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Hiscorically, portrait painting has served a variety of funciions.c
In the ¢ ra before phorography, portrairs could previde reminders
of absent loved ones. They could opcrate as affiem 3rions of social
status ot position. In the case of male painters dep icting wivs:s ore
lovers, they mighr present enacemencs of private desire. Post-pho-
togtaphy. painted porcraits arc somcetimes off ered as windowst
into the “soul” of the subject, providing glimpses, which go
behind che surfaces; replicaced by photography. @r. in che hands
of arrises like Phillip Pearlstein and Chuck Close, they may
undermine markers of subjecrive feeling in order to reveal the
artifice of all representation,

The chetoric surrounding portssic painting often involves termi-
nology, which implics relationships of power or control An arcist ist
sad 1o “aapmec” his or her subjecrs, or to “pin them down.” The
painter Alice Neel was o ften relerted 0 a5 a “soul snatcher.” Thise
idea has been amplified in feminist inspired writings abous the
natute of the "gaze.” Theotists have examined the way thatwoment
arc represented in art through the eyes of male artists Women, it s
charged, generally appear in paincings as muses or as objeas of
erotic deire o subconscious feat. Rarcly arc they presented as
beings that are sentientand active in their own righe.

The feminisc analysis has inspired numerous women artists te
artemp to reverse the male gaze or co censtruce an alternate
female gaxe In the 197@s. painter Sylvia Sleigh creared a series of
nale odalisques which mimicked the eroticized prescnceation of
female nudes, while Jean Semmel painred che entangled bodiest
of henself and her lover as if seen looking down from her ewn
eyes. More recendly artises like Lisa Yuskavage and Jenny Saville
have fecused on female nudes. creating works thar express the
sensuousness of tlesh from a female perspective. Bur even when
created by female painters, such werks are of:encriticized fer
petperuating cthe idea of the female body as eroric object.

When the paintcr is also the subject of the painting, chingse
become even mote cornplieated Self-perrraits exist on a continu-
um which stretches from Rembrandt’s probing depicrions of hist
aging face w0 Cindy Sherman’s theatrical disguises, and from
Courbet’s recreation of his studio asa microcosm of his place in
the world to Dicasse’s mythologizing of himself in che petsona of
a leche rous minotaur. The wotk may be designed © e veal ther
sclf, or it may operate as a mask or disguisc. Ir may also exposc
the degree to which che paincer has internalized social convar
tions abour rthe nature of identiry. gender and selfhood.



This exhibition of three temale painters who specialize insel e
porcraits suggests the complexity of che apparcatly simple sima-
von in which a woman artscaces as boch creator and subject.
Frequently; ardiscs maincain that chey turn o sclf-portraicure oue
of simple necessiey, After all, this is the one subject thac is always
available. And self-portraics also bypass many of che pitfalls of the
craditional porcrait - one need have no fear of offending che sub-
ject of failing to create a sufficiendly fizteering like ness. But they
also expose the artist co unexpected forces. Advanced physics sug-
gests that acts of observation changes the thing observed When
applied ro the self-porrrait, s ¢l fobservarion ctzates an oscillating
ser of interactions in which meanings may spiral beyond the
actists’ conscious control.

For Susan Hauptman, self.portmitur is an excicise in dispas
stonare ohservacion. She notes char the use of her own tface and
body eli minates the need for certain deckions rhereby [reeinga
her ro focus instead on ferual elemancs like line and tone. In this
respect, her face becomes a neastral objecr, like Cezinne’s apples
or Vija Celmin’soceans, subject to the painter's endless manipula-
tions. Hauptman also expresses an admiration fer Seurac, who
registered humans, animals, wees and smokescacks with the same
analytic cyc. In her works, we encounter the recurring image of
her alert. marter-of-fact featu res set beneath a close-cropped-haii-
cut, The images are exquisitely drawn, with modulated shadings
of light and shadow that bring to mind the cffect of eady
daguerreotypes.

However, this description of Hauptmans worckis o limiting.
Her self-portraits ar: supplied with objects and costnunes which
recall the aceributes foundin formal and stace poreraiss. In tradr
tiomul poriraits, these artribures are meane to inform us about dhe
status and social role of the depicted individual. But here. despite
the mock solemnicy with which these elements are presented -
(ther may include such absurdisc dewails as a feather sprouring
from Hauptman's scalp, a colocful plastic beach ball levitating in
spacc or a polka dor ruff that is simultancously clownlike and
oddly formal) - such attributes rell us nothing a bouc cither the
subject’s public role oc her personal identity Instead chey seem
designed 1o short-circuit any inrelligible reading

Similarly, the artiss closely cropped hair gives her an androgy-
nous quality. which mins coauncer o other markers of femininiey
Her boy-like visage gazes at us from beneath a f.ower covered
garden hat or 2bove a wasp waised ballet dress. In some works,
the presence of a man - the artists husband - makes the sorting
out of gender identities even more ambiguous. it is almost as ifa
the rwo, over the course of a long relationship, have begun o
merge. Such mixed signak throw us back onto the image itself -
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its delicate draughtmanship. its almost antique sense ot shadow
and tone - which is perhaps what the artist intends.

All three of these gifted artises explore leale consciousness
and female form in ways that deliberately deny the sadstactions
that aecompany conveational repeesencations of women's bedy.
They present farms of beaury which run counter to the norms
governing the appearance of the srandardized esoquettes found in
contemporary advertising, movies. and television. Nor do they
participate in the chatade of rransparency and accessibiliry that
surrounds traditional painangs of the female form. Instead. the
images they creare instill a certain sense of discomfarr. These
artists present beings thar insist on existing on theic own terms. In
the process they reveal how the hoary genre of the self-portraic can
be reinvented ro provide meanings more appropriate to our times.
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