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THESIS STATEMENT

The visual medium of self-portraits is an earnest, creative and more truthful manner of self-
expression than written autobiographies because visual symbolism can be understood
beyond a language barrier. Interpretations of visuals are more universal than words and the

visual artist’s skills progress over time in a way that writing does not transcend.

iv



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

LIST OF FIGURES

30,000 year old Human handprint on the wall of the Chauvet cave in France.
National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution.

Self-portrait of Leonardo Da Vinci made using red chalk on parchment paper made
circa 1512. Biblioteca Reale, Turin.

Self-portrait etchings by Rembrandt van Rijn while studying facial expressions in
1630. Paris, Institut Neerlandais, Frits Lugt Collection.

Raising of the Cross by Rembrandt van Rijn including himself as a witness to the
crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Canvas painting. Circa 1633. Munich, Bayerische
Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Alte Pinakothek.

Potrait of Rembrandt in Oriental Attire by Rembrandt van Rijn. Canvas painting. 1631.
Paris, Musee du Petit Palais.

Self-portrait at the age of 34 by Rembrandt van Rijn with arm on stone ledger. Canvas
painting. 1640. London National Gallery.

Portrait of a Man by Titian with arm on stone ledger. Canvas painting. 1511. London
National Gallery.

Self-portrait with Two Circles by an elderly Rembrandt on canvas ca. 1665-9. London
English & Heritage.

Self-portrait with Bandaged Ear by Vincent van Gogh. Oil painting. Arles, 1889.
Collection Mr. And Mrs. Leigh Block, Chicago.

Self-portrait with Easel by Vincent van Gogh. Oil painting. Paris 1888. Collection V.S.
Gogh, Laren.

Worshipper of the Eternal Buddba (Self-portrait) by Vincent van Gogh. Oil painting.
Atrles, 1888. Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University Maurice Werthem Collection.

Two Shoes by Vincent van Gogh. Oil painting. Paris, 1886. Collection V.W. van
Gogh, Laren.

Vincent’s Chair by Vincent van Gogh. Oil painting. Atles, 1888/9. Tate Gallery,
London.

Study for Se/f-Portrait by Chuck Close. Photograph, pen and ink, pencil, masking tape,
acrylic, wash, and blue plastic stripes on cardboard. 1968. Collection of The Museum
of Modern Art, New York.



15. Self-Portrait by Chuck Close. Watercolor on paper mounted on canvas. 1976-77.
Collection of Museum modern Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, Leithgabe der Osterreichischn
Ludwig Stiftung, Vienna.

16. Self-Portrait by Chuck Close. Oil on canvas. 1986. Collection of David Smith.

17. Self-Portrait/ Scribble/ Etching Portfolio Final Print by Chuck Close. 2000. Pace Prints,
New York.

Vi



INTRODUCTION
It is myself that 1 paint... I myself am the subject of my book” — Michel de Montaigne (1533-92)

Art historians and critics have claimed that artists’ self-portraits reveal the private
side of a public profession. They are the visual equivalents of reading the intimate letters
and journals of a famous writer. When Rembrandt van Rijn or Vincent Van Gogh turned to
self-portraiture, the assumption is that they were painting primarily for themselves and
exploring with often heart-breaking honesty. How artists consciously choose to present
themselves, as a physical or emotional reality, may not be a true representation, but the lies
they invent may also cast light on hidden truths as they equate to the private world of their
interior consciousness.

If an autobiography is defined as a written record of one’s own life, then a collection
of self-portraits is its visual equivalent. One’s life does not end at the last sentence of one’s
book. In the same sense, the singular image, be it drawn, painted or printed, is not the entire
story, but rather a definition of one’s self at a particular moment in time. Therefore, artists,
whose collection of work greatly consists of self-portraiture, create their biographies through
visual mediums. Self-portraits are an earnest, creative and more truthful manner of self-
expression than written autobiographies because visual symbolism can be understood
beyond a language barrier. Interpretations of visuals are more universal than words and the
visual artist’s skills progress over time in a way that writers can’t show. These collected
works of self-referential images, or portraits, tells a person's story in a more accurate way
because each is true to the time and place in which it was created. An autobiography is only

a recollection of moments recorded some time after events have occurred.



CHAPTERI
HISTORY OF THE EVOLUTION OF SELF-REPRESENTATION
Because of the paintings great age, understanding what was on the minds of the image
makers is a challenge. But that doesn’t get in the way of the profound feelings viewing this art
awakens in us. The filmmaker never lets us forget that these paintings are so old they represent the
awarkening of the modern human soul and are proof of how intrinsically human the artistic impulse

is. — Kenneth Turan

Early portraiture work, whether self portrayed or commissioned, was the desire of
one person to leave their mark on the world. The earliest known human drawings exist in
the Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc caves in Southern France providing evidence of Upper Paleolithic
life." The images left in these caves date back 30,000 to 32,000 years and appear to have had
magical or spiritual meaning. Although almost all are images of running horses, bears,
buffalo and stags there is one human figure that appears as a partial “Venus” female. Itis
also important to note that the humans creating these drawings left their handprints
deliberately on the cave walls’ surfaces (fig.1). As each handprint, like a fingerprint, is unique
to a single person, these marks are considered to be not only a signature but also a portrait
of the person who placed it there. The statement is simple: “I was here; this is me. I
existed.” They are reaching through time to the present by the simple act of recording their
image for someone to see at a later date. This desire and act is a universal human condition;
similar markings are found in other parts of the world such as Africa, Central and South
America.

The use of portraiture as signature existed even in the early civilizations. In the
Amarna Period (C. 1365 B.C.) of Ancient Egypt, Pharaoh Akhenaten’s chief sculptor, Bak,
carved a portrait of himself, a significant event because at the time, only the rich and

powerful could afford the privilege of a portrait. Therefore, the artist must have had another



reason for creating this work of art. In Greece the sculptor, Phidias, who carved the
sculptures for the Parthenon, was jailed for leaving his signature, a small self-portrait of
himself, on the goddess Athena’s shield. In an article, the British author, curator, and art
critic Edward Lucie Smith stated, “his bald-headed and wrinkled features were easily
recognizable among the idealized figures of Greek heroes”.” Unfortunately it is extremely
difficult to know about the psychological motivations which inspired artists of the ancient
world and thus we can barely begin to understand who these artists were beyond being
favored by the leaders of their time for their artistic skills. The knowledge about an artist
gained from self-reflecting work came much later.

Of course, one cannot discuss self-portraiture without relating it to vanity and
narcissism; two connotations that can also be traced back to Greek mythology. The legend
states that there was once a beautiful man named Narcissus with whom many immediately
tell in love with upon first sight. He, however, was vain and had much disdain for everyone
including the wood nymph Echo who pined away leaving just an echo of her voice.
Nemesis, who bore witness to this, condemned Narcissus to spend the rest of his days
admiring and in love with his own reflection in a pool of water, not realizing it was only an
image. He eventually dies and becomes the flower that bears his name; this mythological
story thus provides us with the adjective associated with the self-obsessed.” Comparatively,
with regards to narcissism, Freud argued that loving oneself is the “libidinal complement to
the egoism of the instinct of self-preservation”.* Self-portraiture, or the desire to have one’s
own image permanently reflected on a surface, can be seen as both a form of vanity and self-
preservation to mark one’s existence for future generations. Nothing is certain in this world
except death and taxes, so the saying goes. The notion of death drives many to want to

leave a mark in the world. This makes for self-identity and self-preservation a great human



universal truth starting from the beginning of our times, to the present and it will continue
way beyond our lives. With each new decade, century and millennia there have been many
technological advances that have helped many preserve their image in various ways.

During the middle ages, Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528) led the way for isolating his
image from any other religious or historical theme. Before the invention of photography,
artists relied on mirrors that, until the late medieval period, were usually pocket sized and
convex, to aid in the creation of self-portraits. Francesco Parmigianino developed his artistic
style by painting optically distorted images as seen in mirrors. His Self-portrait in a Convex
Mirror (ca. 1523) is arguably one of the best-documented self-portraits of the sixteenth
century. This work promoted a new style and displayed the young man’s imagination and
talent. At the same time, while some artist struggled to recreate a three-dimensional likeness
onto a two-dimensional surface, others attempted to reproduce it in a three-dimensional
form and often required multiple mirrors for the working process. Leon Battista Alberti’s
(1404-1472) Self-portrait in Profile medal is one of the earliest autonomous works, but the
profile pose treats the head as an object lacking interaction between sitter and viewer that
was much more prolific in paintings of the time.’

By the age of the Renaissance in Europe during the 14" through 17" centuries, when
paper became more readily available, the realm of drawing, painting, etching and woodcut
printing became accessible to more artists, as did authorship of words to scribes and
letterpress printers. For most artists at this time, drawing was the initial and perhaps most
important step in the creative processes. This is how the artist began to execute the details
and the bones of their completed work. Naturally, different artists (and later, different art
schools) developed distinctive styles. One of the most famous artists of this time, Leonardo

Da Vinci, used himself as a reference while trying to perfect his drawing craft to most



accurately represent the human form. As Dr. Richard Kenin states in his book, The At of
Drawing, “For him, representational art was a medium for experimentation and empirical
verification of theory. The scientific element balanced the artistic”. He was an intensely
cerebral man who concentrated on both spiritual and corporeal qualities. His most famous
self-portrait (fig. 2), illustrated in red chalk, depicts himself at a greater age than he ever
achieved. While other artists of this time used self-portraiture to demonstrate wealth, social
status, talent and religious beliefs that defined their identity, we can most certainly conclude
that his self-portrait was his honest attempt to most accurately convey an idea of the physical
person he thought he would become. An artist can choose to apply visual symbolism to
transcend language barriers. In doing so, viewers of other cultures can understand, to an
extent, some implications that the artist desires to be comprehended without having to
translate meanings of words. For this reason, people from any part of the world can in some
form appreciate and discern for themselves meaning from the image or images. A writer’s
audience is limited to those who speak the language in which his or her work is written or
suffers the loss of expression and idea when translated. In self-referential works, the image
is more powerful than the written word because it inherently communicates to a wider

audience.



CHAPTER II
REMBRANDT: SYMBOLISM IN THE VISUAL ARTS

“A Portrait always has a price so long as it resembles, however strange may be its Original.”

— Roussean

The pride of craft expressed by the various artists’ guilds promoted and created a
long tradition of self-portraiture in the Netherlands, dating from the fifteenth century.
Although this country nurtured many artists, Rembrandt is considered the most prolific,
having painted himself fifty times and created around thirty etchings and drawings while on
occasion inserting his face into narrative pictures. As art historian Simon Schama states,
“No other painter before the twentieth century, perhaps no other artist ever, has left us with
such an exhaustive archive of his face...”” Schama also believes Rembrandt’s biography is to
be discovered in these works. Born in Leiden on the 15" of July in 1606, his parents sent
him to school in hopes to have him attend the Leiden Academy (the University of Leiden)
and later have a career as a civil servant. Although Rembrandt had other siblings, his parents
selected him, for presumably being the brightest, to send to the Latin school. However,
Rembrandt found himself more inclined towards a career in the art of painting and drawing.
With his parents support, he withdrew from school at the age of thirteen to apprentice with
painter Jacob von Swanenburg, who managed to get several commissions for paintings from
The Hague, to learn the principal rules of art. Three years into his apprenticeship,
Swanenburg decided that he ought to work with an even more accomplished master, to
reach out into the larger world and head to Amsterdam, the Netherland’s greatest city.

Once Rembrandt set up his own studio in 1625, historical paintings relating to
biblical and mythological themes were his primary productions. These scenes often required

showing figures displaying a wide range of emotions. Like Shakespeare, he was able to



develop character, had a sense for seizing a dramatic moment and presenting it all with
stunning effect. In fact, Rembrandt appears to be a whole Shakespearean play all by himself.
His earliest surviving self-portraits are etchings done when he was twenty-four years old.
The most affordable material from which to work from for student artists is often
themselves, but this also allowed Rembrandt to experiment with as well as master the poses
and expressions he desired to illustrate. Prints were, and are still, one of the most effective
ways of garnering fame because the creation of multiples lends itself to the spreading of the
same material to more people. In these series of small etchings (fig. 3), using a loose and
scrawled technique, he acts out his various moods and feelings by contorting his body and
face, appearing to be a suffering beggar, a monarch, a hostile drunk, a young prince, a
sensitive poet, a man of action, a lost soul, a clown pulling faces, or a simple, honest man.”
Having captured the expressions, he later incorporated his own face into scenes from
classical history he painted along with using them to aid in creating the expressions of the
historical figures. The importance of accurately portraying emotion through facial
expression lies in symbolism. The idea of fear, pain, and hilarity can be articulated to any
viewer worldwide regardless of having knowledge about the person portrayed or the
language that he or she speaks. The ability of visual symbolism to cross any language barrier
is immense because the artist’s idea, either basic or complex, can reach a wider audience
without a need for translation. From this broad array of expressions and his talent in
portraying them, one could commission their own portrait to their liking, and his career
boomed as a portraitist for the wealthy. In addition, the circulation of Rembrandt’s etched
self-portraits undoubtedly aided his burgeoning reputation, which expanded far beyond the

Dutch borders.” From then forth, modesty was never his strong suit.



Although centuries before, other artists had begun incorporating their likeness into
their figural compositions, the practice had been religiously motivated - as in by so doing,
they could guarantee their salvation when God descends to earth. When Rembrandt
portrayed himself as a crowd witness to the Razsing of the Cross (fig. 4), it was a deliberate
symbolic move motivated by the pride he had of himself and his work. It was the
foundation of self-understanding and a form of social advancement. By placing himself
among important figures, easily recognizable, the symbolism of the entire composition is
that the glory applied to the characters also applies to the artist. For it is true, that without
the talented artist, the general public would have no image to represent these valuable
scenes. Giving himself this importance allows us to understand that Rembrandt had begun
to comprehend the value of his contribution to posterity as a fairly young man.

By the late 1630’s, Rembrandt was on top of his game. He was famous, happily
married, rich, flourishing in the work he wanted to do, and living in a city surrounded by art.
This once miller’s son felt he could afford more pleasures in life and soon gathered a vast
collection of household possessions that most people in his social class could ever dream of
affording. Of course, as with those who rise too quickly to fame, rumors arose that the
couple had squandered their inheritance “by ostentatious display, vanity, and braggadocio”."
Their actual lifestyle was not ostentatious at all; they did not live in the most expensive part
of the city nor in a lavish home. Like most other Dutch people, they did employ a
housekeeper and lived a typical burgher’s life. But the “ostentatious” display was suggested
by the formal dressing (fig. 5) and jewelry in which Rembrandt had been painting himself, as
well as his wife, Saskia.

Costuming is indeed one of the key elements in his self-portraits. In 1987, The New

Yorker Magazine published a cartoon showing him standing in front of an easel holding a



brush saying, “Hendrickje, I feel another self-portrait coming on. Bring in the funny hats”."

However, the varied fancy dress in his self-portraits was not merely random selection. His
early painted self portraits do not extend below the shoulders and were mainly studies of
expression, as stated previously, or contrast between light and shadow. They served as
referential paintings to show distinctive heads of different types of people including those of
exotic or historic origins. Often combining garments that referred to the past along with
contemporary oriental accessories such as various kinds of caps and gold chains. In some
portraits he wore turbans and even armor. Besides being referential elements for his other
projects, these garments are symbolic of celebrating his social achievement and had an
element of self-advertisement. They represent his desire to celebrate worldly success. His
poses on the other hand, often alluded to portraits painted by earlier artists whom he
admired but intended to improve upon such as those by Rubens, Titian and Raphael that he
observed while living in Amsterdam. His Self-portrait at the age of 34 (fig. 6) dated 1640 that
resembles Titian’s Portrait of a Man (fig. 7) 1511, stakes his claim in ranking along side the old
master while also paying him tribute.'”

After a sharp decline in his economic and social status in his late middle age (during
the 1650’s), Rembrandt took a more candid approach to himself. His self-portraits reveal
more of his inner self by appearing more imposing and no longer giving the illusion of a
man behind a mask. In his 1665 self-portrait (fig. 8), Rembrandt shows himself at work at
his easel, dressed in studio garb with the tools of his trade in hand. By this point, he was
experiencing a reversal of fortunes: he was no longer receiving public commissions, had
gone through bankruptcy in 1656, been before religious courts by his estranged mistress, and
lost his last female companion to the plague. This painting shows in detail the ravaged

features of his face, without being masked by shadows, which he had been more careful to
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do in his more youthful and self-conscious days. He handles the paint with a rougher
manner in these late stages of his life, which emphasizes his craggy features even more so.
Nevertheless, the mood is not that of desolation but of facing the future with a level head.
Identity formation, throughout his life, drove Rembrandt to create the vast amount
of self-referential images. The collection of self-portraits he left “represent a conscious and
progressive quest for individual identity in a truly modern sense” because this self-
exploration continued to motivate the artist to create all of his works, landscape, historical

scenes, and commissioned portraits until the end of his life.”
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CHAPTER III
VAN GOGH: INTERPRETATIONS OF VISUALS ARE MORE EXTENSIVE THAN
DEFINITION OF WORDS
“What vanity in painting which draws admiration by the resemblance of things whose originals we

do not admire”. — Pascal

A revival of portraiture arose during the end of the nineteenth century. Artists who
had few or no patrons often experimented through this subject matter. It was Vincent van
Gogh who began to use the self-portrait as a form of self-analysis. Like Rembrandt, he is
associated with self-portraiture and was almost as prolific over a shorter period. He painted
twenty-two self-portraits between 1886 and 1888, concentrating on the head and shoulders
while conveying expression through paint and color handling. Van Gogh’s post-
impressionistic works transcend terminology because of the varied interpretation applied to
them."" He believed that paintings, once seen, should never be forgotten, which is why his
self-portraits have had a strong resonance with the public.

Artists, like van Gogh, who had few or no patrons, experimented through self-
portraiture. He had a close friendship with Gauguin with whom he often exchanged ideas
and self-portraits. Van Gogh’s self-reflected images were an attempt to capture himself
beyond a ‘likeness’. He used brush technique and rapturous colors to embody his state of
mind as well as internal and external realities he faced. Highly influential in his art and
psychological state of mind was the fact that van Gogh was born in 1853 shortly after the
death of his parent’s firstborn, another Vincent. The feeling of inadequacy and having
something to prove were instilled by the notion of having been the replacement son. "

During 1860 through 1880, he had two unsuitable and unhappy romances and

worked unsuccessfully as a clerk in a bookstore, an art salesman, and a preacher in the
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Borinage (a dreary mining district in Belgium), where he was dismissed for overzealousness.
After all of this, he decided to study art, determined to give happiness by creating beauty."’
By February 1886 van Gogh arrived in Paris where he began a new life, no longer alone, but
with his younger brother Theo with whom he shared a close relationship since their youth.
The two brothers shared an extensive amount of correspondence, which express van Gogh’s
depressed moods, rage, love and respect, hopes and fears. It is in one of these letters that
Theo wrote, “It seems to me that a painter is happy for the reason that he is in harmony
with nature as soon as he can to some extent reproduce what he sees”.'” Truly, artwork was
van Gogh’s best defense against depression even during and after his mental breakdown and
hospitalization in Arles. He intended to show only truth in his self-portraits and this is
evident in the fact that he even painted himself with a bandaged ear when he had cut a
portion of it off in a fit of dementia after a quarrel with his close friend Gauguin (fig. 9). In
Self-portrait with Bandaged Ear, one is caught by the gripping sadness of his eyes. The eyes,
painted closer together than usual, as if in pain, increase the expression of suffering. In
contrast with the dark blue cap and white bandage over the ear, the face appears pale and
sickly. His mouth firmly holds a pipe between his lips showing a tense determination. The
dark strokes from the fur cap, stabbing against his face and background, allude to his
recurrent motif of struggle. The background is divided in two, the upper being orange, the
lower red, and the horizon lies exactly at the level of his eyes. This is important because as
the horizon symbolizes the separation between the earth and heaven in many of his other
paintings, it becomes a symbol of his own rise above comprehension, clarifying to himself
why he cut off his own ear. This armed him with the strength and courage to present

himself in such a condition.
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However, it was during his earlier stay in Paris, the time spent living with Theo, in
which van Gogh produced most of his self-portraits showing his face and shoulders. In Se/-
Portrait with Easel (fig. 10), his inner condition is transparent; his searching eyes look straight
and calmly over the easel, but there is grief in them as in the drawn line of the mouth. His
expression is stern and tense. His head and sturdy figure stand solidly against a light
background. The brush strokes point firmly upward. All these contrasts, stressed by the
light and shade of his head, express both disillusion and longing, as well as struggle for
strength and self-control. In another response to Theo, Vincent wrote, “To know oneself is
difficult — but painting oneself is not easier”."® The difficulty arises from the various
meanings and interpretations one can apply and derive from a singular image that one
cannot get from a singular word or phrase. The image is more powerful.

In this self-portrait, his signature “Vincent”, prominently in red within the frame
underlines his identification with his work and as an artist, and was influenced by Rembrandt
van Rijn who had only signed “Rembrandt”. He long struggled with signing his work,
tinding that it was never finished or completed in his mind. Van Gogh was both sure of
himself, convinced of the inner value of his art, voicing that one day it would be appreciated
and at the same time modest about the artistic achievement and worth of his work. When
he did sign “Vincent”, the signature was an integral part of the painting. Usually, he signed
in one of the lower corners, but there are notable exceptions like in Se/f-Portrait with Easel
where it is enclosed within a frame where the position and color hint at the development in
which his life and work were headed.

As Xanthe Brook, curator of the Walker Art Gallery, explains, the nineteenth century
is defined by the Romantic era where portraiture had an “overpowering emphasis on the

character of the sitter, but the invention of photography with it’s apparently objective
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realism did much to complicate matters for portrait painters”."” For the first time artists
could see themselves as others saw them, as they “really” were, without the complicating
intervention of the mirrored image. Vincent van Gogh’s portraits were also a reaction to
photography on the occasion. While living in Paris, he’d been inspired by Rembrandt’s self-
portrait at the Louvre to create the conventional composition of his self-portraits, while
using an expressionistic style seeking to convey a deeper resemblance than that of a

photograph or realism style painting.

Two years before he shot himself, he painted the self-portrait titled Worshipper of the
Eternal Buddha (fig. 11), which he dedicated to his friend Gauguin. He wanted to render in
his portrait “in general an Impressionist” and did so by slightly altering his features. Having a
fascination with Japanese culture and arts, he portrayed himself not only as a monk, with a
closely shaven-head, but as a person of Asian decent by shaping his eyes “slanted a little in
the Japanese way”. His clothes are the exact same brown and violet colors as he would in a
few months later paint Gauguin’s chair. But they are simple and modest. He aimed to
“enlarge his personality” by identifying with a monk, who practiced Zen Buddhism and
believe to have eternal spirits. This deliberate distortion of his appearance and the
disintegration of the traditional realistic form, was his manner of mirroring his inner
condition.”

By the dawn of the twentieth century, art had reached a stage where all work was
considered self-referential, in other words, a metaphorical self-portrait. When van Gogh
lived with Theo in Paris, he painted Two Shoes (fig. 12). One shoe stands erect and is slimmer
while the other is bent down and touches the upright one. He contrasted the darkness of the
leather shoes with a light background behind. As shoes are coverings for man’s feet, carry

his weight, and bear the imprint of his movements, this image references van Gogh without
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being a direct reflection of his own appearance. In the common phrase “to be in someone’s
shoes”, the shoe stands for the wearer, and thusly in this still life, the viewer has a portrait of
the wearer in the form of shoes. Time, wear and weather have all left their mark, worn in
toil and sweat, as van Gogh lived his life.” The pair are also symbolic of the two brothers;
one leaning on the other for support as Vincent did often with Theo with finances, lodging

and career guidance as an artist.

Van Gogh’s Vincent’s Chair and Pipe (fig. 13) was one of a pair of emblematic portraits
of himself and his friend (the other being Gauguin’s Armchair). His own chair is plain,
appearing of unpolished wood, heavy and rough, straight backed and without armrests. It is
a peasant’s chair and stands on a bare floor of plain square tiles — very much like Vincent
himself in his austerity. A pipe and some tobacco in a crumpled pouch lie on the seat.
Although the bulbs sprouting in the background and use of light colors capture van Gogh’s
relatively optimistic mood in 1888 when he created this painting, the smoking items have an
underlying reference to death. His selection of pale yellow as the color for the chair suggests
loneliness. This yellow was a tone he often used to reference love, but as the chair stands in
the middle of the room, without touching anything, the composition provides a perception
of his feelings of alienation and forlornness. While van Gogh portrayed himself as his own
chair, the companion piece painted of his friend as van Gogh saw him is thusly also a self-
portrayal of van Gogh. Indirectly, the advent of photography during this period was the
spark that caused him to create so many self-referential works in such a short span of time.
Post impressionists, like Vincent van Gogh, no longer needed to contemplate themselves
face to face in a mirror in order to create a self-portrait; in fact, he no longer needed a face at

all and the images, collectively, tell his heartbreaking and disturbing story.
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CHAPTER IV
CLOSE: CONTINUOUS SELF-PROMOTION AND STYLISTIC DEVELOPMENT

“Everyman desires to live long, but no man wishes to be old”. — Jonathan Swift

Photography has played a different role in the life of artist Chuck Close and the
evolution of his artwork. Artists frequently change their style of work depending on many
factors such reactions to a previous art movement, new available technology and personal
life events such as previously described for Vincent van Gogh. Associated with the
photorealist style, which is described as a reaction to minimalism and conceptual arts, Chuck
Close’s mural-sized portraits are created using a grid system and reference photography.
Throughout his life and career as an evolving artist, he’s been able to continuously self
promote with each new work — a task that a writer can only do by publishing their work.
Although it is also true that it is unusual for a living artist’s face to be featured on billboards
such as what occurred recently with Close on the commuter route from Long Island into
Manhattan. Nevertheless, once an artist has reached such high levels of fame, collectors and
museums prize each work as such pieces are produced over time. Also, the development of
the artists’ styles through the course of their lives inherently lends itself to a progression of
skills attained, and acts as a narrative of their lifetime. The collection of self-portraits has a
more time sensitive placement and accuracy to the emotional state of the artist than writings
that are recollections of past events.

Reaching to his earliest childhood memories, Chuck Close has described his
sentiments as always yearning to be an artist. He was born in 1940 in the state of
Washington and grew up as an only child. Considered to be an oddball by his childhood
peers because of his less than stellar athletic abilities, he spent many of his days in isolation,

which led to the flourishing of his creativity. At the age of five, his parents gave him an easel
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and paint set. For an elementary class assignment, his teacher was surprised to see that he
had an early understanding and sense of drawing in perspective making forms appear more
true to form rather than representational. His achievements in art classes, which consisted
mainly of crafts, far exceeded his academic ones — also in part because he suffered from
chronic dyslexia and from a perceptual disability called prosopagnosia. He had difficulty
learning to read and had problems with math — even adding and subtracting. From the
moment he first learned to write, he often producing mirror writing, which is now classified
under the characteristics of dyslexics (Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks famously contain
mirror writing and therefore was retrospectively diagnosed with the condition).
Prosopagnosia is described as the condition that makes it difficult to recognize faces.
Although Chuck Close is not an extreme case, he recognized this difficulty after his family
moved to Tacoma and could not identify recent acquaintances in his new neighborhood.
This is an interesting condition for a future painter of portraits to be afflicted with, but he
discovered that he could “learn” a face more easily if it was represented in two dimensions,
such as a snap shot.”

It should also be noted that Close had another challenge with regards to his vision —
a severe setback to any artist of a visual medium. From an early age, it was discovered that
he was very nearsighted, suffered from a severe astigmatism and drooped eyelid over his
right eye. For these reasons, he wore corrective lenses with heavy frames. Close however
escaped any ridicule from his contemporaries in the schoolyards because he acquired a
reserve of self-confidence and determination in part to his parents who offered not only
their continual support but also encouraged him to push beyond doing his best, to do things
that might seem risky or dangerous; this “learning to be unafraid was an important legacy,

but the diligence with which Chuck’s parents encouraged him to cultivate creative skills was
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just as crucial.”’® They did so because Close suffered many health problems, which had a
crippling affect on his life.

By junior and senior high school, Close found inspiration in illustrations of glossy
magazines such as the Sazurday Evening Post, Collier’s, and Look that had paintings on their
covers. Close has stated, “I would pore over their covers with a magnifying glass, trying to
decode how those paintings were made, how those artists would lay down their brushes. I
didn’t know from ‘high art’. I only know what illustrators did. I was not a Normal Rockwell
fan, although 1 did like him.”** He visited the Seattle Art Museum in 1951 with his mother
where he first saw a Jackson Pollock. Although he was outraged that a modest sized canvas
with allover drip painting, with gravel, tar and multi-colors would be considered art of great
achievement, he couldn’t tear his eyes away. After that fateful moment, Close secretly spent
time dripping paint over all his old paintings of still lifes and landscapes. Although that
momentous exposure to the Pollock had a transforming effect on his ideas about painting,
he still wanted to be a commercial artist mindful that financial security was at stake if he
wanted to remain a “regular artist”.”’

In 1958, he enrolled at Everett Junior College, with a commercial art career in mind,
blossoming in courses of painting, drawing, design and photography. It was then that he
subscribed to receive charts from the Museum of Modern Art explaining movement,
pattern, and rhythm using examples from the museum’s collection. This was his first
exposure to Mir6 and Mondrian and thus he became a “nonobjective painter almost
immediately”.”* He also looked at Rothko and de Kooning - all only in black and white as
the publication did not print them in color. Nevertheless, these black and white images
inspired Close to paint into the late hours at the studio so much so that, eventually, painting

became more important than commercial art. He later amassed credits to transfer to the



19

University of Washington and even later received a scholarship to Yale’s Summer School of
Music and Art in Norfolk, Connecticut. From there he explored New York for the first
time, where he visited the museums to see paintings he had only known from the poor small
scale and lifeless reproductions in MoMA’s publication. He graduated magna cum laude
from the University of Washington in 1962 and was accepted for admission at Yale’s School
of Art and Architecture. This achievement brought him into contact with other talented
painters where they all became immersed in the late 1960’s modernism style.”

After graduation, Close received a Fullbright Grant to study abroad so he enrolled at
the Akademie der Bildenden Kiinste in Vienna. Once settled there, he often visited the
Kunsthistorisches Museum, among whose collection includes Durer’s 177rgin and Child with
Pear and Vermeer’s Artist’s Studio. Being a central city in Europe, Vienna offered plenty of
opportunity for easy travel. In nearby countries he discovered the works by Velazquez,
Brueghel, and Caravaggio — artists whom he’s only known from blurry slides. By 1965,
Close was hired by the University of Massachusetts at Amherst to teach drawing and
painting. With a secured job and studio space, he began working toward his own artistic
identity. However, he felt conflicted between his interests in both figuration and abstraction
and eventually found the answer lay in finding abstract forms inherent in realism with the
use of photography.*®

Once abandoning the abstract paintings of his youth, Chuck Close developed his
own style overlaying a grid onto a photograph. He created his first self-portrait one evening
in 1967 by copying and enlarging on a large format printer a polaroid he’d taken that night in
his studio and superimposing a lightly but precisely drawn grid of 546 squares (fig. 14). He
then drew the same grid only twice as large on a canvas and from there began transferring

the light and dark shapes and details of each square from the photo maquette to the canvas
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using light pencil lines. Then finally, he loaded an airbrush tool with diluted acrylic and
began spraying that on while carefully increasing the density of the paint to build up darker
tones. In the images, the artist’s hair is bedraggled, his face is unshaven, and holds a half-
smoked cigarette loosely in his lips all these characteristics contributing to the
antiestablishment feeling that was so prevalent in all art fields during the 60’s.”

The method he employed to create this first self-referential work is similar to that
which commercial illustrators and billboard artists use, but Big Se/f-Portrait is meant to be seen
up close. The images are not about reading well from a sidewalk, but rather to be
appreciated for its meticulous attention to detail; the rendering of a freckle, mole or slight
crease along the forehead is given the same degree of attention as the nose and eyes. From
that fateful night on, Close employed this camera-derived portrait paintings that lead him to
be considered a pioneer of the Photorealism movement, which includes other artists such as
Robert Cottingham and Robert Bechtle. However, unlike photorealists who seek to create a
direct representation of the realism of a snapshot, Close employs his technique to explore
information the camera provides, such as how focal length enhances the illusion of his face.
In short, his work is more related to Richard Serra who’s work is entirely
nonrepresentational. Nevertheless still, in the case of his self-portraits, the pieces are
autobiographical because it is his own images, in a state of being that was true to the
moments and turning points in his life as an artist.”

At the end of the year 1976, Close created another black-and-white self-portrait —
which now hangs in the Ludwig Museum in Vienna — but at 80.5 inches by 59 inches, it is
smaller than his first (fig. 15). Watercolor substitutes the acrylic but the technique of
application was identical. Nine years separate these two images; while the original could be

compared to that of a mugshot, the follow up appears more similar to a passport photo.
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Both images convey information needed for identification yet in the neutral appearance, the
hair is short and more tidy, his face has a full beard that although it is not neat, it is well-
mannered in appearance, like a folk singer, compared to his punkish stubble of the 60’s. By
the time he worked on this piece, he was married with a young daughter living in SoHo and
had no problem finding representation as an artist because a number of established galleries
were keen on displaying his works. Essentially, he was established and being commissioned
for work that drew hundreds of people to galleries. His trademark style was desired and
provided him with recognition and financial stability.

Close once stated that, “Gradually, over the years, the dot grid got coarser. The size
of the increment got larger and there was more room inside the square.””' During an
experiment with mezzotint printmaking gone awry where a plate began to break down and
the underlying grid began to reveal itself in the prints resulting in the image having a faint
checkerboard pattern. This work experience had a special significance to Close as he
embraced “the evidence of process” and began to think about using this truth in his creation
as a stylistic expression. His 1987 self-portrait not only demonstrates this stylistic shift, but
also posses a more expressive character (fig. 16). Like constellation marks, the dots form his
face and despite the fragmentation the image reads like a photograph. Author Christopher
Finch states, “As the viewer approaches the canvas, however, the shift to reading the
imagery as a collection of abstract notations becomes extremely pronounced....the artist
confidently calls on the viewer to fully employ his or her powers of perception as an active
player in experiencing the painting, as blobs...of paint first take on then divest themselves as
descriptive roles”. Around the time of this portrait, he’d visited the National Gallery in
Washington and took notice of the pose in many of the portraits; most sat at different angles

and few sitters looked directly at the viewer. Given that his initial self-portrait was inline



22

with that of a straight on mugshot, it is no shock that all of his portraiture work stares the
viewer in the eyes.”

A short time later, on December 7, 1988 Chuck Close suffered a paralytic event, in
which a spinal blood clot rendered him quadriplegic, while at a reception ceremony for his
exhibition at Pace Gallery. Although all hope would seem lost without the use of his legs or
arms, his painting became an exercise in rehabilitation of his body and the use of the grid
became larger. By the mid 90’s, he had regained use of his limbs and back although he
remains confined to a wheelchair. Since “the event”, his working methodology has become
more variant in that besides experimentation with painting, he’s ventured into the world of
printmaking to create editions of multiples.”” He’s made scribble like etchings (fig. 17) to
create a self-portrait and explored other methods such as: relief prints, linoleum cuts, screen
prints, wood block prints, and collage all in part because he learned to try new techniques of
art while in recovery. Currently, each time he creates a new work, the public awaits its
display. However his artistic style developed, from its bohemian beginnings to the
establishmentarianism manner in which he can produce whatever he desires in whatever
manner he desires; it all speaks to his life story, his identity, and it has been steadily recorded

most notably in his own self-portraits.
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CONCLUSION

Over the past century, certainly there are other artists who have used or reacted to
photography. The technological advancements of this field have been tremendous to the
point where it has also found success in the homes beyond those of the artists. Moving
beyond film and towards the digital age, the need of how we view ourselves and how we
connect with others grows exponentially as digital advancements become more accessible
and easy to use. Taking a look at social networking sites, almost immediately the first item
one is asked to place out in the internet is a “profile picture”. If you take for example,
Facebook, you might see a cropped photograph showcasing only that whose page is being
viewed. Some may select to use a picture of themselves with a significant other or parent.
Others select to show instead their child, pet or an image not of themselves but a celebrity or
object they select because they feel it represents them. Many of these sites keep a record of
each new profile picture uploaded, like a track record of who we are and how we are
choosing to display ourselves. Portraiture is no longer an object for the wealthy alone, or a
study of self-expression for attists only; in the 21™ century, we face portraiture everyday on
these sites, on our computers and smartphones. These technologies are, in a sense, the most
basic of manners in which anyone can record their own visual autobiography.

Rembrandt van Rijn, Vincent van Gogh, and Chuck Close all began as passionate art
students. They also have all amassed a collection of self-portraits (as well as other works)
that have been studied by art historians and placed in galleries for all to see. However, the
similarities do not end there. As famed German photographer and photojournalist Bill
Brandt said, “A good portrait ought to tell something of the subject’s past and suggest
something of his future”.” These artists’ self-portraits speak volumes about how they viewed

themselves, their world around them, and the events that affected their lives and emotions.



24

Each had to try to overcome obstacles and faced tragedies to achieve success, all of which
makes them relatable. When we look at a portrait, even if we do not know the person, we
find some aspect of the image — of that person — in which we can relate to, or take
meaning from, like we do the words from an author on a page. It is more than the sheer the
talent one possesses with a brush stroke, camera, pencil and pen that compels us when
seeing or reading the life of another. There is an eternal human need to connect with
another and that makes self-portraiture as powerful as a written accord of ones life.

Writer and Princeton University professor of literature and history, William L.
Howarth, wrote that “the autobiographer’s ideology or profession, which supposedly
influenced the events and values of his books” is of utmost importance to critics of the
literary world.” Roy Pascal’s influential book Design and Truth in Autobiography argues that an
autobiography is a unique literary form that offers the reader a complex set of
interpretations.” Both statements are also true for artist making self-referential works.
Although language and paint are dissimilar materials that require different forms of selection
or arrangement, both vision and memory remain essential to either craft while time and
space are central problems the author and artists face when completing their final goal.

Interestingly, Howarth also explored and analyzed the meaning of se/f-portrait. He
posed that:

The self thinks and acts; it knows that it exists alone and with others. A portrait is

space and time, illusion and reality, painter and model — each element places a

demand, yields a concession. A se/f-portrait is even more uniquely transactional. No

longer distinctly separate, the artist-model must alternately pose and paint. He
composes the composition, in both senses of that verb; his costume and setting form
the picture and also depicts its form...So he works from memory as well as sight, in
two levels of time, one two planes of space, while reaching for those other
dimensions, depth and the future.”

A self-portrait and autobiography are both equally works of art and life, they both require

the element of character, and neither is created from one’s first or last day on earth. But
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while both are “factual” to various extents, the self-portrait carries a higher level of honesty
that builds each time a new self-referential artwork is created. One can follow the artist’s
thinking through the gestural movements, selection of color, visual symbolism and technique
or style changes throughout the years in a way that is not demonstrated in a narrative that
contains incomplete recollections of past events. In a traditional autobiography, that which
is documented often occurred long before the written work is even begun. The author has
had the time to reflect upon his or her life events; this ultimately alters the feelings and
thoughts that occurred precisely at the time, and effectively places a blemish on the
authenticity of the moment. In self-portraiture, with each new piece, we progressively learn
more about the artist, similar to reading chapters in a book, while getting a truer depiction of
the person’s state of mind. Nevertheless, in the broadest sense, the theme of both an

autobiography and a self-portrait is /fe.
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