkrit Tiravanija (b. 1961)  

Untitled 1992/1995   

Refrigerator, table, chairs, wood, drywall, food and other materials Dimensions variable  

Museum of Modern Art 

 

Both artists’ works foreground relationality as a primary concern of their practice.  

Tiravanija’s dinner provided visitors with an unexpected opportunity to relate to 

each other over a meal.  Sophie Calle on the other hand creates perverse 

relationships with her subjects who are simultaneously unwitting participants and 

audiences. 

The influence of Bourriaud’s book Relational Aesthetics on the contemporary 

artworld has been considerable.  Nicholas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics is an 

                                                
128 Ibid.  30 
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institutional touchstone for museums and galleries seeking to expand their audiences.  

Art historian Claire Bishop credits Bourriaud’s book as rendering partipatory art 

“more amenable to museums and galleries” by providing a critical platform for the 

kinds of art that use audience participation.130  This includes artforms that have been 

considered marginal or lesser forms of art such as community art, which for decades 

has been overlooked and interpreted as a form of soft social work.131  Bourriaud 

argues that this kind of relational practice is a central concern to many artists of the 

1990s and the result of his work has seen the inclusion of event-based, interactive 

and performative programming, which demands viewer participation, however 

within the controlled confines of the modern white cube gallery.  Sydney’s 2012 

Biennale all our relations reminded the knowing audience member of Nicholas 

Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics, which foregrounds the trans-individual or 

relational element of artistic production and reception.   

Marina Abramović’s The Artist is Present is another example of relational art.  In 

2010 Abramović’s retrospective exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, 

titled The Artist is Present featured reperformances of many of the artists key works 

from the last fifty years of her performance art career in addition to one new three-

month long performance in which the artist situated herself in a gallery in MoMA 

meeting the gaze of whichever participant sat opposite her.  Her performance was 

attended and participated by thousands.  In this work the artist fore grounded the 

intersubjective encounter between herself and the participant by creating an intimate 

nonverbal connection through the gaze.  In the documentation of the work (Figure 

37) subjects are shown having been moved to tears. 

The Artist is Present (2010) has some structural similarities which link ID3 to the 

aesthetic of relational art in that it was an audience engagement of one person and 

the union of the beholder and the artist/ performer.  Abramović’s performance was 

considerably more potent than ID3 for several reasons to do with simplicity and 

elegance of the participatory design of the former.  Nevertheless it served as a useful 

comparison with which the aesthetics of relationality could be applied in order to 

critique ID3.  The relational dynamic was one of silent observance with both subject 
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and participant quietly gazing into the eyes of the other.  The two subjects met in an 

intimate engagement, on display for that moment.   

 

 

Figure 37. Marina Abramović (b. 1946)  

The Artist is Present, 2010 (detail)  

Three-month performance  

Museum of Modern Art, New York, Photo:  Marco Anelli 

 

Upon reflection ID3 was not strong enough an event to be considered as an aesthetic 

performative work however, the issues that were raised through it indicate a bridge 

between contemporary event based art practice and the tradition of portraiture. I 

would like to call this a discussion about an artwork but in fact I consider it more an 

experiment that has informed a public open studio process and residency style 

practice of making portraits, which is better considered along the lines of an 

intimately scaled relational art form.  This experimental nature of the project typifies 

the experimental nature of the studio, while affording institutions a public program 

to feed their insatiable appetite for greater audiences.   

Abramović’s The Artist is Present was aesthetically conceived within the artist’s 

long-standing oeuvre of performance art, whereas ID3 was not.  This was a major 

strength of the former and one of the weaknesses of the latter, a weakness in so far as 

it was not anticipated and therefore the aesthetics of performance and relationality 
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were not heightened to the level to genuinely call this work a relational artwork.  

However as a residency it was relational. 

This is not to say that the former’s work was not without its aesthetic problems and 

vocal critics – it certainly was.  Bureaucracy was an aesthetic problem of both 

projects because of the way it shaped the interaction between artist and subject. A 

similar level of mediation and bureaucratization affected ID3, in comparable ways.  

In my case, as a University research project, there were ethical requirements which 

shaped the initial contact with participants.  When people came to sit for the drawing 

they were presented with an information sheet to read through and a consent form 

which had to be signed before they could participate.  These forms set up the tone of 

the relationship between artist and participant by immediately bureaucratizing the 

participant’s involvement, bringing their attention to legal issues such as copyright 

and discussions around potential discomforts of the research.  Although it was 

necessary to ensure that only people who could give informed consent were 

participating, such measures set a mood where participants were being reminded that 

they were not participating in an artwork, but in a research project.   

The portrait subject as a co-producer is well documented in texts that take as their 

subject, the portrait sitting.  Martin Gayford’s book, Man with a Blue Scarf is a 

perfect example of how the portrait involves the relational aspects between the artist 

and sitter.  It is a diaristic account of the relationship that develops between Gayford 

and Lucian Freud while Gayford sits for a Freud portrait.  Gayford discusses not just 

how Freud handles the paint or how he sets up the model, but how Freud handles the 

social relationship between himself and his model.  Gayford explains that it is 

through interaction with the sitter that the portraitist learns about his model, how his 

facial muscles work and how they respond in conversation.132  The situation of the 

portrait sets up an aesthetic and social experience for the participant, and is a mere 

by-product of the portrait sitting.  

To determine the success of ID3, I used the notion of audience activation to measure 

how engaging the work was in its various modes of production and reception.  In 

Claire Bishop’s book Artificial Hells:  Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship, Bishop traces the lineage of participatory arts from the early futurist 
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& Hudson. 21 
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performances, which began an ‘active / passive binary’ where ‘conventional theatre 

is derided as producing passivity, while futurist performance allegedly prompts a 

more dynamic, active spectatorship.’133  Bishop uses the term participatory to 

encompass a variety of artforms, broadly including interactive, relational and 

performative art practices which all aim to provide audiences a more active role.  

The idea of the ‘active’ versus ‘passive’ conveniently undermines the active role in 

viewing pictures and objects.  The viewing experience of a work of art activates a 

viewer’s self, corporeally and psychologically.  This was an important insight 

gleaned from the experiments with photo-retouching where the images took on a 

phenomenological presence in space that solicited the viewer’s body through their 

proximity to the work. 

In this process audience and subject were collapsed as the intimate process of the 

work overshadowed the forensic design of the portrait project. A physical and a 

virtual identikit were produced and donated to the museum’s permanent collection 

and these identikits were subsequently reworked into an app for Smartphone and 

tablet to increase the project’s accessibility and engagement.  Rather than loading the 

application onto devices in an exhibition installation the app was released for general 

distribution onto the user/viewer’s most private form of display, their phone.  

Through the connections of relationality and ID3 as well as the inherent relationality 

of portraiture this model of a relational aesthetic was suited to provide the tradition 

of portraiture with a contemporary flavour.  If the relationality of portraiture could 

be fore grounded then this would be a significant step forward in contemporary 

portraiture. 

The perception that the audience can come to a work and complete it by their 

presence and their unique engagement with the work is shared by many 

contemporary artists today and applied throughout art institutions.  For a more 

pragmatic or even cynical take on this phenomenon, Helen Molesworth, Curator of 

the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston has explained the inclusion of the 

audience as participants or co-producers as “an institutional concern and need for an 
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ever-expanding audience” which she says often results in two forms of festivalism - 

biennales and project rooms.134   

The Phenomenal Object 
Phenomenological immersion is something about the work that cannot be 

reproduced in photography or video but must instead be experienced.  This came to 

be discovered through producing a medium-to-large scale digital image, which used 

two distinct modalities photographic and drawn and were activated depending on 

how close the viewer was to the image.  This involved the viewer’s own corporeal 

agency and ensured that the work had a phenomenological presence in the physical 

space before the viewer. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, by enlarging a low resolution found 

photograph I was able to edit the pictorial content and reprogram the new image 

pixel by pixel, adding pictorial information where there originally was none.    The 

original image with a pixel area of 604 by 453 (or two inches tall) was blown up to a 

scale of 8665 by 6496 pixels - almost 20 times taller and more than 200 times larger 

in area once enlarged from the original.  This meant that there were large areas of 

pixilation and a void of photographic content.  I used the brush tool at a one-pixel 

width and literally reprogrammed photographic content pixel by pixel.  By 

introducing lines of this size the image could be printed with intricate levels of 

detail.  I drew very fine detail including soft small hairs on the skin, individual 

eyebrow hairs and eye lashes. They weren’t drawn to be realistic but to create a 

detail that would suggest texture.  At the scale of 73 by 55 centimeters high the 

image is larger than life size and can be seen from a substantial distance away.  

When seen from closer up, however, the image does not break down into pixilated 

blurs but shows hand drawn lines evoking tiny blonde hairs that would not be visible 

unless scrutinized from such a close distance.  These hairs around the eyes are 

coloured as if having been coloured by the pigment in the eye shadow, foundation 

and blush colour the hairs on the nose and cheeks Figure 38 shows the image as seen 

from a distance as a whole image while Figure 39, Figure 40 and (Figure 41) show 

details of the right eye, nose and left nostril respectively, as if viewed from up close.  

By rewriting the content of this image pixel by pixel meant that I could then, draw 

                                                
134 MOLESWORTH, H. 2009. A Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary’: 32 Responses. October, 130, 111-6. 

111 



 84 

small lines each at one pixel width, which would be invisible from more than a metre 

away but completely transform the pictorial modality when viewed from a more 

intimate proximity.   

 

Figure 38. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Untitled (girl), 2012  

Hexachrome digital print, 73 x 55cm 

 

Figure 39. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Untitled (girl) (detail #1), 2012  

Hexachrome digital print 73 x 55cm 
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Figure 40. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Untitled (girl) (detail #2), 2012  

Hexachrome digital print 73 x 55cm 

 

Figure 41. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Untitled (girl) (detail #3), 2012  

Hexachrome digital print, 73 x 55cm 

 

Like ID3, these photo retouching experiments pointed to a valuable direction for 

future research, however they did not result in finished, exhibition-worthy work.  

The important factor of this experimentation was in opening the research up to this 

corporeal form of engagement as an aesthetic principle of contemporary art that 
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would be considered along the lines of a phenomenological immersiveness.  This is 

not to be confused with the kind of immersion that James Elkins has written towards.   

Elkins refers to an immersive viewing experience, in which viewers are provided 

with exhibition environments that reduce distraction and amplify one’s ability to be 

wholly captivated and contemplate a single work.135   Elkins cites the exhibitions of 

Caspar David Friedrich in which the viewer enters a dark room depriving the viewer 

of any other sensory distraction.  The kind of phenomenological immersiveness is 

not the same as Elkins’s as I am describing here is one in which the work is felt – in 

which the intensity of the sensory stimulus is of such amplitude as to seduce the 

viewer away from other distractions.  In a sense the work can take over the viewer. 

 

Anish Kapoor 

Anish Kapoor’s Memory (2008) (Figure 42) is an example of phenomenologically 

immersive work that the viewer could feel rather than being an emptiness upon a 

visible ground.  Memory is a void in the sense that the visual system of the viewer 

could not register anything.136  The voids were unphotographable.  If viewers 

weren’t gathering together to look at their reflections in the mirrors, they might have 

gathered together to see, or more likely to not see, and certainly not photograph, the 

void that is Memory.  Memory is a “24 ton Cor-Ten steel sculpture” that viewers 

were invited to look into through a window from another room.  The view was so 

dark that it took several minutes for viewers to adjust to the darkness within the 

room during which time they would verbally guess what it was that they were 

seeing, and once they could see it, move aside so that the next person could look.    

On describing one of Kapoor’s void sculptures titled I (1987) (Figure 43) (Figure 

32), Terry Smith explains the influence of the Indian rituals on shaping Kapoor’s 

poetics of the sublime: 

On a trip to his native India in 1979, Anish Kapoor was moved by the ritual power 
of raw pigment.  Returning to London, he explored ways for viewers to contemplate 
the sublime, the unfathomable at the core of the known universe.  In I (1987), 
Kapoor hit on the quintessential sculptural formulation of this experience:  a large 
block of rough hewn limestone invites us to bend over and look into the black hole 
cut out  into its top surface, its seductive beauty yet ultimate invisibility secured the 
precise tone of the powdered pigment within.  There are parallels here to, as well as 
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evocative differences from, the humanoid presences in Gormley’s art, and to the 
tracery of natural processes in the work of Andy Goldsworthy.137 
 
 

 

Figure 42. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

Memory, 2008 

Cor-ten Steel 14.5 x 9 x 4.5 m 

Lisson Gallery, London. 

Kapoor’s voids were a counter-point to his ‘hall of mirrors’ in that they absorbed 

light rather than reflected it and were unphotographable.  One of his voids in 

particular, a pigmented wall recess titled My Body Your Body (1993) (Figure 44) 

used the velvet texture of a deep blue ultramarine pigment applied so evenly and 

lusciously that its visual intensity made it impossible to perceive the shape and depth 

of the recess.  The harder one looks, the more they become disorientated by the 

colour’s intensity.  

The scale of the works included in the show immerse the viewer in an environment 

so saturated with visual stimulation that one directly experiences core existential 

issues at the heart of the human condition.  The concepts that drive these works by 

Kapoor are presented in an embodied way to be experienced more than simply 

viewed like a reproducible image.    
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Figure 43. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

I, 1987.  

Limestone and pigment, 59 x 63 x 95cm 

Lisson Gallery, London. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

My Body Your Body, 1993 

Fibreglass and pigment,  248×103×205cm. 

Museum of Contemporary Art Australia. 
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The more successful works in the show reflected the viewer back onto themselves – 

either by literally reflecting light or by depriving light so that the viewer could feel 

themselves trying to see.  Kapoor is showing you something, but rather than using 

traditional languages of figurative art to refer to something - a person or event, real 

or imagined, Kapoor’s exhibition showed the viewer their self, unfolding now, such 

is the power of phenomenological immersiveness.    

By working on the (photo retouch) image in this way it gave a spatial sense to the 

photographic print as being physically located within a gallery or exhibition space.  

The role of the photographic object in a physical space was key to this notion of 

getting closer to the printed image.  It requires the accidental discovery of the drawn 

information by being at a certain distance from it before one can appreciate how 

manufactured the photographic material is.  

The resulting image has greater visual potential viewer than the original image 

despite its lack of evidentiary power.  The result of this process is a retouched, 

repainted and redrawn version of the original image, however one important 

judgment can be made about this retouched picture an that is that it is an 

improvement on the original image that it came from – an improvement because it is 

capable doing more than the original photograph could it is more capable of 

engaging a viewer.  The finished picture contains more visual information than its 

ancestor, which further activates the viewing experience.  This is a result of its a 

double identity – photograph and drawing.   

The exhibition of One of Us took into consideration the physicality of the digital 

photograph, how it physically engaged with the viewer as a material object, affecting 

the viewer both from a distance and up close in surprising and different ways.  The 

images were printed at approximately 30 x 20cm – large enough to see clearly but 

small enough not to reveal any of the distortions to the viewer that came from 

pushing and pulling the pixels, stretching the image content into shape.  The size of 

the images was necessary for another reason, to be able to fit them all into an 

exhibition as one work.  Seen individually they depicted a portrait but seen together 

they depicted uncannily similar but different portraits.  The effect was confusing and 

disorienting. 
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While the scale of each image was small the collection, when installed on a wall was 

immersive.  This allowed a potent experiential encounter with the viewer when the 

works were installed together in a grid of seven by six framed images.  Figure 45 

shows the work installed in the exhibition Die Sektions at Wagga Wagga Art 

Gallery’s E3 Space in 2012.  On approach One of Us appears as a series of the 

repeated images that are the same.  The outline of the figures in each is identical, as 

is the pose, composition, background and lighting and these common pictorial 

qualities set the viewer up to expect the same image.  However as the viewer moves 

closer to each individual work they begin to see the differences between these 

apparently similar portraits.  It is the viewer’s physical engagement with the work 

and how the work’s scale gears the viewer to read the work that makes One of Us a 

culminating moment for the period of pilot research projects in the early stages of 

the PhD.  

 

Figure 45. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

One of us, 2012.   

42 framed hexachrome photographic prints, 45 x 35cm each. 

Photo credit:  Jacob Raupach 



 91 

On close inspection there are discernible distortions that were not corrected or 

repainted precisely because they came directly from the translation of drawing into 

photograph.  For example in some cases pupils appear strangely shaped, which is 

actually a result of not having drawn them the exactly ‘correct’ shape in the drawing.  

As drawings these kinds of distortions don’t appear as obvious as they do in the 

photograph, potentially because there are so many other challenges to drawing’s 

mode of realism that it doesn’t appear to be so dominant. 

While One of Us is a series of framed digital prints made using photographs but 

aren’t neatly describable as photography but just as uneasily described as drawings.  

.  Just as David Hockney labels his Joiner Photographs as drawings one might label 

One of Us as a series of digital drawings.  In addition, the scale and physicality of the 

work and the minimalistic rhythm of the white on white grid takes on a sculptural 

character or an installation presence, enveloping the viewer.  This scale and flat 

against the wall might instead be what Barnett Newman described as his ‘heroically 

scaled’ paintings, which evoked a sublime contemplation.  Or alternatively they 

could be an example of printmaking - a series of editioned prints made from an 

archival Hexachrome digital printer.  

The Artwork is Present 
Art critic and historian Michael Fried observed how minimalist art in the 1960s 

immersed the viewer calling on the viewer’s presence to complete the work.  When 

reviewing Anthony Caro’s minimalist sculptures in 1967 Michael Fried remarked 

that the sculptures themselves were the artworks worthy of aesthetic appreciation but 

that it was the combination of the viewer’s presence, the work and the surrounding 

architecture which was the aesthetic focus.  On writing about minimalism or as he 

sometimes refers to it:  ABC art or literalist art, Fried said: 

[T]he beholder knows himself to stand in an indeterminate, open-ended - and 
unexacting - relation as subject to the impassive object on the wall or floor.138 
 

Fried said that works from this minimalism sought to confront the beholder, and in 

this sense they were anthropomorphized objects, given qualities of living and willed 

things.  Fried describes this relational quality as a form of anthropomorphism – the 

work is somehow alive and acting upon the viewer.  He continues: 
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the things that are literalist works of art must somehow confront the beholder - they 
must, one might also say, be placed not just in his space but in his way.139 
 

Fried judged that the confronting nature of this kind of work was theatrical and 

therefore it was bad art.  Fried was and remains pejorative about this property of 

minimalism stating that it was theatrical and the more art became theatrical, the less 

legitimacy it had as art.  He put it like this: 

Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre.  Theatre is the common 
denominator that binds a large and seemingly disparate variety of activities to one 
another, and that distinguishes those activities from the radically different 
enterprises of the modernist arts.140 
 

The event or encounter between the work of art and its beholder in minimalism has 

become a core ingredient of the kind of presence that Terry Smith refers to as 

contemporaneity - the live work that acts upon the viewer in the here and now.  The 

viewer’s immediate presence with the work gives art a concern for the contemporary 

as we have heard from Smith on “contemporary:  the immediate, the 

contemporaneous, and the cotemporal.”141 

Here, in phenomenological immersiveness, the audience’s co-presence becomes the 

measure of authenticity where the moment of engagement is a central artistic 

concern.  Ivy Cooper from Southern Illinois University has referred to this 

contemporaneity as a derivative of minimalism.  Cooper discusses the relationship 

between much of minimalist art and it’s preoccupation with the viewer’s physical 

relationship to the work of art through phenomenological philosophy.142   

French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty has had a particular influence in 

forging an aesthetic position on art about contemporaneity.   Merleau-Ponty explains 

what phenomenology is: 

It is the search for a philosophy which shall be a ‘rigorous science’, but it also offers 
an account of space, time and the world as we ‘live’ them.  It tries to give direct 
description of our experience as it is without taking account of its psychological 
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 93 

origin and the causal explanations which the scientist, historian or the sociologist 
may be able to provide.143 
 

The influence of phenomenology on minimalism can be seen in minimalist artists’ 

introduction of the sense of haptics and proprioception into their aesthetic 

vocabulary.  According to twentieth-century French phenomenologist Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, vision is not elevated in status above other senses.  He argues that 

the body (and self) is a multi-sensory, multimodal and synaesthetic network of 

experience.   Martin Jay’s epistemological account states that Merleau-Ponty leveled 

the hierarchy of senses elevating haptic and tactile senses up to hold an equivalent 

position to that of vision.144 

According to this account of sensation and perception, consciousness is a 

consequence of the interconnectedness of the sensory and corporeal awareness of the 

body, uniting material and reflective dimensions of self as a unified dimension of 

self.  This equivalence of sense is part of a broader philosophical trend in the 20th 

century to what Jay describes as “the denigration of vision in twentieth century 

French thought”.145  Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology consists, according to Jay, in 

“a deep seated suspicion of the Cartesian perspectivalist gaze, which often extended 

to the primacy of vision itself.”146  The work of minimalist sculpture as described by 

Michael Fried is an abandonment of the pure visuality of painting and sculpture into 

a situated event and relationship between the viewer and the artwork. 

In 2011 the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art curated an exhibition which 

labeled the L.A. Minimalist movement “Phenomenal Art” after its connection to 

phenomenological philosophy.  Phenomenal art has been attributed to Californian 

Minimalist artists like Robert Irwin whose work was included in an exhibition titled 

Phenomenal:  California Light, Space, Surface.   Dawna Schuld explains in the 

exhibition catalogue:  
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Phenomenal art is no more an illustration of phenomenological philosophy than is 
phenomenological philosophy some sort of written analogue of or key to the work 
of art.147 
 

In today’s heterogeneous artworld, the diversity of artistic forms and media has 

created different labels from the traditional viewer of spectator, users, participants 

and collaborators.  The term viewers has been labeled as a passive mode of reception 

of a visual work, users as being those engaging with so-called interactive work, and 

participants and collaborators in the context of participatory, relational or socially 

engaged forms of art.   

Both the relational forms of art and the post-minimalist forms of phenomenological 

immersiveness in art are both important strategies of participation, and both are 

directly applicable to a poetics of portraiture, specifically insofar as the portrait 

dynamic between artist and sitter is considered relational.  By emphasizing the 

aesthetic potential of this relational element portraiture can access contemporary 

aesthetic debates. 

The phenomenal object and phenomenological immersiveness can also benefit 

portraiture because it is a beneficial aesthetic ideal for studio making in which the 

artwork is strategically crafted to engage with the viewer’s mind and body 

simultaneously.   

Both forms of viewer participation are especially important to this research because 

they respond to the three dimensions of self, outlined by Jerrold Siegel.  Relational 

aesthetics responds to the relational dimension of self and phenomenological 

immersiveness responds to a unified mind and body. 

In the same way that phenomenological immersiveness unites the mind and the body 

as dimensions of selfhood, the next chapter explains how relational aesthetics and 

with it the relational dimension of self, combines with phenomenological 

immersiveness through both forms’ historical and aesthetic links.  From this, an 

aesthetic of self emerges which provides the aesthetic measure upon which to build a 

poetics of self. 
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4. A CRITIQUE OF PARTICIPATION 
 

In her paper on late-modern participatory arts, American art historian Ivy Cooper 

identifies a relationship between the strategies of the imposing or 

anthropomorphized sculpture described by Michael Fried and the strategies deployed 

by relational artists such as Sophie Calle and Rikrit Tirivanija whose works construct 

social situations which impose upon the viewer or participant in similar albeit 

dematerialized ways.148  This chapter develops this relationship further, arguing that 

despite the rhetoric of presence and contemporaneity in contemporary art, 

contemporary, dematerialized and event-based artforms continue to be anchored to 

image-based aesthetics through photographic documentation.  

Minimalist artists looked to phenomenology as a guiding philosophy in producing 

their work, which has come to inform relational aesthetics and event-based art.  

Cooper explains that many of the minimalist artists like Robert Morris have 

gravitated towards discourses on phenomenology because of how these kinds of 

works “situate” the viewer in relation to the work’s unfolding presence in time and 

space.  The example of Tiravanija is clear – bodies congregating and eating together 

- the example of Sophie Calle is a little bit different.  Sophie Calle’s Wardrobe, for 

example, is exhibited as a series of photographic and text pieces which the viewer 

reads as if they were reading a book documenting the process.  The exhibition is an 

expanded form of the book, which is then produced and sold widely.  Sophie Calle’s 

Wardrobe has during its unfolding, an audience of one unknowing participant – the 

gentleman receiving the clothing.  The knowing viewer of the artwork is like that of 

someone reading a story, however with the knowledge that what they are reading 

about is the documentation of an artistic performance where Calle’s social relations 

become ruptured or perverted.  By the time Calle’s works make it into the gallery 

they lack what Claire Bishop refers to in performance art as “the phenomenological 

immediacy of the live body”.149  

Phenomenology is what Ivy Cooper, when writing on the extended situation, 

believes is the ideological link between minimalism and relational art.  Cooper 
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argues that the writings of French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty have 

been the basis of much writing on minimalist art and the art of relational artists.150  

However artists, like Robert Irwin and more recently Olafur Eliasson, have drawn 

extensively on phenomenological theory as a critical platform to direct their artistic 

production and to discuss it.  Although Dawna Schuld states that phenomenal art is 

not an illustration of phenomenology, in the case of some artists it is an overarching 

ideology, which frames the work as much as Christian theology would have framed 

the work of pre-modern western art.151    

The interest of minimalist art, relational art and phenomenal art is that it seeks new 

sensorial modes for engaging its audiences.  Ivy Cooper cites the example of 

minimalist artist Robert Morris whose three-part essay Notes on Sculpture describes 

the future direction of art as relating to the viewer’s own body in what he refers to 

intermittently as either an “extended situation” or an “expanded situation” in which 

he states that “physical participation becomes necessary.”152   

Situations 

Relational art, however, is as equally influenced by the anti-capitalist aesthetics of 

the Situationist artist Guy Debord who promoted an aesthetics of participation and 

relationality and its stance against what is termed “spectacle culture”.  The 

construction of ‘situations’ by American minimalist artists in 1966 contrasts but 

temporally connects the interest in situations of French artists in the same period, 

most notably the situationists or the group known as the Situationist International 

(SI).  Bourriaud and Bishop both refer to the legacy of the situationists, particularly 

Guy Debord in the formation of the respective aesthetics of relationality or 

participation.  The situationists as Guy Debord wrote in the Situationist Manifesto 

were: 

Against the spectacle, the realized Situationist culture introduces total participation. 
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Against preserved art, it is the organization of the directly lived moment.153 
 

Nicholas Bourriaud uses the language of Debord with particular respect to spectacle.   

He discusses how contemporary social relations have become spectacularised: 

This is a society where human relations are no longer "directly experienced", but 
start to become blurred in their "spectacular" representation.154  
 

In addition Bourriaud describes the situationists as embodying one half of the 

aesthetic tension, which characterized twentieth century art: 

The 20th century was thus the arena for a struggle between two visions of the world:  
a modest, rationalist conception, hailing from the 18th century, and a philosophy of 
spontaneity and liberation through the irrational (Dada, Surrealism, the 
Situationists), both of which were opposed to authoritarian and utilitarian forces 
eager to gauge human relations and subjugate people.155 
 

In the 1960s, both of Bourriaud’s American rationalist and French spontaneous 

forms of late modernism were united by their interest in creating “situations”.  

Rather than using the term extended or expanded situations as described by Robert 

Morris, the situationists produced “constructed situations” defined by the SI as 

“moment[s] of life concretely and deliberately constructed by the collective 

organization of a unitary ambiance and a game of events.”156  Using the strategies of 

the dérive – a process of aimless walking, in combination with mapping 

psychogeographies – the emotional effects of places and sites, and détournement – 

the reappropriation of objects to new alternate uses, the SI made works that disrupted 

the conventional urban architectures in order to fulfill their aims at overthrowing 

“mystifying ideology and bourgoise tastes.”157  The situationist concern was charged 

with greater political activism than the phenomenological concerns of the 

minimalists in America, however the development of both within the same period 
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can be seen as a precondition for artforms which privilege the live interaction and 

embodied presence of the viewer.     

American minimalist artist Robert Morris has described his interest in situations as 

one of phenomenological immersiveness: 

The smaller the object the closer one approaches it and therefore it has 
correspondingly less of a spatial field in which to exist for the viewer.  It is this 
necessary greater distance of the objects in space from our bodies, in order that it be 
seen at all, that structures the non-personal or public mode.  However it is just this 
distance between object and subject that creates a more extended situation, for 
physical participation becomes necessary.158 
 

The extended situation in Robert Morris is the extension of the work into the world 

and not just the internal relations of a sculpture’s parts but also its external relations 

interacting with the world and with the viewer. 

The lineages of Minimalist and Situationist art can both be dated back to the Futurist 

and the Dadaist movements in the first decades of the twentieth century.    Within a 

broader historical narrative, Bishop locates the origins of participatory forms of art in 

the first performances by the futurists – an origin that has amplified and echoed 

throughout the 20th century through different manifestations depending partly on the 

social role of the individual within society.  Both Bishop and Bourriaud consider 

participation as a pertinent concern in any society where interpersonal relations and 

democratic agency are controlled or measured through high levels of either 

totalitarian government or spectacle capitalism.   

Bishop has shown examples of totalitarian societies such as Soviet Russia where the 

demand for public participation was oppressively strong, “when collectivism is an 

ideological requirement and state imposed norm.”159  Bishop continues: 

Unlike the dominant discourse of participatory art in Western Europe and North 
America, where it is positioned as a constructive and oppositional response to 
spectacle’s atomization of social relations, the participatory art of Eastern Europe 
and Russia from the mid 1960s to late 1980s is frequently marked by the desire for 
an increasingly subjective and privatized aesthetic experience.160 
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Contemporaneity 
Contemporaneity has its precursors in the late modern ‘situations’ found in 

American minimalism and the participatory pursuits of the Situationists in France, 

both active in the 1960s.  The theoretical writings of Nicholas Bourriaud in his book 

Relational Aesthetics has done much to promote an encounter-based form of art 

within the institutional frameworks of contemporary art, drawing on the aesthetics of 

minimalist and post-minimalist art and the activist interventionist aesthetics of the 

SI.  The implications of these two movements uniting into one broader aesthetic 

regime is that the work then appeals to audiences because they provide immersive 

novel experiences but also because of an ethics of egalitarianism.    

Museums of Spectacle 

The aims of the SI as against the spectacle have been largely undermined by 

museums’ and galleries’ usurpation of relational art as a means to increase revenue 

and publicity.  By doing so the Museum has, in recent years, become a site of 

spectacle.  

Anish Kapoor’s work, however, is simultaneously contemporary and pre-

contemporary in that the subject matter of the viewer is consistent with the concerns 

of contemporary art, however his installations rely on the language of paint dating 

back before the renaissance, and his work results in a visual language of images.  

The Anish Kapoor exhibition is a useful case study for thinking through portraiture 

and figurative painting in today’s artworld for three main reasons.  The first is that it 

is a typical contemporary art exhibition in that it features several characteristics of 

the –ism that is reported to make up the –ism of contemporary art including 

spectacle, contemporaneity, audience participation and interactivity.  Secondly, it is 

conceptually driven and thirdly, it carries a post-minimalist aesthetic.   

Despite arguments that contemporary art is too diverse to categorize, immersiveness 

is a consistent aesthetic property of the contemporary artworld.  Accusations of an 

incoherent contemporary artworld is contradicted by Okwui Enwezor when he says 

that the work of contemporary artists: 

[C]an be properly apprehended through the formal language of immersive 
installations, cinematic projection and large tableaux style photography dominant in 
global contemporary art.161   
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After the utopia:  Institutional perspectives on immersiveness 

Immersiveness is important to art institutions, whose success is measured by the 

amount of people who attended an exhibition, program or event.  The immersiveness 

and large scale that Enwezor identifies is also a strategy to increase the scale of 

audience engagement both in numbers of gallery attendees as well as the degree to 

which each individual viewer can surrender to the art experience.  This is apparent in 

the institutional growth of audience development and strategies of galleries and 

museums such as the Museum of Modern Art in New York to increase audience 

numbers by strategically programming concurrent shows that will attract different 

audiences and demographics, maximizing exposure to the institution and to each 

show at any one particular time.162  Associate Director of New York’s Whitney 

Museum, Johanna Burton describes this as institutions offering contemporary art as a 

form of entertainment.  She writes: 

Strikingly, more than one museum director has declared - on the record and with 
some pride - that the role of museums is shifting and that art must function like other 
forms of entertainment to retain any relevance.  It must be crafted, that is, more to 
draw in crowds than to constitute a discursive realm.163  
 

Art institutions increasingly aim to provide novel experiences for audiences at the 

expense of art that is anchored in material traditions.  Helen Molesworth elaborates 

on this point, explaining that collecting and preserving art objects has been replaced 

with works that promote audience participation in a search for an “ever-expanding 

audience”, which is “bound up with change and novelty (ie. temporary exhibitions) 

as opposed to stasis (the permanent collection)”.164  The dematerialized and 

participatory tack of contemporary art is corroborated by Rebentisch who describes 

the institutionalization of contemporary art as a form of “event culture”.165  The 

dematerialization of the art world could be read as a reaction against the excessive 

art market, however in a globalized world, Molesworth describes this as a 
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“dependence on tourism”, which he explains is “increasingly itself a novelty-seeking 

form of behaviour.”166  

The desire for novelty is an economically driven form of art under the guise of 

avant-gardism.  Terry Smith has observed this in contemporary art as a form of what 

he describes as “Remodernism” and “Retrosensationalism.  He explains these as: 

[R]epeats of earlier twentieth-century avant-garde strategies, yet lacking their 
political utopianism and their theoretic radicalism, above all by Damian Hirst and 
the YBA’s, but also by Julian Schnabel, Jeff Koons, and many others in the U.S., 
and by Takashi Murakami and his followers in Japan.167  
 

New York Magazine’s art critic Jerry Saltz has referred to this trend as ‘Neo-

Mannerism’ after the way that the Mannerist period, following the Renaissance, 

recycled from the great masters of that earlier period, producing works for an 

established network of patrons and collectors with an insatiable appetite for 

Renaissance flavour.  Saltz describes neo-mannerist artworks: 

There’s usually a subtext about wastefulness, sustainability, politics, urbanism, or 
art history.  That history is almost always out of the sixties and seventies Artforum 
magazines or the syllabi of academic teachers who’ve scared their students into 
being pleasingly meek, imitative, and ordinary.168 

 

Terry Smith describes a concurrent trait of “Spectacularism” referring to the 

opulence of these immersive and novel gestures.  Smith’s other strand of 

remodernism, which he calls “Spectacularism”, can be described by an “aesthetic of 

excess” whether through scale or enormously expensive endeavours.169  Smith 

describes these remodernist forms of contemporary art as well as the other two 

strands that contrast remodernism.  These are “decolonalization”, which is akin to 

the post-colonial art mentioned earlier and another strand that resembles Demos’ 

notion of “indigenization” to through “small scale and modest offerings”.170  
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These forms should all be read as interrelated in an overarching artworld climate.  

The relationship of each of these manifestations of contemporary art are explained 

by Smith as: 

[B]eing tied to the others – its contemporaries-and is in contestation with them.  
Each is changing before our eyes, yet has its own historical destiny, will transmute 
and will pass.171  
 

Seeking to capitalize on the legacies of the late modern minimalists and situationists, 

museums continue to risk undermining the aesthetics of participation by seeking 

spectacle for their programming. 

Photo Documentation 

In many respects, the spectacularism of contemporary art is driven by the currency 

of the documentary photograph, which circulates in media editorial and advertorial 

promoting artist’s and their exhibitions.  However the way that the image is used in 

contemporary art also indicates that contemporary art remains in the throes of the 

image as photograph, rather than in the dematerialized forms of the expanded or 

constructed situations.  The role and impact of photography in contemporary art has 

been compounded by the necessity of artists working in temporary forms such as 

participatory art to document their work in order to have their installations, events 

and performances included in media, catalogues, reviews and, hopefully the canon of 

art history.  While the photographic documentation may not be central to the main 

aesthetic of an artist, or in fact antithetical to an artist practice, based on one-off 

experience events or performances, the documentary photograph continues to ground 

artists within image culture.  This tension between image and non-image art practice 

manifests itself in a variety of ways but it appears through the practices of several 

distinguished contemporary artists that production of photographic material is an 

essential element to any artistic practice.  

The Californian minimalist artist Robert Irwin did not document his earlier 

installation work from the 1960s and as a result a great deal of his oeuvre can never 

enter the canon of late modern art. Irwin says that the art he’s made since the 1960s 

has been “an exploration of phenomenal presence.”172  Drawing on the philosophies 
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of phenomenology Irwin’s work requires the viewer to be in the gallery to 

experience subtle perceptually uncanny phenomena, which reignites the viewer’s 

sense of perception and makes them aware of themselves as experiencing beings.  

Irwin’s works were explorations into presence despite the dominance of 

representations.  For this reason the artist refused any photography of his work until 

1969.173  Irwin resisted photography because the image of the canvas or installation 

was not the art experience but a perceptual encounter with the work that had to be 

physically felt, that photography could not and cannot reproduce.174  After 1969 

some of his more permanent works from that period have been photographed but 

many of the artist’s early temporary works have no documented trace. Due to the 

early stage of Irwin’s career, without a reputation to attract large audiences, his 

works were seen by few people.   

There are many artists like Irwin whose work cannot be conveyed through 

photographic documentation.  Documenting work through photography is a problem 

for any artwork which is based on either ephemeral or event-based aesthetics and in 

Irwin’s work the event is an unfolding process of seeing – sensation and perception.  

Photography on the other hand does not capture an event; rather it captures a 

moment in time – a fraction of the appearance of an event.  Or as Lawrence 

Weschler explained “a photograph could convey image but not presence.”175   

Tino Seghal is an interesting contemporary artist partly because his delegated 

performances are never documented.  This is characteristic of Seghal whose work 

involves choreographed delegated performances by others.  On reviewing Seghal’s 

This is So Contemporary (2014) as part of the Kaldor Public Art Projects at the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales, Andrew Frost writes about the extent to which 

photography was policed during a press preview: 

At the press preview John Kaldor was personally making sure that curious members 
of the public didn’t take any photographs. One of Seghal’s instructions for the piece 
was that there be no recordings of the event – it is meant to be a special memory for 
us to cherish and not to be sullied in the public memory bank of social media. I was 
told that Sehgal doesn’t believe in unnecessary air travel and thus left the 
organization and execution of the constructed situation to a Sydney-based facilitator, 
and to Kaldor himself, who put his hand over the lens of a Chinese tourist’s camera, 
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perhaps in an effort to maintain the purity of the event, or perhaps to honour the 
strict stipulation of the artist’s contract.176  
 

Claire Bishop has interpreted Seghal’s ban on photographic documentation by 

linking the tradition of Seghal’s work to the instructional or score based work of the 

Fluxus artists who maintained that the score is the original work of art and the 

performances are conducted by “interpreters” and hence are interpretations of the 

original work, which is a series of instructions.  According to Bishop, this “erodes 

any residual attachment to the idea of an original or ideal performance.”177  

The photograph is now so important for contemporary art, however in many key 

works the photographer goes unacknowledged in art historical texts.  The ideal 

performance is something that characterizes the photographic documentation of a 

work and can be seen in the documentation of one of the most famous performance 

works – Carolee Schneemann’s Interior Scroll (1975) (Figure 46).  Unlike 

photographers such as Joel Meyerowitz and Gianfranco Gorgoni who are credited 

for photographing Robert Irwin’s Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue (2000) 

(Figure 47) and Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) (Figure 48), respectively, the 

photographer of Schneemann’s Interior Scroll goes unacknowledged in survey 

catalogues of contemporary art history and body art.178  Nevertheless this image 

becomes the iconic reading of the performance and thus the most important moment 

of the performance.   

The question of authorship is what is at stake when the photograph of the 

performance lives on beyond the performance itself.  Schneemann may have 

authored the performance but the photographer has taken a perfectly capable naked 

portrait photograph of Schneemann. In the art historical canon the image is attributed 

to Schneemann – After all that is what the text describes.   
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Figure 46. Carolee Schneemann (b. 1939) 

Interior Scroll, 1975  

Performance. 

Photo credit: Anthony McCall  

 

Figure 47. Robert Irwin (b. 1928) 

Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow & Blue?, 2006.  

Linear polyurethane paint on 6 aircraft honeycomb aluminum rectangles, overall installed: 315 x 1600 x 
660cm.  Aluminum rectangles: 480 x 660cm each. 

Pace Gallery 

Photo credit:  Joel Meyerowitz 
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Figure 48. Robert Smithson (b. 1938) 

Spiral Jetty, 1970 

Mud, precipitated salt crystals, rocks and water.  Rozel Point, Box Elder County, Utah 4.6 m x 460.0 m 

City of Utah. 

Photo credit:  Gianfranco Gorgoni 

 

However, authorship in the Schneemann case ambiguous because of how she 

‘altered’ the prints.  According to Tate Online, Schneemann editioned prints that she 

worked over with paint and urine, evoking the aesthetic of performance through 

expressionistic gestures and making the prints unique and authentic objects of the 

hand of the artist.179   Schneemann here uses the photograph as a relic of the original 

performance.  With their own authenticity as relics, the performance lives on through 

the hand of the artist who has made the image her own in the same way that 

appropriation artists would in the following decades.   

Art historian Amelia Jones has discussed the role of historical documentation in 

performance and experiential artworks arguing that a written and historical record 

can be a perfectly acceptable surrogate for experiencing the work first hand – 

including images and description of what occurred.180  Implicit in Jones’s argument 
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is the role of historical documentation to act as a score, in the Fluxist sense and in 

the sense of conceptual artist Sol Le Witt and or contemporaries like Tino Seghal.   

The historical document used as a score provides the platform for reperformances – a 

polarizing issue for performance artists and contemporary art institutions, which seek 

to offer these works of historically important experiential artworks in their exhibition 

programs.  Some performance artists from the 70s, such as Chris Burden, have 

questioned the legitimacy of reperformances because of the artform’s original intent 

as a non-commodifiable, one-off artwork, while others have been striving to have 

performance art included in Museum programs to be properly acknlowedged in the 

canon of modern and contemporary art.  

The photo document is often what ends up on the art market for sale.  The 

relationship between the documentary photograph and the one-off performance is 

challenging particularly when the work needs to be commodified for the art market 

as so often happens with artists represented by commercial galleries.  Mike Parr is 

one such artist, represented by Anna Schwartz gallery in Sydney and Melbourne, 

Parr has developed a practice in which he post-produces the residual images from his 

performance practice, remediating them to produce new drawings, photographs, 

installations and performances.181  In his installation Photo Realism (1998) (Figure 

49), Parr featured a mural of printed still images recorded from a performance of 100 

Breaths (1992) (Figure 50), which as the author of one of Parr’s monographs 

describes, “Parr sucks 100 etchings of his face onto his face before a camera.”182  

The presence of the camera indicates that the performance is not intended to be a one 

off event but to be reactivated.  Edward Scheer explains further: 

What was once documentation now becomes a site of reactivation of a body of 
work, a staged encounter that is not a repetition of the originating event but a re-
presentation of it, which re-enacts an event for an audience that was neither spatially 
nor temporally connected to it.183  
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Figure 49. Mike Parr (b. 1948) 

Photo Realism (Shanty Town), 1998 

Installation  

Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne 

 

Figure 50. Mike Parr (b. 1948) 

100 Breaths, 1992.  

Performance, 100 self portraits on A4 sheets of copper. Exhibited by breathing each sheet directly onto his 
face. 

 
Alternatively, artists like Marina Abramović edition a limited number of 

photographic prints from her performance documentation as art objects for sale on 

the market.  Marina Abramović’s relationship to the documentary photograph 

provides a different model of exhibition practice in which the artist editions a select 
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few photographic images of each performance, for purchase from collectors.184  In 

this sense Abramović’s performances are as much performances for the camera as 

they are performances for the audiences at the event.  

Alternatively, for installation artists, such as Olafur Eliasson and James Turrell the 

documentation of the work acts as if it were a landscape painting to be appreciated 

for its own formal beauty within the tradition of landscape painting.  Finally the 

work of Olafur Eliasson, the Danish-Icelandic post-minimalist installation artist 

shows how the documentation of installation sites features figures, which indicate 

the scale of the environments and emphasize the installations as grounds upon which 

human activity occurs rather than reified art objects.   

Eliasson’s installation shot for 360 room for all colours (2002) (Figure 51) shows a 

figure within a space navigating a colourfully and diffusely luminated space.  The 

figure in this installation as well as installations like The mediated motion (2001) 

(Figure 52) connote mysterious encounters where figures appear in misty landscapes, 

sometimes isolated or alternatively with a companion.  The human figure in these 

landscapes introduces a potent element of narrative reminiscent of Caspar David 

Friedrich’s Wanderer above the sea of fog (1818) (Figure 53) where the figure 

appears to the viewer as an imagined surrogate of themselves in the sublime 

grandeur of nature.  Eliasson’s simulations of natural phenomena simultaneously act 

as simulations for the visitor of the installation and as studio sets for the production 

of an image.  
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Figure 51. Olafur Eliasson (b. 1967) 

360° room for all colours, 2002 

Stainless steel, projection foil, fluorescent lights, wood and control unit. 

Musée d´Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 2002 

 

Figure 52. Olafur Eliasson 

The mediated motion, 2001 

Water, wood, compressed soil, fog machine, metal, foil, Lemna minor (duckweed), and Lentinula edodes 
(shiitake mushrooms) 

Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria, 2001 

Photo: Markus Tretter. 
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Figure 53. Caspar David Friedrich (1774 - 1840) 

Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1818 

Oil-on-canvas, 98.4 cm × 74.8 cm 

Kunsthalle Hamburg, Germany 

Fantastical Documentation 

Eliasson’s images hail the viewer to imagine themselves walking within a fantastical 

landscape.  Louis Althusser describes interpellation: 

I shall then suggest that ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it 

‘recruits’ subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation 

which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined 

among the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) 

hailing:  ‘Hey, you there!’185    

Eliasson would be no stranger to how this kind of imagery hails or interpellates the 

viewer in an Althusserian sense to imagine their own ‘adventure’ in the space 

depicted in the documentary photograph or ‘installation shot’.  Through the 

anonymous subject, the image hails the viewer to imagine themselves within the 

depicted space.  The use of the pronoun ‘You’ in his many exhibitions and artwork 
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titles such as Take Your Time which travelled to Sydney’s MCA in 2010, or his 

artwork titles Your Sun Machine (1997), Your orange afterimage exposed (2000), 

Seeing yourself seeing (2001) support the view that this Eliasson uses these 

strategies to consistently hail his audience.186 

Eliasson is not inexperienced with depicting the landscape through photographs, 

which he does as an early sketching phase in his process.  The installation images 

that Eliasson produces are used in monographs and writings about his work and in 

promotional material, however part of the artist’s practice is in documenting the 

natural landscape through photographs which he also exhibits within his blockbuster 

survey shows.  The aerial river series (2000) is a series of 42 photographs of rivers 

from an aerial perspective.  Exhibited in a grid like structure this landscape 

photography is undoubtedly documentary in its mode of viewing and recalls a 

scientific precision of mapping, or a process of information or data gathering which 

may be used as sketches or studies to inform subsequent works.187  Comparing the 

documentary images of the natural landscape to the documentary photographs of the 

installation indicates the line Eliasson walks between documentation and image 

production – between fiction and reality. 

Eliasson is most likely conscious of how his photographs mediate between reality 

and fantasy as he so regularly references the relationship between the natural and the 

artificial.  Eliasson blurs the line between fiction and reality, phenomena and fantasy 

by deliberately leaving the mechanics of his installations exposed and allowing the 

viewer to see how their experience is mediated: 

The point is that the museum in particular, and the world in general, try to 

communicate things as if they were real.  And I try to show that there’s a 

much higher level of representation than first anticipated in a museum.  So 

what we actually see isn’t real at all but artifice or illusion.188 

To follow Eliasson’s logic to its final conclusion the documentary images of nature 

are as ‘real’ as his simulations of nature in the gallery, and if we reverse this logic 
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his simulations of nature are as unreal as his documentary photographs of nature.  

What Eliasson produces in both forms of ‘documentary’ is an effect impossible to 

document but must be produced in the viewer.  Eliasson describes this as:  

[A] subliminal border where suddenly your representational and your real 

position merge, and you see where you ‘really’ are, your own position.189  

Eliasson’s photographic documentation is a series of seductions.  Nevertheless 

Eliasson’s images just like his installations are self confessing spectacles that seduce 

the viewer through a set of strategies of hailing and sensory stimulation provoking 

imagined and perhaps lived moments of sublime presence in a way that cannot be 

documented or demonstrated but must be experienced.   

The Authenticity of Presence 

There is, however, a catch – an aesthetic factor through which participation reaches a 

threshold and becomes distasteful.  This is built into participation from the ancestral 

forms of high modernism.  Once the demand for participation becomes too high the 

work becomes spectacularised, and this can be seen as a major point of derision in 

contemporary aesthetic theory. 

Artists and institutions that claim the authenticity of presence can only present an 

illusion of presence because of the inherently mediated nature of a gallery and 

constructed event. The idea of presence was taken most literally in 2010 by Serbian-

born performance artist Marina Abramović in her performance retrospective at New 

York’s Museum of Modern Art titled The Artist is Present.  Abramović’s exhibition 

and the new work featured within attracted criticism around the potential of presence 

in gallery exhibitions.  These criticisms serve as a useful case study for 

contemporary art’s paradoxical fetishes for spectacle and authentic presence.   

Marina Abramović’s retrospective was fraught by explicitly claiming presence for 

her work.  The exhibition featured reperformances of Abramović’s earlier works in 

her solo career but also her performances with former partner and collaborator Ulay 

as well as video and photographic documentation of the original performances.  In 

addition to the retrospective exhibition, Abramović created a new work, which was 

developed out of the title of her retrospective.  For this new work, the artist was 

                                                
189 Eliasson quoted in ibid.  11 



 114 

literally present for viewers to come and sit with her and meet her gaze for as long as 

they like.  The exhibition The Artist is Present, curated by Klaus Biedenbach, ran for 

three months at New York’s Museum of Modern Art and for the duration of that 

exhibition Marina Abramović performed her new work with the same title.  

Abramović now in her sixties had developed a prominent career anchoring her 

oeuvre within the canon of performance art and has attracted substantial following 

within the artworld.   

Abramović’s three-month performance was an example of relational art in the way 

that Bourriaud explained in his text Relational Aesthetics.  Every day for three 

months, Abramović sat in her chair located in the centre of a gallery space, meeting 

the gazes of the people who sat opposite her.  At the same time, masses of gallery 

visitors watched Abramović and her temporary performance partners, many waiting 

for their opportunity to participate in the action.  Rose writes that the relational 

aspect of the project began while waiting to sit with the artist.  “In the queue we 

befriended each other, finding ourselves with literally hours to spend, side by 

side.”190   

Unfortunately Abramović’s new work was heavily spectacularised and the 

underlying ethos of relational art is its attitude against spectacle culture. Heather 

Rose wrote about the sacred atmosphere of the exhibition:  

There was more than the normal amount of reverence found in galleries floating 
about.  People were standing, kneeling, sitting cross-legged on the floor, settled in as 
if they hadn’t left, nor did they intend to leave, for many hours.191   
 

The response to The Artist is Present involved a mix of celebrity worship and 

religious mysticism.  Rose explains that Abramović’s work appealed to her because 

she is “drawn to ritual”, particularly appreciating the ritualistic and shamanistic 

qualities of the performance at MoMA.  Her account of participating implies a 

telepathic relationship with Abramović where the artist gave permission to write an 

unrelated book, “Without uttering a word I heard her say to me, ‘You must do it – 

and you must be fearless.’”192  She also describes the sitting as a profoundly moving 

and liberating experience and describes people moved to tears, who have found 
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catharsis in the experience.  This account is corroborated by the video footage of 

testimonies from members of the public who were afforded the opportunity to sit 

with the celebrity artist.193 

The ritualistic or spiritual dimension to this project teetered on the edge of the 

theatre of cult evangelism, which undermined its significance of high art making it 

seem kitsch.  The converted masses who had experienced a spiritual sublime 

corroborated by testimony could be explained equally well by the psychological 

phenomenon of projection – a phenomenon familiar to art’s reception, according to 

the art historian Ernst Gombrich in his famous text Art and Illusion.  According to 

Gombrich the viewer projects onto illusionistic works filling in missing content and 

making it relevant to the viewer’s cache of experiences, memories and 

consciousness.194  Was the Abramović effect an illusion provoked by a relative 

vacuum of content or was there some legitimate substance to her presence and her 

gaze?  Abramović herself remarked that “When they’re sitting in front of me it’s not 

about me anymore, it’s very soon I’m just a mirror of their own self.”195  If this is 

the case then the artist was not present or at least not assertively so. 

Art historian Caroline Jones argues that the concept of presence was undermined 

throughout Abramović’s exhibition at MOMA.  She says: 

The Artist is Present has only a fractional relation to the fetish of presence.  The 
experience of the intersubjective gaze, admittedly compelling, is consistently 
bracketed through photo releases you must sign, through three “live” webcams, 
through the Italian photographer making a book of the piece, and not least from the 
picture-snapping visitors surrounding the spotlighted atrium – in short, by the 
overwhelming apparatus of the document that [Tino] Seghal has problematised.  The 
Artist is Present inserts the visitor into an intensely mediated and surveilled art 
activity; one’s production of performatives is compromised, to say the least.196 
 

The authenticity of the participation and presence within the project is questionable 

in the sense that individuals had behavioural or disciplinary limitations placed upon 

them.  Participants were required not to talk, not to touch the artist, to meet the 
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artist’s gaze until they were ready to end their sitting in which case they were asked 

to signal by bowing their head.  This can be attributed to the level of celebrity of the 

late career performance artist and the popularity of the museum.  Both of these 

factors contributed to large crowds and hence a rigorous approach to crowd control 

and security.  Unfortunately, however, this security elevated the artist’s importance 

to a level where the audience was less free to be present.  Akers’ documentary film 

shows footage of two individuals whose sittings were intervened by security guards 

because one participant covered their face with a picture and the other participant 

removed their clothes before attempting to sit down.  The latter participant claimed 

that she was not informed that she couldn’t strip and regretted that she was not 

allowed to sit for Abramović.  In tears she said to Akers’ camera operator: 

I didn’t know it was a rule, I didn’t realize and I would have obviously obeyed the 
rule if I had known but I wanted it to be spontaneous, I didn’t want anybody to 
know, you know, I wanted it to be its own thing and to be special with her and I 
thought in that space, in that square, you get your own, its like the audience part of 
the art, and, and, you bring to it, and I just wanted to be as vulnerable to her as she 
makes herself to everyone else.197 
 

This mediation indicated as much sensitivity for the future or afterlife of the project 

as it did for the present participation of the audience members.   

The result of The Artist is Present was a series of images - portraits taken by 

photographer-cum-collaborator Marco Anelli indicating that the artist was 

knowingly creating a photographic studio set-up in which the participants would be 

like the crowd sourced talent of reality television – free subjects to be marketed and 

sold back to themselves.  In watching the documentary film The Artist is Present by 

Akers it is evident that Abramović’s performance is knowingly directed towards 

producing performance ‘documents’ or, otherwise considered, image objects.198  In 

the film’s opening credits Abramović seductively poses for the camera, naked on a 

podium.  In the next series of shots Abramović poses in a cloak-like dress with a 

group of younger nude and idealized models on a subway train in a composition that 

resembles codes of advertising – youth, beauty and urban decadence.  Also, shortly 

after these shots there is footage of the installation of the exhibition where 

Abramović reviews digital photographs of how the set looks from different vantage 
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points in order to plan the final setup.  Abramović explains herself about the 

planning of the performance, “How I imagine Artist is Present is, I actually, imagine 

a more like a kind of film set.  There is a huge square of lights.”199  The artist 

executed this work photographically. 

The artwork lives on in book form, DVD documentary and social media photo 

galleries.  After the performance, the official photographs of the event were 

uploaded onto MoMA’s flickr page, an online social media photo gallery site.200  

The composition of these images is a standard three quarter profile view with a 

narrow depth of focus, which turns the background of the shot into a blurred wash.  

The background of each subject is its soft patternation of colour and tone as different 

people milling around behind the participant shifted and changed with different 

kinds of clothing – the visual environment constantly in flux leaving each 

composition unique.  The lack of focus on the background emphasizes the rhetoric of 

the documentation in line with the performance.  In front of Abramović you are the 

only person who exists – a special individual in a transcendental moment of time.  

Participants who were featured in the exhibition could go back to the gallery and 

view their portrait.  Anelli has since published his collection of portraits in a book 

titled Portraits in the Presence of Marina Abramović.201  The portraits are a single 

shot of each of the 1,545 sittings with the duration of their sitting labeled with the 

image.   

Abramović’s performance proves that contemporaneity and presence are undermined 

by the inherent mediation of art and the artworld and its embeddedness within 

images and image culture.  What Abramović’s work highlights is the paradox in the 

rhetoric of contemporaneity and presence as a mark of art’s authenticity and the 

constant demands for some kind of image outcome – that the artist continues to be a 

producer of images.  In contemporary art, in what is often referred as a post-medium 

condition, the images that are produced continue to be of the same medium – that is 

that they are made with a camera.   
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Social media and the return to the image 

The Museum of Modern Art posted Marco Anelli’s portraits of sitters online on 

social media platform Flickr, enabling users to view and share the images easily on 

social media platforms.  Exhibitions have begun to adopt liberal approaches to 

photography within their exhibitions after having seen the potential for free publicity 

from gallery attendees sharing photos from their smart phones within the exhibition 

space.  Exhibitions now increasingly develop hash tag keywords for users to attach 

to their photographs so that the galleries can quantify online conversations about 

their shows.  Searching for #poptopopism brings up thousands of audience 

photographs on instagram of the Art Gallery of New South Wales Pop Art 

Exhibition Pop to Popism (2014-15).  Inventing hash tags has become an important 

feature in marketing campaigns for Museums and Galleries with institutions seeking 

unique phrases to direct audiences to facilitate this easy quantification – hence the 

Museum of Contemporary Art Australia’s hash tag #closetochuck for their 

exhibition of Chuck Close: Prints, Process and Collaboration (2014-15) 

Audience’s participation in exhibitions through social media signals a return to the 

image.  Viewers of Anish Kapoor’s Sydney exhibition engaged with the work by 

taking photographs and moving dynamically around the reflective surfaces.  The 

distorted mirrors on display were a hit with the crowd of gallery visitors, many of 

who took pictures of the reflections with their phones and posed in photos with their 

companions – a practice that has historically been banned in other museums around 

the world.  Children ran around the self-standing mirrored structures S-Curve (2006) 

(Figure 54) and C-Curve (2007) amused by the distorted figures that were reflected 

back to them.  These works attracted a mixture of reverence for the philosophies of 

perception, optics and the sublime that the titles and catalogue text referred to, while 

at the same time opening up the work to a more democratized engagement less 

dependent on a conscious engagement with the work’s theoretical underpinnings.  

There was, in short, something for everyone.  
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Figure 54. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

S-Curve, 2006 

Stainless steel 216.5 × 975.4 × 121.9cm 

Photograph: Joshua White, Los Angeles. 

The exhibition was popular on social media.  In the days and weeks after leaving the 

museum I continued to see images from the exhibition appear on my social media 

platforms as friends, family and acquaintances shared their amorphous snapshots of 

their own distorted or shattered reflections from within an Anish Kapoor sculpture.  

Finally, the way audiences responded to this exhibition showed that figurative 

pictures continue to be an important part of going to the art gallery – the amount of 

‘selfies’ and pictures of friends that have graced social media under the hash tag of 

#anishkapoor at the time of writing is over 25,000, many of which are gallery 

visitors who have uploaded pictures of themselves and friends within a Kapoor 

installation or in the reflection of a Kapoor sculpture.  Through these three 

components – contemporary art, the power of pigment and the desire to make and 

look at figurative images the place of figurative art and portraiture can be understood 

and with it, their shared vision to explore a contemporary vision of self. 
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Contemporary artists still have to make images whether it is outsourced or not.  

Previous examples have shown artists’ relationships to their event-based 

documentation however now that audiences are able to make their own images so 

readily with phone photography and social media sharing there is an increased 

premium on artists providing the photographic studio for the audience to make their 

own photography. 

Drawing a way out of photography 

In the 1980s, Australian performance artist Mike Parr became aware of the intrusion 

of photographic aesthetics on the ideals of performance as an artform of duration and 

physical presence.  Photo documentation was the “photo-death” of the event or 

subject captured, according to Mike Parr.  To capture the event as an image was to 

freeze it and kill the very thing that made performance an aesthetic of duration and 

phenomenological presence.  On Parr’s concept of photo-death, art historian Edward 

Scheer has written, “when the focus of the act is to capture the moment, the moment 

is of course lost.”202 

Much of Mike Parr’s practice has been a response to this idea of photo-death.  

Scheer has referred to Parr’s practice as:  

[Attempting] to encode a self-critique (of the event of performance) within their 
content and … to contain their own end – the passing of performance into 
documentation and memory – within their structures.203  
 

Since the 1980s Parr has actively incorporated drawing into his performances as the 

documentation, aftermath or residue of the performances.  Beginning by redrawing 

his photographic documentation in the Parapraxis series beginning in 1981 (Figure 

55), Parr began to use drawing as a trace of performative activity, letting the marks 

indicate gesture and time.204  Continually re-mediating these residues, whether 

they’re prints, photographs, drawings or Xerox copies, Parr continued to post-

produce this documentation as new performances and art objects for collection.  One 

example of Parr’s performance drawing is A-Artaud (Against the Light) Self Portrait 

at Sixty Five, (1983) (Figure 56).  In this work the relic or residue of the performance 
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process is a drawn image rather than a photographic image.  The drawn image is 

more easily readable as an art object and as well as integrating performance practice 

into a ready art market through collection Parr also identifies a documentary realism 

of drawing as a temporal gestural image as distinct from the fraction of a second that 

characterizes photographic documentation.  

 

 

Figure 55. Mike Parr (b. 1948) 

Parapraxis 111: [Cold Photography] Menippean Discourse as the Garments of the Moon [Interaction with 
my Mother], 1982 

eight Cibachrome photographs bonded onto aluminium sheeting, 8 photographs: each 158.0 x 106.0 cm 
image/sheet; 316.0 x 424.0 cm installed. 

Art Gallery of New South Wales 
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Figure 56. Mike Parr (b. 1945) 

A-Artaud (Against the Light) Self Portrait at 65 (detail), 1983  

Installation at the Art Gallery of Western Australia. 

Parr’s move towards drawing within his own practice is further support that drawing 

is an important tool for documenting event-based work.  This research has identified 

that photography is in capable of representing subjects in portraiture in line with 

current values of self.  In addition, by considering the limitations of photography, 

drawing has emerged as an important process in satisfying the concerns of 

contemporary aesthetics, particularly in terms of the relational and performative 

character of contemporary art.   

Considering drawing as documentation, the portrait sitting could be considered much 

like the relational work of Marina Abramović’ The Artist is Present.  Imagining such 

a thing would be like imagining a more public version of the relational space 

between Lucian Freud and Martin Gayford, or any portrait artist and their sitter.  The 

similarities are two people, an audience for each other, both observing the other and 

taking part in an intersubjective or relational encounter.   

If the art event culminates in an image then the event of portraiture is the sitting and 

the portrait is the documentation of that event.  The following chapters are dedicated 

to testing whether a contemporary poetics of portraiture can be developed by 
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bringing the portrait sitting into the aesthetic foreground as an event, while treating 

the finished portrait as the document of that event.    
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5. THE GENIUS OF THE IPAD 
 

Portability emerged as a central logistical concern of the research, in order to be able 

to attract the participation of sitters.  While there was no evidence that the rate of 

participation in ID3 or AuralDynamics was higher as a result of the central location, 

the demographics range of participants was broadened by having the project based in 

the mid-city locations.  This chapter expands on the benefits to the research of digital 

sketching on making sophisticated yet accessible projects which increased 

participation from subjects.  

In the pilot projects the sketchbook and laptop served as convenient means for 

working outside a fixed studio location and having a temporary presence once a 

week at the Museum of the Riverina.  The sketchbook provided me with the ability 

to draw the participants while the laptop enabled me to scan those drawings and 

compile a digital interactive identikit as well as email digital versions of the 

participants’ facial features.  The laptop was also the tool used for the photo 

retouching and with portable camera meant that I could take the research out of the 

studio if there were times when I had to be out of town or working at home. 

With the ability to work comfortably outside of the studio it became possible to work 

in the field in residency programs as well as one-on-one with portrait participants.  

However the post-studio framework meant that the work was highly dematerialized 

and at pains to resolve itself as independent, resolved works of art.  What emerged 

through these studies was an informed process of using drawing as a preparatory 

sketching phase. The challenge then was how best to produce a resolved body of 

work that was finished to the degree to provide phenomenological immersiveness. 

Because of the regional isolation from capital city artworld clusters, much of the 

studio work was produced on portable digital devices including a laptop and iPad, 

both of which were equipped with digital imaging technologies that simulated 

traditional drawing and painting studios.  While a sizeable studio was provided to me 

at Charles Sturt University on the Wagga Wagga campus I incorporated a post-

studio approach as a significant part of making the work.   
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The Laptop Atelier 

Contemporary curator Caitlin Jones has described the role of the laptop on studio art 

practice: 

The Laptop Studio serves simultaneously as the tool, the space, the product and the 
frame.  This conflation of the studio’s many functions is the goal, and quite often the 
meaning of the work. 
The ‘post-studio’ laptop studio has other meaningful implications for contemporary 
art production.  The concept of access transforms significantly within this notion of 
the studio.  Access to (virtual) studio space, public access to artist’s work, artist 
access to materials – each of these transactions is enhanced in this shift.  Traditional 
‘open studio’ conventions are rendered obsolete, as, by its very nature, the laptop 
studio can always be ‘open’.  The ‘post-studio’ laptop studio can always be ‘open’.  
The ‘post-studio’ laptop studio also significantly disrupts the temporal process of 
the traditional studio – moments of research, production and dissemination are 
continually evolving and reorganizing. 
In these ways, post-studio practice in a contemporary sense could be understood less 
as a reaction against established norms of production and distribution and more a 
reaction to expanded cultural platforms writ large.205 
 

Australian artist Gary Carsley’s developed the notion of The Laptop Atelier (2010), 

in an artist talk on his own practice at College of Fine Arts, University of New South 

Wales.206  In his talk Carsley describes that in the globalized artworld the bricks and 

mortar studio can be replaced with digital studio simulations, such as laptop 

computers, which, when loaded with sophisticated digital programs for computer 

imaging and sound production can be the basis for any professional art practice and 

enables artists to not be grounded or isolated from different art markets around the 

world: 

I propose, therefore, the Laptop Atelier, not so much as a physical site, where some 
new aspects of an old relationship are being played out but rather as a paradigm.  
Issues of itinerancy and technology are ambient factors important to my practice, 
shaping it in the way wind and rain shape topographical features in the landscape.207 
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The Laptop Atelier is particularly useful for Carsley, who maintains studios in 

Berlin, Amsterdam, Sydney and New York.  Carsley’s Draguerrotypes (Figure 57) 

are a series of works that the artist has been focused on for several years now, which 

involve the production of digital images made from photographs of parks overlaid 

with digital wood-finish laminate textures printed onto contact adhesives fixed to 

objects or installed as mural sized pieces in private buildings and public sites.   The 

digital files are made on the artist’s Laptop and can be printed using outsourced 

printing services in the major capital cities wherever and whenever the artist exhibits 

or installs.  This allows access to a portable studio while facilitating large-scale 

artistic production enhancing mobility but also shifting the modes of production 

making them screen-based.208 

 

Figure 57. Gary Carsley (b. 1957)  

MacArthur Park (2007)  

Lambda monoprint, 294 x 294cm  

Schwartz Collection 

 

Lane Relyea has described the importance of mobility on artists since the 1990s, 

replacing the traditional notion of the artist’s studio.  She writes:  

Talk and travel become the gravitational poles that distinctively reorder the field of 
art for this rising generation, and within that field the studio and the lone creator are 
displaced, as is anything associated with isolation and fixity.209  
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Relyea quotes the Scottish artist Douglas Gordon, from the generation of what she 

describes as ‘do-it-yourself’ artists, on the benefits of being able to work in a mobile 

capacity rather than in a studio: 

… if you’re travelling around then no-one knows where you are, right? … When 
I’m flying from Scotland to Germany or from Holland to France, or whatever, I get 
so many more hours to think than I would if I was at home, spending the whole 
bloody day answering the telephone, paying bills and responding to letters or 
whatever.210 
 

Being physically isolated from artworld centres but connected digitally meant that 

small portable sketchbooks and laptops could be used to work with individuals and 

institutions in other cities and territories with more embedded artworld architectures; 

put simply, more galleries, collectors and audience bases.  The virtual studio or 

laptop atelier was particularly important for this research due to the fact that it was 

based in Wagga Wagga, a regional centre located inland in New South Wales about 

250 kilometers from the nearest capital city, Canberra and 450 kilometers from 

either of Australia’s major metropolitan and art city centres - Melbourne and 

Sydney.  As such Wagga Wagga is isolated from a network of galleries and in order 

to test artworks in exhibitions within a broader discourse of contemporary art, 

portable, dematerialized and transmittable approaches help minimize the limitations 

to the research caused by the tyranny of distance between the studio and the 

metropolitan and art city centres. 

Ouroboric Gaze 
During the pilot project stages there was one other project being developed that 

became the catalyst for producing a method of drawing that synthesized the 

participatory aspects of portraiture and would lead to a series of cohesive and 

finished works.  This would be done using a portable tablet computer.  When 

Ouroboric Gaze was first conceived this was not the intention but a very fortunate 

accident.  The conceptual basis for designing Ouroboric Gaze was to test the portrait 

setting as a form of analysis that paralleled a form of psychoanalytic therapy.  Dr 

McIlwain was known to me as a Senior Academic in Psychology, specializing in 

psychoanalysis and personality psychology and had lectured in a subject I studied at 

Macquarie University on The Philosophy of Psychoanalysis.  Part of McIlwain’s 
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research also involves a roster of analysand’s who she provides therapy to. I 

originally pitched to Doris that we meet six times to parallel the then limit of psycho-

therapy sessions subsidized by public health insurance – a simulation to test the 

viability of ‘getting to know someone’ in only six hours time.   

I wrote to Dr McIlwain about this project before ID3 had finished and scheduled the 

project to go ahead at the end of the year.  As the time approached, my priorities had 

shifted from the heavily conceptually driven arc of the design to a greater interest in 

participation and the production of a phenomenologically immersive work.  Dr 

McIlwain also wished to alter the design of the project and use it for her own clinical 

research but as practice for her writing, which she needed to continually develop to 

describe her patients. 

When I proposed Ouroboric Gaze to Dr McIlwain I did so to offer a transactional 

dynamic rather than one of ‘taking’ data from a subject.  I wanted to reciprocate the 

request of posing by offering myself as a subject should it be of interest to McIlwain 

as a psychologist.  This would then be a transactional process.  The drawing process 

with McIlwain would be the same as with any other portrait subject, however the 

offer to use me as a subject for her own research was ever-present.   

Life Drawing 

The original structure of the Ouroboric Gaze came from reading Martin Gayford’s 

Man with a Blue Scarf:  On sitting for a portrait by Lucian Freud and the modified 

structure kept this influence.211  In Man With a Blue Scarf, Gayford wrote a 

biography or account of Freud using his position as portrait sitter as a means of 

researching and accessing the artist.  Here this structure became a position of 

equality where both parties exercised an agency in representing and publishing their 

account of the process – Freud in an oil painting and an etching and Gayford in a 

biographical book.  This mutual scrutiny was a compelling tension in Gayford’s 

book and appeared to be a useful ingredient in tempering the honorific or repressive 

tendencies of portraiture - by having two clear agents in the portrait sitting, the 

portrait remained in focus as a document of an intersubjective relationship or 

encounter between artist and subject.  The relational flavour of this arrangement had 

direct relevance to the relational dimension of the aesthetic of self while also being 
                                                
211 GAYFORD, M. 2010. Man With A Blue Scarf:  On Sitting for a Portrait by Lucian Freud, London, Thames 

& Hudson. 
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anchored within the tradition of portraiture, supporting the tradition’s legitimacy in 

contemporary aesthetics while giving it a point of critique with which to test the 

tradition against the new contemporary aesthetics.  Gayford’s book was taken as 

model of ethical and conceptually elegant portrait participation, which, if applied 

could increase participation while decreasing objectification in portraiture.  

What interested me in Gayford’s book was the equalized relational space between 

author and artist; however, this may not accurately reflect the way Freud normally 

worked.  In Geordie Grieg’s (2013) posthumous biography of the artist, Freud is 

represented as dominating, manipulative and a wholly unethical character.  Greig 

describes the pressure on Freud’s models to, among other things, never discuss what 

occurs during the sittings in Freud’s studio.  Anyone who broke this rule in Freud’s 

lifetime was ostracized by the artist’s inner circle and therefore distrusted.  Greig 

writes, “Sitters who were bold enough to divulge what happened in the artist’s studio 

were given the cold shoulder.”212  Greig portrays a Freud that provoked models 

sexually, on one occasion taking his genitals out suggesting that he and the model 

should engage in sexual activity.  Greig also writes about Freud’s privacy that: 

In the mid 1990s Lucian Freud stopped publication of his authorized biography.  
Even though he had cooperated with the writer he paid him off with a substantial 
sum.  When Lucian read the manuscript he was appalled that so many intimate 
details would enter the public domain.  The idea that the book would be published in 
his lifetime was abandoned.213 
 

From accounts published during the artist’s lifetime however, Freud’s friends and 

sitters describe a warm, affectionate and charismatic character.  An account from a 

former artist assistant and mother of Freud’s child, Celia Paul outlines the agency 

and power that Freud’s sitters had: 

I remember at one point we had some quarrel and I said ‘I’m leaving’ and he 
pleaded with me not to because we’re just in the middle [laughs] and it made, sort 
of, conscious that there was going to be a beginning, middle, and end and that it 
wasn’t going to be a relationship for life.214 
 

Freud’s painting depended on the cooperation and commitment of his sitters. 

                                                
212 GREIG, G. 2013. Breakfast With Lucian:  A Portrait of the Artist, London, Jonathon Cape.  151 

213 Ibid.  xi 

214 Lucian Freud:  Painted Life, 2012. Directed by WRIGHT, R. London: BBC. 
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Both authors describe two opposite characters in Lucian Freud, however it is 

possible that the presence of someone documenting Lucian’s behaviour may have 

motivated the artist to conceal some of his less desirable behaviours. Gayford’s 

portrait of the artist has a different quality.  The portrait Freud was painting was not 

one of Freud’s naked portraits but a head and shoulders portrait of a fully clothed 

Martin Gayford.  In his book, Gayford did not discuss the process with other sitters 

but all of the information came directly from the interaction between artist and 

writer.  They both presented selves to be represented at the other’s mercy. 

Why Dr McIlwain 

As a contributor to journals in art as well as psychology, I anticipated that this 

project would be of specific interest to Dr McIlwain because she also had a 

professional interest in contemporary art as a critic for Contemporary Australian Art 

Journal Artlink.  McIlwain has written regularly for Australian fine art journal 

Artlink, a magazine that describes itself as a “themed magazine covering 

contemporary art and ideas in Australia and the Asia-Pacific: criticism, reviews, 

theory, politics, information.”  This involvement in fine art criticism coupled with 

McIlwain’s interest in personality psychology and psychoanalysis suggested that she 

would be ideal to invite to participate in this Freudian (Sigmund as well as Lucian) 

process of representing another self through mutual analysis, pictorial on my part 

and verbal on hers.  

This was explained in the initial correspondence to McIlwain: 

Immediately when I thought of doing a project like this I thought of you because of 
your connection to art, both as an appreciator but also as a serial writer for Artlink.  I 
think your background in qualitative and grounded theory means that if any 
Psychologist would suit this project, it would probably be you.215 
 

Between first contact and first meeting there were dozens of emails and one face-to-

face conversation over Skype to firm up the parameters of the project in a loose 

agreement of sittings.  These became a schedule of six sittings in consecutive weeks, 

with a one-week break in between the last two.  Three of these sittings were to be in 

Sydney, two in Wagga Wagga, and two between Wagga Wagga and Sydney in 

Canberra and Goulburn.  We each agreed to produce a self-portrait for each sitting 
                                                
215 Email correspondence to Dr Doris McIlwain on Wednesday March 14, 2012.  For articles in Artlink written 

by McIlwain see MCILWAIN, D. 2009. Living Palely: and the rationality of a certain fullness of feeling. Artlink, 

29, 10 and MCILWAIN, D. 2011. Transplanting Life:  The distributed media of embodied selves. Artlink, 31, 4. 
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that would be given to the other sitter as an exchange at the beginning of each sitting 

to act as a springboard for the sitting if necessary.   

Building on the model of ID3, during the first sitting I drew McIlwain’s facial 

features to ensure that I had some concrete reliable facial data as a starting point.  

With the second sitting self-portrait exchange in mind I drew Dr McIlwain’s 

eyebrows, eyes, nose, and lips as a means to secure some kind of facial information 

that I could then use to apply to later paintings as visual data of the subject.  From 

my experience of the residency in Wagga Wagga I recalled that drawing people's 

facial features provided a good opportunity to have a conversation as there were 

different intersubjective dynamics influenced by which facial feature was under the 

artist’s gaze.216    I had expected to finish drawing the facial features in the first 

session so that I could use them to make a self portrait photograph where I 

manipulate my facial features into the shape of hers (from the drawing) as in One of 

Us, however drawing the facial features took double the time because I had a 

commitment to be present and attentive to Dr McIlwain’s analysis, which was often 

conducted through conversation. 

The first sitting was at Dr McIlwain’s home where upon commencing, the self-

portraits were traded.  Immediately two aesthetic distinctions were evident in the 

self-portraits, McIlwain had written and read aloud an anecdote of a time when she 

was young and infirm the self-portrait reflected on the implications of that event in 

her professional and ideological maturation.  The self-portrait I gave was more of a 

descriptive life-drawing study in a traditional head and shoulders composition using 

a mirror in the studio.  My first self-portrait was a head and shoulders life drawing 

whereas McIlwain’s was more narratively driven. 

Why iPad 
The first self-portrait drawing I gave was made on an iPad, a now ubiquitous form of 

touch screen tablet that I had just happened to purchase to use as a portable 

computer. Although I did not buy the iPad to draw on it, drawing was one of the first 

things I did on the device.  I had made drawings in the past using my iPhone, starting 

in 2009.  At that time I drew using an application called Sketchbook X, a free 

                                                
216 As discussed in the previous chapter, the eye contact necessary for observational drawing had a different 

confrontational quality to that which arose from drawing the nose, lips or eyebrows.   
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drawing tool that simulated a drawers and painters atelier with access to millions of 

colours and many customizable brush tools. 

At that time I became aware of two artists who drew using iPhones and they were 

New York illustrator Jorge Colombo and British artist David Hockney.  Both artists 

used an application called Brushes, which recorded their drawings step by step and 

could be replayed as a video.  I also worked a little with Brushes although I mainly 

stuck with Sketchbook X as I didn’t have much use for the video at that time. 

The iPad was a much freer form of drawing on the iPad compared with the iPhone.  

It offered greater canvas resolution and the larger screen size, which meant it 

afforded the user a greater amount of gestural line work. 

The model of the iPad that I was using was also a much more sophisticated screen 

resolution and had a much crisper definition with barely perceptible pixels compared 

to the previous model and the iPhones.  This meant that drawing on this screen was 

much more vivid than it was previously.  The first test I did on the iPad was a 

drawing of my father from life.  The iPad then became a means to sketch ideas for 

new works, exhibition installation and then eventually it became a more serious 

means of practicing life drawing. 

Through a series of life drawing studies the medium revealed itself to be forgiving.  

Rather than wet media, it never had to be handled carefully to dry and unlike most 

media, it could be distributed online or editioned as prints for gallery exhibition and 

collection. 

Sketchbook Pro 

Using the iPad was initially a curiosity and then a convenience of portability; 

however through the Ouroboric sittings the iPad proved to yield far more benefits 

that had not yet been anticipated.  These were portability of medium, but also 

transmittability of the materials produced.  From the iPad the image could be 

produced and then emailed to an archival printer.  Also, the iPad was a gestural form 

of drawing and painting where the colours would not run into each and required no 

drying time.  This allows a quick and liberal process of laying down colour in a 

situation of life drawing where was of the essence.  
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Through the various studies I had done with the iPad I soon began to see the virtues 

of using the iPad towards a portrait of Dr McIlwain.  The self portrait component to 

Ouroboric Gaze significantly influenced how this project developed as well as how 

the overall research developed.  This was visible from the first two sittings of 

Ouroboric Gaze.  The first self-portrait I gave Dr McIlwain was a conventionally 

structured head and shoulders iPad drawing, printed archivally (Figure 58).  The 

drying time of paints meant that I was never sure if the work would be finished and 

ready to transport quickly enough and I wanted to be able to practice the process of 

digital painting on the iPad as suspected the iPad would be a valuable tool in 

collecting colour information immediately without the time and labour of mixing 

colours.  I chose to give her a print rather than a painting because the cost was low 

and I would be able to make a copy for myself so that in the event of an exhibition it 

could be exhibited as an artist proof. 

 

Figure 58. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

 Self Portrait #1 (Ouroboric Gaze) (2012).  

Hexachrome digital print, 20 x 15cm.  Edition of 3. 

 

Incorporating the iPad as a central component of the research was partly an accident.  

Working with the iPad had developed immediately after having purchased it, 

originally with the intent to organize and annotate and portably read and write 
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documents.  The first thing that I immediately chose to download upon purchase was 

a drawing application Sketchbook Pro and began drawing my father who happened 

to be visiting and sitting on the opposite couch.  Drawing of Bernie (Figure 59) was 

a simple line drawing using basic marks provided by the software’s simulated mark 

making options. 

 

Figure 59. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Drawing of Bernie (2012)  

Hexachrome digital print, 20 x 15cm.   

Edition of 3. 

 

In the initial sitting, however, I used a pencil and sketchbook to draw McIlwain’s 

facial features – eyebrows, eyes, nose and lips so that I had McIlwain’s facial 

features in a consistent mode to the previous pilot projects.  This was done thinking 

ahead to the next sitting where I had intended to combine McIlwain’s facial features 

with the photograph of myself from One of Us to offer as a self-portrait. 

Having remained in Sydney for the week between the first and second sessions at Dr 

McIlwain’s house, the second self-portrait was produced on the iPad and printed at a 

digital printing lab at the nearby University of New South Wales’, College of Fine 
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Arts.217  The facial features were not completed in the first sitting so an alternative 

second self-portrait had to be made.  Away from studio materials the second self-

portrait Wearing the mask in the family home (2012) (Figure 60) was painted on the 

iPad.  It was printed at an archival digital printing service at the College of Fine Arts 

in time for the second portrait exchange and sitting. 

 

Figure 60. Tony Curran (b. 1984)  

Wearing the mask in the family home (2012).  

Hexachrome digital print, 20 x 15cm.  Edition of 3. 

 

I’m depicted wearing a Mexican wrestling mask, which I purchased during the week 

to attend a Mexican Dia del Muerte (Day of the Dead) themed party hosted by some 

friends that I hadn’t seen in years, and who weren’t aware I would be attending.  It 

took several hours into the party until some close friends started to guess my 

identity.  Friends I had been very close to in the past walked right by me, looked me 

in the eyes for a brief moment and seemed to assess that I not known to them.  I was 

rendered invisible to those who knew me, which was interesting to observe but 

eventually alienating and ultimately the party became difficult to enjoy until one or 

                                                
217 Since then the College of Fine Arts (COFA) has been renamed University of New South Wales Australia Art 

and Design (UNSWAAD). 
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two people started recognizing who I was.  I saw this as a potent back-story, which 

could add some personal narrative like that offered by McIlwain’s first self-portrait. 

This drawing shows a leap forward in pictorial sophistication compared to the 

previous iPad drawings.  Both the software and the surface of the touch-screen had 

become more familiar informing decisions such as which part of the finger to use 

when making a fast or slow gesture, how to judge digital colour in order to match it 

to chroma tone and hue from real world observation. 

In the second sitting with Dr McIlwain the facial feature sketches were finished with 

enough time to start to do a few independent sketches, which were made using the 

iPad.  Figure 61, Figure 62 and Figure 63 show the first iPad sketches of Dr 

McIlwain.  In Figure 61 and Figure 62 there is an attempt to draw an outline of the 

subject over two different digital canvases.  It was not until Figure 63 that a cohesive 

composition was attempted rather than trying to draw fragmentary elements of the 

figure as top outline, bottom outline and so forth.  

 

Figure 61. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Ouroboric Gaze 2nd visit sketch #1, 2012  

iPad drawing 2048 x 1536px 
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Figure 62. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Ouroboric Gaze 2nd visit sketch #2, 2012  

iPad drawing 2048 x 1536px 

 

 

Figure 63. Tony Curran  

Ouroboric Gaze 2nd visit sketch #1, 2012  

iPad drawing 2048 x 1536px 
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By using opaque colours, the drawing could act as a record of decisions about the 

colour and form of each object and surface depicted within the image.  The strategy 

of drawing the image was to use opaque colours as closely matched to those 

observed as possible.  The opacity of the marks makes each line and shape stand out 

as a defined observation, in contrast to transparent scumbling or glazing which 

softens marks and makes observations more subtly blend together.  Transparent 

layering is a useful strategy in painting to produce illusionistic rendering of tone and 

colour gradients however each mark can be considered a valuable piece of 

information as a mark that documents an observation.  For the purposes of this 

research these observations were and would continue to be valuable in interpreting 

the process used in producing portraiture.  By using opaque colour the drawing 

became a document of observations of seeing the figure and the surrounds. 

Using opaque colours also sped up the process – rather than layering for illusionistic 

gradients opaque colours allowed for rapid recording of important colour 

information. Figure 63 shows a drawing of the ground surrounding McIlwain with 

the figure as negative space.   This was because this sitting was scheduled to be the 

final sitting at McIlwain’s house and some sense of her domestic surroundings 

seemed useful toward compiling a finished portrait of her.  This image also shows an 

early decision to use transparent colours with the aim of building up the picture.  

These transparent browns are detectable against the white that makes up the negative 

space of Dr McIlwain visible on the right hand side (on the image) of her head and 

on the arm situated on the right of the canvas.  Transparent marks have been 

overlayed with opaque, documenting a decision to move away from transparent 

glazing and scumbling techniques toward more decisive chromatic lines and shapes.  

One reason for this was time.  It takes much longer to build up a colour through 

multiple brushstrokes than it does to apply one opaque colour.  Given that we only 

had an hour to work, there was urgency in quickly convey information while the 

sitter was present. 

The decision to draw the interior around McIlwain rather than just her came out of 

two places – firstly the attention paid by Lucian Freud to the ‘aura’ of the subject or 

put more concretely, the effect that the figure has on the space around them.  Freud 

uses this to explain why he prefers to only work on the painting when the subject is 

present rather than working on the background and subject separately. 
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This is a difficult feature of Freud’s practice for some of his models who are 

surprised that after several gruelling sittings the artist has only been working on the 

background.  Freud’s philosophy here is not always consistent.  In many multi-figure 

compositions such as Large Interior, London W.9. (1973) (Figure 64) he has painted 

the figures in separate sittings rather than demanding their presence in the same 

sitting.  This is quite possibly the reason for some perspective abnormalities seen in 

the painting, for instance how the figure in the background appears to disappear 

behind the wall as if it were a stage wing. 

 

Figure 64. Lucian Freud (1922 - 2011)  

Large Interior, London W9 (1973)  

Oil on canvas, 91.5 x 91.5 cm  

Chatsworth House, Derbyshire, UK  

 

The other reason to draw McIlwain’s interior space was motivated by William 

James’ definition of self, that a self is everything: 

In its widest possible sense, however, a man’s self is the sum total of all that he can 
call his, not only his body and psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his 
wife and his children, his ancestry and friends, his reputation and works, his lands 
and horses, and yacht and bank account.218 
 

                                                
218 JAMES, W. 1890. The Principles of Psychology, New York, Dover.  291 
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James’s inclusive notion of self is one reason that I wanted to include a setting that 

was personal to the subject. 

From these two sittings and the self-portraits produced outside the sittings the tablet 

had proven to be a powerful tool for sketching in situ and away from the studio.  It 

provided more advantages than other forms of sketching, like graphite pencil 

sketches, watercolour paints or pencils, in that the images were in full colour, with 

strong saturation where necessary and without waiting for layers to dry and without 

colours becoming muddied through layers of pigment mixing together on the 

surface.  Using a tablet was considerably more tactile than using a Laptop connected 

to a graphics tablet, which when moving to work in situ would have added more 

cumbersome equipment and wiring complicating the set-up and potentially imposing 

on the subject’s domestic space. 

The Move To Brushes:  The ‘genius’ of the Touch-Screen  

Roland Barthes labelled the one property of photography that defines what it is and 

what it is capable of its ‘genius’.  In his seminal book Camera Lucida, Roland 

Barthes identified the “genius” of the photographic medium as in compelling the 

viewer to believe that what it depicted was documentary evidence that it existed.  He 

said in contrast to painting: 

…  I henceforth placed the nature – the genius – of photography, since no painted 
portrait, supposing that it seemed “true” to me, could compel me to believe its 
referent had really existed.219 
 

The proliferation of digital photography has undermined photography’s genius by its 

complicity with digital manipulation.  As discussed in chapter one, this “genius” 

(quotation marks will no longer be used for this term) has been under reconsideration 

since the advent of digital photography, which has provided accessible equipment to 

reprogram images pixel by pixel in what David Hockney has referred to as a return 

to painting. 

The genius of digital painting is its ability to store the data of every action that has 

been taken in the course of its production.  Touch screen painting unearthed in 2009 

with the proliferation of the iPhone and its use in art by artists such as British painter 

David Hockney and America, illustrator Jorge Colombo, whose iPhone drawings 

                                                
219 BARTHES, R. 1981. Camera Lucida, London, Vintage, Random House.  77 
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began to be run on the covers of the New Yorker Magazine.  Both artists quickly 

exploited the medium’s ability to record and play back the drawing process.  In 

2009, celebrated British painter David Hockney began to use his iPhone to produce 

drawings, of landscapes and still-lifes that documented his daily life (Figure 65).  

Hockney would paint these using his thumb and then email the drawings to his 

friends as daily gifts.  Hockney’s art star status and Apple’s growing popularity as a 

technology company both combined to attract a tsunami of popular media coverage 

when exhibitions of iPhone art launched.220  At around the same time The New 

Yorker magazine started to feature another artist, Jorge Colombo’s iPhone paintings 

on the cover of their magazine (Figure 66).  His were sketches of modern life in New 

York City drawn from life en plein air.221  

 

Figure 65. David Hockney (b. 1937) 

Untitled, 8 June 2009, No. 2 

iPhone drawing.  

                                                
220 A selection of Hockney’s iPhone drawings can be viewed on the artist’s website 

http://www.hockneypictures.com 

221 The New Yorker.  June 1, 2009 
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Figure 66. Jorge Colombo (b. 1963)  

The New Yorker Magazine Cover, June 1 2009. 

 

While there were many drawing and painting applications available, both Hockney 

and Colombo used the app Brushes to make theirs.  One of the features of the app is 

that it automatically records the drawing process as a video to be played back to the 

user.   Hockney exhibited prints and videos of his iPad drawings in gallery 

exhibitions and Colombo’s videos were published in magazines and his videos 

hosted on the New Yorker website.222  

The process videos of iPad paintings are more visually interesting than the finished 

images that are made from them.  It is not the finished images of Colombo’s or 

Hockney’s finished iPhone images that were revelatory as these images manner 

watercolour and acrylic media. However the process videos of their work was an 

innovation in recording and experiencing the drawing process.  In both examples the 

videos provide the viewer with a process that ends up revealing a finished image in a 

way that is reminiscent of the process used in Henri-George Clouzot’s documentary 

                                                
222 Hockney’s first iPhone and iPad exhibition was “Fleurs Fraîches.”  Fondation Pierre Bergé.  5 Avenue 

Marceau, 75116 Paris, France cited in SANDALS, L. 2011. Q&A: iArtist David Hockney on canvassing for new 

ideas [Online]. Canada: National Post. Available: http://arts.nationalpost.com/2011/12/15/qa-iartist-david-

hockney-on-canvassing-for-new-ideas/ [Accessed 7/2/2014 2014].Jorge Colombo’s process video can be 

accessed via The New Yorker website “Cover Story:  Finger painting” uploaded May 25, 2009.  

http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/tny/2009/05/jorge-colombo-iphone-cover.html 

accessed February 22, 2015 
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film The Mystery of Picasso (1956).223  In this film Clouzot recorded Picasso 

painting with a type of ink that ran through onto the back of the canvas.  By filming 

the back of the canvas Clouzot captured each brushstroke as it happened without the 

artists hand and body occluding it.224  The result is a captivating process of Picasso’s 

ink drawings unfolding in real time as the artist gradually fills his canvas with 

elements changing the visual balance with each mark that he makes.  In The Mystery 

of Picasso as in Hockney and Colombo’s iPhone videos the process culminates in a 

finished picture.  Every element of the drawing process is an element building 

towards a pictorial structure that is realized and cemented in a finished image.  

Recording the process of artistic production has been of interest to artists since at 

least the end of the second-world war, with videos of action painters and abstract 

expressionists, most famously, Jackson Pollock and others, being filmed since 

1950.225  The development of the digital, however, has meant that the elaborate 

studio set up of cameras and spotlights, film supplies and crew, has been replaced by 

the mechanics of the computer software which automatically records the process as 

data, simplifying and democratising the process. 

A few slight twists on old technologies 

The new digital video playback is, however, just a slight, but important twist on 

technology that has been available and used by artists for at least half a century.  

Sketchpad was the first digital drawing program.  Developed in 1963 with an 

electronic stylus simulating a pen on paper Sketchpad allowed the user to physically 

draw lines rather than rely on the written commands that previous graphics programs 

required.226  Gradually computer programs like SuperPaint (produced in 1973) 

developed digital painting further until 1984 when MacPaint was put on the mass-

market.227  The release of Macintosh and Personal Computers resulted in a huge 

industry in digital art and illustration elevating the role of digital painting as a 

dominant force in the graphic design and publishing industries.   

                                                
223 Le mystère Picasso, 1956. Film. Directed by CLOUZOT, H.-G. France. 

224 CARDULLO, B. 2001. A Bergsonian Film: "The Picasso Mystery" by André Bazin. Journal of Aesthetic 

Education, 35, 1-9.  4 

225 Pollock Painting, 1950. Directed by NAMUTH, H. 

226 NAPPI, M. 2013. Drawing w/Digits_Painting w/ Pixels:  Selected Artworks of the Gesture over 50 Years. 

Leonardo, 46, 163-169.  164 

227 Ibid. 
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Renowned American figurative painter Philip Pearlstein used a drawing tablet to 

make digital video paintings in the 1980s (Figure 67 and Figure 68).  In Pearlstein’s 

time, anything digital was rare and specialized because the equipment required was 

expensive and prototypical.  In the documentary Philip Draws the Artist's 

Model (1985) his digital painting process is replayed showing the painting unfold 

over time.228  While it’s unclear which computer program Pearlstein used it was 

most likely SuperPaint, which was the first painting program capable of recording 

the painting process video.229  The playback of video in SuperPaint anticipated the 

same feature in the iPhone and iPad app Brushes. 

In the years leading up to the release of the iPhone, other portable technologies like 

Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) and PalmPilots gave artists the opportunity to 

draw on-site and immediately distribute images electronically.  Simon Faithfull’s 

PDA drawings (Figure 69) are linear and monochromatic landscapes that draw 

strength from their limited colour and visible pixilation, emphasizing a drawing 

quality which foregrounds an economy of line.  The clear signs of digitization 

produce a tension with the careful and awkward lines of an artist’s hand - drawing 

from observation.  The PDA’s Internet connectivity meant that Faithfull’s could 

distribute his drawings electronically, both via email and directly onto web 

forums.230     

Four years after Faithfull’s PDA drawings, the iPhone and the iPod Touch were 

released in 2008 making full colour digital painting portable and accessible in a way 

that it had never been before.  All the previous forms of digital hardware had finally 

been amalgamated into the one device, allowing artists to draw, save, edit and send, 

all at their fingertips.  

After the release of the iPad, there was more advantage to using this larger screen, 

which accommodated longer line gestures and a higher picture resolution.  When the 

                                                
228 Philip Draws the Artist's Model, 1985. Video. Directed by WHITELEY, J. USA: Ineractive Media 

Corporation. 

229 SHOUP, R. 2001. SuperPaint:  An Early Frame Buffer Graphics System. IEEE Annals of the History of 

Computing, 23, 108-112. 32 

230 GODFREY, M. 2005. Simon Faithfull. In: DEXTER, E. (ed.) Vitamin D:  New Perspectives in Drawing. 

London: Phaidon Press.  102 
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iPad was released onto the market it provided a larger screen than the iPhone, giving 

artists digital canvas sizes as well as a larger drawing area – both advantages that 

were quickly adopted by Hockney and Colombo alike.  

 

 

Figure 67. Philip Pearlstein (b. 1924) 

Still from video painting featured in Philip Draws the Artist’s Model (1985) 

 

Figure 68. Philip Pearlstein (b. 1924) 

Still from video painting featured in Philip Draws the Artist’s Model (1985) 
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Figure 69. Simon Faithfull (b. 1966) 

#205 PylonWith2, 2003 

PDA Drawing. 

However, so far artists have not used this technology to make a new aesthetic 

beyond the process video.  Artists have not used the iPad to produce new kinds of 

work that could not have been produced without the iPad or iPhone.  So, with this 

shift in technology what have the artists chosen to paint?  The images these artists 

have made to date depict the same subject matter that the same artists were painting 

before the digital imaging and the touch screen.   

Touch screen painting offers most artists a more portable and hence convenient way 

of making the kinds of images that they already had been making.  What seems to 

have happened is that because the whole process has become dematerialized and the 

process of making and distributing images has sped up.   Drying time has become 

redundant and with it, the potential of physically damaging the work is all but gone.  

Nevertheless artists seem to be making paintings the same way they always have, 

layering transparent colours over black and white, producing images that resemble 

more traditional materials.   

The on-screen and off-screen practices of David Hockney and Philip Pearlstein 

support the view that the iPad and iPhone offer artists a digital version of what they 

already had.  This is certainly true for Philip Pearlstein’s digital drawings, whose 

subject matter in his digital paintings is the same as his subject matter in his oils.  In 

fact his style and the way he builds his paint layers remains the same - Nude portraits 
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drawn and painted from life.  From a classic process of line drawing, under-painting 

and layers of glazing his pixel play has a seductive tension between new technology 

and the academic traditions of grisaille.  Coming to the iPhone and then the iPad in 

his early 70s, David Hockney brought with him sixty years experience as a painter.  

His choice of subject continues to be traditional painting subjects, including still 

lifes, portraits and landscapes.   Some of Hockney’s iPad paintings were featured in 

his 2012 exhibition A Bigger Picture at London’s Royal Academy.   

Since his acquisition of touch screen devices, David Hockney has produced 

exhibitions, which feature screen-based paintings as well as traditional media side by 

side.  A Bigger Picture was an exhibition of Hockney’s recent paintings showing the 

change of the Yorkshire landscape throughout spring.  The majority of the works 

were produced en plein air either painted on canvas, sketched in watercolour, or 

painted on his iPad in-situ. 

In the tradition of realism, digital artists have also followed the path of the 

Photorealist from the 1960s.  In late 2013 a video of Kyle Lambert’s photorealistic 

iPad painting went viral, attracting over twelve million views on YouTube.231  The 

video showed the drawing process of Lambert as he meticulously repainted a digital 

photograph of the actor, Morgan Freeman.  His resulting image (Figure 70) was 

identical to the original photograph attracting praise from some viewers, while others 

were more critical, pointing out the redundancy of the task of spending (according to 

the video’s titles) 200 hours to make a digital file identical to the originally sourced 

digital file, a process that could have achieved the exact same result if it had simply 

been copied and pasted using the keyboard shortcuts Ctrl C followed by Ctrl V.  

Lambert’s labour intensive re-creation of a photograph is a pointless still image but 

as a video, it’s an online sensation.  This raises interesting questions about what we 

expect from a digital image, such as what value there is in painstakingly copying a 

digital photograph when the viewer could simply just hit ‘copy’ and ‘paste’ but more 

importantly it testifies to the power of the process video as a distinct and engaging 

feature of the medium. 

                                                
231  iPad Art - Morgan Freeman Finger Painting, 2013. Directed by LAMBERT, K. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uEdRLlqdgA4 accessed 23 February, 2015. 
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Figure 70. Kyle Lambert 

Morgan Freeman, 2013 

Digital painting 

3840 x 2160px 

Original Photograph by Scott Gries 

Reviewing the drawings produced during this research shows some resemblances 

between the iPad drawings from life and influences from Lucian Freud’s quasi-alla-

prima painterliness.  Had Wearing the mast in the family home (2012) been painted 

with oil paint it would have required the thick, directional application of Freud’s 

technique. 

The video record is the significant advantage of this medium over its previous 

iterations.  While there’s nothing new about what painters are depicting with this 

new technology, the video record is certainly an advantage of the medium that’s 

being utilized by artists in this new field.  Pearlstein says of his digital drawings that 

he prefers to show them as videos rather than as prints or finished images232 and 

David Hockney exhibits his digital paintings as both prints and videos.   

There were several weeks between the second and third sittings during which time I 

revisited Brushes.  Drawing for the video rather than for the finished image was a 

different aesthetic construct and meant that the drawing would, in theory, never have 

to be completed, because there could always be more and more detail added until 

every pixel was packed with information, and then redrawn again and again.  This 

approach became the basis for the remaining sittings with Dr McIlwain, which I 

could continue to constantly redraw over the image with the knowledge that previous 
                                                
232 Philip Draws the Artist's Model, 1985. Video. Directed by WHITELEY, J. USA: Ineractive Media 

Corporation. 
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frames could be accessed at any subsequent time.  It quickly became apparent that 

the subject’s pose would vary within and between sittings and her clothes would 

change from sitting to sitting.  Rather than attempting to ensure a consistent pose and 

costuming, McIlwain was left free to dress and pose as she wished. 

While the iPad has not significantly altered the form or content of the artists that 

have worked with it, the video playback has certainly formed the nucleus of its use 

in this research.  As a sketchbook that automatically records every brushstroke, it 

allows me to return to any stage of an image that I produce.  For example, knowing 

that the video will record every brushstroke, I don’t have to work toward a finished 

image when painting a digital portrait but instead allow the sitter to move around, 

knowing that the end result will show the subject’s movements throughout the sitting 

rather than just showing the physical appearance of the subject.   

The visual interest from the moving image is significantly higher than it is in the 

finished ‘still’ images.  The movement captivates the viewer creating a situation 

where each mark makes the viewer guess what the marks are building towards, 

sometimes building to something quite representational and other times not quite 

making if far enough.  More importantly, the video is aesthetically interesting as it 

constantly changes, building toward an image of someone who is erased as soon as 

they are formed, while the next person might never “fully” form. 

By having a video record of every mark that I’ve made, the entire process is open to 

experimentation and trying new approaches to the life-drawing setting.  It also means 

that there is less risk in experimenting throughout the sitting.  I can compare stages 

in the portrait assessing which frame is more visually interesting – if one frame has 

more detail; perhaps a previous or subsequent frame has a more dynamic or 

interesting composition.   

Several more video portraits were produced for an exhibition of my studio work, 

titled Parts of You Are Dying, scheduled to be exhibited in mid 2013 in Sydney’s Art 

Atrium Gallery.  One of the common factors among available participants was that 

they all had competing commitments that involved a combination of work, family or 

study, which meant that it would be unreasonable to expect them to spend a day or 

half a day ‘posing’ as such.  In order to make the new work more appealing to 

potential subjects, I shaped the process making subject participation easier and more 
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accessible by using portable digital media tools and allowing subjects to move freely 

rather than pose in a fixed position.   I drew them on a touch-screen tablet using a 

drawing and painting program named Brushes that recorded every brush stroke and 

was able to play the drawing process back as a video.  Here their participation came 

in the form of allowing access to them during agreed times – allowing me to be a fly 

on the wall while they worked, studied or attended to other commitments.  They 

participated therefore as moving targets with the drawing process showing a constant 

state of change and flux.  With this application I could continuously draw the subject 

wherever they may needed to be – at my studio, theirs, their office, home or even 

teaching a class, and they would be free to move around and do whatever else they 

were obligated to attend to with myself acting as a fly on the wall rapidly attempting 

to document what I saw through drawing.  In addition I offered to provide them with 

a limited edition print from their sitting so that they felt they would be working 

towards something that they were further invested in. 

Sittings were approximately five hours in total, some in one sitting and others broken 

up into other times.  The sittings were completed when the video playback reached 

approximately five minutes in duration.  Once the video was between four and five 

minutes the subjects were then slowly erased.  Drawing over the picture in white 

until the entire screen was covered in white was a means both to continue drawing 

while erasing what was underneath – the effect amounting to a fade to white.  

As Long As You’re Here 

The assumption that people would be too busy to sit still was tested further in 

another of my own project-based works following on from ID3, this time at the 

National Portrait Gallery of Australia.  Participatory art was tested in a performance 

lasting 33 consecutive days at the National Portrait Gallery in Canberra.  As Long As 

You’re Here became the place in which the aestheticization of participation and 

relationality could be tested alongside the poetics of the digital painting.  This 

allowed me to answer questions that had arisen from ID3 and Parts of You Are 

Dying.  It was simultaneously an opportunity to test the criticisms aimed at 

Abramović’s participatory work The Artist is Present and to further inform the 

participatory side to the poetics of portraiture.  As Long As You’re Here tested 

participation of individuals as well as institutions, showing that the institution 

behaved predictably when faced with the possibility of a participatory event, 
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however from the experience of producing Parts of You Are Dying it was surprising 

how readily and for how long individuals would participate.  The specialized 

audience helped explain this rate of participation and helped to create a diverse series 

of portraits of a variety of people and in different kinds of poses. 

Participants were in control of their final image in the sense that they control how 

long they participated and how still they were.  Informed by Abramović’s 

participatory structure and Jones’s criticism of The Artist Is Present, As Long As 

You’re Here was produced through the slower process of drawing rather than 

photography with its consequent associations to surveillance, and there was in fact 

only one rule – if the chair was empty, anyone could sit down in it for “as long as” 

they liked and I would continue to draw – no matter what they did.  In this sense 

participants were in control of the portrait process, themselves dictating the length of 

their sitting, their pose and, by staying still or by moving around moving the 

participants directly influenced the degree of verisimilitude and abstraction in the 

resulting portrait.  Each participant was emailed the image after it was completed 

and granted license to use the images as they chose.  Giving participants license to 

use the images as they chose gave them the freedom to circulate their portrait online, 

print it for their home.  Rather than stipulating specific conditions on how they could 

use the image, the digital file was treated as shared property between them and 

myself. To the side of the chairs there was an LCD screen replaying a saved video of 

the digital drawing process from the previous days.   

Aestheticised Life Drawing 

There were still issues that had yet to be resolved since Identify. Identity, Identikit 

and Parts of You Are Dying, and some issues that arose through the art criticism of 

Marina Abramović’s The Artist is Present that I hoped to resolve in a subsequent 

project titled As Long As You’re Here, which sought to test subject participation in 

portraiture further.  Building on both the medium of digital touch-screen painting 

and working with participants in an open process (ie. Allowing them to behave and 

move freely) a subsequent work titled As Long As You’re Here was produced to test 

the relationship between the life-painted sitting and recent trends in participatory 

gallery programming.   Located in the National Portrait Gallery’s (NPG) main 

atrium, Gordon Darling Hall, I sat with an iPad in one of two facing chairs ready to 
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draw anyone who sat in the chair opposite me, and to draw them for as long as they 

remained in that chair. 

As Long As You’re Here was partly a study and a critique of Marina Abramović’s 

The Artist is Present.233  As detailed in Chapter 4 Abramović sat meeting the gaze of 

participants who had waited to sit in the presence of the distinguished contemporary 

artist.  Participants were not permitted to speak or touch the artist and were required 

to sign media releases for the photographic (produced and published by Marco 

Anelli) and video for documentation by Matthew Akers for a feature length 

documentary with the work’s title.234   My project at the National Portrait Gallery 

responded to the criticisms outlined in Chapter 4 of Abramović performance and 

anchored this relational and participatory element back to the tradition of portraiture. 

The design of the interaction elegantly managed any issues to do with crowd control 

without needing the assistance of gallery attendants, which were a powerful force in 

the operations of The Artist is Present.  This ‘one rule’ allowed the project to escape 

the aesthetic disturbance of consent forms and the mediation of the relationship that 

such forms have.  This was important for two main reasons, the first being that the 

work was engaging within the tradition of performance and responding to the 

criticisms raised by Jones of Abramović’s MOMA retrospective – their presence in 

the chair was their consent. A large sign explained to any approaching individual 

about the project, which explained that: 

Artist Tony Curran invites you to ‘sit’ for him, for as long as you like, while he 
paints your portrait using his iPad.  You can request the artist to email the portrait. 
 

Responding to both the spectacularly ritualistic work by Abramović and Gayford’s 

account of the conversational relational engagement of Lucian Freud’s studio, I 

freely engaged in conversation with participants whether they were sitting for me or 

looking on.  Any questions that remained unanswered were asked at the information 

desk or to myself while sitting there.  Happy to answer questions, when people asked 

how they begin the sitting, my rehearsed response was that “There’s only one rule, if 

the chair is empty anyone can sit down for as long as they like.”  Beyond that line 

participants tended to initiate conversation, often lasting the whole sitting, while at 

                                                
233 See previous chapter for a discussion on Marina Abramović’s performance see previous chapter. 

234 Marina Abramovic:  The Artist is Present, 2012. Directed by AKERS, M. & DUPRE, J. USA: HBO 

Documentaries. 
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other times reducing until the participant entered into a silent state of contemplation, 

rest or parallel activity such as reading, listening to music or answering emails on 

their own mobile device.  The final images show what occurred in the sitting.  The 

NPG regularly posted the drawings on their Flickr page to open the project up to 

further participation.  At the time of writing these drawings are still viewable on the 

NPG’s Flickr page in the album named As Long As You Are Here.235 

Testing Participation and Portraiture 

Testing this project at the National Portrait Gallery gave me access to an audience 

who was in some way engaged with the idea of portraiture, having been at the 

gallery to attend an exhibition, the gift shop or at least the cafeteria, a popular 

destination for lunch meetings in the local area.  For 33 consecutive days I drew 

people during gallery hours at the NPG amassing a collection of 194 portraits 

featuring 224 different people – some repeat visitors, including members of the local 

public, national public, domestic and international tourists.  Having used the same 

drawing application as in Parts of You Are Dying mentioned earlier the drawing 

process saved and could be exported as a video file running for four hours and 

eleven minutes.  The one thing that unified each of the participants was that by being 

situated in the NPG most, if not all participants were primed to the context of 

portraiture and already participants in the reception of portrait images.   

In Brushes the drawings were made on two layers, a background layer which built up 

while there were no participants and a subject layer.  This two-layered process meant 

that the figure layer could be completely erased at the end of every sitting to create a 

fresh new background for the next participant without losing the image of the 

previous figure, which was recorded within the video.   

As Long As You’re Here also tested the institutional demand for participatory 

programs as well as participation of individuals.  As Long As You’re Here elicited 

participation from individual subjects but also participation from an institution, the 

National Portrait Gallery.  The ABC’s Genevieve Jacobs interviewed both the 

institution and a participant on why they chose to participate.  Amanda Poland, 

                                                
235 CURRAN, T. 2013a. As Long As You Are Here [Online]. Canberra: National Portrait Gallery. Available: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalportraitgallery/sets/72157636640046004/ [Accessed 4 August 2014 

2014]. 
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Manager of Learning Programs at the NPG described the value of the project to the 

NPG: 

When the proposal came to me from Tony about the project it seemed like a perfect 
alignment because drawing is really important we use drawing in all our learning 
programs here for school students.  And having the experience of being a sitter is 
really a unique thing so often visitors come and look at the finished product and may 
never have been sitters themselves.  So to think about the negotiated space between 
the artist and the sitter is really interesting and you know, I’ve sat a couple of times 
for Tony and I can see the dilemmas as a sitter, what you do, how you represent 
yourself, how you pose, and these are all the things we talk about with portraiture in 
the gallery.236 
 

Participants actively tried to get the best portrait they could.  When ABC journalist 

Genevieve Jacobs asked a participant why they chose to participate, he explained: 

RAY:  I wanted to have a portrait, um, to match my wife’s portrait, who she got 
painted by, I think it’s Xiaowen Chen that’s, I’m not sure about the pronunciation 
but when the portrait gallery first opened that was done so we thought that looked 
lonely so we’ll try and get one to put beside it. 
JACOBS:  You were well ensconced when I turned up, so you’ve been waiting for a 
bit. 
RAY:  I came this morning, but um, I knew I wouldn’t get in this morning.  So I 
came back, I knew he was coming at two o’clock so I brought a book and sat in the 
chair. 
JACOBS:  Now Tony’s just been talking to me about how this becomes quite a 
collaborative process, the sitter and the artist.  Is that how you’re thinking about this 
that you have a role to play?   
RAY:  Yes it worried me a little bit sitting still for a while, so I hope that Tony and I 
might interact a little bit otherwise I’m not sure how good a sitter I might be.237   
 

Ray stayed for 3 hours for his portrait #162 (Figure 71).   

 

                                                
236 JACOBS, G. 2013. Portraiture: as simple as taking a tablet [Online]. Canberra: ABC Canberra. Available: 

http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2013/11/05/3884493.htm [Accessed 14/2/2014 2014]. 

237 Ibid. 
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Figure 71. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You’re Here #162, 2013 

Digital drawing, 2048 x 1536px 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra. 

How Can Portraiture Elicit Participation? 

As Long As You’re Here confirmed that there are individuals willing to spend hours 

at a time sitting for a portrait.  The series shows several images of individuals who 

chose to sit several times for various reasons including returning for a portrait when 

they had more available time, trying for a ‘better’ portrait or returning the next 

morning to finish a portrait if they were the last person on the previous day.  In As 

Long As You’re Here I didn’t have to ask subjects to sit for days, because they 

elected to.  With participation as a primary concern for both works their success can 

rightly be attributed to developing strategies to emphasize participation in portrait 

practice. 

The portrait sittings and As Long As You’re Here required two different strategies in 

eliciting participation because the latter project was situated in an institutional 

context that connected directly to an audience of portraiture.  With the institutional 

backing of Australia’s National Portrait Gallery, the process was significantly more 

legitimated. As a national public institution, the NPG also attracted a larger audience 

making the process more accessible to each individual.   
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As Long As You’re Here had a broad range of ways that people could participate.  

While the subject was considered as a participant or audience member of the work, 

other members of the public found ways to participate as well.  Onlookers observed 

the drawing process as it happened, watched the video of previous drawings on the 

monitor nearby or interacted with the sitter, myself or other spectators.  A frequent 

question posed to the sitters by spectators was how long they intended to sit, 

presumably to help them judge when they should come back or perhaps more 

sneakily to lock the sitter into an informal verbal contract that would oblige them to 

finish at a specific time.  

Drawing as Documentation 

The documentation of As Long As You’re Here is in the drawings themselves.  

However there was no ban on photography and journalists took photographs to 

include in their news story (Figure 72).  Unlike other forms of event-based practice, 

which, as mentioned in Chapter 4, are documented through photography, the 

documentation of As Long As You’re Here is thus to be found in the drawn portraits 

themselves.  Rather than the obligatory installation shot that characterizes much of 

modern and contemporary art, As Long As You’re Here produced its own 

documentation in the form of digital drawings as still images and in video.  As such 

the documentation was embedded into the core central activity of the work - drawing 

the subject.   

 

Figure 72. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You're Here, 2013 

Performance, 33 days duration 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra 

Photo credit: Rohan Thomson 
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The video playback function of Brushes was a crucial part of As Long As You’re 

Here.  While I ended up with 194 portraits of participants, I also ended up with a 

four-hour video time-lapse of the whole drawing process, showing participant’s 

changing positions and indicating the amount of time that they sat for me.  The video 

play-back of the previous days equated to a approximately one and a half minutes of 

video was a sped up time lapse of about one hour’s worth of drawing meaning that 

the actual artwork can be used as a recording measure not just of the numbers of 

participants but also the duration of their sitting, how much they moved and how 

many times they participated. Subjects who sat for a long time had fuller more 

developed portraits than those that sat for less time.  #18 (Figure 73) from the series 

shows the results of a relatively short sitting, where as #144 (Figure 74) shows a 

more developed result from about a two-hour sitting.  In addition #44 (Figure 75) 

and #10 (Figure 76) show the difference between subjects making themselves visible 

as in #10 versus being represented as moving targets in #44.  The position of the 

child in #44 has shifted dramatically throughout the sitting as can be read in the 

drawing as having laid over the mother’s lap, having sat on the mother’s lap and 

having placed her white soft toy lamb in different spots throughout the sitting 

showing a temporal reading of the abstract fragments of information.  #10 shows an 

older woman in a more reflective pose.  Neither images show a frozen moment or a 

slice of time, but both differently portray time as it unfolded in the sitting with the 

energetic child literally ‘all over the place’ within the picture, and the more senior 

lady firmly placed in the seat. 

With the growing importance of drawing in this project serving a greater role, central 

to the aesthetics of self in relational and phenomenological engagement, the new 

technology of the touch screen provides a method of drawing, which capitalizes on 

the on layered time and phenomenological immersiveness by producing process 

videos depicting the subject as a constantly evolving and shifting entity.  This 

drawing method increases the subject’s agency through its portability and capacity to 

save ever step of the drawing process, allowing the subject to move freely.  

Objectification is reduced by the aesthetics of flux, which distances the images from 

the honorific and repressive spectrum of photographic portraiture, mitigating the 

issues separating portrait practice from engaging with an aesthetic of self. 
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Figure 73. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You’re Here #18, 2013 

Digital drawing, 2048 x 1536px 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra. 

 

Figure 74. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You’re Here #18, 2013 

Digital drawing, 2048 x 1536px 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra. 
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Figure 75. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You’re Here #44, 2013 

Digital drawing, 2048 x 1536px 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra. 

 

Figure 76. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

As Long As You’re Here #10, 2013 

Digital drawing, 2048 x 1536px 

National Portrait Gallery, Canberra. 
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6.  WHY PAINTING:  PARTS OF YOU ARE DYING 

 

Power of Pigment 
In Anish Kapoor’s exhibition at the MCA Australia, pigment played a central role in 

the sculptures, showing the potential for pigment in providing a strong 

phenomenological immersiveness.  My Body Your Body (Figure 77), 1000 Names 

(1979-80) (Figure 78) and Memory (Figure 79) each showed that despite the 

technology available to artists today, pigment continues to stimulate the visual field 

with such intensity that it remains a powerful medium.  Predominantly used in art to 

make paints, Kapoor’s sculptures utilize the intense monochrome of pure reds, blues 

or yellows as a visual feature that can literally be felt on the retina.  The way 

pigment was wielded in Kapoor’s works was not for its representational or abstract 

qualities as in traditional and modern applications of the material but to borrow from 

Richard Schusterman, the material’s somaesthetic quality.  

 

Figure 77. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

My Body Your Body, 1993 

Fibreglass and pigment,  248×103×205cm. 

Museum of Contemporary Art Australia. 
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Figure 78. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

1000 Names, 1979-80 

Pure pigment, various sizes. 

Museum of Contemporary Art Australia. 

 

Figure 79. Anish Kapoor (b. 1954) 

Memory, 2008 

Cor-ten Steel 14.5 x 9 x 4.5 m 

Lisson Gallery, London. 

Richard Schusterman has coined the phrase somaesthetic to describe an embodied 

theory of aesthetics.238  He explains: 

Somaesthetics can be provisionally defined as the critical, meliorative study of the 
experience and use of one’s body as a locus of sensory – aesthetic appreciation 
(aisthesis) and creative self-fashioning.  It is therefore also devoted to the 

                                                
238 SCHUSTERMAN, R. 1999. Somaesthetics:  A Disciplinary Proposal. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism, 57, 299-313. 304 
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knowledge, discourses, practices, and bodily disciplines that structure such somatic 
care or can improve it.  If we put aside traditional philosophical prejudice against the 
body and instead simply recall philosophy’s central aims of knowledge, self 
knowledge, right action and its quest for the good life, then the philosophical value 
of Somaesthetics should become clear in several ways.239 
 

A previous chapter quoted Terry Smith on Kapoor’s use of pigment in evoking the 

sublime.  Richard Schusterman has discussed Edmund Burke’s account of the 

sublime as an embodied aesthetic experience in which the mind causes physical 

tension in the body, which is the basis for the sublime.  In Kapoor’s work the 

pigment creates an intensity and tension on the visual system, which shows the limits 

of the body’s capacity to see and know.240 

1000 Names (1979-80) was a series of more modest but equally lush and dazzling 

series of works.  References to the body appear both in the mysterious titles of the 

work as well as in their visual and physiological tactility, which reminds the viewer 

of their own corporeal condition and the limitations we face as sensory beings. 

The second reason Anish Kapoor is important here is this artist’s contemporary 

strategies indicate that many of Kapoor’s works feature the sublime power of 

pigment as a form of visually tactile intensity and argue for anything visual to be 

thought of in its material power - in contrast to the dematerialized visual material 

that comes to us through screens and pixels.  Screens and pixels have a different 

somaesthetic potential.  Their luminance and their capacity to show moving image 

suggest different forms of embodied visual engagement. 

The Problem of New Media in the Gallery 
The idea of ‘new media’ implies that electronic and screen based technology are 

more relevant today.  However Kapoor’s practice contemporizes traditional media in 

a post-minimal aesthetic that evokes the sublime through perceptual tension.  This 

work is just as immersive if not more than immersive examples of ‘new media’ art. 

One of the difficulties of screens and pixels is the variation in pixel density from 

device to device.  This became clear after Identify, Identity, Identikit when the 

identikit was turned into a digital interactive identikit. 

                                                
239 Ibid. 302 

240 SCHUSTERMAN, R. 2005. Somaesthetics and Burke's Sublime. British Journal of Aesthetics, 45, 323-341. 

340 
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This means that the artwork is not an object to be displayed, but needs someone to 

activate it from an archive into a series of composite faces.  In this sense the work is 

interactive.  Interactive art, according to Christine Paul, refers to art that “allows 

different forms of navigating, assembling, or contributing to an artwork” than the 

purely mental event of traditional painting or sculpture.241  While Bishop describes 

interactive art as “opposed” to participatory art due to its “one-to-one” relationship 

between artwork and viewer, Bishop’s “alleged” activation of the spectator is crucial 

to the context of interactive art.242   

The physical identikit had problems with its usability, in that it required the user to 

wear cotton gloves in order to ensure that the users’ hands did not damage the work.  

To combat this I developed an interactive digital identikit as a Flash-based file.  

However this meant that the identikit was not compatible with mobile devices like 

tablets or smart phones.  This meant that work had to be displayed using a laptop or 

desktop computer and the accompanying hardware, including a mouse, which was 

the only way for a user to navigate.  When considering the audience of the identikit 

as a user, the work must then be judged on how usable it is.  While it is successful as 

a museum artifact, being handled in the careful manner characteristic of museum 

staff, it doesn’t easily suit public handling at an art gallery.  It requires the user to 

wear cotton gloves or else damage the prints of the facial features.  This air of 

preservation and caution implicit in this process imbues the object with a barrier to 

usability.  There is every possibility that users don’t handle the work with enough 

care and then after a few showings it starts to fall apart.  On the other hand, the 

digital identikit faces other aesthetic issues for art gallery exhibitions because of its 

reliance on a computer monitor, cursor, and operating system interface.   

Exhibitions demand that the materiality and spatiality of the work become a priority 

– in similar ways as described in terms of the phenomenal object.   While planning 

for an exhibition in a commercial gallery in Sydney the consideration of how each 

work stood on its own as a work of art became paramount.  The issue of materiality, 

in a digital as well as a traditional material context became paramount for two 

reasons.  In a commercial gallery the work would be available for sale and to make 

the work available for sale it had to be clear exactly what the ‘work’ was. As noted 

                                                
241 PAUL, C. 2008. Digital Art, London, Thames & Hudson  

242 BISHOP, C. 2012. Articifical Hells:  Participation and the Politics of Spectatorship, New York, Verso.  1 
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in the previous chapters, the physical exhibition provides the opportunity for work to 

include an element of phenomenological immersiveness, which was central to the 

aesthetic that was developing throughout the research.  

The context of the commercial gallery brought the idea of the ‘finished artwork’ to 

the fore.  The most cohesive body of work so far was still from the pilot projects 

including Identify, Identity, Identikit, photo retouching experiments and One of Us.  I 

began to work on an exhibition design based on the works.   

Why App / How App 

Releasing the identikit as an App for infinite distribution came out of a process in 

which I was trying to solve the problem of how the identikit could best be exhibited.  

By considering the possibilities of an interactive kit or artist book, it was determined 

that a digital interactive identikit would best be suited.  It was coded for smart phone 

and tablet so that it could be exhibited as an interactive screen-based work or 

installation, but after careful considering it was determined that to make the work 

accessible to those that participated in it, it would be available for online sale at a 

token price.  This ensured that the work would be as accessible as possible.  

Having not yet exhibited the drawings from Identify, Identity, Identikit I explored 

ways in which that work could be shown, two possibilities were as a physical 

identikit or as a digital program displayed on a monitor.  While the physical identikit 

risked being ruined by being handled too much by an audience, displaying a digital 

identikit required either touch-screen interactivity or risked looking clunky, requiring 

a computer and mouse to provide audience interaction.  Making a digital identikit for 

touch-screen was the most elegant concept for displaying the work and so an app 

was programmed in the language ‘Objective C’ for Mac iOs making it compatible 

with iPhone and iPad – the touch screens that I was familiar with and had access to.   

The application was a simple interface with a white background and a grey lower-

case “i” (for information) in the lower right corner of the screen (Figure 80).  If users 

pressed this information button they would be taken to an instructional screen, which 

directs them how to use the application. If they press a space in the white screen 

facial features begin to appear and users can change the facial features by pressing 

either the eyebrows, eyes nose or lips displayed (Figure 81 and Figure 82).  When 

pressed they are be swapped for random new eyebrows, eyes, noses or lips.  The 
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screen resolution of the iPad retina showed remarkable detail in the pencil drawings 

compared with any other LCD screen that I had seen display these drawings. 

 

 

Figure 80. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Identikit (App), 2013 (landing screen) 

iOS Application for iPhone and iPad 

http://itunes.com/app/identikit  

 

 

Figure 81. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Identikit (App), 2013 (with one facial feature activated) 

iOS Application for iPhone and iPad 

http://itunes.com/app/identikit  
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Figure 82. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Identikit (App), 2013 (with four facial features activated) 

iOS Application for iPhone and iPad 

http://itunes.com/app/identikit  

I had an idea for an interactive installation, which involved ten iPads displayed on 

walls in a room in Art Atrium Gallery in Sydney, with different composite faces. 

With this setup it was envisioned that users would change the faces to choose the 

kinds of faces that stared back at them, which faces they were most comfortable 

looking at.  This idea was flawed, as I could not predict that users would interact 

with the work in the way that it was intended.  Secondly, editioning the work on 

unique devices could cause problems for conservation of the work.  To install the 

app onto the devices it had to be loaded onto each one specifically, so if there were a 

problem with the hardware over time, the collector would not be able to easily reload 

the software onto the new iPad.  IOS applications, such as those found on iPhones 

and iPads generally have to be distributed over a controlled app marketplace known 

as the Apple App Store.243  This means that applications cannot be loaded onto an 

iPhone or iPad unless downloaded from this digital marketplace unless the phones 

have been interfered with in a process called “jail breaking” which alters the device’s 

security features enabling greater customization of the device, which at the same 

time increases the risk for software viruses to damage the device.  This means that if 

the device failed there would be no simple way for the collector to reinstall the 

                                                
243 For non-apple products there are other versions of the App Store, which run on a different operating system.  

Android devices can use the Amazon Appstore, Google Play (or GetJar), SlideMe or F-Droid for example.   
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software onto a new piece of hardware.  This was a problem for the longevity and 

collectability, which had to be seriously considered in a commercial gallery context, 

particularly when trading artworks that were not archival could put the galleries 

collector base at risk.  A professional and ethical concern compelled the work to 

honour the interests of the gallery and produce works that could be collected. 

Writing an interactive program for the LCD screens meant that it made sense to 

distribute online for people to download on their smart phones and tablets for 

themselves. The other issue at stake here was that once the program had been made 

there was no reason to not distribute it more widely and broadly providing more 

people the opportunity to enjoy the work, particularly the individuals that originally 

participated in the project on site at the Museum of the Riverina.  Withholding the 

work, which could easily be infinitely reproducible, would have meant excluding 

people from interacting with the work outside the exhibition dates.  Given that I had 

already made the program, there was nothing to lose by making it available for 

general distribution.   

Can an App be Considered Art? 

The App Art and .net art of Rafael Rozendaal was particularly helpful in shaping 

how touch screen and digital art ought to be distributed.  In distributing the app I 

looked to the work of Rafael Rozendaal, an interactive artist who publishes 

interactive websites and apps with bold colours and minimalistic interactive features 

- so minimal in fact that they are more easily referred to as art than games.   

Rozendaal’s art practice is an interesting example of the different distributions 

strategies available to digital artists.  Hybrid Moment cost $0.99, as did another app 

by Rozendaal, Finger Battle – a simple two player graphical app that is in fact more 

like a game.  When Hybrid Moment loads, a series of colourful comic book style 

explosion shapes emanate from the centre of the screen.  The user can tap toward the 

edges of the screen to make the shapes move faster or by tapping towards the centre 

of the screen the user can make the shapes move more slowly.   

Finger Battle is more like a classic two player video game.  Users choose either side 

of the screen, electing be either blue or red and by tapping their side of the screen 

their colour advances to the other side conquering the other user’s territory.  The 

faster one taps the screen, the faster their side advances.  Finger Battle is primitive 
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by today’s video game standards and echoes folk games like tug ‘o’ war, arm 

wrestling, or the board-game Hungry, Hungry Hippos, but does so without the 

bravado or machismo of brute strength, humorously making the fastest tapper the 

victor. 

The most striking thing about Rozendaal’s oeuvre is its geometric formalism made 

up of bold vectorized colours.  Hybrid Moment is like an interactive moving 

painting, however Finger Battle is interesting more as a relational artwork.  As a 

two-player game it solicits users into a simple yet frenetic competitive relationship, 

and its addictive. 

The websites and the apps run on two different kinds of collecting economies.  

Rozendaal’s websites can be visited by anyone anywhere even after they have been 

collected.   If anyone purchases one of Rozendaal’s websites they own the website 

address, the domain name and all of the necessary files to keep the website up and 

running, a responsibility which they sign up for in the sales agreement they sign.  In 

addition, their name will written on the base of the website as a credit that they are 

the owner of that website.  Apps on the other hand were for sale for less than a dollar 

at the time of purchasing.   

Following Rozendaal’s Strategy the Identikit was distributed as an app named 

Identikit in 2013 for $0.99.  This was the lowest price (other than free) with which an 

App would be listed for sale but Apple’s lowest price has since risen to $1.29 for the 

lowest priced Apps.  The price of the app has worked out to return the cost of the 

yearly distribution on the App Store, resulting in enough sales to continually be able 

to provide list Identikit on app markets. 

This process completely dematerialized the artwork negating the need of ever 

exhibiting the work in a physical space.  However the app now released for touch-

screen markets was not something that I could sell or exhibit within the commercial 

gallery context.  The work could have been exhibited in the gallery but because 

commercial galleries are businesses that survive on commercial transactions, 

displaying work that was already available cheaply in alternative marketplaces 

would have undermined the role of the commercial gallery.    

Commercial galleries are an essential part of testing the success of a work of art.  In 

addition the role of the commercial gallery was considered as a useful aspect of the 
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artworld infrastructure in so far as the commercial gallery survives on the popularity 

and saleability of works of art and as such must measure its success on how the work 

engages an audience as potential collectors and hence custodians of artworks into the 

future in ways that public galleries, artist run spaces and not for profit exhibition 

spaces do not.  Working with the commercial gallery sector was an opportunity to 

consider the response that this work could elicit from that side of the artworld.   

The materiality and hardware of the device, specifically its pixel ratio was 

particularly important in determining how the work should be viewed.  While not 

featuring in the exhibition context, the process of producing Identikit informed 

particular central concerns to do with digital art practice in an exhibition context.  

Two notable discoveries were that the hardware of the device – specifically the 

picture resolution, finish of the screen, matte or gloss and the design – as a 

standalone device or requiring a cursor, was a fundamental concern when exhibiting 

digital media content.  As mentioned earlier the pixel resolution of 264 pixels per 

inch, far greater than many monitors available to display digital media, and far less 

expensive per unit comparable displays at the time.  This material concern of the 

digital work, the material and technical quality of the image returned the research 

from the dematerialized and virtual nature of digital art practice into re-marginalized 

art by considering the material basis of pixels.  

To solve both of these problems and to expand the apps usability even further, the 

identikit was turned into an iOs touch-screen application titled Identikit and released 

through Apple’s App Store.  This mode of distribution allows the work to be 

installed on a touch screen display on a wall, but more importantly can be 

downloaded onto the touch screens that people keep with them every day.  The app 

Identikit is simple in its design.   

The limited use of the app renders its success largely in the drawings themselves and 

these drawings; finally, require a viewer for them to be beheld.  This app is limited 

in its usability.  The only thing users can do with it is change facial features, and 

therefore makes different faces.  Although earlier beta versions of the application 

allowed the user to change the scale, position and orientation of each feature, the 

reduction of interactive options ensures that the facial features are received first and 

foremost as drawings.  The white background echoes the blank page and each 

feature is seen in its relative size to the other features.  The app is therefore 
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ultimately a publication of drawings, which rather than viewed in isolation can be 

viewed in the context of an identikit.  

In the early stages of the project, the process was designed towards producing an 

artwork as an identikit rather than considering the residency as a potential site for an 

aestheticised performative audience experience. The artwork is in fact the later 

incarnation of the app and the residency and the various beta stages as part of a 

studio process conducted in public.  But as I’ve shown in discussing this residency, 

the public process needs to be considered aesthetically.  

From the pixel to the canvas:  From Ouroboric Gaze to Parts of You Are 

Dying 
Without Identikit as a work to include in the upcoming exhibition it made sense to 

develop the form of the moving drawings that had been developed in Ouroboric 

Gaze into a broader body of work, capitalizing on the visual intensity of the moving 

images and the originality of the drawing as a work constantly in flux.  Working 

toward this exhibition would also provide the opportunity to test a new method of 

eliciting participation from subjects, where subjects were free to move and shift 

position and, due to the portability of the tablet, could be drawn in a designated 

setting of their choosing.  

While selecting portrait subjects to paint for the exhibition in Sydney I needed a way 

to ensure that whomever I chose as a portrait subject could be relied upon to 

participate for several sittings.244  One of the common factors among available 

participants was that they all had competing commitments that involved a 

combination of work, family or study, which meant that they could spend a day or 

half a day ‘posing’ as such.  So in order to make the new work more appealing to 

potential subjects, I shaped the process making subject participation easier and more 

accessible by using portable digital media tools and allowing subjects to move freely 

rather than pose in a fixed position.   I drew them using a drawing and painting 

program Brushes recording every brush stroke as a process video.  Here their 

participation came in the form of allowing access to them during agreed times – 

allowing me to be a fly on the wall while they worked, studied or attended to other 

commitments.   

                                                
244 CURRAN, T. 2013b. Parts of You Are Dying. Sydney: Art Atrium. 
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They participated therefore as moving targets, in much the same way self is 

described and ideas of self are described as constantly shifting notions from one 

contemporary condition to the next, with the drawing process showing a constant 

state of change and flux.  With this application I could continuously draw the subject 

wherever they may needed to be – at my studio, theirs, their office, home or even 

teaching a class, and they would be free to move around and do whatever else they 

were obligated to attend to with myself acting as a fly on the wall rapidly attempting 

to document what I saw through drawing.   

Sittings were approximately five hours in total, some in one long sitting and others 

broken up into shorter sessions, depending on the availability of the sitter.  The 

sittings were completed when the video playback reached approximately five 

minutes in duration.  Once the video was between four and five minutes, I slowly 

erased the subjects by continuing to draw them and their surroundings in white until 

the entire screen was covered in white.  This was a means both to continue drawing 

while erasing what was underneath – the effect amounting to a fade to white – giving 

the video a point at which it could be looped endlessly.   

Over the duration of the videos the marks built up dense but beautiful compositions 

reminiscent of abstract expressionist painters like Willem de Kooning, whose 

paintings carried a similar tension in them around the relationship between 

abstraction and figuration.  Art historian Richard Shiff has described that De 

Kooning's painting “meandered through realms of representation and abstraction.”245  

In one of de Kooning’s seminal works, Woman I (1950-52) (Figure 83) the figure 

stands before a ground of gestural marks.  The woman of the painting’s title is also 

abstracted within the same kinds of gestural marks as its abstracted background.  De 

Kooning’s paintings were the result of constantly working over and reworking the 

painting similar to the process in the iPad drawing videos, which has led in both 

instances to an accumulation of information in which the figure is embedded within 

their field. 

                                                
245 SHIFF, R. 2011. Between Sense and de Kooning, London, Reaktion Books. 106 
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Figure 83. Willem De Kooning (1904 - 1997) 

Woman 1 (1950-1) 

Oil on canvas, 192.7 x 147.3 cm 

Museum of Modern Art, New York 

De Kooning’s process yielded other similarities to the iPad work because of his 

approach to drawing figures in flux.  De Kooning was known to have drawn moving 

subjects on television at night.  Of this Richard Shiff has written: 

‘To paint so fast you couldn’t think’:  If De Kooning had a goal this was it […] 
During the 1960s, a television habit could advance this end.  The painter would 
experience mental distraction even as he enjoyed the visual stimulation of the 
screen.  As reason blurred, the senses focused and became more acute.  To draw 
from the passing phosphorescent image required a compensating speed.246 
 

This rapid way of working imbues De Kooning’s work with an embedded 

physicality in line with a phenomenological immersiveness in line with 

Schusterman’s Somaesthetics.  Shiff supports this argument when he writes “De 

Kooning’s art orients to sense, solicits sense: sense as sensations of the visual, 

tactile, the kinaesthetic.”247   This ensures De Kooning’s influence on painting in 

contemporary art, which, as has been discussed, can capitalize on pigment in order to 

create works that solicited this kind of phenomenological immersiveness.   

                                                
246 Ibid.  19 

247 Ibid.  39 
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A contemporary painter who shows De Kooning’s influence is Cecily Brown whose 

work similarly balances abstraction and figuration in a style through which art 

historian Eleanor Hearntey describes as “near abstraction”.248  Brown has 

commented on the way that the ambiguity between abstraction and figuration creates 

a valuable presence in the gallery: 

For years I refused to use the word abstract.  For me there really is no abstraction.  
When even the paintings that look the most abstract there’s some kind of figurative 
or figural presence.  I always want there to be at least the trace of the human figure, 
or sometimes an animal, but even the paintings that look the most abstract there’s 
still a figurative space.  I want there to always be a feeling that it’s a place that you 
can enter in to.  This is partly because I’m most drawn to figurative paintings by 
other people from the past and the present and in a way all of my work is a conflict 
between figuration and abstraction and my desire to paint the figure and my refusal 
to allow the figure to remain.  As soon as the figure gets too clear I find it gets too 
close to illustration or describing something, or it gets too…  I cannot keep this 
figure clear I have to obscure it, or not obscure but I want to invent a new kind of 
figure.  So I think there’s a sort of uneasiness that results in this back and forth 
between being a clear figure and not so much.  And this comes and goes constantly. 
 

The relationship between abstraction and figuration in Brown’s work provides a 

unique mode of engagement with the viewer.  However like De Kooning’s work, 

Brown is interested in the relationship between the pictorial ambiguity and an 

aesthetic of flux: 

I want the imagery to always be in a state of flux so that as you’re looking at 
something you think you’ve got and you look away and look back or you look to 
another part of the painting and you’ve kept in this sort of state of uneasiness where 
you’re never completely sure of what you’re looking at.249 
 

Brown’s vocabulary of abstraction and figuration and the sense of flux created when 

these are separated from one another is a useful means to understanding the potential 

of the iPad drawings and videos.   This use of near abstraction or ambiguity provides 

a purposive trajectory in that it provides a more dynamic and visually complicated 

field for the viewer to interact.  Also, the sense of flux in these examples of near-

abstraction solicits a time-based reading of the image, enabling this visual language 

to overcome the tyranny of the frozen moment of photography.   

The progress of the iPad videos shows the accumulation of this visual information, 

which evokes the unfolding flux of the subject.  Still frames from each video were 

                                                
248 HEARTNEY, E. 2008. Art & Today, London and New York, Phaidon Press  230 quotation marks will not 

be used in subsequent references to the term ‘near abstraction’. 

249 BROWN, C. Cecily Brown at Essl Museum Pressc, 2012 Essl Museum, Vienna. The Art View. 
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saved and the image with the strongest balance of compositional energy to pictorial 

representation was selected to be an editioned print for exhibition.   

These prints were all made using an archival pigment based Hexachrome digital 

printer on Ilford Pearl paper.  The prints looked good and converted the image from 

the iPad to paper as faithfully as possible, however the colours lacked the visual 

intensity of the iPad because the luminance of the screen makes the colours so vivid 

in comparison.   

Displaying the images on the iPad would have been problematic because it would 

have created “screen burn” where the constant light from the pixels would have 

burnt a negative image into the screen - over time, diminishing the quality of the 

work.  The reason the pigment wasn’t as vivid was because the printer used inks out 

of a range of ten pigments or colours, mixing these colours to create its entire colour 

output.  Alternatively if they were made from a broader range of pigments, such as 

those available as professional artist paints, a greater range of pure colours would 

help to translate the chromatic range of the LCD screen. 

Given that that the drawings were digital I offered each subject an archivally printed 

‘Subject Proof’ similar to an artist proof and gave them a copy of the process video.   

Bringing the work made on touch-screen into the gallery space saw a return to 

painting for several reasons including those listed above, the need to provide a 

problem free standalone work of art to a collector, as well as the need to provide 

unique or editioned works.  After the videos were completed a series of paintings 

were produced using the videos as reference material.   There was another specific 

reason, which links back to the first chapter with regard to the visual quality of 

pigment as an intensifying material, which is viscerally felt by the visual system.   

Chapter 3 briefly raised the point of Anish Kapoor’s pigment sculptures which, with 

the saturation of individual reds, yellows, blacks, blues and whites overwhelms the 

visual field and the visual sensation is tactile rather than symbolic and 

contemplative.  This visual energy from pure pigment is an important quality of 

paint that cannot be replicated by photographic or digital printing – both of which 

create a layer of archival and pigment-based colour on a surface by a narrow range 

palette of colours, often Cyan, Magenta, Yellow and Black, or in more sophisticated 

printers up to ten different coloured pigments.  This process of digital printing means 
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that layers of pigment cannot be applied over the top of each other as they can in 

paint to achieve a thick build up of pure pigment to achieve the intensity that Kapoor 

had done with his pigment sculptures in his 1000 Names series, as well as the visual 

intensity of the iPad screen, also means that pure cadmium oranges reds, crimsons 

magentas and other colours for that matter are not available from digital printing, 

unless perhaps a specialist printing technology or service was available to print in 

that way.  This latter point could be overcome by developing custom pigment inks 

from a mixed recipe and designing the process such that the various pixel colour 

values were printed with those custom inks, however most of these pigments are 

readily available in art supply shops in the form of oil, acrylic and watercolour 

paints. 

The intensity of pigment was essential to bring to the still images because it had to 

compete for attention with the luminosity of the LCD screen videos.  In conceiving 

how to work the digital material into paint I tested using the process using the video 

of drawings from Ouroboric Gaze.  Initially the process was to repaint mark by mark 

the composition of the videos, however after calculating how long this would take it 

was clear that none of the paintings would be finished before the required time frame 

for the research.  Also conceptually this felt lacking because it was making a 

painting dictated to by the video rather than making a painting on the painting’s own 

terms.250  By scrolling through the videos I selected marks that would then be 

painted onto the canvas and after a process of searching for appropriate marks an 

abstract composition was produced that produced a ‘finished’ image that matched 

the flux and visual energy of the iPad videos – the near abstract marks made from 

the observation in the life drawing sitting.  Dr Doris McIlwain (Ouroboric #1) 

(2013) (Figure 84) was the first of these works and informed a whole new series of 

paintings and a whole new process of conceiving the painted portrait that was still 

anchored to visual forms familiar enough for viewers to approach the work. 

                                                
250 See discussion of Lucian Freud in previous chapters for a discussion on the primary importance of the 

painting’s formal success over and above likeness of the subject. 
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Figure 84. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Dr Doris McIlwain (Ouroboric #1) (2013) 

Oil on canvas.  40 x 30cm. 

The abstract arrangement created a similar feeling to the rapidity of the drawing 

process in the video and reflected the complexity of the abstract designs that emerge 

within the video.  It was the introduction of the hard edge of each mark and shape 

that made these works so much more convincing than previous versions.  By 

mannering the graphic marks of the iPad through slow, layered mark making, the 

tonal and colour contrasts became as intense as they were on the screen.  In 

Ouroboric #1 the shapes at the foreground have a crisper edge than the shapes that 

sit below.  This hard edge became particularly necessary to clarify the image and 

allow smaller lines to emerge and be legible within the field of marks.  The edges of 

shapes became a valuable visual element where the energy of the picture could be 

heightened by more intense contrasts of colours and tones.   

Seven cohesive paintings were made for exhibition in 2013, and each show the 

conflict between the figural and the abstract.  Banou (2013) (Figure 85) is one 

example of the seven oil paintings produced in this series.  In the top left of the 

painting a grey tone suggests the shape of the figure’s hair near a yellow adjacent to 

a blue shape, which together reference a pillow that the figure was resting on during 
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the sitting.  The straight red marks that fall down the picture were drawn after a book 

the subject was reading, which was a deep red colour and when light fell in certain 

ways appeared as a lighter red which is indicated by the slightly oblique lighter red 

line below.  These red lines shift orientations because the book that the figure was 

reading did.  Other straight lines reference the participant’s crutches and at the 

bottom of the composition while there is a somewhat fuller depiction in grey of a 

water glass resting on a wooden tabletop.  The scale of paintings was a modest 30 by 

40 centimeters predominately because of the small scale of the original drawing on 

the iPad.  Also the work would have to be transported 450 kilometers to the 

exhibition space and that size was manageable in a car rather than having to hire the 

services of professional art handlers, which would have been necessary had the work 

been any larger. 

 

Figure 85. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Banou (2013) 

Oil on canvas.  40 x 30cm. 

Seven of these works were exhibited at Art Atrium gallery in Sydney and with a 

series a seven videos and seven prints comprised my solo exhibition Parts of You 

Are Dying (2013), a title that reflected the constantly evolving nature of self as both 
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a process of decay and growth, resulting in an ultimate material decay.  The 

exhibition was divided into three sections according to different media including 

paintings, digital prints and videos – all with seven works in each media and all 

featuring the same seven subjects, produced from the same life-painted sitting.     

Upon entering the gallery the visitor first entered a room of seven oil paintings 

(Figure 86) such as that described above, followed by a corridor of seven digital 

prints (Figure 87) each printed at the size of the iPad screen on which they were 

drawn (20 x 15cm).  The digital prints were film stills from the drawing process.  

(Figure 88)shows the corresponding digital print taken from the same sittings as 

Banou.  Halfway through the corridor in which the prints were hanging was an 

entrance to a room with seven mounted tablets playing the digital video recordings 

(Figure 89).  These videos were not synchronized and hence began and ended at 

different times from each other.  The viewer was invited to treat these as moving 

paintings as they laid out every mark that was made during the sitting, every 

observation into a 4-5 minute video.  They were displayed on the iPad because of its 

comparable pixel resolution to other displays at that scale.  Given that the drawings 

were produced on an iPad it suited that they were displayed on iPads. 

 

Figure 86. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Installation of paintings in Parts of You Are Dying, 2013 

Art Atrium, Sydney 
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Figure 87. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Installation of prints in Parts of You Are Dying, 2013 

Art Atrium, Sydney. 

 

 

Figure 88. Tony Curran 

Banou, 2013 

Hexachrome digital print.  20 x 15cm. 
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Figure 89. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Installation of iPad videos in Parts of You Are Dying, 2013 

Art Atrium, Sydney. 

The display of all three media was in order to have the exhibition reinforce the 

modality of the fragmented time based sittings of subjects moving and in flux. 

Walking into the room of oil paintings the viewer confronts works that appear to be 

colourful works of gestural abstraction with subtle references to body shapes, curves 

and tones.  Seeing the prints with the same aesthetic but with more figurative content 

links this notion further and the videos played on the iPad tell the whole story.  After 

this the viewer returned through the prints which he or she now understands more 

fully as being a product of the life-drawing process while the paintings appear as 

direct references to the life-drawn sitting anchoring these abstract images back to the 

portrait as a document of the relationship between sitter and subject.   

The images were anchored to contemporary modes of visuality, particularly in the 

styles of Brown or the late-modern work of De Kooning but also, as Sydney critic 

Andrew Frost noted in a review of the exhibition, as “a strong flavour of British 

painting from the 1980s.”  Frost indicated that the work was fresh.  In a review 

posted on The Art Life website, Dr Frost wrote of the exhibition “But whatever 

Curran is drawing his influence from, the show is a remarkably different show in an 

artworld blighted by sameness.”251 

I attribute this difference to the process of making video drawings from life, and 

closely using that material as a sketching and designing tool to make into paintings 
                                                
251 FROST, A. July 19, 2013. Parts of You Are Dying. The Art Life [Online].  2014].  Accessed March 13, 

2015. 



 181 

rather than using photographs as reference or by gradual studio reflexiveness as 

indicated in the work of Brown and De Kooning.  

Phenomenological immersiveness is greatly advantaged by the consideration of 

finish given to the artwork.  While there are advantages of screen-based media in 

providing phenomenological immersiveness, such as the introduction of luminous 

colour and the capacity for moving image, screen-based media also contains 

contradictions to the phenomenal object such as the separation between the infinitely 

reproducible digital file and the hardware on which this file is played.  Meanwhile 

the ancient technology of pigment is capable of a profound phenomenological 

immersiveness and can be wielded to produce effects of motion, harmony, 

dissonance, and the near-abstract aesthetic that the iPad videos provide. 
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7.  HOW PAINTING:  Finishing Portraiture 
 

The exhibition Parts of You Are Dying, which took place in Sydney in 2013 featured 

seven of the moving image paintings, seven digital prints from the drawing process 

and seven of the digital videos of the drawing process.  Taken as an exhibition, and 

as a series, the works stood more for an aesthetic of flux in the image and its 

connection to change, disintegration and rebirth.  This is emphasized by the title to 

the exhibition, which is a truism that emphasizes the impermanence of self – even if 

it does so somewhat morbidly. 

While Parts of You Are Dying received a good critical review, I had a problem with 

determining that any of the works were good examples of a portrait as a summative 

representation.  This was because the paintings were produced following Lucian 

Freud’s dictum that it must work first and foremost as a painting resulting in works 

that were formally strong but narratively weak.252 

What also concerned me was that the works seemed to need each other to create the 

context, hence the exhibition design where each room assisted the reading of the last 

room and overall exhibition.  In other words Parts of You Are Dying was more 

successful as an exhibition than each individual piece was on its own.  The works 

within the exhibition were important elements adding up to a whole rather than being 

self contained, whole works individually 

The reliance on the series of works has also been the case in previous exhibitions of 

mine, although in those instances it was intentional.  In 2011, as the culmination of 

my honours' research I held an exhibition of drawings and videos that maximized the 

potential of the gallery space as an essential medium of the work I had made.  In 

researching Portraiture Since the White Cube I produced an exhibition as portrait, 

titled Finding Arthur Wicks (2011) (Figure 90).253  The exhibition featured 

anamorphic drawings and videos.  In Looking at you from all sides (Figure 91) from 

that exhibition, the videos were projected onto entire walls and spaces were lined 

with mirrored surfaces to fully immerse the viewer.  Scrutiny (2011) (Figure 92) 

                                                
252 See discussion of Lucian Freud in chapter 1. 

253 CURRAN, T. 2011. Portraiture Since the White Cube: Exegesis for Finding Arthur Wicks. BA (VPA) 

(Hons) (Fine Art) Honours Exegesis, Charles Sturt University. 
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featured a series of drawings of a head from sixteen angles of view with mirrors 

adjacent to the paintings, creating an illusion of a constant loop.  As the viewer 

moved into the space the mirror incorporated them into the work. 

 

 

Figure 90. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Finding Arthur Wicks, 2011 (installation shot) 

Photo credit: Jacob Raupach 

 

 

Figure 91. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Looking at you from all sides, 2011 

Digital video installation.  Dimensions variable. 

Photograph by Jacob Raupach 
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Figure 92. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Scrutiny, 2011.  

Acrylic on unprimed canvas, mirrors and stands - 15 pieces of 30 x 40cm, 2 pieces of 15 x 40cm. 

Photo credit: Jacob Raupach 

 

I used a similar sensibility of the gallery space in Parts of You Are Dying in how the 

work was arranged, but also the intention had always been a return to the image as a 

document of the relational encounter while ensuring a phenomenological immersion 

through moving image and pigment.   

The question that remained unanswered from this process and to conclude the studio 

investigation of an aesthetic of self was, what is the poetics of a finished portrait? 

Contemporary American critic and art historian Michael Fried has described an 

appropriate terminology used by the French Beaux-Arts System of the 18th and 19th 

centuries – through the terms tableau and morceau.  Fried explains tableau as a 

finished coherent picture where the composition and the action within the painting 

build towards a coherent logic: 

Specifically for French of the anti-Rococo reaction, Grimm and Diderot foremost 
among them, the term tableau denoted the achievement of a sufficiently high degree 
of compositional and coloristic unity (the latter mainly the work of chiascuro) to 
produce a powerful and instantaneous effect of formal and expressive closure.  
Indeed the term was first mobilized in this way to mark a distinction between the 
incorporation of painting within a larger decorative scheme, which writers like 
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Shaftesbury, Grimm and Diderot regarded as degrading to the art, and the portable, 
self sufficient esthetically autonomous picture, which they strongly advocated.254 
 

The morceau on the other hand were “pieces or fragments, regardless of their actual 

size.”255 

The idea of the tableau is still relevant today as a means of judging a successful work 

of art, despite the apparent relativism that the first chapter described characterizes 

contemporary art, and that the subsequent chapters have been at pains to disprove.  It 

was argued in Chapter 4 that contemporary visual art continues to trade in the 

currency of images, and that good images are more likely to be viewed and 

circulated, hence the aesthetics of performance documentation. 

Towards Tableau and Against the Myth of Art-in-General 
Art-in-general is a name conceived by Thierry de Duve in order to describe the 

anything goes condition that contemporary art has been repeatedly labeled with.  In 

order to understand art-in-general it is necessary to consider the previous alternative 

to art-in-general, which de Duve refers to as the Beaux Arts System.  Beaux Arts 

refers to the ‘beautiful arts’ or fine arts and are distinguished from the popular arts.  

They are ranked according to criteria of quality.  In the Beaux Arts some artworks 

are more beautiful than others and some objects, which are presented as artworks, 

can be judged not worthy of the name of art. 

According to de Duve, the artworld left the Beaux Arts System and entered the Art-

in-General system as early as 1884 with the beginning of societies of independent 

artists seeking independence of state-juried salons.256  The Beaux-Arts System 

dominated the artworld through centralized national gatekeepers who judged the 

annual Salons in Paris.  This system collapsed with the rise of several Independent 

art societies that emerged in Paris as of 1884.  These groups reacted against the 

                                                
254 FRIED, M. 1996. Manet's Modernism:  Or the face of painting in the 1860s, Chicago, University of Chicago 

Press. 267-8 

255 Ibid. 268 

256 DE DUVE, T. 2014b. Why Was Moderism Born in France? Artforum International, 52, 190-197.  De Duve 

differentiates between the art-in-general aesthetic regime and the Art-in-General System where the art-in-general 

aesthetic regime relates to the general condition and aesthetic climate that accepts the art-in-general outlook as 

dominant.  In contrast, the Art-in-General System is the network of institutions and people, which allow art-in-

general to dominate.   
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centrality of the Beaux-Arts System and the power it had over artists’ careers.  De 

Duve explains: 

The system was such that, whatever the style in vogue, the state and only the state 
was empowered to decide who was and who was not legitimately an artist, and this 
decision was made via the Salon jury.257 
 

The Salons and with it, the Beaux-Arts System began to crumble in 1863 with the 

introduction of the Salon des Refusés, which, for just a brief moment gave audiences 

the opportunity to see the rejected works and judge for themselves.  By 1884 there 

were enough artists seeking independence from the state Salon that they formed 

societies allowing any artist to join and exhibit with them.258  From this time, says 

de Duve, anyone could be an artist and hence anything could be art: 

Given that in 1917, anyone could be a member of the New York Society of 
Independent Artists, and given that the Society was modeled after the Paris Société 
des Artistes Indépendants, founded in 1884, it follows that anything could be art as 
early as 1884.259 
 

De Duve mentions 1917 because it was the year that Marcel Duchamp entered 

Fountain to the exhibition of the New York Society of Independent Artists.  This 

exhibition had advertised that anyone could exhibit any work if they paid a modest 

entry fee.  Duchamp submitted a urinal, signed by a nom de plume of one R. Mutt.  

Before the show opened, however, the hanging committee decided that the plumbing 

fixture was not worthy to be hung in an exhibition of art.  According to de Duve’s 

assessment, the New York Society of Independent Artists with their pseudo-

egalitarian exhibition requirements were an early manifestation of an Art-in-General 

System, however the individuals who made up the hanging committee had not 

understood the potential consequences of such an egalitarian process – if anyone can 

be an artist, anything can be art. 

Fountain caused little if any scandal at the time, however in the 1950s Duchamp’s 
influence could be read through the work of artists such as Robert Rauschenberg and 
Jasper Johns.   
 

By the 1960s, Duchamp’s legacy was central to the process of the emerging 

generation of artists.  De Duve explains Duchamp’s effect on this generation: 
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258 DE DUVE, T. 2014a. The Invention of Non-Art:  A History. Artforum International, 52, 192-199.  194 
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By the mid ’60s, virtually all significant young artists on both sides of the Atlantic, 
South America included, had their eyes on Duchamp or were under his spell.260 
 

It appears that the artworld has never shifted from the legacy Duchamp left in the 

1960s.  Art historian Terry Smith has written about the state of contemporary art 

arguing that the movements of the 1960s underlie the language of contemporary art, 

stating, “nothing has succeeded minimalism and conceptualism as art styles.”261   

The role of Photography in art’s current condition – Danto and de Duve 

In the accounts of the contemporary “anything goes” condition of contemporary art, 

according to philosopher Arthur Danto and art historian Thierry de Duve, the 

photograph has played a significant role in both the ‘The End of Art’ and the Art-in-

General System. 

Central to de Duve’s account of the Art-in-General System was Duchamp’s 

Fountain.  According to de Duve the legacy of Duchamp’s infamous readymade was 

largely possible because of the photograph of Fountain taken by Alfred Stieglitz.  

Documenting the work in this way made it accessible to future generations of artists 

and critics, who by the 1960s began to take Duchamp’s message that anything can be 

art. De Duve explains: 

With that photo, Duchamp pulled R. Mutt’s urinal from the limbo of non-art and 
patiently waited for the critics of the ‘60s and ‘70s to fall into his trap-and to make 
non-art a subcategory of art.262 
 

Arthur Danto has also characterized what he refers to as “The End of Art” as a result 

of photography in the particular case of Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes (1964).  Danto 

described Warhol’s Brillo Boxes as three-dimensional photographs – made from 

photographing the original packaging boxes and stenciling the labels onto the pre-

fabricated plywood boxes.  According to Danto, the significance of Warhol’s 

sculptures was that of decreasing the mimetic distance between art and reality that, 

according to Danto, characterizes the pursuit of art.263  With this distanced collapsed 

art and reality could not be distinguished from one another heralding Danto’s 

apocalyptic scenario.   
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For de Duve’s Art-in-General System, it was Alfred Stieglitz photograph that 

enabled Fountain to be accessed by artists and critics half a century after the event - 

a fact that de Duve attributes to the calculating manipulation of Stieglitz by 

Duchamp: 

Stieglitz didn’t understand that the function of the urinal’s photograph was not to 
feed an immediate press scandal but to put Fountain, whose very existence could be 
doubted were it not for this photograph, on the record for subsequent art history.264 
 

The role of the photograph in both Arthur Danto’s and Thierry de Duve’s account of 

contemporary art’s relativism is a crucial aspect of the aesthetics of art since the 

1960s legitimated in 1917.  The photograph has legitimated the proliferation and 

diversity of dematerialized art practices including performance art and conceptual art 

because these artforms could be executed within an aesthetic regime quietly 

dominated by the language of photography. 

The Art-in-General System was therefore not a replacement of the Beaux-Arts 

system where anything goes and anything can be a work of art.  As Duchamp’s 

Fountain shows, at this point it was not that anything could be art but that anything 

that could be photographed could have artistic significance but as argued in Chapter 

4 it will be judged photographically.  In her seminal book On Photography (1973), 

Susan Sontag commented on this aesthetic regime and photography’s hold over it 

when she said, “Now all art aspires to the condition of photography.”265 

It was Stieglitz’s photograph that sealed the fate of Fountain into the canon of 

modern art history ushering in not the art-in-general aesthetic regime but instead an 

aesthetic regime like the Beaux-Arts but one where photography was at the top of 

the hierarchy of the fine arts.  Shortly after Duchamp’s death in 1968 photography 

too began to aspire to the tableau.   

Contemporary Tableaux 
Tableau is an important aesthetic feature of contemporary art.  The discussion of the 

1750s is pertinent to the discussion of contemporary art and Michael Fried continues 

his thesis into contemporary art and contemporary forms of representation in relation 

to photography in contemporary art.  It is worth recalling here a comment from 
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curator Okwui Enwezor introduced in chapter 2 in regards to what characterizes 

contemporary art today: 

[It] can be properly apprehended through the formal language of immersive 
installations, cinematic projection and large tableaux style photography dominant in 
global contemporary art.266  
 

Fried cites several artists engaging in a tableau style including Jean-Marc 

Bustamante, Thomas Ruff, Andreas Gursky, Luc Delahaye and, for the purposes of 

discussing portraiture and because Fried focuses particularly on this artist throughout 

his argument - Jeff Wall.   Jeff Wall is a contemporary artist working in photography 

and a photographer that Fried nominates as having reinvigorated the traditions of the 

tableau from the 1750s into contemporary photography: 

For present purposes, however the two distinctive and closely related characteristics 
of the new regime are, first, a tendency toward considerably larger image size than 
had previously been thought appropriate to art photography; and second, an 
expectation or, put more strongly, an intention that the photographs in question 
would be framed and hung on a wall, to be looked at like paintings (hence 
Chevrier’s term “tableau”) rather than merely examined up close – perhaps even 
held in the hand – by one viewer at a time, as had hither to been the case.267 
 

Using the traditions of painting in the Salon or Beaux-Arts system (as Thierry de 

Duve calls it) Wall produces large tableau photographs depicting figures wholly 

absorbed in what they are doing.  However rather than painting, tableaux is 

represented in contemporary photography.  Jeff Wall’s images create internally 

motivated narratives that aspire to the tableaux through absorptiveness.   

Wall’s images are constructed in similar ways to the history paintings of the French 

beaux-Arts System.  However they use the ‘genius’ of photography – its evidentiary 

power as a means of persuading the reader of the picture’s truth-value.  Mimic 

(1982) (Figure 93) appears as if it was captured in the moment but it was in fact 

staged or “near documentary”; a process which ensures that the presence of the 

camera does not disrupt the realism of the scene.  Presumably if the individuals in 

Mimic saw a camera, this event might not have happened – the aggressor might have 

either targeted the photographer or simply have acted differently.  However the 

presence of the camera to knowing actors who perform their role completely 
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absorbed in the action anchors this mode of photography to the tradition of tableau 

painting in its formal and expressive potentials. 

 

Figure 93. Jeff Wall 

Mimic (1982) 

Transparency in lightbox 198 x 228.6cm 

Ydessa Hendeles Art Foundation, Toronto 

 

The Problem of Portraiture:  The portrait as morceau 
Portraiture has always been a lesser form of art because the rules that govern 

portraiture are in conflict with the rules that govern high art, namely the tableau.  

However portraits that aspire to the ideals of the tableau can achieve this aim.  In the 

Beaux-Arts system painting was the highest ranking of all art forms and within 

painting, and more specifically, it was history painting that was considered the 

highest art of painting over and above genre painting including portraiture.  Fried’s 

reasoning for this is, in the 18th century and early 19th century that art critics, such as 

Denis Diderot, valued paintings where the subjects were completely absorbed in the 

action around them, the singular event of the picture, over any other painting.  Fried 

states that this kind of painting has a specific relationship to the beholder, one where 

the beholder is treated as if they do not exist – that the figures are unaware of their 

being beheld.  Works where it appears as if the figures are posing or in any way 
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aware of being beheld were considered theatrical.  Fried quotes Diderot extensively 

who derides theatricality and reveres absorption or what Fried refers to as 

“absorptive motifs”.  

Michael Fried identified that the most successful artworks in the 18th and early 19th 

century carried motifs of absorption in which figures were wholly absorbed in an 

activity or event.  It was this absorptive element of early modern secular art that 

meant that history painting would be at the highest level of the arts and that the 

quality of art in this system would be determined by the way the artist composed 

pictorial narrative without it falling into a theatrical mise-en-scene.268  

In Fried’s theses, portraiture continues to be discussed as a specialist and difficult 

genre.  He describes the portraits made of French critic Denis Diderot and the 

subject’s response.  On portraiture at the time Fried writes that the genre was 

saturated in a fundamental critical flaw, which he identified as “the inherent 

theatricality of the genre.”269  He goes on to explain: 

More nakedly and as it were categorically than the conventions of any other genre, 
those of the portrait call for exhibiting a subject, the sitter, to the public gaze; put 
another way, the basic action depicted in a portrait is the sitter’s presentation of 
himself or herself to be beheld.  It follows that the portrait as a genre was singularly 
ill equipped to comply with the demand that a painting negate or neutralize the 
presence of the beholder, a demand that I have tried to show became a matter of 
urgent, if for the most part less than fully conscious, concern for French art critics 
during these years.270 
 

Although Fried describes an inherent problem faced by portraiture as high art, there 

are instances in his writing that indicate that successful portraits did overcome this in 

the 1700s.  A deeper reading of his history of tableaux is encouraging for the pursuit 

of portraiture as high form of art.  Fried explains: 

This is not to say that all contemporary portraits were regarded by the critics with 
distaste.  A few artists, La Tour preeminently, largely escaped negative criticism on 
the strength of the sheer vibrancy and verisimilitude of their representations.  In 
addition La Tour was seen as having made a point of portraying famous and 
accomplished persons, whose likenesses were for that reason presumed to be of 
interest to a wider audience.  But what I find arresting are those cases in which a 
portraitist was praised for devising a composition in which his sitter or sitters 
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appeared to be engaged in a characteristic activity and thus were rendered proof 
against the consciousness of being beheld that compromised the genre.271  
 

Fried is describing the virtues of a particular strategy in which artists managed the 

narrative content within the pictures by depicting scenes in which their subjects were 

wholly absorbed in some activity and unaware of the beholder. 

Absorption 

The figures absorption in an event or activity, or as Fried refers to it, absorptiveness, 

was one of the more successful strategies that artists of the eighteenth century 

employed as a means to convince audiences of the authenticity of the story within 

the painting.  Absorptiveness was thus used as “anti-theatrical” strategy.   

In Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot 

(1980), Fried describes Louis-Michel Van Loo’s Portrait de Carle Van Loo et sa 

famille (1757) (Figure 94) as an example of a portrait in which the subject is wholly 

absorbed in an event, neutralizing the inherent theatricality of portraiture.  Here the 

subject is depicted with his family, drawing the portrait of what looks to be his 

daughter.  Each family member is equally absorbed in the single event of the girl 

posing and the subject drawing.  One of his daughters looks at the girl posing, his 

son stares at his drawing, his other son staring either at his father or brother or at 

their interaction.  The mother gazes out at the viewer holding what appears to be a 

musical manuscript, an object that echoes the guitar that lies on the lower edge of the 

painting indicating that the family was previously engaged in a musical activity or 

that they might be in a few moments.   

Denis Diderot evidences Fried’s point that in the 18th century absorptiveness could 

differentiate between a good portrait and a bad portrait.  He shows two portraits of 

the renowned 18th century critic Denis Diderot and quotes Diderot’s response.  

Diderot criticized the “distracted gaze” in Portrait de Diderot (1767) (Figure 95), 

also by Louis-Michel Van Loo.  This distracted gaze was the product of the artist’s 

wife attempting to engage him in conversation and therefore distracting him from 

having any moment of absorptive reflection.272  On the other hand Portrait de 

Diderot (1760) (Figure 96) by Garand, which exists now only as a drawing, solicited 

a positive response from Diderot who Fried has quoted as saying “I am, in fact, 
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meditating in this canvas.  I am living in it, I am breathing in it, I am alive in it; 

thought is visible on my brow.”273  

 

Figure 94. Louis-Michel Van Loo (1707 - 1771) 

Portrait de Carle Van Loo et sa famille ca 1757.   

Versailles replica of original exhibited in the Salon of 1757 and today in Paris, Ecole des Arts Decoratifs.  

 

Although neither of Diderot’s portraits show what it is that captivates the subject in 

such deep reflection.  Between Diderot’s response to both of these images it is clear 

he preferred the one in which he was in deep reflection. It was in Diderot’s mind the 

better portrait.  However when comparing his portrait by Garand versus Van Loo’s 

portrait of Carle Van Loo one distinct difference is that in Garand’s Portrait de 

Diderot it is not shown what it is that keeps the subject absorbed or in meditation.  

The success of Portrait de Carle Van Loo et sa famille is that the entire pictorial 

composition reinforces the absorption by providing a narrative, which gives a reason 

as to why the figure is so wholly absorbed.  As noted he is fully engaged with an 

activity with his family, a convincing portrayal which directs all action within the 

scene – all action with the exception of what looks to be a proud mother and wife 

gazing out at the viewer.   
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Figure 95. Louis-Michel Van Loo (1707 - 1771) 

Portrait de Diderot, 1767 

Oil on canvas, 81 x 65 cm  

Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

 

 

Figure 96. Garand  

Portrait de Diderot, 1760 

Engraving 

Private collection. 
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The portrait of Van Loo can thus be seen to be a tableau – a finished image where 

each element is resolved and in which the absorptive mode of address to the 

beholder counters any theatricality.  On the other hand despite Garand’s successful 

portrayal of an absorbed figure in his Portrait de Diderot the painting cannot be said 

to be a tableau because it depicts only the figure and not the causal event of his 

absorptive mode.  Therefore it is what critics of the time called “morceau” which 

Fried translates as “fragments” and not fully realized tableau.274  

While Fried does not explicitly state it, there is sufficient evidence in his writings 

that the problem of portraiture was not just the theatricality of the genre but also its 

fragmentary nature, which is that rather than being a tableau it is in fact a morceau.  

Fried does not raise the issue of morceau in any discussion of portraiture, however 

the logic follows that if a work of portraiture suffers from the problem of not being 

considered a fully realized tableaux it is on the basis that portraiture has a tendency 

to abstain from constructing compositions in which there is any narrative structuring 

the action and poses of the subject within their environment.  Also the cliché of the 

head and shoulders portrait severely hampers the extent to which a narrative of 

absorption can be reinforced by subject matter or by formal unity.  Firstly it risks 

being considered theatrical because it is an unconvincing window into another world 

that is unaware of the beholder’s presence. Secondly it does not contain a fully 

realized and unified composition.  The portrait of Diderot by Garand is not a fully 

unified composition because it only depicts the subject’s face and does not show any 

causal event which would explain or give reason for the subject’s absorptive state.  

On the other hand the portrait of Van Loo can be said to be a tableau form of 

portraiture making it the highest form of art at that time.  

Cynthia Freeland has argued against the role of narrative in portraiture explaining 

that narrative requires a cohesive relationship of events displaced in time, which is at 

odds with the complex and shifting nature of self.  She writes, “Portraits are 

paradigms of non-narrative art.” Freeland cites the hierarchical position of portraits 

relative to history painting in the Beaux-Arts Academies.275 
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In the context of self-portraits Freeland writes: 

The key problem with narrative accounts, and an important way in which they fail to 
account for artist’s self-portraits, is precisely that the basic notion of ‘narrative’ is 
derived from literary or textual rather than visual sources.276 
 

Freeland’s rationale is confusing, particularly in the context of painting.  She draws 

upon theorists who describe narrative in terms of literary sources, despite her 

mention of visual narrative from the outset: 

[O]f course we can also speak about visual narratives, but the things that we see and 
process through direct visual perception affect us in ways that are different from the 
information we glean from narratives.277 
 

Freeland’s position implies that the portrait should be a perceptual match to the 

subject.  Even though the author doesn’t suggest a visual-perceptual theory through 

which this can be judged the biggest problem is that such a position contradicts the 

position of Lucian Freud’s that the portrait must work, first and foremost as a 

painting.  Judging the painting on its own internal terms is at the heart of a judgment 

about the tableau.   

However on the same page that Freeland writes “Portraits are paradigms of non-

narrative art,” the author concedes that “matters are more complicated than the 

simple dichotomy between narrative painting and portraits may suggest” citing a 

narrative portrait of Gainsborough in which he has portrayed his two daughters, the 

older of which is attempting to protect the younger from hurting herself while trying 

to catch a butterfly.278 

Wall’s portraits are also staged in the manner of near-documentary that Wall is 

known for.  Wall constructs his photographs to address similar technical concerns to 

painting.  In relation to portraiture, Fried’s discussion of Wall’s photographic portrait 

Adrian Walker, Artist, Drawing From a Specimen in a Laboratory in the Dept. of 

Anatomy at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver (1992) (Figure 97) 

evidences the role of narrative in contemporary portraiture through an absorptive 

mode of address.  Walker’s portrait is completely staged.  While it is Adrian Walker 

sitting there, the subject is posed in his studio office posed as-if he is drawing - 
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Another example of near-documentary photography by Wall.  Fried quotes Wall 

saying: 

… [Adrian] and I collaborated to create a composition that, while being strictly 
accurate in all details, was nevertheless not a candid picture, but a pictorial 
construction.  I depicted the moment when he has just completed his drawing, and is 
able to contemplate it in its final form, and, once again, at the same time, to see its 
subject, the specimen, the point from which it began.  There was such a moment in 
the creation of his drawing, but the moment depicted in the picture is in fact not that 
moment, but a reenactment of it.  Yet it is probably indistinguishable from that 
moment.279 
 

Wall’s method is an example of photography using the genius of drawing and 

painting as its representational crux.  Wall’s photographs, however photographic, 

engage with that sustained way of working with a subject in order to represent and 

re-create moments, using the languages that are inherent to drawing and painting 

going back to the 18th century.  In addition Wall’s use of the tableau form crosses the 

paths both of Enwezor’s point that much of contemporary art is tableau sized 

photography, and also gets to the central premise of what art, and indeed what 

contemporary art is, and then follows what contemporary portraiture could be.  

Wall’s working method reflects the process of Lucian Freud, who painted enacted or 

posed subjects who sustained their pose over an extended process in order to give the 

artist access to all the details required of the painting.   

Wall’s method is an example of photography using the genius of drawing and 

painting as its representational crux.  Wall’s photographs, however photographic, 

engage with that sustained way of working with a subject in order to represent and 

re-create moments, using the languages that are inherent to drawing and painting 

going back to the 18th century.  In addition Wall’s use of the tableau form crosses the 

paths both of Enwezor’s point that much of contemporary art is tableau sized 

photography, and also gets to the central premise of what art, and indeed what 

contemporary art is, and then follows what contemporary portraiture could be.  

Wall’s working method reflects the process of Lucian Freud, who painted enacted or 

posed subjects who sustained their pose over an extended process in order to give the 

artist access to all the details required of the painting. 

 

                                                
279 FRIED, M. 2008. Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, New Haven and London, Yale 

University Press.  41 
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Figure 97. Jeff Wall (b. 1946) 

Adrian Walker, Artist, Drawing From a Specimen in a Laboratory in the Dept. of Anatomy at the 
University of British Columbia, Vancouver (1992) 

Transparency in light box, 119 x 164cm  

Collection of the artist. 

 

  

Towards Tableaux 

The narrative in the paintings from my exhibition Parts of You Are Dying and larger 

subsequent paintings is arbitrary, however the aesthetic of self gives this 

arbitrariness a more significant purpose.  Firstly, it is arbitrary because of the process 

of layering of the forms on top of one another.  The first step in painting these works 

involves seeking out large shapes, from the drawing videos, to place in the 

background of the painting to act as a ground to inform how the painting needs to 

proceed.  By looking at this ground, I scroll through the drawing video looking for 

marks that would somehow respond to the visual elements of the painting to balance, 

or unbalance, simplify or complicate the field, through line, shape, tone, texture or 

colour.  The paintings proceed in this way until they each have a formal unity.  In the 

larger scale paintings, the elements are more developed but their spatial relationship 

to each other is often one of conflict or juxtaposition in order to ensure that these 

elements don’t produce a concrete narrative or frozen moment within the picture.  

Their arbitrariness signals the incidental nature of the presence of those forms 

emerging and dissolving during the life drawing sittings. 
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In the images that emerged from Parts of You Are Dying each mark is a documentary 

form of some object or feature of the sitter.  Every detail refers to a specific piece of 

visual information that occurred in the sitting about the subject but when recombined 

the way that it is it, it is difficult to discern what figurative information the marks 

represent.  It is not easy to determine that the mark is a shoulder, lip, hairline etc, 

because there are not sufficient related marks to contextualize it as such - this is 

because the marks are not placed in a position to make a coherent likeness as much 

as they are placed in a position to create a formal unity. 

One step towards overcoming this was working at a larger scale.  Scaling up to 100 

by 75 centimeters meant that the image could have more elements, more spaces and 

also, more detail to articulate specific objects and body parts within the composition.  

The first work that was scaled up was Fiancée (2013-14) (Figure 98).  Again made 

using initial life-drawing sittings with the figure who was free to move at any time.  

The subject was my fiancée and the sittings began shortly after our engagement.  The 

choice of this title was to reference a temporary state of self; a fiancée is a 

relationship that is transitional and on the way to become a wife, it is a relationship 

of becoming.  Commencing this painting was to capitalize on the sense of flux that 

the paintings have with a particularly transient subject – the temporary state of a 

fiancée. 

Beyond these conceptual and thematic links is a clear increase in pictorial detail 

which allows fuller elements of objects to be rendered such as an arm, a hand, a 

pencil box, a semblance of bananas and even the detail threading of a pair of jeans.  

It also allows line work to feature in a more complex and detailed way.  In this 

image the range of line widths is considerably greater than is evident in the earlier 

smaller paintings as can be seen in Rohan (2013) (Figure 99).  Due to the way these 

works are painted small lines are only achievable at larger scales meaning that a 

whole different approach to the composition needs to handled with a different 

arrangement of fine detailed lines balanced by larger opened out spaces, the latter of 

which is more evident in the larger work which has large areas of green, brown grey 

and red left open in order to allow the viewer a visual break between the busier areas 

identified by the tangled lines and shapes toward the top centre and middle left of the 

canvas.   
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Figure 98. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Fiancée, 2013 

Oil on linen 100 x 75cm. 

 

Once Fiancée began to produce good results in the studio a second portrait of Dr 

McIlwain was commenced in order to flesh out and potentially produce a more fully 

developed portrait of the subject that reflected what kind of person she was or is.  

With enough digital material to mine through and create a larger painting the second 

portrait for Ouroboric Gaze was produced.  The finished work titled Dr Doris 

McIlwain (Ouroboric #2) (2013) (Figure 100) includes a similar balance between 

areas of dense linear activity and open spaces determined by thicker lines and 

shapes.  The relationship between figure and ground is complicated here, as it is in 

Fiancée.  Detailed elements, like what appears to be a pen and a pad of paper sit 

behind a series of larger abstract looking shapes creating an ambiguous pictorial 

field.   
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Figure 99. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Rohan, 2013 

Oil on linen 40 x 30cm. 

 

When viewing the depth information of these works it is clear that some lines and 

marks continue behind or in front of others.  It can be inferred by looking at the 

painting which layers were painted and roughly in what order.  There are also slight 

pieces of tonal information within specific objects, such as a crude suggestion of 

grey drapery on what depicts a rolled sleeve in the lower left hand corner of Fiancée.  

In the same painting a pencil in the lower centre of the composition has a deeper red 

with a brighter red highlight which denotes depth information within these objects, 

which was a central advantage of working in a larger scale to be able to work these 

details back into the painting.   
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Figure 100. Tony Curran (b. 1984) 

Dr Doris McIlwain (Ouroboric #2) (2014) 

Oil on linen 100 x 75cm 

 

Figure 101. Laura Owens (b. 1970) 

Untitled, 2013 

Oil, acrylic, and Flashe on canvas, 344 x 300cm 
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The addition of chiaroscuro is a distinct difference between these paintings and the 

earlier smaller versions and this anchors them closer toward the ideal of the tableau.  

However chiaroscuro plays a significant role in differentiating between foreground 

and background elements as they may in some Laura Owens works.  An example of 

one strategy of organizing the marks in evident in New York based abstract artist 

Laura Owens who includes shadows into her compositions to create confusing 

illusionistic elements to further complicate the abstracted space as evident in her 

Untitled, 2013 (Figure 101).  This gives Owens a logic within the pictorial space 

within the canvas.  On her use of shadows the artist has said: 

Some shapes have soft fuzzy shadows as if they’re farther in front, while others 
have sharp tight shadows as if they’re closer to the blue grid background.  The pink 
shape, for instance, has a tighter shadow than the eyeball shape underneath it, which 
is funny and confusing and, most important, only possible in the painting.  We 
[Owens and assistants] also played with color: Where the shadow falls on the blue 
grid at top is an extremely bright phthalo blue-green, instead of a conventional gray.  
Then in addition to painted drop shadows, some of the silk screens (grids, 
newspaper text) also have silk-screened shadows, and on top of all that, there are 
real physical shadows from the impasto to add to the confusion.280 
 

Laura Owens’s paintings use similar strategies of digitized imagery as those of the 

near-abstract portraits in this study.  Her bold colours and mannering of digital brush 

shapes and erasures make for a highly seductive quality.  The carefully painted 

abstract compositions relate to the abstract portraits in Parts of You Are Dying and 

the larger scaled works.   

Art critic Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer refers to Owens’s shapes as “… acid neons and 

dragged filigrees certainly suggest a gleeful bout with MacPaint circa 1984.”281  

Owens has commented on her processes with using simplified digital sketching 

programs stating:  

At least since I was at CalArts [California Institute of the Arts], I’ve always used 
painting software – like early kids paint programs in the ‘90s – to have another way 
of making something and to be able to think about color really quickly.282 
 

The quality of the marks in Owens’s paintings in many instances similar to those 

produced for this research from the iPad drawings specifically in the rounded edges 

                                                
280 LEHRER-GRAIWER, S. & OWENS, L. 2013. Optical Drive:  Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer Talks with Laura 

Owens. Artforum International, 51.Accessed via digital tablet subscription. 

281 Ibid. 

282 Ibid. 
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of the tips of the more gestural lines.  There are, however, very obvious differences 

between Owens’s works and these particularly with regard to the non-

representational content of Owens’s as opposed to the already discussed 

representational dimension of the abstract marks in this research. 

Given the process of my own works, that they are worked over until they are 

completed (whenever their composition achieves a desired level of finish), the space 

was only organized along X and Y coordinates of the picture plane as in the flat two 

dimensional picture surface.  Owens’s paintings made this two-dimensionality a 

salient aspect of the work and encouraged a consideration of the depth of the 

picture’s field (along a further Z axis into the picture plane).  In other words what 

meaning or value does this flatness have, or are there other ways that these re-

assemblages of marks can be presented in the work?  

What is evident when looking at both Dr McIlwain and Fiancée (and including most 

of the smaller works), for example, is that the first shapes that were painted onto the 

canvas were the biggest and broadest shapes, simply for the reason that they would 

fill up the white of the canvas first.  After these broader shapes had been laid down a 

basic compositional structure was apparent that would serve the ground for the 

subsequent decisions, such as which part of the picture needed the most attention, 

deciding what kind of line or shape, what colour and what mark could interrupt a 

problematic part of the picture plane or provide adequate complexity to the 

composition?  As the picture progressed, however, newer marks tended to become 

smaller, complicating the picture. 

However in the foreground of Dr McIlwain and Fiancée there are marks and shapes 

that are larger than many of those in the mid-ground.  A structure emerged in which 

the background shapes would be larger, and the mid ground shapes would become 

progressively smaller, and then in the immediate foreground a new array of larger 

shapes sat in front of the rest of the composition.  This strategy serves two specific 

purposes that can be read in line with the works from As Long As You’re Here and 

from the videos of Parts of You Are Dying as a form of erasure, which at the same 

time serves to suggest a new manifestation of the figure.  As a result, the image 

resists traditional realism by halting any reading of the image as a still or finished 

portrait.  This is particularly evident in Dr Doris McIlwain where the mid-ground of 

small marks shows a clearly figurative arrangement of marks that make an 
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‘unfinished’ but legible portrait of the subject and just to the left of those marks a 

larger series of shapes and marks suggests another less detailed but sweeping 

emergence of another figure – here articulated with a suggestion of skull like 

formation in a skin-tone hue, connected by a vague shape connoting hair and a red 

shape connoting a torso.  The same can be observed in Fiancée where finer lines sit 

behind a larger thicker linearly drawn silhouette and a larger apricot shape sits over 

the top what was previously a more detailed line drawing of the subject. 

There is thus a logic and narrative to the pictorial depth that occurs which serves this 

aesthetic of self as a sense of the individual as constantly in a state of flux and 

becoming, which occurred as a happy accident – a spurious effect from the 

ideological resistance to the portrait as finished document of identificatory image 

coupled with a process of abstraction built to produce an energized pictorial field. 

The support of these works from portraiture institutions in the form of prizes and 

public programming is an indicator that they are acceptable works of contemporary 

portraiture.  Dr Doris McIlwain (Ouroboric #2) and Fiancée were both included in 

juried exhibitions that testify both to their success and relevance as portraits and as 

artworks.  In 2014, judges of the Salon des Refusés, who every year are invited to 

select an alternative exhibition amongst those rejected by the Archibald Prize, chose 

to include the painting of Dr Doris McIlwain in the annual Salon des Refusés held at 

the S.H. Ervin Gallery, a National Trust dedicated to showcasing Australian art.  The 

judging panel included the S.H. Ervin Gallery Director Jane Watters, arts writer Gina 

Fairley and contemporary art critic and commentator Andrew Frost.  Reporting on 

how the judges selected the work Gina Fairley wrote in an article that: 

It garners the attention of many, trying to figure out why these works were rejected. 
But the exhibition’s main criteria is that, ‘it is a good painting first, and that it is 
engaging, innovative, irreverent or all of the above’, said Director of SH Ervin and 
perennial selector Jane Watters… 
…‘We aim to present contemporary portraiture therefore likeness is not the foremost 
consideration although good realist paintings are appreciated by the selectors,' said 
Watters. 'I look for the work to tell me something about the sitter - I prefer works 
that explore the psychological aspects of a person or incorporate references to that 
person's personality or life to give the work meaning.’283  
 

                                                
283 FAIRLEY, G. 25 July 2014. Inside the Salon des Refusé [Online]. Sydney: Arts Hub.  [Accessed 28 August 

2014].http://visual.artshub.com.au/news-article/opinions/visual-arts/inside-the-salon-des-refus%C3%A9-244948 
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To have this work included in an exhibition of this level supports the aesthetic 

endeavours of these paintings. 

Having produced the participatory project As Long As You’re Here with the support 

of the National Portrait Gallery and to have had one of the larger abstracted paintings 

exhibited in the annual Salon des Refuses of the Archibald Prize indicate the 

acceptability of these works as portraiture from an institutional perspective.  The 

inclusion of Dr Doris McIlwain in the Salon des Refusés exhibition places it in the 

context of several previous Archibald finalists including Jasper Knight, Jenny Sages, 

David Fairbairn, Nick Stathopoulos, Leslie Rice and previous winner from 2001 - 

Nicholas Harding.  Fiancée too was selected for exhibition at the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales’ Brett Whiteley Studio in the exhibition of finalists for the Brett 

Whiteley Travelling Art Scholarship, awarded annually.   The success of the work as 

a finalist in the Brett Whiteley Travelling Art Scholarship is further support that the 

works are engaging in dialogues of portraiture and contemporary art. 

Tableau:  The work of art or the work of exhibition 
Recent commentators in art history, art criticism and art practice have commented on 

the primary importance that the exhibition has taken in becoming the unit of analysis 

for artistic achievement.  Art historian Lucy Steeds has written, “One might go as far 

as to say that contemporary art exists primarily in the event – the now – of its 

exhibitions.”284 

That word “now” connects to Terry Smith’s notion of contemporary as 

contemporaneity, the unfolding presence or nowness that concerns much of the art 

being produced today.  The above quote from Steeds suggests two things: that the 

exhibition is the unit of analysis for contemporary art criticism but also that art 

experiences are concerned with nowness because that is how art is packaged, as a 

temporary experience among many within a gallery or museum program.  The idea 

of art as a temporary or fleeting experience is at odds with the drive for the archival 

art object of the Fine Arts, or Beaux-Arts disciplines of drawing, painting and 

sculpture, and the museological concern with conservation and preservation.    

                                                
284 STEEDS, L. 2014. Introduction // Contemporary Exhivirions:  Art at Large in the World. In: STEEDS, L. 

(ed.) Exhibition:  Documents of Contemporary Art. London and Cambridge: Whitechapel Gallery and MIT 

Press. 13 
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Discreet works of art, units of which an exhibition is made, no longer have the same 

importance for the art experience as they once had.  Conceptual artist Daniel Buren 

suggests that the capacity for individual works of art to be the site of aesthetic 

contemplation, in the same way that the tableau has been, is diminished in 

contemporary art.  He writes, “The subject of exhibitions tends more to and more not 

to be so much the exhibition of works of art, as the exhibition of the exhibition as a 

work of art.”285  Art critic Tony Godfrey has traced this shift of attention back to the 

late modern period from 1945.  Since that time, beginning with abstract 

expressionists such as Mark Rothko, artists have increasingly sought white cube 

exhibitions in which their body of work or solo exhibition was the site of fine art.286 

This leaves the discrete or individual work in a precarious place, which accounts for 

why de Duve was sure that the condition of contemporary art is one of art-in-general 

or anything goes and why there has been a significant gap between the tradition of 

portraiture and contemporary art. 

There has, as has been shown, always been a gap between the portrait, broadly 

speaking, and what connoisseurs have deemed to be high art or tableau.  This chapter 

has already discussed the problems between portraiture and tableau through its 

inherent theatricality, its lack of absorptive content and its struggle to be something 

more than a likeness.  However as it has also been shown how artists, such as Michel 

Van Loo and Jeff Wall, have used the idea of tableau to bridge this gap.  

Increasingly there has been a gap between contemporary art and what de Duve has 

referred to as Beaux-Arts systems, and this difference can be characterized as a shift 

in the unit of analysis – from artwork to exhibition. 

Tony Godfrey emphasizes the disparity between art today and the art that western 

civilization has held up as works of high excellence – the great masters: 

We must remember that the solo exhibition is a very recent phenomenon:  neither 
Dürer non Titian had one, and Duchamp didn’t have one until the age of seventy-
six, but by the age of forty Elizabeth Peyton had had thirty seven.287 
 

What exists then is a gap between the world of solo-exhibitions where increasingly 

the exhibition is the tableau, and a world of group exhibitions or Salons in which a 
                                                
285 BUREN, D. Ibid.Exhibiting Exhibitions 1972/1992.  43 

286 GODFREY, T. 2009. Painting Today, London, Phaidon.  335 

287 Ibid.  335 
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jury awards a prize to the ‘best’ individual work, whether they do a good job of 

judging or not. 

If the exhibition has become the tableau then the drawing, painting or sculpture has 

become the morceau or fragment to build towards the whole – fragments which are 

separated after the exhibition and sold on to collectors to be part of their collection as 

tableau.  The autonomy of the artwork has thus been lost to the curator with the artist 

no longer the maker of works of art. 

An Aesthetic of Self, a Poetics of Portraiture 

This research has looked to both aesthetic traditions – portraiture and contemporary 

art, or the Beaux-Arts and Art-in-General Systems, as a means to bridging both.  

Through a combination of these strategies, an aesthetic of self was developed in 

order to develop a poetics of portraiture.  In other words an aesthetic ideal was 

presented in the form of the tri-dimensional model of self outlined by Siegel, and 

used to navigate the issues of portraiture in order to create a poetics of portraiture 

which can be used to advise the contemporary artist how to make a portrait for the 

twenty-first century.    

Jerrold Siegel’s tri-dimensional structure of self served the foundations for an 

aesthetic of self.  Through an epistemological investigation of self Siegel was able to 

describe a concept which has three properties which are interdependent sides of what 

is meant when the term self is used.  Siegel cautioned that each element of self needs 

to be accounted for with no dimension weighted more heavily than the others or else 

would risk philosophical problems that would lead to moral challenges within 

society, such as the dehumanization of populations brought upon by severe 

ideological regimes in the 20th century.   

Siegel’s tri-dimensional structure of self was also discussed in relation to the concept 

of self in modern and contemporary aesthetics, specifically in terms of the viewer or 

beholder and subject of the work of art.  The compatibility between the tri-

dimensional self and the lineages of 1960’s minimalism in America and situationist 

art in France provide a template for how contemporary aesthetics operates and how 

these aesthetics assert a tri-dimensional model of self through relationality and 

phenomenological immersiveness as a means of addressing the self of the viewer.   
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By forgoing photography, life drawing emerged as an opportunity through which to 

create a participatory aesthetic, creating a temporal and relational structure to the 

portrait subject’s experience.  The drawing process blurred the boundaries between 

the production of the work of art and its reception.  By looking to relational artists 

such as Marina Abramovic and by shifting the conceptual parameters of the portrait 

sitting, in As Long As You’re Here and later portrait drawings, the process of 

drawing became an experience to be judged aesthetically. 

Finally, the abstraction of the paintings served to incorporate a greater amount of the 

subject, and of the beholder who stands in front of the painting.  The subject’s self is 

enhanced by including more time from the subject and more elements of the 

subjects’ belongings and surroundings as advised by the philosopher, William 

James.  The viewer’s self is activated further by a language of abstraction which has 

a vitality and dynamism produced by a carefully considered visual design in which 

colour, tone and shape emphasize flux.  This visual language is indebted to abstract 

expressionism for its energetic readability but also for the movement’s acceptance 

within the artworld architectures.  The works in this study are successful to a large 

extent because of the institutions that support American late-modern artistic heritage.   

This thesis has argued that an aesthetic of self, as proposed in the first chapter can be 

used as a means of identifying the key concerns of both portraiture and the field of 

contemporary art.  It has done so to fill a gap that was identified between the 

institution of portraiture and contemporary aesthetic concerns.  Through this paper 

and the body of work, this thesis has also outlined a poetics of portraiture from this 

aesthetic of self.   

The poetics of portraiture, as gleaned from an aesthetics of self state that a portrait 

should wherever possible provide a means of depicting the individual which 

enhances their contribution and agency to the process of the sitting and that a portrait 

should represent the subject to a beholder in such a way that maximizes the 

experiential potential of the beholder through phenomenological immersiveness.  

The works in this study have been developed from a studio process of life drawing 

on touch-screen devices, as a means of decreasing objectification and increasing 

subject participation at a more fulsome level.  From these relational engagements the 

drawings have been post-produced into digital videos, digital prints and oil paintings 

in order to increase the somaesthetic and phenomenological engagement of the 
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beholder’s material and reflective dimensions of self.  The poetics of portraiture need 

not depend on these forms of media but on the handling of media to the aims of 

increasing participation through relationality and phenomenological immersiveness. 

What has developed in my application of the poetics of portraiture is a hybrid of late 

modern artworks and pre-modern portrait tradition.  This hybrid has found modest 

success as autonomous artworks within a quasi-Beaux-Arts System such as the 

juried prize exhibition the Archibald Prize.  Dr Doris McIlwain (Ouroboric #2) 

(2014) was selected for the Archibald Prize’s Salon des Refusés in 2014 and Luke 

(2015) was selected as a finalist in the 2015 Archibald Prize exhibition.  In addition 

the works were well received in contemporary art contexts as indicated by a review 

in arts media and inclusion in commercial as well as public gallery exhibition 

programming.  

In line with the argument presented in this paper, the exhibition Stay (2015) proposes 

a rethinking of portraiture and contemporary art.  It makes a visual argument that the 

aims of contemporary art, as described by theorist Terry Smith as contemporaneity, 

presence and intersubjective connection, are also powerful strategies for rethinking 

the portrait as a document of an ‘intersubjective’ event or engagement of unfolding 

selves constantly in flux.  As aesthetic ideals change so might a poetics of portraiture 

need to.  This poetics continue to be contingent upon philosophies of self as they 

emerge, not necessarily to be an ideological driver for the ways portrait subjects 

ought to be represented, but also to advise on how a beholder can engage as a self, 

with the work of art.  In this study, the beholder and the subject frequently 

overlapped as the portrait sitting began to be treated as a unit of aesthetic analysis. 

This thesis demonstrates that by considering the selfhood of subjects as well as 

beholders yields greater aesthetic value and can contribute more significantly to a 

more diverse application of what art is and can be, as well as what portraiture is and 

can be. 
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