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€xploring the interpretive
world of self-portroiture
from past to present
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his spring. a crowd gathered ar Sothely's New
York City auction house for its Contemporary sake
Two: Siudies Jor a SeffPortrail, by fgurative paincer
Franct: Bacon [1000=1902], drew h.|:l|.'|.'u| atbEnion.
Alter rapid-fire bidding, the 1970 painting (with an
cstimaed vahse of $20 10 530 million) hammered ac
a linal prace of $34.9 milllon. The intense interest in
this work stems P\.I.rl:ijlt}' from 15 rare .'|-.'.||I.|J.1'.-||.1'|.' it

was owned by one lamily since s creatbon and only

exhibited twice — but it also emphasizes the unique appeal 2nd potential value of artiss” sell-depicrions.

'.I'nmugh.nul hisgory, wl!-p\n raits have |'|nm'||!:'|:F ari lovers with a window inio the lives of the masiers
They allow us 1o leel a connection to those whose anwork we revere. Antisis have abvays made use ol their
ready availabiliny as models, creating self-portraits to showease their skills, to case themselves in heroic o
mythic rodes, oo work out the detatls of a specilic pose, or o commemorate events and the passage of time

Alshough there are Ear earlier examples of self-portraiture. dating back to ancient Egypa. Greeos and
Rome, it was dur|11|: ihe Rengisance that ihe genree p‘,ursrd trcrion, Artists incheded sheir owm images in
historic and biblical scenes, as Michelangelo [1475-1364] did when he gave his likeness 1o the flayed skin
held up by Se. Bartholoenew in The Lad Judgment on the end wall of the Ststine Chapel
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BEYOND SKIN Deep

156 WAC A

Some of the mos famous sclf-portraits. by masters
such as Rembrandt Hatmenszoon van Rijn [1606-1669] or
Vuwcent van Gogh {1853-1890]. conttinue to draw cronds at
muscums arov nd theglobe. Wesce not only ther eraftsman:
ship. but we also gaze decply. attempaing to unruw! the mys-
uque of these wlented beings: \Whan were they like? \What
<lues e offered in their poreeants that tell us more abour the
artists and tharkives? What weee they thinkmg and what did
they hope these paintings would revea! to vicwers?

Rembrandi left us an invaluable visual diary of his caner
that dtes from its outset in the 16202 untl his death.
Altlough numbers vary, it is exiimated he depicied himself
in 40 to 50 piniings and approximatcly 32 ctchings i:nd
seven drawangs. Pechaps his most famous (s the 1665 paint-
ing Self Portnit with Two Cirtles. which shows the arust hold:
ing his palette, brushes and maulstick with two emgmatic
acles in the background. He is depicied as somber. having
suffered deep personal iragedy wuh the death of his three
children, his wife and his misaress a few years eatlier, The
magic of Rembrandt’s chain of self-poeirants is that we see his
appearance change and the intwit charsaier and personality
in cach work, fulfillinga sense of the manbehind the brush,

Another Dutch pasnter among history's prolific self.por-
trutis s Post-lmpressionist vien Gogh. 1ie produced more
than 30 sclf-portrains over the course of his carcer. and it's
belicved that he used these as a means of strengihening his
dalls for a Tack of available madels. Van Gogh's Sdf-Pertnae
with Bandmged Ear is of particular interest. Painted carly in
1889. wecks after returning home following the epicode 1n
which he cur off a portion of his left car. the portrait shows
a thrce-quarter view of the artist in 2 room of 1he Yellow
Hovse in xouchwestern France. The artest wears a green
owrcost and a furtined cap: there’s a bandage on his righe
car. 3 fact that's ateributed to van Gogh working from a mir-
rured image

Born during the latter years of van Gogh's carcer. Pablo
Ruiz y Picasso [1881-1973] became onc of 1the most inno-
vt and influential anists of the 20th century. Although
grounded in elasskal traditions, he soon exphned an
astonizhing range of styles, His many self-porteaits provide
a cantogaphic montage of his canver. keeping in mind that
in many of his post-Cubist works he symbotized hunsell as
the “painiee” or the “minotaur™ rather than creating a liteesl
depwtionI'rom the melancholia of his 1901 Seif Pargsuet dur-
ing his 8luc Period. to his Cubist self-depsctions only a few
years later, unnl onc of his lasi — Self-Portruir Facing Death,

peoduced in 1972 with crayon on paper. his features reduced
to decp creases and senbblcs Picasso’s selfl-postraus
reveal something of both his physical and emocional self

This turn towanid s¢ll.portraits as a record of an artise's
emotaal state made its appearance alongside the advent of
psychology. evolving ideas about ind vidualism. gencetics and
philosophy 1n the 20th ecnrury, when more personal rep-
reentations in portrailure guned populanty. Scll-posteaus
became playful. serious. shown in thoughtprovoking sct-
ungs of. increasangly, as a way 10 sugges! a point of view
abown gender, eace, religion and politis.

With the reconcepeuatization of identity and the reinver-
tion of figueative art in the mid-201h centuey, sell-ponmits
by such antists as Andy Warhol [1928-1987). with his mass-
produced replications of seif. and the ¢normous photoreal.
wiic portrits of Chuck Clase {b, 1940) decw new attenton
to the genre. Closc’s 1967-1968 Big Self Pyt marks a
sigmficant point in his styke, featunng an unrefined, head-
on view rendered photorealistically in black and white. And
in the 1980s. the art of Frada Xahbo [1907-195:, whoe had
made an ¢xaminarion of her physical pain and psychological
disteess the subject of pasntesly scruting in the 1930s and
19405, gained culilike poputanty.

21st Century Reltections on a
Painterly Tradition

Today. the popular trend of ~selfies.” snapping phoios
of oursehves with our pboncs & every tum, can distract us
from realizing the nch. histonc hentage of anists shanng
their own 1image. Self poreaits are a revealing act. unlike
selfies, they are not just saying, “This 15 how I look.”

Scll.potteas often nake powerful siatements ax the
arus is released from expectanions that accompany commis-
stoned ponraus. says Edward Jonas, chairman of the Paaran
Socxy of Amenca. Jonas points o that the famtliarny of
tic subject can resubl in an tnereased boldness of brushwork
and experimeniation in colorand composition,

“As the work evolves through the creative process. a cur-
rent of subconsaxoaisness 5 conunually and subtly having an
influcnee upon cach s roke and decizion.” Jonas suys. “This
unique ‘artiss as creator and subject” can resuh in excep-
tional wotks of emocional and arustic revelatton,”

Sonta & arust Michael Bergt creived a serics of icono.
graphic cgg-tempera punungs, following in the foorsieps
of the Renaissance tradition of sclf.portranure. He poetrays
htmsell as a modem-day St. Mxchael in St. Michacl of the

Michael Bergt, St Michsed of I

Egg Teepera [ 71 B

¢ wich Purple

Clbert Gallery Cal on Limen Weapped Baard | 14 x 1 lnches

Apoalypse. For Borgt. this mythological depiction repeeseis
2 tnbuic 10 his ¢flocks "to discern good from bad, light from
dark™ aid, akin to St. Michael in the biblicsl sensc. he was
“weighing 1he values be soes around him,”

Utah aruse Jefl thein echoes this convention. painiing
himself as Lazarus in Rasing of Laaous because of his own
neardeath experences. In ths way, he bangs parsonal
meaning o the powetful biblical scene,

Demver astist Dansel Speick. renowned foe his skilled
craftsmanship. says thar a scll.ponciit can add “an ierest-

g element to a body of wotk ™ In his 2014 solo exhibetion a
sthe Denver Art Muscum, Oioud Spndk’s Fiction: Recent Works,
he included a sclf-portrait among a rematkable colkection of
more than 40 porteaits and sill life paintings He painted
bimsclf withoue adocment. There 916 no clues 10 s lile
or mood. He purposcty chose (o presenn himsell as smply:
a part of the chorus of unique ad unembellished humans
showvased in 1he exhibit

A special event, spienual jouency, self-cxamnucton

o the desite to oxplore a compassuon are all caalysis
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for punung onesell onto camvas. Travis Collinson's sell-
portrauts are “usually tied 10 2 personal experience. idea or
mowment of self-reflection.” as in Study for the Blue Ruder,
Ann Gale abo creates sell-ponraits wikn she 15 gomg
thiough a change 1n her woek or life. Wotking ltom obaciva.
tion over extended perods, accumutazing maiks of colos, she
straves to “document the sensations of flesh, light and space.
as well as the psychological and visual pressure of my own
faxc” In neent works, such as Scif-Portrait with Purpde, she

focuses on “the {ragrke and momentary naure of peroepiion ™

Sculpeoe Alicxa Ponzwo was awarded fist place 1n the
2014 Portra Society of Ameexa’s [ntemational Portent
Compctiteon lor In Recent Dups. She worked 0 this peece,
she sy, “aftee relocating my studio from Floreice., laly,
to San Franasco. California. 1'd been thoough 2 geeat deal
of change .., t1yIng to find my footing n a different city.
cnvironment and situaton, | &lt the need foe boaesty and
sclf-examinarion. { wanted o poctray enysell, myageand my

Ex1iquce in a moment of hesitation ™

Painting onc’s sellis challkenging, “You have 10 mradjusi
your head every time you put 2 brushstroke down.” says
Olgs Knmon. whose Salf-Portrant with Pamies was awarded
a Cenificate of Escellence in the 2005 Porirait Socicty's
intermuional competition, “| wanied to appear strong, and
yet 1am vulncrable too. 1 wanied my portrait to convey tha
through the subikenies of the skin and lbiic., the sensutivity
of the flowers ™

Cala Crawfor d completed bher luminous Malf Light because
she wanted o show: herself woeking in herstudio 7} ngged up
two mirroes to creae the angke 1 wanted and | poinstakingly
assumed the same pose hour after hour” she sy, “The fige
ure’s extreme theeequanier siance. in the act of tuming awsy
into shadow:, inccrested me for what it allows the viewer to soe
and assume. b also for what i¢ keeps unseen and unknown ™

Cclebrating 2 moment. a career success of matking
the pussage of ume were inspirsaons for Anna Rose Bain,
Andrea Kemnp, Maiy Sauce and Sadic Valen. Foe example,
Buin wiys her recent sclf-portrans ofien document the ¢mo-
tonal, physical and arustic changes that have talen place
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since becoming a mother. “Matherbard was painted when my
dxghter, Cecelia, was 22 months ofd. 1 wanted to depct bher
nnoceike aind my guardianship of ®. She wis ac that clas-
sic toddler stage wivere she wanted to hold on tight bar gl
away at the ame time — but as her mother, 'm noc ready 10
ket her go.” Bain says.

$elf. poriraies hit the wit and show us impostunt personal
momeivs in an arust’s lik, expoang values and inumate
details that can make us cherish works by sthar artisy evwn
maore deeply. \When pattons begin colkecting a speafic art-
tst’'s outpe. they loag 1o know more — how the artst came
10 be 50 alented. what their hife 1s hile, who is the person
behind the easel. the kammer and chisel. the modeling tood
Self-portruits covated over a lifcume provide a continuous
thread of eevelation, an <intcing and vulnerabde stoey of che
human expericrice,

Roscmary Carstens 1s a freclance witer, bloggre and ant
consultant who wnics for numerous national publicalions
and provides her clients with a vancty of communxanons

seevices at wwwawordsandpaint com
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