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1. INTRODUCTION

Art in the twentieth century has become an extremely self-

conscious process. Aesthetic and social limitations which formerly

governed the artist have disappeared. Aesthetically, the indepen-

dence in the late nineteenth century, from both the conventions of

the academy and the restrictions of representing likeness has re-

suIted in an enormous catalogue of styles from which to choose. So-

cially, the levelling of status of both the artist and his patron has

1
resulted in the diminishing influence of the patron on works of art.

Freed from the restrictions of the past, the contemporary artist

must look to himself as the primary source of his subject matter and

artistic decisions.

Rather than liberating the artist, however , this new freedom

has become a burden. As the artist has become more central, as his

emotions and ideas have become more exposed, his work, rather than

appearing more candid, has become more oblique and less intimate.

1
Patronage in modern art differs from that of the past.

Rather than commissioning works and specifying important aspects
to be included in them, today's major patrons, large companies
and corporations, are more involved in purchasing completed works.

1
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"Heightened self-consciousness in painting seems to have led - as

common sense might affirm that it does in other behaviour - to a

2
greater artifice rather than a greater openness." This indepen-

dence from strict imitation of natural appearances, the liberating

force of the avant-garde movements of the late nineteenth century,

allows for and even encourages this less than frank presentation.

Self-consciousness is not confined, however, to contemporary

art. Although it seems to be a more general condition of art in the

twentieth century, it has existed throughout history: The artist's

self-consciousness is evident to some extent in most works of art.

To imagine a work of Francisco Goya painted by either of his con-

temporaries, John Fuseli or Jacques David, is difficult. The diff-

erent situations under which each artist worked is not sufficient

to explain the differences in their work. The artist's personal con-

tribution is also important.

The artist tends to invest his subject matter with his own

psycho-physical qualities.
3
"If he is short and fat he inclines

to draw his models squat and plump; if he is spare and 'soulful'

he is likely to make his models slim and doleful, like Burne-Jones,

4whose self-portrait is the very father of his pictorial creatures."

2
Kirk Varnedoe, "The Self and Others in Modern Portraits,"

Art News, Oct. 1976, p. 76.

3
E. H. Gombrich, Art, Perception, and Reality (Baltimore:

John Hopkins University Press, 1972), p. 40.

4
Herbert Furst, Portrait Painting (London: John Lane, The

Bodley Head Ltd., 1927), p. 139.
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Rembrandt's "bottle-nosed Socratic ugliness" is reflected in

nearly all his figures. Van Dyck's sitters all have his hands.

The inclusion of physical properties is more easily demonstrated

than psychological ones, but both are present in most works of

art.

The difficulty of studying the artist's self-consciousness

in his works is that it appears subliminally. Because it is sub-

liminal does not mean that his ego is inaccessible. It is avail-

able to the artist and the viewer by probing and sometimes even

presses into the conscious on its own. But it is doubtful if the

artist or the viewer is nutty aware that the character of works of

art has always been, to one degree or another, a result of the ar-

tist's self-consciousness rather than a simple reflection of the

subj ect matter.

To understand self-consciousness as it appears in art, one

should turn to the self-portrait where the artist treats his "self"

directly. "From the self-effacing to the self-aggrandizing, self-

parody to self-pity, self-love to self-destructiveness, all self-

portraits exhibit a common theme:
5

self-consciousness."

The mere act of painting a self-portrait is the ultimate act

of self-consciousness. In it the artist goes beyond the purely ob-

jective perception of himself to a more subjective interpretation

of his feelings about himself. Not only does the self-portrait ex-

hibit the artist's physiognomy, social status, and age, it also shows

5
Barbara Rose, "Self-Portraiture: Theme with a Thousand
Art in America, Jan.-Feb. 1975, p. 66.Faces,"
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how he appears to himself, what he feels about himself, and how

he sees the world. The self-portrait is not just a picture of a

person, but a picture of a person on view - poised to be looked at.

Within this context, the pose and the performance become as impor

tant as the figure. It is through them that the artist finds an

acceptable medium for self-disclosure.

As a form of self-revelation the artist disguises himself,

in the most literal sense, by adopting costumes for these poses as

a way of exposing only chosen aspects of himself, and no more, to

an audience knowledgeable of the associations attached to the cos

tumes. The artist is motivated by the paradoxical desire both to

disclose his self-image and to disguise it. As such, the self-por

trait is one of the most intriguing classes of document in the his

tory of art. It provides specific insight into the self-conscious

ness of the self-portraitist and, more generally, into that of other

artists. It can also tell us about ourselves insofar as we share the

artist's humanity and his striving for a unique and personal identity.

It is worth noting that such role-playing is not confined to

the visual arts; autobiographies and novels provide a literary ana

logue. Authors as varied as James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Mar

garet Laurence have revealed much about themselves either consciously

or unconsciously in their works of fiction.

This paper will examine the self-portrait as a vehicle to dis

closure and disguise. Part 1 has introduced the relevance of study

ing the self-portrait. Part 2 is concerned with the evolution of
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roles in self-portraits. Part 3 considers what motives might be

satisfied by the assumption of such role-playing, and Part 4 con

cludes the text of this paper with a summary of the self-conscious

ness that is revealed in the self-portrait and in modern art.

Illustrations of self-portraiture examples cited appear in the text.

Examples of my own work are included in Appendix A.



2. ROLES IN SELF-PORTRAITURE

There are extant some pre-Renaissance self-portraits, such as

the �umeau sculpture of Master Mathew designed for Santiago de

Compos tela, but such examples are rare. It is not until the sixteenth

century that self-portraiture, like portraiture, becomes common prac-

tice, indicating the artist's growing self-esteem as his status changes

from the anonymous craftsman of the Middle Ages to a full-fledged ar

tist of the Renaissance.
6

As his status evolves so do the roles in

his self-portraits. Their development is discussed below in chrono

logical fashion.
7

6
The development of the self-portrait is also related to the

development of the mirror. "There are two striking developments in

self-perception which came to the fore in Europe around the year
1500. • • . One is the development of flat, non-distorting mirrors

. • •• The other is the emergence of the self-portrait."
Erling Eng, "The Significance of the Mirror and the Self-Portrait
in Renaissance Developments in Psychology," International Congress
on the History of Sciences, 10th Congress, 1962, p. 1045.

7
The only comprehensive information available to me on the

h.Ls tory of the self-portrait is the article by Barbara Rose, "Self
Portraiture: Theme with a Thousand Faces," Art in America, Jan.

Feb. 1975, pp. 66 - 73. Because of this, the roles discussed in this

paper are similar to those described in hers. Our aims, however, are

different. Whereas she organizes and discusses roles in groups in

fluenced by religious and philosophical attitudes, by social and cul

tural trends, and by political and imperialistic movements, I discuss

individual roles in chronological fashion stressing their evolution
as related to the artist's changing social status and self-image.
There may be a greater or lesser number of them than are noted. This

is not critical since my interest is only to point out that such roles
do exist and to illustrate their development.

6



2.1 The Artist as Observer of Religious Events

The Catholic Church was dominant throughout Europe in the

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Some of the first extant self

representations are those in which the artist depicted himself as

an observer of religious events. Rogier van der Weyden portrayed

himself as St. Luke painting the Virgin (Fig.l) , a favourite theme

of the time. By assuming this saintly role, he must have seen him

self as divinely inspired. Jan Gossaert was more explicit in empha

sizing this visionary role when he showed himself as St. Luke Sketch

ing the Virgin (Fig. 2) with an angel actually guiding his hand.

A comparison of paintings of the artist as observer or reli

gious events in the early altar-pieces, including representations of

donors (Fig. 3) shows both to be identical in format� The artist,

like the donor, is incorporated into the religious event as a viewer.

However secondary the portrait may appear, it is not simply a de

tail. Its presence demonstrates both the donor's and the artist's

identities and their personal devotion to God. To the modern viewer

these portraits appear out of place in the religious scene depicted

but the contemporary viewer felt no sense of incongruity, as witness

the popular performances of miracle and mystery plays where both the

artist and the viewer, participating as audience, reinforced their

sense of being observers of religious events. Filippe Lippi (Fig.3)

went so far as to show the donors seated in a box on the stage it

self •

7
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Fig. 1. Rogier van der Weyden, St. Luke
Drawing the Virgin, Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, c. 1435-37.

Fig. 2. Jan Gossaert, St. Luke Painting
the Virgin, Kunsthistorisches Museum,
Vienna, c. 1525.
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Fig. 3. Fra Filippo Lippi, The Annun
ciation, Palazzo Venezia, Rome, c. 1440.
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Like the donor's portraits, these self-portraits are not

independent. They require an excuse, a religious justification

for their existence.

2.2 The Artist as Craftsman

Independent portraiture and self-portraiture that is not an

incidental part of a larger work began in Northern Europe during the

second half of the fourteenth century and became a separate theme by

the fifteenth when painters such as Jean Fouquet, accomplished in

other subject matter, began to paint themselves as they were - living

human beings in their individual significance. The earliest identi-

fiable independent self-portrait is a small medallion by Fouquet

(c. 1450).
8

The general format of this theme is for the artist to repre-

sent himself in a grave, stolid manner as a craftsman either working

in his studio or posed holding the instruments of his trade - palette,

brushes, and mahlstick. In a drawing by Pieter Bruegel, The Painter

and the Connoisseur (Fig. 4), the artist has shown himself holding a

brush, working on a painting.

This pragmatic view of the artist's self-representation shows

a strong connection with the dedicator's portrait in illuminated

8
Charles Cuttler, Northern Painting (New York: Holt, Rine-

hart & Winston, Inc., 1968), p. 216.
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manuscripts (Fig. 5). Portraiture of this kind took the form of

a Frontispiece in which Emperors and Kings were depicted offering

the manuscript to God, or authors were depicted presenting it to

their patron. The dedicator's portrait is equivalent in format to

the donor's portrait but its function is different. Whereas the

donor's portrait was seen as a devotional work of art, the dedica-

tor's portrait was "in the northern conception a document of evi

dence."
9

Seen as a literal document, the role of the artist as

worker adopted by some northern artists is explained.

2.3 The Artist as Philosopher

The southern self-portrait and portrait, spring from a differ-

ent source. As Herbert Furst points out, the early Italian por-

trait at the commencement of the fifteenth century was inspired by

sculpture - the classic profile bas-relief and the portrait bust.
10

The intention was not merely to document the sitter, like the dedica-

tor's portrait, but to idealize his appearance as well. With this

heritage, the artist of the South assumed a more idealized role than

his northern counterpart. He saw himself not merely as a craftsman

but as a philosopher and theoretician as well.

9
Herbert Furst, Portrait Painting, (London: John Lane, The

Bodley Head Ltd., 1929), p. 39.

10
Ibid., p , 37.
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Fig. 4. Pieter Bruegel, The Painter and
the Connoisseur, Albertina, Vienna, 1565.

Fig. 5. Limbourg Brothers, "John of Berry
Presented to the Virgin and Child" in Tres
Belles Heures de Jean de Berry, Bib1iothe
que Royale, Brussels, c. 1413-16.
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He assumed this role also because humanism was firmly es

tablished in the South in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries

and culture was his faith. Although the Christian faith was not

repudiated by this movement, it was purged of its medieval super

stitions and beliefs. "It revealed the worth of the human being

in the free expansion of his nature no longer weighed down by a

corrupting heritage of original sin."
11

The intrinsic worth of

man, his faculties, and aspirations were celebrated. The artist

prized intellect as much as craft as can be seen in Peter Rubens'

painting The Four Philosophers (Fig. 6) where he documented his

penchant for classic culture by including himself in a group por

trait with the renowned Louvain humanist Justus Lipsius.

2.4 The Artist as a Member of a Group

Humanism as a movement had begun to penetrate the North by the

early sixteenth century and had become fully.integrated into its

way of life by the seventeenth. The artistic heritage of the pre

vious century, the artist as a craftsman, was replaced by a new

sense of cultural community where the artist, in his investigation

of antiquity, saw himself as a philosopher, an intellectual, and a

member of this new community group. Painters such as Jan Steen (Fig.7)

and Jacob Jordaens painted themselves both as dignified scholars and

11
A. P. Woodhouse, "Humanism," Encyclopaedia Britannica,

1973.
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Fig. 6. Peter Rubens, Four Philosophers,
Palazzo Pitti, Florence, c. 1612-14.
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Fig. 7. Jan Steen, The Eve of St. Nicholas,
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, c. 1660-65.
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in convivial group scenes with family and friends.

The artist's inclusion of himself in many of these group

portraits indicates his integration into the social structure of

the time. The work has gone beyond the study of physiognomy and

social status to the study of character and emotions. We move

from the stolid expressions on faces of the fourteenth and fif

teenth centuries to an occasional hint of personality in the six

teenth century, until in the seventeenth century the artist is

able to explore the emotional life of himself and others with free

dom and spontaneity.

2.5 The Artist as Impersonator

Freed to explore and demonstrate his emotions and feelings,

Francisco Goya, in his earliest self-portrait (Fig. 8), showed him

self as a cocky youth dressed as a bullfighter. Disguised as a �o��o,

Goya equated himself with ambitious youths who achieve fame and a

place in society through their spectacular skill and daring. In

fact, many artists of the period, realizing that the body is as elo

quent a carrier of human emotions as the face, employed gestures,

poses, and costumes with great effectiveness. Rembrandt van Rijn

wore capes, turbans, swords, feathers, and assumed haughty poses in

many of his more than one hundred self-portraits (Fig. 9). The bold

aspect of his character appears in his expressions, costumes, poses,

and even in his vigorous treatment of the painted surface.

In the middle of the sixteenth century, Europe's most potent
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Fig. 8. Francisco Goya, La Novi11ada

(detail), Prado Museum, Madrid, 1779-80.
Fig. 9. Rambrandt van Rijn, Se1f
Portrait, National Gallery of Art,
Washington, 1650.
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monarch, Charles V, ended his life in a monastery. In the middle

of the seventeenth century, its most powerful king, Louis XIV,

danced in a ballet as le �ole�. From the king down, the donning

of costumes and masques and the performing in plays and dances was

common. Impersonation in self-portraiture was popular also with

the artist conceiving of himself as particularly protean.

2.6 The Artist as Observer of Court Scenes

The baroque artist of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

was not only interested in representing a wide range of emotions in

his work, he was also concerned with investigating the social stra

tification of the time. The process had begun at the beginning of

the Renaissance when the artist's position developed from that of the

anonymous craftsman. By the seventeenth century, his position, es

pecially in the Netherlands, included that of the businessman who com

bined art with commercial activity, the 'gJUlnd �ugneuJl who often ac

quired titles for himself like Rubens, the court painter of Italy and

Germany who was attached to the households of noblemen and princes,

and the French and English pensioner of the state.

Enjoying their privileged situation, the court painter and the

painter of nobility demonstrated this by including themselves as ob

servers of, or participants, in court scenes. Diego Velazquez in

cluded himself as court painter in his painting of Princess Margarita
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in The Maids of Honour (Fig. 10). Rubens represented himself

among the nobles accompanying Marie de'Medici on her arrival in

France (Fig. 11), implying his noble descent and his elevated

social status through association.

2.7 The Artist as Religious Martyr

Unlike the socially acceptable role of the artist as obser-

ver of court scenes, some artist assumed a more antisocial position

because of an awareness of themselves as tortured by visions, fan-

tasies, and a sense of mission, divinely inspired. Although this

�

idea of the suffering artist seems a modern cliche, the role of the

artist as martyr emerged much earlier, stemming from the religious

mysticism of the fourteenth century. Mendicant religious orders,

like the Franciscans and the Dominicans, aided the growth of a per-

sonal mysticism where individual religious experience was substituted

for external religious authority.

Albrecht Durer substituted his own face for that of Crist in

the Munich Self-Portrait (Fig. 12) and in some sketches of scenes

from the Passion of Christ (Fig. 13). Because of his appearance and

self-image he could think of no better model for Christ than himself.

By projecting his personal condition into this sanctified tradition

he attempted to alleviate his own isolation and spiritual distress.

Paul Gauguin also used his own face for that of Christ in Nearing

Golgotha (Fig. 14).
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Fig. 10. Diego Velazquez, The Maids of

Honour, Prado Museum, Madrid, 1656.
Fig. 11. Peter Rubens, Marie de'Medici
Queen of France, Landing in Marseilles,
Pinakothek, Munich, 1622-23.
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Fig. 12. A1brech Durer, Self-Portrait,
Pinakothek, Munich, 1500.

Fig. 13. Albrecht Durer, Self-Portrait
as Man of Sorrows, Kunsthalle, Breman, 1522.
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Fig. 14. Paul Gauguin, Nearing Gol
gotha, (detail) San Paulo Museum, San

Paulo, 1896.
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2.8 The Artist as Social Martyr

The role of martyr does not always have religious conno-

tations. Sometimes the artist can see himself as rejected by

another individual and even by society itself, especially when

the academies rejected the non-academic artist in the nineteenth

century. Denied the social recognition which had once been

manifested in many self-portraits, the artist, possessed by a

new egocentric interest in himself, documented this.martyrdom.

Caravaggio painted at least two decapitation self-por-

traits, a theme popular in the seventeenth century. By using

his features for the severed head of Goliath in the Galleria

Borghese David and Goliath (Fig. 15), he implied his difficulties

in love. Goliath is identified as a self-portrait and David as

Caravaggio's young lover. Vincent van Gogh's own self-mutilation

as a result 'of his rejection by a prostitute was documented in

his Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear (Fig. 16). Chris Burden ac-

tually had himself shot in the arm as his work of art. Lucas

Samaras stopped short of the literal act of self-mutilation,
con-

tenting himself with visual distortions of his features in his

Polaroid self-portraits (Fig. 17).

2.9 The Artist Without a Role

The previous roles continue to be used by a few contemporary

12

artists but have nothing like the vogue they enjoyed in past centuries.

12
Entries under the heading of Self-Portrait in the index of

H. H. Arneson's History of Modern Art include 22 European artists, in

dicating a strong portrait and self-portrait heritage. The index of

Sam Hunter's American Art of the Twentieth Century, on the other hand,

lists only three American self-portraits.



Fig. 15. Caravaggio, David and Goliath
Galleria Borghese, Rome, C. 1590.

Fig. 16. Vincent Van Gogh, Self-Portrait
with Bandaged Ear, Collection Mr. and Mrs.
L. B. Block, Chicago, 1889.

N
-'='"
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Fig. 17. Lucas Samaras, Photo Trans

formation, location unavailable, 1976.
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Many artists of the twentieth century have abandoned conventional

roles and, no longer concerned with external details of physical

likeness in their work, use style to take over the expressive roles

formerly filled by elements such as clothing, setting, and gesture.

The submergence of the artist's ego into style is sufficient to pro

tect vulnerable aspects of the artist's self-consciousness while

providing a means for him to explore his inner emotional state and

social status.

The modern self-portrait, whether abstract or representational,

is not a resemblance in the traditional sense but a new object that

stands as an equivalent for rather than a direct representation of

the identity of the artist. This use of the metaphor can be seen as

a revival of older conventions of religious art where objects repre

sent attributes and identities. St. Barbara is identifiable only be

cause a tower is included in depictions of her. The lily is often

incorporated into paintings of the Virgin as a symbol for her purity.

In Symbolic Self-Portrait with Equivalents (Fig. 18), Claes Oldenburg

included objects such as electric plugs and outlets as symbols for his

own attributes. Jim Dine's dressing gown (Fig. 19) functions as a

symbolic equivalent for the artist himself.

There has been a renewed interest in the representation of

"realism" in the visual arts since 1960, partly due to the mass pop

ularity of photography, cinema, television, and graphic arts, and

partly due to a renewed interest in humanism. Because of this, a

broader concern for likeness has re-emerged, with the subsequent

revival of the traditional functions of role-playing.

---�--�---�-�� -------="'-..........�-- _.J
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Fig. 18. Claes Oldenburg, Symbolic Self
Portrait with Equivalents, location un

available, 1969.

Fig. 19. Jim Dine, Eleven Part Self

Portrait, location unavailable, 1965.



3. REASONS FOR ROLE-PLAYING

Although the self-portrait is an established genre in the

history of art and therefore an accepted form to explore and employ,

to understand the self-consciousness that exists in self-portraits,

it is necessary to determine why many artists adopt it at some point

in their careers as an important theme in their work.

3.1 Why Some Artists Produce Self-Portraits

Most people spend a great deal of time and energy trying to

figure out who they are and how their self-image relates to their

environment. Physiologically this can be explained as follows: as

an organism, ,the individual is incessantly bombarded by stimuli, both

internal and external, and to survive he must constantly adjust him

self to this incoming information.
13

He acts as if he is strongly

motivated to order the chaos of his experience and to assign some

meaning to it. The result is that the individual develops a concep-

tion of himself, isolated from and different from all other individ-

uals, as a means of self-realization, self-assertion, and self-

constancy.

That an artist would present or examine himself through a self-

portrait must relate, at least in part, to this human need to establish,

13
H. G. Barnett, Innovation: The Basis of Cultural Change

(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co. Inc., 1953), p. 107.

28
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demonstrate, and even document this self-image as an integrated

entity, the same now as in the past and continuing into the fu

ture. Of course, this self-image develops as new ideas are gar

nered, but the individual sees it internally as remaining rela

tively constant.

The number of artists who developed or demonstrated this

continual change through self-portraiture as a major theme is not

large. Rembrandt, Goya, Rubens, Caravaggio, Courbet, van Gogh,

Gauguin, Ensor, Schiele, Corinth, and West are among-those whose

serial self-portraits span the whole of their lifetime, document

ing the gradual transition from youth to age.

Whether the self-portrait is involved directly in the ar

tist's search for, or development of, his self-image or merely

serves as a form of documentation of his already established self

image does not seem to be pertinent here, because the results are

the same - a picture of the artist presented to the viewer in a

specific fashionr On the surface, the manner in which the artist

presents himself serves two functions - to disclose certain ideas

about himself directly and to protect vulnerable aspects of his

self-image through disguise. To the viewer capable of reading the

work, the disguise may also be revealing.

3.2 Why the Artist Assumes a Role in Self-Portraits

The evolution of roles in self-portraits has already been

discussed. Explanations for their use, as related to the development
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of the artist's self-image, can be viewed in several ways, each

treating some particular aspect of the need for self-definition.

They all are a result of an unconscious desire to assert, stabi

lize, maintain, and demonstrate the ego; but each illuminates a

slightly different facet of role-playing in self-portraits and

therefore warrants their separate consideration. Self-portraits

are maae to present the image the artist has of himself, often

through the device of role-playing.

To develop his self-image, each individual must'understand

how he relates to his experiences, that is, how he orients himself

to the constant bombardment of stimuli. He must also assign some

meaning to these experiences. To formulate his opinions about other

things, people, situations, and ideas, and to understand how he

relates to them, the individual must classify and interpret his ex

periences in terms of his socio-psychological self. He can inter

pret and read meaning into new experiences in light of the only

frame of reference available to him - namely that provided by his

past experiences. Within the self-portrait, therefore, an artist

demonstrates his understanding of his relationship to his experiences.

By depicting himself in the costume of a specific social class,

by surrounding himself with the accoutrements of culture, and by

showing himself engaging in a specific activity, the self-portrait

serves one of the artist's needs - to establish and demonstrate his

relationship with his natural and social environment. By so doing,

he orients himself to his experiences in such a way that he can
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reinforce his self-image and therefore strengthen it. Whatever

role his need for orientation may dictate, from artist through

nobleman to martyr, the artist's appreciation of himself is or

ganized and structured with reference to the other data of his

experiences. But the question of why he would choose specific

roles over others is still not completely answered.

3.3 Why the Artist Adopts Specific Roles Rather Than Others

The catalogue of roles available to the artist is certainly

related to the artist's socio-cultural background and the confines

of the history of art itself. It is also directly related to choices

influenced by his self-image. Since each individual has his own

unique set of experiences, he inevitably develops a personality

with its own biases, moods, and attitudes. These cause him uncon

sciously to colour and filter his experiences to fit into the frame

work of what he already knows. In so doing, he makes them into some-·

thing that, in objective fact or to others, they are not. In other

words, he alters and distorts these new experiences by magnifying

tho.se aspects or situations with which he in some way identifies him

self and by overlooking, or belittling, those that do not interest

him, those that he cannot understand, and those that detract from

his estimate of himself. He chooses roles that reinforce his self

image and ignores those that undermine it. This also explains why

artists tend to invest much of their work with certain of their own
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attributes. As has been seen, every person interprets and understands

things in terms of his "self". Barnett states that this is respon-

sible for the common human tendency to personify nature and inanimate

14
objects by giving them volition, souls, and procreative powers.

Oldenburg's Symbolic Self-Portrait with Equivalents (Fig.18) personi-

fies electric plugs and switches by giving them certain of his own

characteristics to function as extensions of himself.

Emerson describes society as "a masked ball, where everyone

hides his real character and reveals it in hiding."
15

Through the

use of costumes and roles, the artist participates in this masked ball.

Along with their protective nature, these guises allow the artist to be

selective about those aspects of his self-image that he may wish to pre-

sent. By projecting certain personal conditions into these costumes,

the artist uses the specific associations attached to these recogni-

zable roles to expose a chosen aspect of himself and no more. Cara-

vaggio, by projecting his personal condition into the traditional role

of Goliath in David and Goliath (Fig. 15) did so to reveal his ugli-

ness and his scandalous and unlawful life.

But he does present more. To an audience sufficiently literate

to understand the performance, as much can be revealed by the artifice

of the disguise as by the associations of disclosure. Caravaggio

begs an interpretation of his self-image related to his loneliness,

his spiritual distress, and his homosexuality. The relationship

14
H. G. Barnett, Innovation: The Basis of Cultural Change

(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co. Inc., 1953) p. 122.

15
Ralph W. Emerson, The Conduct of Life (London: Smith, Elder,

& Co., 1869) p. 117.
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between decapitation and castration is also difficult to overlook.

The question of role-playing is therefore not as simple as it seemed.

Paradoxically, the manifest and the hidden give a more truthful pic-

ture of the subject than the manifest alone.

Lionel Trilling deals with this question of honesty and decep-

tion in the idea of self. Citing Hegel in this regard he writes,

"the content uttered by Spirit about itself is ..• the inversion and

perversion of all conceptions and realities, a universal deception

of itself and others •.. The shamelessness manifested in stating this

16
deceit is just on that account the greatest truth."

Roles and costumes as disguises function as a form of protec-

tion. This self-protection is related to those thoughts, ideas, be-

haviours, and attitudes that under the threat of existential attack,

17
produce feelings of guilt within the individual. In trying to pro-

tect himself, he can deal with this guilt in one of two ways. He

can reject it outright or he can assume it fictitiously. The most

obvious way of rejecting guilt is to project such unpraiseworthy

traits upon an appropriate scapegoat, one who has no redress against

imputation. Artists such as Max Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, and Claes

Oldenburg have adopted alter-egos - Dadamax, Rrose Selavy, and Ray

Gun as pseudonyms under which they sometimes worked or wrote. These

fictitious figures are fundamentally ambiguous and inaccessible to

16
Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge,

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972) p. 44.

17
This is "guilt" in the sense that a recognized existen-

tial attack is an attack on inadequacies the individual feels he

ought to be controlling.
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charges. As such, they allow the artist simultaneously to expand

his persona and control access to his personality by becoming scape

goats when protection is required.

The other form of protection is the fictitious assumption of

guilt. Even though the individual experiences genuine humiliation

under his own criticism he has to protect himself from outside attack.

What he does in assuming guilt is beat the potential attackers to

the punch and save the sting of their reproach. Because his ego

cannot tolerate their attacks, roles such as the martyr or the

suffering Christ shield the artist. Just as the martyr is sancti

fied or Christ resurrected after persecution, so the artist can re

deem himself.

The range of needs that are fulfilled by roles in self-portraits

is subject to a wide personal variation under social, economic, and

cultural pressures. Although some artists are less susceptible than

others, all work within the confines of an established tradition of

self-portraiture within the history of art. What falls within the

accepted genre is acceptable. Anything outside of it is not. Within

this universe of what is considered to be art, the artist senses he

has complete freedom. It is this influence along with the artist's

socio-cultural background that influences the direction of his art

as much as his own personal desires because these pressures determine

the value systems under which he operates.



4. CONCLUSION

The purpose of the self-portrait is self-definition. On the

surface, these self-revelations are less than self-explanatory.

Like every individual, the artist deals with his self-image in a

complex mixture of disclosure and disguise. By projecting his per

sonal condition into a chosen role in his self-portraits, the artist,

using the associations attached to this role, discloses a chosen as

pect of his self-image and disguises the rest. But to the viewer

knowledgeable about the role, the disguise reveals even more infor

mation. This pseudo-paradox of disclosure and disguise giving a more

complete picture of the artist than disclosure alone, can be instruc

tive to the modern artist.

The self-portrait provides insight into the self-consciousness

of the modern artist. Every individual's quest for self-definition

is a constant one. The contemporary artist is no exception. Re

leased from the dictates of patrons who formerly specified important

aspects to be included in the work, the contemporary artist has be

come self-dependent. He must rely on himself for all his artistic

decisions. But this new freedom holds him prisoner. Like the artist

who confronts his self-image directly in the self-portrait simultan

eously to define the self and to protect it, the modern artist deals

with his heightened self-consciousness in an identical manner. Ex

posing his self-image leaves him vulnerable. His very existence is

threatened. To prevent destruction, he assumes an attitude of de

tachment; his work, like the self-portrait, becomes deliberately

contrived.

35
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The self-portrait is not the only theme in art that reveals

information about the artist. All works of art provide some in

sight. Because of the human proclivity to project self-characteris

tics into everything, all works of art can be understood as self

portraits insofar as the artist's own likeness appears in his work,

even if only subliminally.

Works of art also tell the viewer about himself. Understand

ing depends ultimately on one's capacity to project oneself into the

thing one desires to comprehend, and comprehension extends no further

than such projection is possible. Just as the artist distorts his

new experiences by colouring and filtering them to fit into the frame

work of what he already knows, so the viewer's understanding of other

things is also inevitably coloured by his understanding of himself.

The same unconscious exaltation of the ego that resulted in the ar

tist's self-portrait also results in the tendency of the viewer to

read his own motives and values into these works, with all the mis

understandings that may then arise.

It is precisely the misunderstandings and errors that arise

because of our urge to interpret things in terms of ourselves that

makes the self-portrait and our interpretation of it eternally fas

cinating. Not only does it tell us about the artist but also it

tells us about ourselves insofar as we share the artist's humanity,

his striving for identity, for individuality, and a unique and per

sonal self. The more introspective the self-portrait delves, the

more central it is to the artist's "self", the more universal it be-

comes.



APPENDIX A - PHOTOGRAPHS OF MY OWN SELF-PORTRAITS
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The Fall, Mixed Media, 22" x 30", 1979. Reflection I, Mixed Media, 22" x 30", 1978.
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Isolation, Mixed Media, 22" x 30", 1979.
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