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THE NEw PORTRAIT SERIES

PHOTOGRAPHS
ALTERED TO
ADDRESS ISSUES OF
IDENTITY AND
RECOGNITION

Mike Shaffer

The technology associated with
photography has continued to generate
increasingly detailed images through,
among other things, higher resolution
printing methods. In this series, | want
to reverse or reject this direction and
make images that are LESS detailed
and realistic. By making images with a
lowered graphic fidelity, removing de-
tails and adding confounding elements,
| can sidestep matters related to photo-
graphic quality and correctness.

My interest in portraits came about
when | began to study the human
figure around 2000 at which time |
decided to approach the issue within
the confines (or lack thereof) of altered
photography. The expression started
out in the 60s and 70s as “manipulated
photography” but recently has become
somewhat lost in the plethora of digital
terminology. Currently, digitally edited
images are referred to by some as
being (and scorned by some for being)
“photoshopped,” based on the popular
image-editing software. Early pioneers
in the field include Joel-Peter Witkin,
Lucus Samaras and today, artists like
John Baldessari.

Psychologists tell us that subtle dif-
ferences in the features of the human
face are more readily recognized than
the same degree of differences in other
parts of the body. | am not especially
interested in faces that show emotion.
| prefer to work with straight on images
of people with straight-faced expres-
sions but | have found that people
almost always try to smile when being
photographed except | presume in situ-
ations involving law enforcement.

The second aspect of this series
relates to issues of identity—that is,
whether or not a viewer is
able to recognize or identi-
fy the subject (person) the
photograph represents. In
this regard | like to make
images that range from
being clearly recognizable
to being not recogniz-
able at all—a quality that
| find varies considerably
among various combi-
nations of subjects and
viewers. A realistic im-
age of my acquaintance
Wilford, for example, will not likely be
recognized by anybody who will ever
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see it whereas
even a dis-
torted image
of celebrities—
Julia Roberts,
say, might be
expected to be
recognized by
nearly every-
body. While

| am mainly
interested in
identity issues
relating to
living people,
the concept
as a whole
extends well
into invented
images such
as comic strip
characters,
stars of the animation world and other
imagined archetypes of the past and
present.

Another issue that relates to iden-
tity has to do with things that are not
natural to the human condition such as
glasses, hair styles and moustaches as
with personalities such as Gene Shalit
and Salvador Dali. Images of faces as
well as all images of living things, are
inextricably time-related, recording for
later viewing a moment that was not
only different before the image was
captured but also one that will become
increasingly different as the subject
changes (ages). Working in this series
also allows me to explore particular
features of the face that sometimes
make up the as-few-as one or two
defining factors that make recognition
possible such as an individual’s promi-

nent nose or forehead or
outlandish hair.

Most of the works start
out as informal snapshots,
perhaps made with a cell
phone, of people | know,
or, of photos copied from
magazines, TV or the
internet. Because the final
products start out as, or
pass through, the state of
being digitally manipulat-
ed photographs, | refer to

them as being photo-based
images and the process of generating
them as “abstractification.”
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The New Portrait Series works are exhibited as projections in slide
show or Power Point-like formats, videos and as various sizes of
digital prints mounted on panel. On gallery walls, the 12- x 12-inch
works present the human face pretty close to life size and are most
engaging when hung at different heights to represent the differenc-
es in the stature of real people. | want the works to be “approach-
able” from the position one would take when talking to someone.
Above are Wilford, Two Jims, Wolf Man and Julia 2.

In addition to manipulating images
digitally, some are altered mechani-
cally by folding, tearing or cutting
into a print, adding tape or collaged
materials, for example or marking on
it with various mediums, in which case
the working image may be re-photo-
graphed and printed a second or third
time. In their printed forms, most works
are issued as low number editions.

A fascinating thing about images
that are recognizable, especially after
some deliberation, is that once you
(the viewer) identifies someone, your
brain does not let you go back to the
state of NOT being able to recognize
them (except after long periods of
time). Something in your brain perma-
nently changes the way your “see” the
image. You can’t turn recognition on
and off once it is turned on the way you
can vacillate about liking or not liking
something.

The Portrait Series in its entirety in-
cludes early drawn images in charcoal,
pastel, pencil and wax crayon as well
as later, inkjet prints made from the
drawings in addition to the NEW photo-
based images | have described here.
The New Portraits are distinguished by
their connection to my interest in iden-
tity and recognition, their square format
and the way they show only the head
or face or are tightly cropped to show
only part of the face. Some works are
exhibited in pairs or groups based on
their color or content -



