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The Portrait’s Dispersal: Concepts of Representation
and Subjectivity in Contemporary Portraiture

Ernst van Alphen

The pictorial genre of the portrait doubly cherishes the cornerstone of
bourgeois western: culture. The uniqueness of the individual and his
or her accomplishments is central in that culture, And in the portrait,
originality comes in twice. The portrait is highly esteemed as a genre
because, according to the standard view, in a successful portrait the
viewer is not only confronted with the “original”, “unique” subjectivity
of the portrayer, but also of that of a portrayed. Linda Nochlin has
expressed this abundance of originality tersely: in the portrait we watch
«the meeting of two subjectivities™,

Such a characterisation of the genre immediately foregrounds
those aspects of the portrait that heavily depend on specific notions
of the human subject and of representation. As for the represented

. object, this view implies that subjectivity can be equated with notions
like the self or individuality. Somebody’s subjectivity is defined in its
" uniqueness rather than in its social connections: it is someone’s interior
essence rather than a moment of short duration in a differential process.
: Somebody’s continuity or discontinuity with others is denied in orderto
;. piresent the subject as personality. One may ask if this view does justice
i gven to the traditional portrait.
As for the representation itself, the kind of notion we get from this
view is equally specific. It implies that the portrait refers to a human
being which is (was) present outside the portrait. A recent book on
portraiture makes this notion of the portrait explicit on its first page:

" Fundamental to portraits as a distinct genre in the vast repertoire of
“artistic representation is the necessity of expressing this intended
~relationship between the portrait image and the human original

he artistic portrait differs, however, from the photographic portrait
s used in legal and medical institutions, by doing a bit more than
ist: referring to somebody. It is more than documentation®. The
ortrayer proves her /his artistic originality by consolidating the self of
& portrayed. Although the portrait refers to an original self already
esent, this self needs its portrayal in order to secure its own being,
fie Jportrayer has enriched the interiority of the portrayed’s self by
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bestowing exterior form, on it, For, without outer form the uniqueness
of the subject’s essence could be doubted. The portrayer proves her/his
own unigueness by providing this proof.

The traditional portrait in this equally iraditional view seems to

embody a dual project. Two interests are intertwined in this genre.

The first interest is quite cbvious: the portrait’s investment in the
authority of the por}irayed. The most innocent reading of portraits
would be that the sitters were portrayed because they had authority

hatever field of society. Butsince our insight into

in the first place, inw
the past distribution of authority is mediated, among other things,

through portraits of historical figures on which we bestow authority
because they have been worthy of portrayal, this intuitive acceptance
of the “real” authority of the sitter is actually the reverse of that other

activity, namely, placing authority in them through the function of

the portrait. From the perspective of the viewer this innocent reading

is a case of analepsis, of chronological reversal, Tt is because we €€
a portrait of somebody that we presume that the portrayed person was
important and the portrayed becomes the embodiment of authority in
whatever way. Thus, authority is not so much the object of portrayal,
butits effect. Itisthe portrait which bestows authority on an individual
self. The portrait, especially whenitis fraine
Portrait Gallery or acompa '
in awe, not so much of the portrait, but of the portrayed.
The portrait, however,
authority to the self portr
artistic representation that produc
no pictorial genre depends
traditional portrait, it becomes
German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer isaclearspo
pxemplary status of the portrait.
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general nature of
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_presentation. In the
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sented ina representative
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tainly not only & CopY, it belongs to the present Of to
nted. This is its real nature.

f the general ontological
ture as such, What comes into being initisnot

an individual is not represented
incidental moment, but in “the essential quality of

presgntation of
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o hat does‘:;g? 1Ltlhe s}t:rplus of Fhe increase of being? It is clear th
hamer does 1ot se t e’ term “increase of being” for the portr .«‘:’\t
Heness Wil e S}tter s material form, He indicates th nd
rerent of the p(})lrtrait: thel sitter’s essential quality Gadame S
what comes into being in the portrait is the sa:ﬂr maklfs
e as the

-I'eferent the [la - 4
N ng He presum saunit be een ncrease 1in b
Of nti. e W I g‘

and the egsentia ty of the sitter or, se 0] Caﬂ sSpea etwee
> n

S]gﬂ.lﬁe] ﬂnd 8 Y ty
lng[ﬁed- B pi‘esu

mlng that uniry, he dEH es t]lﬂt the
Increase ()f be]ng 15 & sur p]us. By dOlIlg that, Gadﬂlner exelnpllﬁes the
¥y mimetic represe Q y 1nvolves a

semilotic econo Q P esentation, Thls ccon
gh orwa dr latlo pOflde t}‘ be g‘ﬂlﬁel an ﬁ d
sty 2y t{ war € HSIH nir tween s1 dSIg‘nl ed.

ld nt y ween s fier aIld 81 XﬂEd 1s not lllEVItﬂble
Ih]s e .

--Andl‘ew B i [ e ot ¢ h

© en_]am[n hiStOric. i once Qn,

LI ’ 18e8 he klnd Ofsemi t‘ ) i W '(: 1

150 llllderlles Gadamer’s View in the fol]owing tEIlrnS 1 1 1
H

8, Britiantsees
the poitrait as

?f-’:?nanr—mdent antity:
Porraits concentrats
mermory images intea
single, ranscendant

Ny CONSoH

rapresentatic : 3 into
0ne, a congtantimage
that capturas the
consisiency of the
person, portrayed over
time but in ohe time, the
present and potentially
forevar” (Brilliant, ’
Poriraits, p. 13).
tcontend that his
trangcendent entity,
the result of the
.cnnnentraffon of several
imagesinto ong, is
basad on the same
represantational logic
as Gadamer's ‘instansa
of being”.
8. A BenJamin,
"Betaying Faces:
Lugien Freud's
Se‘\f-porzralzs", inAr,
Mimesis and the Avant-
Garde, Routledgs,
London and New
York, 1991, pp. 61-74.
He discusses the
se‘maﬂtic ecanamy of
mimetis representation
from a phiflogophical
perapective. | follow
here the maln pints of
hig argument,
7. See K. L. Waltan,
Mimasis as Make-
Believe. Onthe
Foundation of the
Raprasentational Arts,
Harvard Unlversity
Prass, Cambridge,
Mass., 1883,




THE PORTRAIT'S DISPERSAL ERNST vAN ALPHEN

The signifier canbe viewed as representing the signified. Their unity
is then the sign. The possibility of unity is based on the assumed
essential homogexneity of the signified. The sign in its unity must
represent the singularity of the signified. It is thus that authenticity is
interpolated into the relationship between the elements of the sign.
Even though the signifier and the signified can never be the same,
there is, none the less, aboundary which, transgressed, would render

the relationship ithuthentice,

Most surprisingly, Benjamin attributes authenticity neither to the
signifier not to the signified, but to the special relationship between
thetwo. Inthe case of the portrait this semiotic economy implies that the
qualifications “authenticity”, “uniqueness”, or “originality” do not
belong to the portrayed subject or to the portrait or portrayer, but to
the mode of representation which makes us believe that signifier and
signified form a unity. In connection with the issue of authority, this
entails a socially embedded conception: the bourgeois self depends on
aspecific mode of representation for its authenticity.

Now my earlier remark becomes clearey, because more specific,
that the portrait embodies a dual project: it gives authority to the
porirayed as well as to mimetic representation. The illusion of the
uniqueness ofthe portrayed subject presupposes, however, beliefin the
unity of signifier and signified. As soon as this unity is challenged, the
homogeneity and the authenticity of the portrayed subject fall apart.

In the following pages I will argue that in twentieth-century art
the portrait has become such a problematic genre, marginal as well as
central in a subversive way, because from a semiotic point of view the
crisis of modernity can be seen as the recognition of the irreconcilable
split between signified and signifier, At the moment that artists stop
seeing the sign as a unity, the portrait loses its exemplary status for
mimetic representation. But artisis who have made it their project to
challenge the originality and homogeneity of human subjectivity or the

authority of mimetic representation, often choose the portrait as the
genre to make their point. The portrait returns, but with a difference,
now exemplifying a critique of the bourgeois seif instead of its authority;
showing aloss of self instead of its consolidation; shaping the subject as

simulacrum instead of as origin,

SUBJECTED SUBJRCTS
In an article on the ends of portraiture, Buchloh sees the portraits

Picasso made {n 1910 of his dealers, Kahnweiler, Vollard and Uhde, as
pronouncements of the death of the genre:

These antiportraits fuse the sitter’s subjectivity in a continuous

network of phenomenoclogical interdependence between pictural

8. Benjamin, op. cit.,
p.82.

THE PORTRA:T'g DiSPERSAL
ERNST Ve ALPHEN

iconically to referents, fictional or ; .
10 longer mimert 10t. His representational | i
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a unique self, buta subject in the image of the star, totally modelled on
this public fantasy of “stardom”.

The avant-garde opposition o the portrait by Fop artists like
Warho! stems from an uncanny insight into the formative dimension
of the mass-media- In the 1980s, feninism gave a new and more
fundamental dimension t0 the conviction that identity is not authentic
but socially construc%ed. 1t js not the domain of the mass-media whichis
foregroundedinitse foct of making, or rather emptying out, the subject,
but rather representation in the most general way. The “Untitled Film
stills” by Cindy Sherman address this issue most disturbingly. These

12. R. Xrauss, Cindy
Sherman. 1975-1993,
Rizzoli, Mew York, 1983,

p A7

13. For a britliant

| acanian analysis of
Sherman's “Untitied
Filrn Stills, see the
|asttwo chaptars of
Kaia Silverman's The
Threshold of the Visiblg
World, Routledge, MNew
york and Londen, 1999,
14. 1 Williamson,
imegss of Wamen', in
Soreen, 24 Novermnbef,
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“Indeed, almost tw

leed, o decades of work on th

Inceed, o des of v on the place of wom ithi

OfpCliscou If:): hlas put this shift into effect, so that a wholind‘:)rlth%n

of cis mistakeo ongerfconcelves of stereotype as a kind of rrr? o
, 4 set of cheap costu s or

media T : mes women might

caseasid us;zher stgreotype - itself baptised now as ‘%mas%) l:fe?ndoi

e é‘gto% fasa psychoanalytic term - is though‘{qof a: t}‘13

which a]l women are submitted both inside ang

OutSIde representat t ) fe i y (0] ere
1013, 50 hat as i
3 far a minixnit g S, th Ie 1§

famous black and white photographs show female characters (always
Sherman herself) in situations which remind us of Hollywood films of
the1950s, The «[intitled Tilm Stills” give the illusion that they are based

on original shots from existing films and that Sherman has re-enacted

such an original gtill. Each effort to point out the original film that the
“griginal”

photographs are based onis,however, frustrated, There isno
of a Sherman «[Intitled Film Stills™. As Krauss writes:

1983, p. 102,

Not in the ‘actual film’ nor in a publicity shot or ‘ad’, nor in any
other published ‘picture’. The condition of Sherman’s work in the

Film Stills - and part of their point, we would say, is the simulacral

nature of what they contain, the condition of being a copy without an

original®.

{tis notby accident that Sherman #made her point” within the genre of
the (self-) portrait, because itis exactly the relationbetweenl gubjectivity
and representation which is scrutinised in her work. The standard
relation between subject and representation is now reversed. We

nt representation of a “full” subjectivity, instead

don’t see a franspare
weseea photograph of a subject which is constructed in the image of

representation. The traditional portrait, or rather the standard view of
the traditional portrait, is turned inside out™.
In all her «pynticled Film Stills” we are impelled to recognise

a visual style and a type of femininity. The images suggest that there
i hereas in fact the

isa partlcu}ar kind of femininity 10 the woman, W
femininity is in the image itself, it is +he image. This conclusion
could give the impression that there is a little difference between
the notion of the subiect in Pop-art portraiture and in Sherman’s

«yIntitled Film Stills”. For both oeuvres short-circuit the idea that the

portrait providesa representation of a subject which is authentic and

ariginal.
There is, however, 2 major difference between the Pop-art portraits

of the 1960s and the feminist photographs of Sherman of thelate 1970s.
This difference gives anew edge tothe deconstruction of the portraitby

twentieth-century artists. In the words of Rosalind Krauss:

This i i .
. dvertl;irglg-l;?; tzh&t r e]pPESEBtatlonS in the restricted sense — fil
,novels, paintings - are - Hims,
mechanisms; . partof afar more abs
order in L:c Ufl’.epres‘entauon inthe broader sense, called thzlstfn?ft gf
anian psychoanalysis'. Subjectivities yrbolic
COI};EuCtEd by this SYmbo]ic order are Shaped, are
e portrait receives a new si "
. w significance in the i :
sychoanal ; : n the light of thi ini
1cjase, the po}:t;;aiili}; informed conception of subjectivity. In ;Pf:—nnllms,t :
o ok ywhich no; used as a critique of the mass-medis, but asatIl:lS
tb i :ﬁcp ores and exposes modes of femininit},r Thish g
o the standard view?) tf%’fgl;'tta ofl ﬂ'l.e pD]rtrait exactly because F:lCCOrdiig
raditional portrait, th ’
we could w P portrait, that was the pl
the portraita];il]femmm}ty as an essential quality, as beaut;fa :l}faetv'ver?f
een one of the main frameworks in which éhe m;ts-' L
ion

) ea] femln!nlty h ean advocated, it Of course the mostr e]eUﬂnt
, 1LIS
SpaCe fOI‘ a deCOIlS truction Of tllat notion

:S_UBJECT!NG POWERS OF REPRESENTATION

'Although T have

) assumed an intertwi ;

the concepti P rtwinement in the portrai

focused 01131 lt%lecr’if;?ecm’lw and that of representat?on, I l'fa?r:tsze? .

‘propose new notio -century portraiture whose main point it o

~who have chalierligzsd cl)afotr}f:f S: bjef' Not all twenticth-century a;:isttz

Some of them i aiture began by reflecting on subjectivi

- gave rise to new co ; subjectivity.

- tieir challengi 3 nceptions of subjectivity as

: especially Ofglt?_lg reflections on the effects and powers of gpre:é. e‘flﬂ't of

tertwinenn e representation of human subjects, Beca ¥ E;tlon,

: . . us

“tovdiscern zlgaﬁif;n‘;wshmﬂ%pﬂons, the difference is Offet:‘} hi:z

o . e notionn of subjectivi :

tonseque f jectivity has i

“But, lettllpIll-lac:essf(s)1r F?te notion of representation; and thtgoﬂler ;rn;medxate

hamged pors .tn ) Therc?fore, I will now focus on artists wﬂzolimdl

I his O aiture by their reflections on representation e

am - .

“ Barthes has wriifeiugda’ the French critic and semiotician Roland
ndportrayed. In hisi _:ut tie nature of the relation between portrzit
o -In iew, the image has astronghold

] ve |
it tygthatetgblht[};to represent the body of the subject ;stI::}-lsllleect

o e subject itself lacks. For the subject has only t ole, an
. ransient

15. Krauss, op. cft, p. 44
18. See ). Lacan, The '
Four Fundamental
Concents of Psycho-
Anafysis, edited by | A
Miller and transiated by
A, 8heiidan. Penguln,
Harmondsworth, 1878
For a good introduction
and critical discussion
pi Lacan, espacizllyin
its consequeances and
possibilities for such
visual siudies as art
history and fim studies
see K, Silverman, Ma.’e=
Subjectivity at the
Margin, Routladge,
New York, 1982,
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bodily experiences and partial views of its own body.
these fragmented experiences and views into awhole, the

animageofitself. -
Barthes, however, does
bestowing relation with the image as desirable, but as
feel that the photograph creates my body or morti
caprice”. Barthes’ relalark about the ef

can be read as a characterisation of discourse and rep

the most general sense”, The subject
in representation. This loss of self is prought
objectification ofthe subject that bestows the experienc
on it is a discursive transformation that translates the s
terms of the doxa, the platitudes of publ
presentation +hat constructs it in terms of s

abou

prey toare
according to Barthes, in the portrait the subject is
jtself in its essent
from itselfbecause assimilated into the doxa.

Barthes’ view on the portraitis highly

on portraiture for the illusion of wholeness, but at

one has to pay for that by a loss
in terms of the already-represente
and resists it, which makes the portrait into a
Barthes’ view of the alienating effect o
to discuss the disturbing quality of the portraits of
Barthes’ account of the relationship between rep
subjectivity as 2 discursive conflict enables Ba
to be seen as efforts
the self that mortify any self-experience. In his i
Sylvestet, Bacorn’s emphasis on the need for distor
represent the kragl” appearance of somebody canb

afight against stereotypical represen

¥B: What I want %0 do is to distort the thing
appearance, but inthe di
appearance.

DS: Are you saying that painting is almost a
somebody back, that the process of painting s almo
ofrecalling?

¥P: 1 am saying it. And Lthink

Bacon talks ab
of representation and the resistance ©

That which Bacon depicts is exactly t

To transform

aot see the dependence on the unity-

fies it, according ta its
tact of photographic portraiture

loses itself when it is objectified

ic opinion. The subject falls

ot confronted with
ial quality but, by becoming an image, it is alienated

ambivalent. One depends

of self. One’s image is atways cast
d. Barthes needs the portrait

f representation enables me

resentation and

to unsettle the kinds of representations of

tations of the subject.

stortion tobringitbacktoa recording of the

that the methodsby which thisis done
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repres.enta'tion. He folds the subject back ;
resulti : ‘ ack onto itself, endorsi
e uni:%-g:sgtgl\;?;atmn as the inevitable consequence ofl'zhi(;rcsi’:;%aﬁ};?
There are mang POH‘;V EI:F fr‘Epresentation,
consistently to thisyvie oti fs in Bacqn’s portraits which give rise
on the portraved subj v;go the mo?tlfying effects of representation
which Strikingly nd fic . Let me dlgress for a moment on one motif
Foeaten Subjectivitywl ;Lally S:ub_stantiates the power of the portrait to
1567) is not only a ~The painting Three Studies of Isabel Rawsthorne
Isabel Rawsthoru}; i portrait, it is aiso a work about the portrait
see her in the primalssportraYEd on different ontological levels We
= portrait nailed to the PﬁTle of th‘e painting, but also as the subjE;ct of
between inside (Subjez?vi.tgl ;1:112 Eit]gglg(the distinction, or tension,
all themati . e (representation) i
ot she izf;iesdéi‘;:ral‘lﬁ We see the figure opening or c]osilzgl i Ellt-}sgr?‘f
This suggeste thatv:;lte hfer back turned to the act she is executin .
sreaditsupported b r; is d.anger or revuision involved in this acgf'
locking or unlockin a}c; ainting (1978) in which we see a naked ﬁgure’
painting EXpressesge a rc:or. The extrer‘nely artificial pose in this second
s sirole act, Bt the am];}lre L'mamblg‘liously the anxiety involved in
ambivalence o;fthe cflisth{lr(l:tilc%.riL 1;;7 :LT:}IV t’;z?‘iﬂSide jlld outsice, and the
between reali . . is repeated in the i i
betweZn 11?;1;;5{ al:f representation, here thematised as thzzl?st:ilrlst?ciﬁ
the female ﬁgu;'g n“}[al'ylsp_acg and figural, represented space. We see
+ shadow on the w!?itgﬁ y IHSIde' and oytside the door; we see her as
represented indexically z;n;v aezild al:ii grell;él;cll]n% n;;lled on the wall (thus
encapsul , v). This image on
in mfny gziiihegff SI'{»EHS- P Odu_ced by the painting that?t is Pffll"]teOYfVi;
of the image; orp eﬂ:al > ]t- is as if the represented figure is coming ‘UUt
oucked it ;n illia east hlt isthe qther way around, and a figure s bein
Bacon’s represei t:’:ltioe ;‘ilglurg isboth inside and outside the image &
| aconts representationsl ogie o manifess sl n Tiyee Studies
in his oe ! . another motil r
wall by aur::ﬁ- %111:; rplc’;‘ltraut 1:Vlt-hm the portrait is pitned dovfrfizrflzz
Cmcz:ﬁxionszz. m theac evokes immediately other Bacon paintings: his
western tradi:cion e ¢ ontc?xt of Bacon’s aliegorical polemic With‘the
signifies more that }'u;‘in ‘t?gg:ill‘;ifff?::}i;ationathe motifof the crucifixion
consiste . g and sacrifice, Withi g
o ehcan o e s oo, o v
st of the subieet :i; (::1 consequence of representation, the tearin
this is ever, m i ,b e destructive effect of reproductive mimesis. A g
ore obvious in those works where the cruciﬁxio; i.s 1723-

. Tepresented
" bynails, As h]fcslfet:;c;?:}? or by slaughter, but subtly and microscopically
“ totheb s of the immense suffering and the total mortificati
‘ ody, the nails suggest that any attempt to represent I?tli-ztlflﬁe?u?]n
ically
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Alphen, Francis Bacon
and the Loss of Self,
Reaktion Books, '
tondon, 1892,
20, In Chapter 3 of van
Alphen, Francis Bacon
and the Logs of Sek,
tdevelop a view on the
portrait and of Bacon's
dﬁcnnnt!'alctlans of that
view, by focusing on
Baconr's famous “Pope
paintings”, | discuss
the pictorial genre of
the porirait there in
qnmpar‘kson with the
literary genre of the
detactive novel.
21, This situation of &
figure opening or closing
a door s a racurrent
motif In Bacon's oguvre.
See, for instance, the
central pansi of In
Memaorny of George
Dyer(1971), Painting
(1978}, the outer panels
of Triptych (1981), and
Study of the Human
Body (1883).
22. See hls Fragment of
Crucifbxion (1950), Thres
Stdies far Crucifxion
{1962} and Crucifxion
(1985}
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accuses mimetic representation, by foregrounding its mortifying effects

on the subject®.

PORTRAITS REFERRING DIFFERENTLY
The portraits of Sherman and Warhol undermine the idea that the
portraitis able toreferto somebody cutside the portrait. Portraits are
caught up in the realp of representation. They refer to mass-media-
produced stereotype% or simulacra which function as screens that
biock a transparent view of reality. Does ¢his mean that reference is
a passé notion in contemporary portraiture?

I dowr't think so. Instead, referentiality has becpme an abject of

intense scrutiny. The work of the French Jewish artist Christian
ndamental way

Boltanski explores the concept of reference in a fu
and he does that mainly within the genre of the portrait. He is very
outspoken in his desire to “capture reality”. Many of his works
consist of re-photographed «found” snapshots. Fle incorporates these
photographs into larger installations. In his The 62 Members of the
Mickey Mouse Club (1972), for instance, he presents re-photographed
pictures of children which he had collected when he was eleven years
old, The original photos were pictured in the children’s magazine
Mickey Mouse Club. The children had sent in a picture which
represented them best. Lookingat these pictures sevenieci years after
he collected them, Boltanski i confronted with the incapacity of these
images to refer. «Today they must all be about my age, but I can’tlearn
what has become of them. The picture that remains of them does not
correspond any more with reality, and all these children’s faces have
disappeared”™. These portraits don't signity “presence”,but exactly the
ce. If there were “ipferiority” of “aggence” N a portrait,

opposite: absen
these photographs should still enable Boltanski to getin touch with the

represented hildren. But they don't. They only evoke absence.
Tn some of his later works he intensifies this effect by enlarging the

photosso much that mostdetails disappear. The eyes, noses and mouths
become dark holes, the faces white sheets. These blow-ups remind us
f the Holocaust just after they were released.
ansky's“Holocaust-

ges of J ewish children. He has

of pictures of survivors @
This altusion to the Holocaust, whichT will call Bolt

effect”, is not caused by choosing ima;

always avoided using actua
onlytwo of his works used images of specifically J

The “Holocaust-
view of the portrait.

ewish children™.

And by representing
features, he undermines the idea of “presence”
individual. All the portraits are exchangeable:

become anouymous,

I photo graphs from the death camps and in

effect” undercuts two elements of the standard
By representing these peoples as (almost) dead,
Boltanski foregrounds the ideathatthese photographs have no referent.
these human beings without any individual
in the portrait of an
the portrayed have
they all evoke absence, Absence of a referent

21, As often, Bacon
also picks up @ mott
trom the history ot art
1o make his own point
with 1L InVetmeer's
Woman with & Balance
inthe National Gallery
of Artin\washingfon,
DG, atiny nallin the
wall on the left of the
rapresented painting of
the Lasrludgemenfat&;n
sUggests a8 gritical note
ontheillusory quality
of realistic painting.
See the opaning pages
of M. Bal, Reeding

‘Rembrandt’ Beyond the i

Ward-image OB asftion,
Camhridge University
Press, New York, 1891
24, Boltanski, quoted in
L Gumpert, Christian
Boitenski, Flammarion,
pParis, 1994,

25, In Chases High
Schoof (1287} and
Reserves: The Purim
Holiday (1389).
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outs (ie 1@ 11 age aswe Sﬂb CnNceor p .
'y W ]la S C f resence lnthelnlage AbOth

his Monuments (1986), f i
, for which he used i
seventeen classmates, he says the folloirigg'howgraph ehimselfandot

Of all th i
wvas pro bE;;] cl'tl}llldrt?tll, among whom T found myseif, cne of whom
{ domt vem y . egirl I lgved, I don't remember any of their na
It could bei.r:i deéhanythmg more than the faces on the photo rﬁle}i.
period of time was gte tgeg disappeared from my memory, th%t tI}Jlié
ad. Because now the ; P

about s C se children must b

whom T know nothing. This is why I felt the neectl3 i(c)hg:;

homage to these
se “dead”, who in this i
same. like cadavers. ; is image, all look more or less the

The photo , .
classfnatesggep}zll?so E]Z zflf him to bring back the memories of his
) assmates “cadavers”
of them ar . avers”, because th ;
resence Ofri‘;:i The }?ortrmts are dead because they dog’tp ;;;;E;gs
. . nce. He only remem . €
piamhma;erlaiity as a signifier: faces bers what the picture offers in its
The dead portraits are i .
, N re in tension with
nst: : X another .
:1 SS niléilill‘f;:‘nsl. The installations are always framed ;lenn:ent of his
1 3 0
asiftor EparZs(;I;lis shrines. The portraits are often lit by nak:ﬁlﬁf,
e Thase fra mC‘andIes, to emPhasise their status as memorial os
Theas ororks srant :{r)lfs emake? tl}}e intention of the installation explicitr
morialise or to keep i \ .
ortrayed. p in touch with th 3
Eonﬂicsi Wi;‘l}iighi‘;‘liog?phs p}:oduce, however, an effect w‘;?:]?i:cit ;
! ention. They are not ab | 1
subjec able to make th
. ril uct }I;I‘mezir:t. il‘}lley evoke absence. That is why the mentmiiaplosr:; ed
portraitis Confrjlleixsz ofa de?d_PEPSPH, but of a dead pictorial genre e’Ir‘l}(l)t
N orated in its failure to fuifil its traditional prom.' ¢
fulflling the Starlld:lrii mlac_%e otl;er kinds of werk which are closzeib
; claims of portraitu
several : - re.In 1973 and 1
installations, generically calied “Inventories” Whii;l4c}(;f1§1 idg
) iste

of the belongings of an arbi
arbitrary pers i
ot the be person. In his Inventory of Obj
seb ﬁ:d Eﬁgtvgc;rga; }cl)fNew If'ork, he presented the furn%.li?fv; ;fs o
who bad jus th; “.’Omz r;fun}cltlogl gf these belongings was to witne:;zg
fristence of the we who had passed away. Semiotically s i
e phomgra;ﬁsml‘? I:}.llndamentally different from the igstgﬁz}c(i?ri
e jnvent(;r' i ef Efphot?g‘raphs refericonically {or rather, fail t
o) the invent ies refer indexically. The pieces of furniture rep’r i
, y means of similarity or ik th

o ‘ ikeness,butb igui

nand her belongings have apparently been ad j'acgni?;_lt[gmty' e

The 0' i i
p int h re 18 the Shlft fI‘Om iCOn to index The differe
c - nce

etWeenthe i i W oip etensio

JC d - . .

1(:(]11‘1(23_1 a. ld‘ 18 de:XlCal Orks i$ a matter i

Ihe phOtOgTapth Portl aits C]aim, by conventi{)n, to refer to Somebodl;
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Christian Boltanski by
Dernesthines Davvelas
quoted in Gumpert, I
Christian Boftanski.
27 Qi rather, hese
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the idea of, having
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woman, because later
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Inghiana University f
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discussion of the
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art, see R. Krauss,
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Avant-Garde and Other
Modernist Myths, mm
Press, Cambridge,
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I THE PORTRAIT'S DISPERSAL

THE PORTRAT'S DISPERSAL
ERNSTVAN ALPHEN

respects. The indexical works don’t claim presence: they show  20.incinerindexical
somebody’s belongings, not the person her/himself. And strangely ~Porafs the Holocaust
enough, they are successful as acts of referring to the person 1o whom  dlrecty pursued. Fartof
the objects belonged. This success is due to the fact that one of the 2‘;«;;”2}?3:‘&%32?53
traditional components of the portrait has been exchanged for another  a1yssum (1289, for
semictic principle, Similarity has gone, contiguity is proposed as the gsr;agkcseo?gﬂzst:'i};d
new mode of portraityre. When we stay with the standard definition of 11 piies o clothas
the portrait, Boltanski’s indexical works fit much better in the genre whichwere stored on
of the portrait than his photographic portraits, Iﬂi is:cec:\r’fp?r;ehf::;glf
Although referentiality is more successfully pursued in the indexical  numberswho diedin the
installations, the problem ofpresencein these worksis again foregrounded  8"\FHion #8mes:
as a failure, In The Clothes of Frangols C., for instance, we see black-and-  iss tnterpretad,
white, tin-framed photographs of children’s clothing, The photographs \éf;dﬁgssmgﬂ o
or these clothes immediately raise the question of the identity and the
whereabouts of their owner. This leads again to the “Holocaust-effect”.
The clothes refer to the storage places in the death and concentration
camps where all the belongings of the internees were sorted (thus
depriving them of individual ownership), and stored. After the war,
some of these storage places were found, and became symbols, or better
indexical traces, of the millions who were putto death in the camps®.
Marlene Dumas, a Dutch artist of South African origin, also addresses
the problem of reference in her oeuvre, which mainly consists of groups
or individual portraits. This artist is even more explicitly concerned with
the problems of reference, She has said about her work: “I want to be
areferential artist. Torefer is only possible to something which has already
been named. (But names are not atways given by you)™. Like artists such
as Warhol and Sherman, Dumas is aware of the screen of images and
representation, which makes reference impossible, but she does not accept
the situation, Instead of foregrounding the screen and the impossibility
of plain reference, she fights, while referring, against the conventional
“names” which were notgiven by her. How does she do this?
The portraits and group poriraits of 1985-87 show faces that often
look like masks. The faces are usually very light, They look like sheets
or screens which are emptied out; black pupils, surrounded by white,
attract the attention in these bleached faces. The eyes are very
ambiguous, in an uncanny way. It is notclear if, in their round darkness,
they should be read as remnants of subjectivity - as the eyes peeping
through holes inthe artificial mask - or whether they are nothing other
than stereotypical signs in a mask, indicating eyes. The mask, as well
as the caricature, has had an important function in dismantling the
traditional portrait in twentieth century art. Buchloh describes this role

of the mask and the caricature as follows:

I’{‘}];Eh;a}sk} represents essential features of

ical is i

o pnicd c‘); g:ltztehsque. Althqugh this is relevant for anunderstandj

very s qu; ; tt;r r;lﬁsk;hke portraits evoke at the same tim:eni
\ - The faces in her i

S s crent duali work evoke emntin

featl Sul Ig:c:;lwty is not present, but rather absent. LikepBoleS ?(I']’d
» HIESe portraits give 1ise tg 5 “Holocaust-effect” Insh1 X

' - . In her
uch is responsible for this,
schoolchildren in uniform.

subjectivity as fixed,

?g::lllcf: standing), an extreme horizontal for
e fnt'r;lages the figures are stretched oyt
s ey are Pulled down, made power]
T . ]’I‘here 1s a relation between hein
b powerlessness, ag opposed to the connec
Th;na? of the portrait and the authority
0 ;ﬁizi;:orpes provocgt'ively clear when D
o tollixzontal Position in The Particy]
énsidere' ds ‘about"a museum director’s reg
oy ed ita .faQure, because it had
“successful painting needs vertica}

ess, by the format of the
g depicted horizontally
tion between the vertica]
of the Pportrayed person,
Umas paints a male nyde
arity of Nakedness {1987).
Fesponse to this painting®. He
too many horizontals” [sic]
8, he seemed to imply, without-

[...] both caricature and mask conceive of a person’s physiognomy as
fixed rather than a fluid fleld; in singling out particular traits, they

31 Buchloh, op. cit,
p. B4,

32 This s aspetially the
case in Warhol's Chyig
{1981), butalso inthose

Pain¥ings which ssem
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Iradition of the fermale
nuder Srnow White
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(1988), The Guilt of the
Frivileged (1988}, Snow
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Story (1988), Waiting ffor
.Mcan.fﬁg)(wss) and
Laging thar Meaning)
{1988},
33. Dumas, Miss
Interpreted, p. 43,



THE PORTRAIT'S DISPERSAL * ERNST VAN ALPHEN

realising that Dumas had purposefuliy represented masculinity in this
painting in such an un-erect way.

Dumas’ explorations of the relation between format and authority
are shaped by contrasts. While representing masculinity horizontally,
she depicts babies vertically in four vertical paintings: The First People
(I-IV) (1991). When depicted horizentally, we would see babies in
these poses in all their vulnerability and powerlessness (see Warhol’s
Child). But, erected, t?lese litile creatures suddenly become monsters
with grabbing claws, By enlarging this authority-effect of the vertical
format, Dumas deconstructs this quality of the traditional portrait. She
undoes the increase of being, namely the bestowing of authority on the
portrayed, by giving it grotesque proportions and by attributing it to
inappropriate exemplars.

In her work Black Drawings {1991-2), and the portraits she made
for the mental institution Het Hooghuys, in Etten-Leur (1991), Dumas
explored portrayal inyet an other way. This time she made no individual
portrait or group portrait, but a group of portraits, Black Drawings
comnsist 0f 112 portraits of black people; the work made for Het Hooghwuys
consists of 35 paintings, with one panel containing a poem by the Dutch
poet Jan Arends, Most of the paintings are portraits of the people what
are living in the mental institution, some are of animals.

These two groups of portraits are radically different from the earlier
group portraits. They don’t produce a Holocaust-effect. Nor do they
work as acollection of ariginal subjectivities. Instead of promoting black
subjects or mentally {ll subjects to the status of bourgeois subjectivity,
she constructs a conception of subjectivity based on variety and
diversity, but not on unique individuality. The portrayed models are not
bestowed with subjectivity in terms of original presence, butin relation
to each other. They are, because they are all different. Thatis why they all
deserve their own panel within their collective portrayal.

The kinds of images Lhave discussed all suggest that the portraithas
not at all become a dead genre in twentieth-century art, as some critics
have claimed recently. Conceptions of subjectivity and identity have
been challenged and mimetic conceptions of representation have been
underminedin all kinds of ways. This has led to the implausibility of the
intertwinement of bourgeois subjectivity with mimetic representation,
but not to the death of the genre as such, Although genres are of course
contamninated by their histories, it is not necessary to define a genre
by its history. Artists lilke Warhol, $herman and Dumas show how a
genre can be liberated from its history so that it can become an arena
for new significations. The project of “portraying somebody in her/
his individual originality or quality or essence” has come to an end.
But portraiture as genre has become the form of new conceptions of
subjectivity and new notions of representation.





