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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
Over the years, the polaroid self-portrait has served as a first person account of my 
visual art practice, documenting by continuing re-evaluation of gender and the body 
through experimental artistic work. Working in an age where digital technology is 
ubiquitous and omnipresent, my art practice is an effort to document and publicise 
the mutations of the gendered and embodied self in the midst of rapidly circulating 
information. The polaroid photo, with its auratic 'uniqueness', singularity and 
materiality, seems retrograde in the face of the digital copies that can be made of 
any image. Such copies are more amenable to mass dissemination and 
proliferation, and as a form of media are much more accessible and recognizable 
by potential viewers. It was with these points in mind that I began making portraits 
with the use of digital media.  
 
Throughout this project, I intend to put forward a definition of artistic portraiture in 
order to identify precisely what qualities are exposed and explored in the creation 
of such portraiture, especially in my own visual art practice. I will discuss a multitude 
of factors and considerations that are involved in this practice, such as my 
embodied perception and bodily awareness in front of the camera, other influences 
that impinge upon me and the pursuit of my work, and the adoption of digital photo 
editing technology in my work.  
 
The guiding question which animates my research is this- what does it mean for an 
artist to produce self-portraiture, and how much autonomy/free will can she be said 
to exercise in the making of such work? It is my intention to provide the reader with 
a clear and detailed account of my working methods, my creative endeavours, the 
research considerations that emerged in the course of these engagements and the 
horizon of meanings and possible outcomes that this work gestures towards.  
 
The structure of this presentation of my research can be roughly outlined as such- 
Chapter One inquiries into the intention that lies behind the making of a self-portrait 
and the functions that this portraiture has historically served. Chapter Two proceeds 
to develop a discussion on gender performativity and the ways in which social 
norms condition my appearance and behaviour as they manifest themselves in 
photographic portraiture. Chapter Three elaborates upon the ontological and 
epistemological status of photographic portraits, attempting to establish the 
authenticity and verticality of such images before and after the advent of digital 
technology. The closing research question which animates Chapter Four concerns 
images which are produced digitally and in a 'machinic' way without being expressly 
engineered by the self. Can such images still be described as being self-portraits, 
given that this category is inherited and transmitted from a certain art-historical 
lineage? 
 
Given that my work in self-portraiture involve photographs of my own body, my body 
serves as the nexus of my research, the central phenomenological locus around 
which all of the subsequent descriptive, interpretative (relating such interpretations 
to relevant features of context, both social and artistic) and analytic work involved 
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in my art practice revolve. My body is the mediator between my thoughts and 
actions, and it is from this embodied position that my creative process begins.  
 
 



 

 3 

METHODOLOGY - Practice-led Research  
 
Practice- Led Research is the principal methodology employed throughout the 
duration of my research project, and can be described simply as a form of self-
reflective inquiry undertaken by creative researcher-practitioners who focus on the 
practice of making as an integral part of the research process.  
 
As a researcher-practitioner, I investigate questions and concerns that emerge in 
the course of my arts practice and attempt to supply possible responses to these 
problems through this very practice. In her Inquiry through Practice: Developing 
Appropriate Research Strategies, Carole Gray describes the role of the researcher-
practitioner as a 'generator of the research material-art design works, and 
participant in the creative process; sometimes self-observer through reflection on 
and in action, and through discussion with others; sometimes observer of others for 
placing the research in context, and gaining other perspectives; sometimes co-
researcher, facilitator and research manager' (Gray 1996, p. 3). 
 
Practice-led research places an explicit emphasis upon the acknowledgement of a 
research-practitioners subjectivity and reflexivity in their interaction with their 
practice and research. This methodology supports a range of research strategies 
which are multi-method in approach while remaining open, transparent and 
accessible. Within the framework which this method affords me, I am able to 
experience, investigate and discuss the creative journey which I undertake from my 
own subjective position while navigating and developing a grasp of the critical, 
theoretical and historical contexts in which I operate. This form of holistic inquiry 
allows me to engage in a disciplined mode of study, traversing practical, 
experimental, descriptive, historical and philosophical working methods.  
 
My assessment of my own art practice is premised upon a self-conscious evaluation 
of self-images which I have produced, the role of the maker in such images and the 
choices which were involved in their production. The study of various photographic 
theories, a comprehensive re-evaluation of photographic self-portraits I have 
taken/that have been taken of me in the past and the creation of new images with 
digital means have all been vital to the creative process which I have documented 
in this paper. As such, my inquiry can be regarded as developing in a rather linear 
fashion, beginning from a search for the roots of my practice in the making of self-
portraits (Chapter One), an account of images of myself from the past (Chapter 
Two), an assessment of portraits that I have made in the present (Chapter Three) 
and an outline of potential self-portraits in the future (Chapter Four).  
 
The newly made artworks are the essence of this research project yet not exactly 
the end product as they are not marked as the footstop of my art pursuit but the 
record of this journey of exploration and learning. In Sense and Sensibility: 
Reflection on Post '60s Sculpture. In Minimalism, American art critic Rosalind 
Krauss supported this idea and further elaborated on it, which she reviewed the 
transformation of minimalism to post-minimalism and took the artworks, sculptures 
during that period as the evidence of the artists’ thinking process. 'The finished work 
of art is the result of a process of forming or making or creating. It is in a sense the 
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proof that such a process has gone, just as the footprint in soft ground is proof that 
someone passed by. The work of art is thus the index of an act of creation which 
has at its roots the intention to make the work. Intention here is understood as a 
kind of prior mental event which we cannot see but for which the work now serves 
as a testimony that it occurred (Krauss 1973, p. 254).  
 
Throughout the course of my research, the work of other contemporary artists, art 
theorists and philosophers have served as guiding lights for my investigations, 
supplying guidance and inspiration for me as I attempted to establish an explicit and 
precise direction for my work. Besides these, contemporary popular culture and the 
news have also furnished me with suggestions and themes that I revisit repeatedly 
over the duration of my creative journey. In the beginning of the itinerary outlined in 
this paper, my art practice took the form of film photography, digital photography, 
text, mixed media constructions, custom-made objects for everyday use, prints on 
various materials, installations, digital photo editing, smart-phone beauty 
applications and the writing of module code for generative adversarial networks.  
 
This project can be described as the gradual and cumulative elaboration of 
information and concepts collected in books and the news, through the process of 
writing and experimenting. Ideas are generated in a state of flux, incubated in non-
linear and pluralistic contexts. In order to define and articulate a direction for my 
practice and research, I have had to rely heavily upon my prior learning, the 
observation of other artworks and a daily engagement with digital photographic 
technology. Through a reflexive editing process, certain creative works and 
concepts have been selected for further development and elaboration.  
 
Following this, I proceed to refine the conceptual basis of the creative work in 
question, fleshing out the content and the aesthetics involved through the use of 
further schematics, tests and critical writing. Short-listed items are the subject to a 
review, at the conclusion of which 4 creative works are fabricated for physical 
display as the main body of an exhibition organized for the purpose of displaying 
the research outcome. A title is chosen for the work, reflecting its conceptual or 
aesthetic premise. The developing work is then shown and discussed with peers, 
this interaction affording me an opportunity to develop a critical perspective upon 
the work and shift from a more subjective point of view to a more objective one. This 
phase is crucial for the development of the work as it allows me to gauge the 
audience's interaction with and response to the work, as well as offering alternative 
perspectives to the work's possible meaning(s).  
 
Once a work has been peer reviewed, I then draft a comprehensive design plan 
that incorporates the works' possible exhibition venue(s), dimensions, materials and 
cost. A timeline is also drawn up to adequately estimate how long the project would 
take. All items required for production are then sourced, following which I begin 
crafting the work to be exhibited. This typically involves preparing, taking photos, 
the digital editing of these photos after the fact and the conducting of tests to find 
the best ways to display the outcomes of this process- whether they should be 
printed, shown on monitors or virtually online.  
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At this point, it is important for me to stress that the making of the work itself is often 
done in quiet, contemplative solitude, and that this solitude is of the utmost 
importance to me. It is in this quiet that I familiarise myself with the materiality and 
visuality of the material that I am engaging with, a process which bonds me to my 
work through gesture, movement, touch and sight as I rehearse and perform before 
the camera prior to handling photographs in the studio. When the production of the 
work is complete, I display the objects within my studio space, making the 
necessary adjustments after further consultation with my peers. I then immerse 
myself completely in the finished work, examining them as if I were the viewer, 
approaching it from a variety of different angles and adjusting the artificial lighting. 
By distancing myself from the work in the process of documenting my own work, I 
am able to approach and analyse my work from the vantage point(s) of a potential 
audience member. Here, an attention to the surface detail and overall appearance 
of the work is also of especial importance to me, and I take care to photograph the 
work from different viewing angles. 
 
Once an exhibition venue has been selected, having taken particular note of the 
layout, colour scheme, size and location, I proceed to book and confirm dates for 
the exhibition while designing and disseminating an introduction for the event, 
organising transportation of the work and arranging any additional setup 
requirements for the exhibition (e.g. lighting, on-site documentation, how to 
coordinate opening hours with my schedule so I can be there in person etc.). Certain 
aspects of this part of the process are organized prior to the construction of the 
work, as the installation of the work itself has to be worked out with the venue itself. 
Once certain details have been worked out, the making of the work can begin with 
the site in mind.  
 
One or two days prior to the exhibition, the work is transported to the exhibition 
venue, unpacked and prepared for installation. Depending on the scale and the 
weight of the work, installation can be done alone or may require the assistance of 
others. During installation, I take care to follow the measurements and dimensions 
outlined within my design plan. I move through and around the work, meticulously 
positioning each component while noting the play of light on the surface qualities of 
the work and how the work relates to the architecture of the space. Through my 
interaction with the space and approaching the work from different angles and 
distances, I apprehend the work in its dynamic relationship with its environs, 
assuming the active perspective of a viewer establishing a rapport with the work 
through navigating its possible meanings.  
 
When the work has been positioned to my satisfaction, I arrange for documentation 
to be carried out by myself and the aid of a professional photographer. This is crucial 
as it serves as the indispensable basis for future reflection, submissions for grants 
and proposals for future exhibitions. Again, the documentation focusses upon the 
work's surface detail, overall appearance and the different angles from which the 
work can be viewed. The documentation serves as a lasting record of the work, of 
its singular existence in a particular space and time.  
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Preparing for the documentary process involves taking time to re-acquaint myself 
with the work in its new environment, taking note of any shifts in signification that it 
might have undergone as a consequence. This engagement is as much of a 
physical one as it is cerebral. Through movement and touch I am able to forge a 
corporeal and kinetic connection to the work. Along with this intimate sensory 
relationship, I also take care to assume and to cultivate a perspective that is more 
'distant' and removed, involving the conscientious photographing of the work and 
the space that surrounds it, capturing the layout, dimensions, lighting, shadows and 
colours.  
 
Throughout the exhibition, feedback and discussion of the work from my peers, 
colleagues and the general public is actively encouraged and solicited. Responses 
to the work feedback into a discussion group which reviews the work and reflects 
upon other thoughts, interests and debates that may emerge between members of 
the group. This form of direct feedback and dialogue frequently generates new 
perspectives on the work at hand. Once all of the feedback has been subject to 
review, I re-evaluate my own work in the light of documentation, drafts and writing 
undertaken during the exhibition. Throughout this contemplative process, I 
endeavour to approach the work from a more objective position, situating it within a 
network of critical, theoretical and historical contexts.  
 
Placing the work and translating it into these discursive frameworks renders it 
amenable to critical dialogue and opens it up to further development through 
research and inquiry. All of this information is then treated as material for further 
research, culminating in consequent creative work and writing. Through each work 
that I undertake, immersing myself in the open-ended and fluid nature of my 
practice, I continue to develop my capacities as a researcher-practitioner. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 7 

INTRODUCTION 
 
In the tradition of Western art, portrait painting has always been considered to be a 
foundational and necessary skill. Historically, the subjects of these paintings have 
tended to be the rich and the powerful. Over time, it became more common for 
middle-class patrons to commission portraits of their families and colleagues. 
Whatever the case, and whichever class the subject of the portrait belonged to, the 
portrait artist was expected to create a realistic representation of the person being 
painted. Before getting the job, most artists would practice by painting themselves. 
Over time, self-portraiture became a practice unto itself rather than simply being 
'test runs' in preparation for commissioned jobs, with self-portraits being treated as 
works in their own right. These self-portraits are important resources for me  and 
have served as the impetus and inspiration for the research questions that I have 
formulated. 
 
Grzed̨a and Walczak's 2017 essay Reconsidering The Origins Of Portraiture : 
Instead Of An Introduction  supplies us with a number of clues that would be of 
immense benefit to a conceptualization of the portrait beyond treating it as simply a 
visual representation of its author: ”In general understanding, a portrait is a specific 
form of an image – one that is able to reveal individual qualities of the sitter by 
means of his or her painstakingly rendered facial features… was supposed to be 
an expression of the sitter’s social and political status…but also the modern concept 
of individuality considered to be a subjective value, released from the social, 
religious or political relationships.” (Grze ̨da & Walczak, 2017, p. 3) What this means 
is that a portrait is, on a functional level, a condensation and presentation of coded 
social information, information upon which the social identity of the subject is 
constructed. This is the principal reason why the portrait was traditionally the 
domain of the rich and powerful, since it was an affirmation and recognition of their 
wealth and status.   
 
This also applies to the self-portraiture of the artist. Besides being an occasion for 
the practice and exhibition of the artist's virtuosity as well as a means by which the 
artist engages in self-contemplation on a perceptual level, the portrait contains 
concrete, if not factual, information that can be decoded in accordance with a certain 
social rubric. This can be plainly seen in the self-portrait (1580-2) (see Appendice 
1) of the artist Bartolomeio Pasarotti (1529-1592) , which depicts the artist in the 
velvet garb of an aristocrat, with the halberd of a sword in his hand rather than the 
brush of a painter. Additionally, Pasarotti is pictured wearing a ring and holding a 
pair of gloves in his other hand, typically accessories befitting the luxury and ease 
of the leisure classes rather than that of working-class artisans. Representations 
such as these, presenting the artist as a man of honour rather than someone who 
worked with their hands, are typical of many 16th century Italian self-portraits, with 
this one serving as an illuminating exemplar.    

 

However, with the invention of the camera in the late 18th century and its 
popularisation among the general public in the 19th century, the accessibility of 
photography meant that portraiture was no longer the monopoly of the rich. This 
meant that those who could not afford to commission an artist to memorialize their 
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likeness could now take pictures of themselves for a fraction of the cost. With the 
low costs involved in the production of daguerrotypes, ambrotypes, tintypes and 
cartes de visite (CDVs) and the reduced sitting time needed for photographic 
portraits in the middle of the 19th century (a sitting time that is still considerably 
longer than would be needed now, but significantly shorter than that needed for a 
painted portrait) led to a marked rise in the popularity of portrait photography as 
opposed to painted portraiture. 
 
Among these, the CDV (carte de visite, which can be literally translated as 'visitor 
card') was especially similar to the printed photos that are commonplace today while 
being the cheapest among the listed innovations. The Photograph Manual: A 
Practical Treatise published in 1862 referred to the format as the carte de visite 
(Burgess,1862, p. 3) , but acknowledged that the common name for the format was 
card portrait. Following the evolutionary trend of earlier processes, the CDV was 
easier and more economical to produce than the tintype since the image was 
developed on paper. While the photographic paper and card stock it was mounted 
on was not as durable as the tintype iron plate, the CDV was able to bring a higher 
quality image to the consumer with a relatively lower cost and ease of handling . 
The popularity and accessibility of these photographic portraits led to their 
adaptation for other purposes, such as the institutional verification of a citizen's 
identity. 
 
In 1914, the Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan made it mandatory for all 
applications for American passports to include a photograph no larger than three by 
three inches (United States. National Museum of American Diplomacy, n.d., para. 
1). Citizens who had been issued passports without photographs were required to 
have a photograph added, so as to meet these new requirements. Photographs 
were introduced at this time to make the passport a more accurate personal 
identification document. Though passport photos have been in place in some 
countries since 1914, there were initially no regulations stipulating how they should 
be taken. According to Martin Lloyd's The Passport: The History of Man’s Most 
Travelled Document, there were no rules dictating how one should pose for a 
picture, and people were simply asked to send a suitably-sized photograph to the 
authorities (Forst, 2017, para. 3). 
 
When photographs became mandatory for passport holders, rules did not yet exist 
for how one had to pose or dress when taking them. When the significance of the 
passport- which had formerly been regarded as but an emergency document- went 
through a significant change in the 1920s, an international standard for passport 
portraiture began to be enforced across the globe. However, Craig Robertson, 
author of The Passport in America: The History of a Document (Robertson, 2012), 
stated that the middle- and upper-class people found the idea that they would need 
to prove their identities to be a moral affront of sorts. 
 
The fact was that photography and its compulsory 'democratization' had dismantled 
the hierarchical threshold that had traditionally governed the practice of portraiture. 
History had snatched a rare privilege from the class that had enjoyed it as a 
birthright, and with the transformation of the portrait from a glorious monument to a 
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legal proof of identity was at complete odds with the affection that they had 
developed with portraiture over the centuries. This new function of the photographic 
portrait, which makes use of technology to index a person to her face for official 
purposes, aroused my curiosity and prompted me to engage in further research on 
the strange new agency of the portrait: the initial function of a photographic portrait 
has changed into an official proof of identity, subjecting the rich as well as the poor 
to the same instructions and laws. 
 
My own experiments with portraiture began with drawing and painting my own self-
portraits. This developed into art works that featured my body as well as my face, 
works which afforded me an opportunity to explore different aspects of myself. In 
the early stages of my art education, I had already experimented with painting 
myself, before shifting from paint to photography and other technologies that could 
capture different dimensions of self-representation.  My training in university 
equipped me with traditional art training as well as instruction in basic photographic 
techniques. During the time studying art in school, books, museums and galleries, 
I have been knowing more artworks made by numerous contemporary artists which 
are focusing on self-presenting and review their identities. These gave me the 
inspirations and motivations for me to try on following these artists’ footsteps and 
start to create my own version of self-portraitures. 
 
For instance, Cindy Sherman is well recognised by her photographic works of 
herself in various set, characters and guises (see Appendice 2). The artist utilises 
her own image in most if not all of her artworks, playing certain picked roles and 
plots. A number of art historians tend to regard them as self-portraits, defined them 
with in the collection of art-historical researches, academic essays and art critique 
articles essays. Nonetheless, Sherman emphasised that her works are not self-
portraiture. Sherman stated these aren’t self-portraits at all but acting. She 
explained her point of view in the New York Times interview: “I feel I’m anonymous 
in my work. When I look at the pictures, I never see myself; they aren’t self-portraits. 
Sometimes I disappear” (Glenn, 1990, para. 1) 
 
Philip Auslander suggested that Sherman’s works are instead “performed 
photography” in The Performativity of Performance Documentation: “In the 
theatrical category, I would place a host of art works of the kind sometimes called 
“performed photography,” ranging from Duchamp’s photos of himself as Rrose 
Selavy to Cindy Sherman’s photographs of herself in various guises . . . in which 
performances were staged solely to be photographed or filmed and had no 
meaningful prior existence as autonomous events presented to audiences.” (Phillip, 
2006, pp. 8) This may possibly explain why Cindy Sherman’s works are not self-
portraits as her inner life was shown or performed, but of her invented characters. 
However, her works triggered me to rethink the definition of artist-made self-portrait 
and the performance of the artist herself in front of her own lens. This requires a 
further investigation and discussion on the self-awareness and intention of artist 
when she created an image and hence how to define the genre of such artwork.  
 
The second example is Tracey Emin’s Everyone I Have Ever Slept With 1963–1995 
(see Appendice 3), also known as The Tent which was made in 1995 and profoundly 
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striking the art world. There were 102 names of the people whose the artists had 
ever slept with yet not necessarily with the sexual contact in the inner side of the 
tent. This work showed the inner life of the artist’s herself in a special display system 
with the building of an architectural objects which infused with the memory, 
experiences, emotions and judgements of an individual. This tent is one of the two 
"seminal pieces" she has created with another work, My Bed. She described these 
2 pieces as "seminal, fantastic and amazing work”. I would like to annotate the tent 
as a seminal work of self-portraiture, unfolding the unknown possibilities of 
executions of self-portraitures. (Wade, 2008) This work provokes me in thinking 
about the wide range of possibilities of mediums can be used when creating self-
portraits, in which it is not limited on painting or printed photography only. The work 
itself can be more than showing solely the physical features of the artist, but also 
the history of the artist, presented in different forms of evidences. The context and 
concepts of the self-portraits, actualised with the proper visual elements, are 
essential for artists to complete a self-portrait creation. 
 
After pulling the angle from Renaissance self-portraits back to context of the 
contemporary western art world and reviewed self-portraits artworks that inspired 
me, which also happened to be produced by female artists, I revisited into my art 
practices in previous years. Following graduation, I stopped painting self-portraits 
and started creating photographic self-portraits. Prior to starting this research 
project, I did not ask myself why it was that I did this on a theoretical level. When I 
looked back into my record of making self-portraits, the first one was a mugshot that 
I used for admission into kindergarten. In this photograph, I deliberately posed and 
smiled at the camera so as to create an end product that could convince the school 
to accept me. Comparing this first mugshot that I made and my early attempts at 
learning to draw myself, I came to realise that there are many underlying questions 
that I have yet to answer for in my career as a portrait-maker. 
 
After taking a look back into the historical shift in how portraits have been made with 
the advent of photography, hence the examples of contemporary self-portraiture 
artworks, I found that my own career in portrait-making, having undergone the 
transition from painting to photography, followed the same historical trajectory. It is 
important for me to grasp the history and nature of these genres so that I can employ 
this knowledge and exercise greater awareness in my own art-making. This chapter, 
then, represents a tentative effort at initiating this process of questioning, subjecting 
my choices- the shift from painting to photography- and my career in portraiture to 
analysis, culminating in the fruit of all my research, my art work 'All by Myself'. 
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ALL BY MYSELF  
 
1.1 Brief history of self-portraiture 
 
The European traditions of drawing and painting- with their applications of 
perspective and scientific knowledge, chromatic theories, symbolism and visual 
rhetorics - serve as the cornerstones of contemporary art, and the standards that 
they establish have since defined what the production and craftsmanship of a so-
called 'masterpiece' must entail.   
 
This writing begins with a review of the literature on the self-portrait in Western art 
history and Western art philosophy. Self-portraits are often considered as a form of 
self-expression that can develop into a form of extreme narcissism and self-
obsession. The reference to Narcissus here is apposite- Narcissus, of course, was 
the beautiful son of Cephissus, the god of rivers and Liriope, the water goddess, 
who was ensnared in the trap of the goddess Echo and fell in love with his own 
reflection. Narcissus, as we know, would die from this love that could never be 
consummated. For the Renaissance theorist of the 15th century Leon Battista 
Alberti, this was the origin of painting: "the inventor of painting ... was Narcissus ... 
What is painting but the act of embracing by means of art the surface of the 
pool?”(Saslow, 2017, p. 127) What Alberti meant to say, then, was that the beauty 
of the flattened image on the surface of the pond was effectively the first self-portrait, 
the likeness of the subject of art redoubled and represented. 
 
The earliest existing self-portrait after Antiquity is believed to be Renaissance 
painter Jan van Eyck's (1390-1441) 1433 work, The Portrait of A Man In A Red 
Turban (see Appendice 4). Following the Italian Renaissance, self-portraiture 
became a burgeoning genre unto itself in Northern Europe, with self-portraits 
gaining in currency and popularity among art collectors. This developed to a point 
where self-portraits featured among an artist's most significant works. Examples of 
this are many, but among these names we can include the likes of Vincent van Gogh 
(1853-1890), Egon Schiele (1890-1918), Edvard Munch (1863-1944), Frida Kahlo 
(1907-1954), Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) etc. 
 
I quote the above examples because they were seminal for me in the early stages 
of my own art education. They were examples from which I could develop my own 
painting skills and forms of expressing myself. It is clear that the faces that feature 
in these portraits are just as recognisable as the artists' artworks. Take Vincent Van 
Gogh, for example, whose solemn gaze and flame red hair are just as famous as 
his Starry Night.  Researchers of the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam found that 
Van Gogh had referenced his Oslo self-portrait in 1889 (see Appendice 5) in 
correspondence with his brother Theo, calling it 'an effort during my illness' 
(Disputed Van Gogh, 2020, para. 14), after he had spent six weeks in the French 
hospital (Amsterdam. Van Gogh Museum, 2020, para. 11). 
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1.2 Literature review 
 
Having revisited the beginnings of self-portraiture in Western art history, it is 
necessary to explore the circumstances that lie behind the growing significance of 
portraiture in Western culture, as well as the changing motivations and intentions of 
the artists themselves. As mentioned above, the earliest existing oil painted self-
portrait was produced during the Renaissance. This can be considered to be one 
of the reasons why the Renaissance has long been recognised as the cradle of 
modern civilisation, since it was preoccupied with the arduous and painstaking 
process of probing the depths of that momentous discovery of the moderns, 'the 
self'. It was at this juncture that man became 'the measure of all things' and the 
figure of the 'individual' came to the fore, laying the foundations for modernity.  In 
the book The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy, Jacob Burckhardt further 
elaborated upon precisely this development: “At the close of the 13th century Italy 
began to swarm with individuality; the charm laid upon human personality was 
dissolved; and a thousand figures meet us each in his own special shape and 
dress”(Burckhardt, 2010, p. 80) It has to be said, though, that Burckhardt did not 
explicitly tie the individual pursuit of reality and truth in the Renaissance with the 
representation of such in art in this text, but he provides us with the rudiments for 
forging such a connection, and thereby understanding why the urge for creating a 
likeness of one's self came into appearance at this point in history. 
 
Before we inquire into the formal details of what makes a self-portrait, we first need 
to understand what is meant by the term 'portraiture'. By establishing such a 
definition, we can better understand the objective of this project. I would like to make 
clear at this point that not every image that features a face can be qualified as a 
portrait or a self-portrait. For example, I have taken photographs of landscapes that 
happen to have faces in them, whether my own or others. These are not the photos 
that I intend to study in this project. Here, I would like to make a broad list of the 
requirements that a qualified portrait would need to fulfil in order to correspond to 
the framework that I am elaborating for this experiment in portraiture.   
 
In the book Portraits and Persons: A Philosophical Inquiry, philosopher Cynthia 
Freeland puts forward a number of prerequisites that an image has to meet to be 
considered as a portrait : firstly, the picture must present a recognisable physical 
body; secondly, it must show the inner life of the subject ; thirdly, the subject is 
posing for the artist:  “an image that presents a recognisably distinct individual who 
has emotional or conscious states, and who is able to participate in the creative 
process by posing” (Freeland, 2010, p. 284). Therefore, sketches made in a life 
drawing class or actors in movies or CCTV footage do not qualify as portraits. 
 
In the essay What is a portrait? (Maes, 2015), Maes Hans, however, suggests that 
posing can be struck off that list. Briefly put, Maes' argument is that a self-portrait 
does not need to be a representation of all or even part of the artist herself. Rather 
than being contingent upon such classical formal demands, Maes contends that the 
definition of the portrait is contingent upon artistic intention- an artwork is a portrait 
as long as the artist intended at the outset to create a portrait and completely 
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realised that intention. This argument outlines the meaning of portraiture, a 
convention that attempts to capture the physical features and interiority of a painted 
subject of a particular period of time, in accordance with a conception that was 
shared by other portrait painters. The artist, then, would actualize this concept in 
the creation of their art. 
 
1.3 Definition Of Self-Portraiture 
 
For myself, portraiture is animated and impelled purely by the urge to describe and 
explore my own self, with or without the representation of definite and recognisable 
body parts.  This set of work marks the starting point of my research project. In this 
work, I wanted to first purge the portraiture of all of the extraneous information that 
would obtrude upon or distract from the subject itself- backgrounds, outfits etcetera. 
As mentioned above, the primary function of a portrait is to record the subject's 
physical features, with facial features being uppermost among these. This being the 
case, my focus to begin with was upon the face. My research is oriented around 
self-portraits made by me, the artist, in the age of digital technology, with the subject 
of the portraiture being myself. This work explores my own face and upper body in 
an exclusive and intentional fashion, and in order to keep the focus of the work as 
sharp as possible, I made a conscious choice to keep the background of each 
portrait white in colour. 
 
Throughout the making of the portraits, I wore the same plain black top and kept 
the same hairstyle, while assuming the same posture in each of the images. This 
format was chosen to simulate three forms of photography in the taking of passport 
photos: the services rendered at traditional photo printing shops, instant photo 
booths in MTR stations, and selfies taken at home. The independent variables 
involved in each of the outcomes were highly constricted: I would either wear both 
a surgical mask and sunglasses, a surgical mask without the sunglasses, or take a 
photograph without wearing any of these. The only information supplied by each 
image would be my face in its entirety, or parts of my face. The photos have not 
been manually edited, being the direct output from instant photo booths in MTR 
stations. Besides the invariable distortion of shapes and chromatic aberrations that 
occurred during the scanning and rendering of these images from printed to 
pixelated ones- incidentally an inevitable by-product of the use of digital 
technologies in the production of images- these photos have not been tampered 
with digitally, either.   
 
In keeping with the desire to indicate and capture the formal conventions of self-
portraiture today, the images were digitally printed and replicated in the regular 
fashion.  By comparison with the traditional Western methods of making self-
portraits through painting or drawing, these digital means reduce the time required 
to produce a portrait to near zero, and do not require specific techniques or tools. 
Portraits can be easily produced with smartphones, and the means to produce 
photographs that satisfy official criteria can be found almost anywhere, such as 
photo booths in MTR stations. The making of portraits, then, is an authentically 
popular practice, in a way that painted self-portraits could never be. It was my 
express intention to capture the demotic, popular and perfectly banal dimension of 
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portraiture by taking photographs in instant photo booths, replicating the sole copy 
of images that I derived from this booth right away through digital scanning and 
machine printing procedures. 
 
I duplicated and enlarged this set of digital images before printing them on canvas. 
The size of the canvas was determined in proportion to the maximum capacity of 
the space that was allotted to me. The exaggerated size of these canvasses was 
done to dramatize the contrast between the original size of these instant photo 
booth images, which is significantly smaller than the standard 2R, 3R or 4R 
photographs that are commonly used in the printing of photographs, much less the 
traditional self-portraits that we find in the history of Western art. To make this even 
more explicit and to magnify the discordance between these 'wrongly sized' images 
and the trappings that were produced for the exhibition of 'correctly sized' images, 
I fitted the original photographs in a few found photo frames that were produced for 
the display of 3R photographs. This also made it clear that the photos generated by 
these technological apparatuses are expressly not for the purposes of decoration 
and visual appreciation, but simply serve an instrumental function, that of satisfying 
the requirements demanded by official protocols, in this case the application for 
passports. 
 
If a portrait fails to show the facial features of the subject clearly when the image is 
distorted, partially obscured or blurred, it is disqualified as  a passport photo. In the 
essay What is a portrait?, Maes listed examples of highly abstract portraits to argue 
that, these works do not seem to portray any part of an apparent human body but 
can still be qualified as portraits (Maes, 2015, pp. 303-322). Furthermore, Maes 
suggests that  posing may not be a crucial requirement to qualify a portrait. In short, 
the content of a self-portrait can be anything non-figurative, with the intentions of 
the artist being paramount in defining what a self-portrait is or is not. In transposing 
them into another context, stripping them of their instrumentality (their 'use value') 
and reducing them to artefacts on display (their 'exhibition value'), these self-
portraits are rendered purely 'artistic'. 
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1. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [Instant photo booth coloured photo]. 
Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 

 
These photos showed that I was wearing both surgical mask and sunglasses in the first photo; 

 wearing only surgical mask in the second photo and with my plain face in the third photo. 
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1.4 Summary 
 
In several photos, one can see a nondescript subject with a mask on. In others, the 
same subject is staring blankly in plain face into the lens of the camera. The rest of 
them feature her face concealed behind a  surgical mask and sunglasses, which 
render her as pedestrian and indistinguishable as anybody else. The surgical mask 
is an obligatory item of dress now, a uniform in the age of the pandemic. When one 
pairs the mask with sunglasses, hiding our eyes and pupils and thereby outflanking 
the facial recognition and surveillance technologies that ambush us from all 
quarters, I would argue that people can hide their identities easily and effectively 
today without arousing any suspicion at all. These instant passport photos were 
taken in photo booths located in MTR stations without any real surveillance blind 
spots, and all the same I was able to assume another persona before the cameras 
of the photo booths and the closed-circuit cameras in the station simply by adopting 
a simple disguise. The instant passport photos are evidence and a presentation of 
my performance. 
 
After I retrieved my right to anonymity and amorphousness, to perform as anyone I 
want to, I aimed to transform the evidence of my performance into another form of 
presentation, one which would direct our attention towards the reception of these 
finger-size passport photos while subjecting them to a comprehensive alteration. 
The passport photo is one kind of forced portraiture in which the subject is 
commanded to adhere to a fixed repertoire of facial expressions and postures, given 
that this grammar of gestures is the codified way by which one can be recognized 
and assigned a legible identity. By enlarging them, printing them on canvas, 
displaying the canvases in random positions, allowing the canvases to drape and 
fold while hanging on the wall, the passport photos were shorn of their 
instrumentality, their apparatus-like nature being exposed and neutralized. 
 
In playing with the proportions of the images and inserting them into different 
contexts, the act of portraiture gained another function besides that of simply 
recording the subject's facial features. The distortion of the human visage was an 
invitation to the viewer to assume a different, altogether stranger perspective, one 
in which the coercive nature of this portraiture comes into sharper relief. The 
oversized canvasses parodied the original (undersized) proportions of the original 
passport photos. Beyond all this, I wanted to present a commentary on the 
information that we can find in such representations of the self. I wanted to 
interrogate the contrast between this flattened, censored description of myself and 
my person outside of this photograph, the supposed 'interiority' which Western art 
purported to bring to the surface in the painting of portraits. 
 
I did not, however, subject the images to any further digital treatment after they were 
produced. This research project began with the intention to revisit the history of 
portraiture and the basis of the self-portrait. This is a vast subject that involves many 
strata and subjects for discussion and study, which I would take up step by step.  
This work, then, supplied the foundation for the topics with which my subsequent 
work would concern itself with - gender performativity and forced portraiture- while 
showing how this work contributes to the progression of the second work.   
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2. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
3. Please scan the QR Code for the 360° virtual viewing of All by myself. 

 
4. Please scan the QR Code for the video viewing of All by myself. 
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5. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
6. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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7. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
8. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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9. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
10. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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11. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
12. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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13. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
14. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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15. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
16. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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17. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
18. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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19. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 

 

 
20. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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21. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [instant coloured photos in frames]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 

 

 
22. From Wong, K.Y. (2020). All by myself [inkjet print on canvas]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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CONTEMPORARY ARTEFACTS  
 

 
From Guerrilla Girls. (1989). Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met Museum? [billboard design]. 

Guerrilla Girls. https://www.guerrillagirls.com/naked-through-the-ages 
 

We can begin this section by taking a look at this 1989 poster by the American art 
collective Guerilla Girls, whose interventions were oriented around the tackling 
issues of racial and gender discrimination  in the art world. The image is, of course, 
based on the classical female portrait La Grande Odalisque (1814) by Jean-
Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780-1867), and the caption besides the image directs 
our attention to the fact that less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art sections 
of the Metropolitan Museum are women, while 85% of the nudes are female. 
 
The public display of this poster was repeatedly rejected, with the Public Art Fund 
and bus companies in New York refusing to feature it in their premises and vehicles:  
‘we then rented advertising space on NYC buses and ran it ourselves, until the bus 
company cancelled our lease, saying that the image … was too suggestive and that 
the figure appeared to have more than a fan in her hand.’(Chadwick, 1995, p. 61) 
While the naked body of the woman has, from the time of the Renaissance, been 
rendered readily available for public consumption in the name of art, outside of the 
museums we continue to encounter the stigmatization of the same body, with 
female nudity and images thereof being deemed to be obscene and inappropriate. 
Just last year, Nicole Lau, the district councillor of Sham Shui Po, demanded that 
the Dragon Centre mall remove billboards featuring scantily clad women drawn by 
the artist Elphonso Lam, claiming that countless complaints of obscenity had been 
made by residents of the area. This aroused debate over the definition of 'obscenity' 
in art, as well as concerns over where the threshold lies between aesthetic 
appreciation of the female body and its visual exploitation. 
 
Since this poster was made, Guerilla Girls have conducted 2 more re-counts of the 
number of female artists being exhibited, in comparison to the proportion of the 
naked female bodies that feature in the entire collection at the Metropolitan Museum. 
These investigations have led to the discovery that the modern art collection 
comprises an even smaller percentage of female artists in 2012 than it did in 1989, 
while the percentage of female nudes, while having declined, still remained at 
around 70%. This poster is a perfect point of embarkation for this section, as it 
reveals the enduring and continuing operation of a dichotomy that we find at the 
heart of Western art practice and the society that it belongs to, that of the active 
male and the passive female, with her body spread open for the consumption of the 
gaze. 
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From Guerrilla Girls. (2005). Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met Museum? [billboard design]. 

Guerrilla Girls. https://www.guerrillagirls.com/naked-through-the-ages 
 

 
From Guerrilla Girls. (2012). Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met Museum? [billboard design]. 

Guerrilla Girls. https://www.guerrillagirls.com/naked-through-the-ages 

 
The body of the woman, as represented in Western art or described in historical stories 
and tales, is often sexualized and rendered as being passive. From the Eve who ate 
the apple in the Bible to the virgin Mary whose life was dedicated to the anticipation of 
and obedience to the word of God, to Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, to  Manet’s 
Olympia… Uncountable examples  of this archetypal, mythical woman have been 
created by men for the consumption of other men. According to the British art critic 
John Berger in his text Ways Of Seeing, the history of Western Art- with but a few 
notable examples to the contrary- has treated the female body as a passive object on 
display, existing solely for the pleasure of the male viewer. This demand was in part 
created by requests from buyers of these art works, and the practice of representing 
women in this fashion produced a sinister traffic of women's bodies through the 
medium of art- to own an image of such a woman would be like owning the body of 
the woman depicted. On this point, Berger had this to say: “Men look at women. 
Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations 
between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor 
of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus, she turns herself into an 
object—and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.” (Berger, 2008, p. 47) 
 
Western visual culture, then, bears a great responsibility for reinforcing patriarchal 
portrayals of women as being subordinates and appendages of a phallocentrics ystem. 
This image of the woman- as not having opinions of note, as being languid and weak- 
has insinuated itself into the heart of our deeply misogynistic culture, and was not 
properly challenged until the appearance of the term 'feminism' in 1895. When 
suffragette movements surfaced in the 19th and early 20th centuries, society was 
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compelled to consider that women might have their own thoughts and should be 
treated as subjects in their own right, rather than objects for aesthetic/pornographic 
consumption. From this point onwards, the desire that informs the 'universality' of the 
white Western male gaze and the influence that it exerts upon the norms of art and 
culture would be contested.  In being stripped bare by this gaze, the agency of female 
models depicted in artistic images- whether these were paintings or photographs- was 
being taken from them in the name of art appreciation and critique. Read in this way, 
the history of Western art constitutes a forcible estrangement of the woman from her 
own body and her capacity for taking control of this body. 
 
2.1 Gender performativity and forced portraiture 
 
In the first chapter, I undertook a historical examination of the development of self-
portraiture. In this chapter, I have taken up the subject of gender and the depiction of 
women in the history of portraiture. While one might argue that each of the creators of 
these representations is individually culpable of misogyny, I would suggest that certain 
norms and apparatuses have conditioned and shaped the production of these 
representations. When power produces and regulates performances of gender, the 
representation of gender is undoubtedly bound up with the workings of power and the 
performances of gender that it permits or proscribes. 
 
Here, it would be prudent to cast a glance back at Butler's own elucidation of the 
concept of gender performativity: “The tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, 
and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility 
of its own production. The authors of gender become entranced by their own fictions 
whereby the construction compels one's belief in its necessity and naturalness. The 
historical possibilities materialised through various corporeal styles are nothing other 
than those punitively regulated cultural fictions that are alternately embodied and 
disguised under duress.”(Butler, 1988, p. 522) What this means is that art, regardless 
of whether it is produced by men or women, emerges out of this field of 
knowledge/power that delimits and codifies 'historical possibilities' and 'corporeal 
styles', policing and sustaining the 'cultural fiction' of gender and its representation. 
The pervasive and far-reaching influence that this social power exerts upon art and 
culture shapes the field within which any female or queer artist is compelled to work, 
in order to express themselves honestly and to remove the social labels on gender. 
 
What the work of the Guerilla Girls and the observations of John Berger expose, then, 
is a foundational protocol that is entrenched in the representation of female bodies in 
the history of Western art, a protocol that is observed and reproduced by countless 
artists. Seen in this light, I cannot help but wonder whether photographic self-portraits 
are simply technologically-enhanced oil portraits, subject to the same gendered 
constrictions as their painted prototypes. Unlike a painting, however, the reception of 
these photographs is not mediated by centuries of art historical baggage, given that 
they are not generally regarded as being products of 'art' or artifice in the first place. 
The camera lens produces the illusion of having captured a matter of fact, and it is this 
matter of fact- the subjection of the person in the photograph and their normative 
codification through the gaze- that is more 'nakedly' revealed in the photographic 
portraiture of today. 
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Here, we can return to our discussion in Chapter 1, where I detailed the process of 
making three different passport photos through the manipulation of two gender-neutral 
props, a facemask and a pair of sunglasses. In these photographs, I did not intend to 
develop an explicit commentary on the performance of gender or to make any political 
statement related to gender. In the work described in Chapter 1, I simply wanted to 
investigate historical evolution of the portrait and its definition, and this was my first 
attempt at revealing the subjection of the person in contemporary photographic 
portraiture. However, it has to be said that the photograph taken without a facemask 
and sun glasses has an institutional function as a 'proper' photograph for the 
application of a Hong Kong passport and student identity card. The information 
contained in this photograph corresponds to the information provided to the 
Immigration Department, information which of course includes my biological gender. It 
is here that I am led to question whether I was indeed performing my gender in an 
unconscious way before the camera in order to furnish the institutions with a 
serviceable proof of my identity. To  fail to perform my gender adequately, of course, 
might lead to a rejection of any application that I might submit. 
 
When one speaks of photographic self-portraiture- whether this assumes the form of 
self-composed or self-modelled photography-we speak of the artist's attempt to 
mediate the gendered norms to which she is subject through a scripted and modified 
iteration/performance of gender. Before we inquire, in the section that follows, into the 
authority that the artist wields in crafting this work, it is imperative that I first elaborate 
further upon the notion of gender performativity, inserting the artist back into the cultural 
and historical context to which she is subject before probing the nature of the 
relationship between the artist and her  perceived public. 
 
2.2 Gender performativity in forced self-portraiture 
 
In the thought of Butler, gender- as an apparatus that inscribes and codifies bodies, 
indexing them in accordance with their adherence or deviation from various protocols 
and norms- is culturally constructed. Actions, behaviours and gestures are regulated 
by these norms that are regulated and reproduced by the majority. Portraiture, naturally, 
does not escape this normative matrix, and in (re)producing representations of gender 
has the capacity to reinforce these norms or participate in the creation of new iterations 
and rituals for the definition of gender. Here, it would be salient to note that the 
relationship between photographic self-portraiture and its viewer is rather different from 
that of its painted counterpart. Whereas with the painted self-portrait the artist was 
under no obligation from critics or the public to produce a likeness consistent with the 
portraits that had come before, photography produces a sort of 'avatar' of the self, a 
double that the artist finds herself at the mercy of. This dynamic makes itself felt in our 
everyday lives and is easily demonstrated- let us say that I take a selfie and publish it 
on social media. Upon receiving compliments about how good I look in the photograph 
(almost always gendered compliments about how feminine ['pretty', 'beautiful'] or 
masculine I look), you then feel compelled to reproduce and repeat the persona that 
received favourable attention, following similar cues in your presentation of gender. 
This dynamic raises a number of questions about the degree of autonomy or agency 
that the portraitist enjoys, while highlighting the paradoxical interplay between the 
artifice and artistic 'falsity' afforded the artist by digital techniques and the compulsive 
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desire to produce an image that others regard as being 'the real you'. By saying ‘the 
real you’ here, I am talking about the passport photos being used as proofs of  our 
identity, when the government has ensured that the correct photograph was connected 
to the correct document so as to secure and legitimize the passport as a secure and 
reliable form of identification. In this case, passport photos are taken as being 
certifications of the reality of a person's existence  in the context of the government of 
citizens. 
 
If we wanted a straightforward, blatant demonstration of how power enforces the 
performance of gender in the practice of portraiture, one need only direct one's 
attention to two exemplars of what I will call 'forced portraiture'- passport photos and 
student card photos, which I will examine with reference to my own experience 
attending girls schools in Hong Kong. Here, the presentation of gender is policed by 
regulations such as school rules, and a set of a priori commands and mandates 
structure and direct the formal process of taking photographs, with the photographic 
subject having to conform to these dictates in exchange for a recognizable and legible 
proof of identity. What is 'formalized' here are the norms and rules that we find in 
whatever jurisdiction you find yourself, which inform you about the 'correct' way to 
perform your identity and gender in this instance. In our day and age, photographic 
self-portraiture may seem like a vain and narcissistic exhibition of the self, but I would 
suggest that we approach it from a different angle, as originating from an anxiety for 
approval and a lack of being. Forced self-portraiture is a ritualized performance in 
subjection, with the subject performing cues that have been internalized as a proof of 
being. One must make the effort to correspond with who you say that you are, being a 
woman means that you must take care that you appear as one. 
 
In a discussion on gender, Butler suggests that gender categories—female/male, 
woman/man, girl/boy—are brought into being performatively. That is to say, these 
categories do not originate from nature, but come into being through discourse. For 
example, the proclamation of gender on our birth certificate is the founding gesture that 
initiates a process of “girling” the female subject (Butler, 1993, p.232). Further, 
performativity involves the subsequent repetition or citation of circulating gender 
norms. This citation takes place under conditions of cultural constraint or “regulatory 
regimes,” which authorize and compel certain appearances of masculinity and 
femininity while prohibiting others. The norms regulating the performance of 
masculinity obligate the man to reproduce the rituals and motifs of patriarchal society 
while those of feminity typically exhort the woman to adhere to the docility and 
submissiveness that is expected of her kind. Failing to perform to a satisfactory 
standard could lead one to be stigmatized and ostracized by one's peers, leading to 
marginality or exclusion. 
 
If I am unable to 'keep up appearances', then, I put myself outside the pale of what is 
accepted or socially recognizable. I am no longer a subject among others, but an 
unknown anomaly, devalued and expelled by the majority. In order to give myself a 
form that can be recognized and assimilated, I will then make greater efforts to perform 
in a fashion that is more accommodating to accepted normative standards. The 
opportunities that I have to perform and to have these performances proliferate virally 
are manifold in the time of digital technology, with the mass production of self-
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portraiture facilitating an unprecedented exposure of the gendered self, rendering it 
“increasingly difficult to separate bodies, gender and sexuality from the technological 
networks that give them form and meaning.”(van Doorn, 2011, p. 536) 
 
When I encountered the thought of Butler, I began to reflect upon the ways in which 
patriarchal power obtrudes upon our lives, reducing bodies to gendered subjects 
classified in accordance with norms that are policed through punishment of banishment 
and exclusion. It is this reality that prohibits the appearance of singularity and 
uniqueness in instances of forced portraiture, the only persons who appear in such 
instances are mass products of societal machines, statistics to be sorted and ordered 
in accordance with established protocols. 
 
A radical diversification of consciously insubordinate practices is required to explode 
the frame of heteronormativity in which we are compelled to live. But before I outline 
this revolutionary approach, I would like to revisit the compromises that I made in the 
past, situating my practice in the context of my own embarrassments and 
ambivalences in the face of heteronormativity. Having examined the history of 
portraiture and its function in heteronormative culture, I would now like to take up the 
subject of my own past performances, in the hope that through this examination of my 
own biography we can shed some light on how one might develop some sense of 
awareness of the influence of gender performativity in the production of portraiture, a 
process in which we all participate daily. 
 
2.3 A note to myself – revisiting my past forced self-portraiture 
 
Judith Butler, in her text Gender Trouble, states: “Consider gender, for instance, as 
a corporeal style, an ‘act,’ as it were, which is both intentional and performative, 
where ‘performative’ suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of 
meaning”(Butler, 2007,p. 177). Before the publication of Gender Trouble, Butler had 
already written at length about the 'act', having made a distinction between the 
notion of gender as the expression of one's immanency and gender as a pure 
“performative accomplishment compelled by social sanction and taboo.”  On this 
subject, she had this to add: “the body becomes its gender through a series of acts 
which are renewed, revised, and consolidated through time.” Rather than being an 
expression of some sort of authentic, ineffable interiority, gender is in fact a 
projection that is constructed socially and circumstantially, with the reality of one's 
gender being a 'regulatory fiction'. Like all fictions, this contingent materiality has the 
potential to be reshaped through different repetitions and performances. 
 
The first official self-portrait that we are compelled to make of ourselves is that of 
the mugshot photo that we have to take for our passports and identity cards.  The 
Immigration Department of the HKSAR requires that parents submit a mugshot 
photo of their child which corresponds to the information (gender being a pivotal part 
of this information) on the child's birth certificate. Given that the gender of a new 
born baby is far from obvious, photographers, studios and schools offer certain 
seemingly innocuous suggestions to parents to accentuate and emphasize the 
gender of the baby for the purposes of these photos. I found that the demonstration 
photos of the babies often used a background color of pink for girls and blue for 



 

 33 

boys (myschool.hk, 2021). Boys are often with bowties and shirts, while girls are 
adorned with headpieces and longer hair (Mouton Photography, 2020). While it 
seems obvious to us that such decisions were not made by the babies themselves, 
the fact that our own attire as adults is subject to similar constraints is often less 
evident. I often see articles in the mainstream media instructing readers on the dress 
code that one should observe in the taking of such mugshot photographs if one 
wants to impress prospective employers or school admission offices (Fok, 2020). 
One such article, for example, suggests  that men should wax their hair, while 
women should avoid applying heavy make-up. These examples elegantly 
demonstrate the effects that norms have upon the performance of gender and the 
presentation of such in officially documented photographs. It is from this perspective 
that the centrality of self-portraiture- in which the artist is at one and the same time 
the subject and object of the image- as the embodiment of gender performativity 
becomes patent. 
 

 
From myschool.hk. (2021). How to make an appropriate passport photo for kids. myschool.hk. 

https://www.myschool.hk/kg/photo.php 
 
 

 
From Mouton Photography. (2020). Demonstration of baby passport photos. Mouton Photography.  

https://www.moutonphotography.net/students-photo-shoot 
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From Fok, T.C. (2020). Tips for taking identity card photos: Men & Women. HK01. 

https://www.hk01.com/%E8%81%B7%E5%A0%B4/305673/%E6%8F%9B%E8%BA%AB%E4%BB%BD%E8%A
D%89%E8%A1%A3%E8%91%97-

%E5%BD%B1%E8%AD%89%E4%BB%B6%E7%9B%B8%E5%89%8D%E8%A6%81%E6%BA%96%E5%82%9
9-%E5%8C%96%E5%A6%9D%E5%B8%AB-

%E5%A5%B3%E4%BB%94%E5%BF%8C%E5%94%87%E8%9C%9C%E8%A6%81%E5%90%B9%E9%A0%A
D 
 

Hong Kong artists Luke Ching Chin Wai’s renowned conceptual work Open Mouth 
(see Appendice 6) tackles this issue too. He questioned about the regulations set 
by the governmental bodies that requires all citizens to perform a same standard of 
facial expressions when making the identity card photo. The way he tried to hack 
the ‘system’ is to insist to open his mouth in the picture and made the immigration 
department of the HKSAR recognised this open-mouthed head shot as the official 
document of his identity proof. Though he is not concerning the gender-wise 
performances being adopted in the passport photo, this work shares the same 
doubts with my questions towards the physical performances modified by social 
norms presented by the subjects in the passport photos. 
 
With all of this in mind, I proceeded to revisit my own past performances, engaging 
in a rather painful retrospective of my biography in forced portraiture, composed of 
kindergarten and primary school report cards, old passport photos, university 
student cards, identity cards, mainland travel permits and personal Octopus cards.   
 
Certainly, these portraits were made by myself, as on some level I consented to 
having these photographs taken, and to having my image captured for official 
purposes. I agreed to dress and have myself made up in the fashion shown in these 
photographs.  However, all of this was done in accordance to established rules and 
norms of how a woman should present herself before the gaze of the law. In these 
photos, I exposed my entire face to the lens of the camera without obscuring any of 
my features, clothing myself in the appropriate attire (whatever school uniform I was 
required to wear at the time, as long as I was not naked). My hair is neat and tidy, 
my eyebrows and facial features are shown clearly without being covered by locks 
of hair. If you are a female with long hair, please tie it up. If you are a male, the rules 
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instituted by the Immigration Department and boys’ schools dictate that your hair is 
kept at a reasonable length, preferably short, and that facial hair does not cover any 
of your major facial features. In my school report card photos, the school required 
us to wear the uniform given to girl students. While such strictures were  not 
explicitly codified by law or in the school rules, I was verbally instructed throughout 
the process of taking these photographs and constantly reminded of the existence 
of these implicit norms that have always been observed on a collective level. 
 
This review of my past aroused deep feelings of embarrassment and revulsion in 
me. I could not recognize this compliant, docile person, this stranger who simply 
accepted and executed these commands without thinking twice. The fact that I had 
simply forgotten whether I had exercised any practice at all in the matter troubled 
me deeply- I could not remember whether I had asked any questions about the 
performance of my gender. I could not allow this to happen again, and I made an 
effort to remember how I had acted in the past, while making certain that I would 
document the lessons that I had learnt in the course of this research. 
 
If I was not impelled to do so by this research, I would not have dug up my old 
passport photos. These photos are, after all, not created for my own perusal and 
enjoyment, they exist simply for the purposes of bureaucratic verification. These 
self-portraits are not presentations of the self that I would circulate on my own 
accord, such as selfies used as profile photos on various social media platforms. 
The photos I collected presented a record of how I looked at the time that they were 
taken, so they no longer correspond with the way I look at present. This means that 
their official function as proofs of identity are effectively null. As such, they are for 
all intents and purposes rather useless, and I would not have retrieved them if I was 
not compelled to do so in the interests of my work and research. These photographs 
now serve as evidence of my own unthinking subservience to unwritten rules 
espoused by teachers- these rules not being found in student handbooks, the 
student website or any other written documents- and enforced by the girls school I 
attended through the acceptance and disqualification of submitted portraits. 
Through the rejection of failed performances in front of the camera, students would 
be able to learn through trial and error how they might properly conform to these 
rules in order to fulfil these unwritten criteria. 
 
In order to force myself to recall memories from this ignominious past, I decided to 
multiply these discomfiting images. I digitally printed these forced portraits on 
various appliances and products that I would use every day- portable chargers, tote 
bags, backpacks, calendars, key chains, crystal-made paperweights, crystal -made 
medals, aprons, cushion cases, badges, mugs, smart phone cases, hoodies and t-
shirts. As we know, these mass-produced products are sometimes treated as 
mementos commemorating moments that customers want to be constantly 
reminded of. Given that I wanted to be reminded of a past that I had forcibly expelled 
into the depths of my consciousness, I decided to multiply images of this past and 
spread them across the surface of my daily life, so that I would be forced to confront 
and reckon with these forced portraitures throughout the day. 
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2.4 Summary 
 
By tearing these forced self-portraits from their designated place and transposing 
them into the sphere of the mundane, the dissonance and incongruity between 
these two contexts are amplified, while the awkwardness of these images comes 
into sharp relief. The passport photos no longer exist solely for the apprehension of 
the system, but are opened up to a different, deeply personal use, serving as ethical 
admonitions to myself, exhortations to remember. They compel me to reflect upon 
my intentions in making self-portraits and the consequences that this practice may 
bring about.   
 
In treating these images in the same fashion as one would with graphics, logos or 
any other signs that might populate and saturate the space of our attention, I am 
trying to develop a commentary on the separation between two levels of the 
everyday- on the one hand, we carry these images on our person at all times, since 
we are obliged to have proofs of our identity with us at all times.  On the other, these 
images are lodged in a sphere that is entirely removed from the space of everyday 
life, their non-belonging to this space being made uncomfortably apparent when 
they are plastered all over household appliances and quotidian objects. Confronted 
with the sense of the absurd produced and dramatized through this juxtaposition, 
the viewer is led to contemplate the uses- possible and actual- that are made of his 
or her likeness, opening a space of resistance against the disciplinary functions of 
forced portraiture.   
 
In the course of my work on portraiture, I became increasingly aware of the ways in 
which our performances of gender are imbricated and bound up with webs of power 
and normativity that are continuously reproduced through the media, institutions 
and society at large. A retrospective review of my own encounters with the 
portraiture apparatus revealed a troubling history of subjection, in which I allowed 
my image to assume a form which could be codified as being normatively 'female'. 
It is this continued subjection, which forms the unspoken background of our 
everyday lives, that I wanted to direct our attention to. 
 
In this chapter, I have attempted to trace the process that led to my experiments in 
collapsing the 'official' sphere of forced portraiture into the domain of the mundane. 
While a few of the more recent passport photos were taken with digital cameras, 
most of these photos were not digitalized, and I had to scan the before I printed 
them on to the surfaces of daily objects. This involved a change in format of these 
images, but none of them were edited or tampered with in an artistic way. In the 
next chapter, I will discuss the motivations as well as the artistic references that 
guided my subsequent alterations and digital refinement of these portraits. 
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23. From Wong, K.Y. (2019-2021). Contemporary artefacts [mixed media]. 

Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
24. Please scan the QR Code for the 360° virtual viewing of Contemporary artefacts. 

 
25. Please scan the QR Code for the video tour of Contemporary artefacts. 
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AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS 
 
In the last chapter we have discussed the gender performativity and the regulations 
that have been engrained historically and socially in the medium of self-portraiture. 
Understanding these dimensions of the self-portrait is of great assistance if we are to 
understand the forms of subjectification that are at work in self-portraiture, the 
protocols to which the subject must adhere to verify their identity and the social 
information that is crystallized in the artist-made self-portraits. Beyond this, we will 
inquire into the artistic significance of the portrait as the endeavour to project the self 
as a work of art, to submit a likeness of oneself to public view as being the truth of 
oneself, blurring the lines between the actual and the ideal. Artistically, the treatments 
and techniques practised in the artist-made self-portraits show a social impact which 
is way more than simply appreciating the craftmanship and visual pleasure of the art 
work. In this exercise, the lines between object and subject, fact and fiction seem to 
become indistinct, but this confusion is itself an illusion that should be unpacked. This 
chapter will examine the manifestation of the subject as object in the photographic 
self-portrait when the artist herself is also the subject of the portrait, and supply the 
theoretical trappings that might help us come to terms with such a dynamic. 
 
With the ascent of photography in the early 20th century, numerous art philosophers 
and cultural theorists began to examine the relationship between objectivity, 
authenticity and processes of subjection/subjectification within photography, with the 
likes of Walter Benjamin, Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag among the most famous 
of these. Walter Benjamin's theory about mechanical mass production of artistic media 
and the effects of technology upon traditional, ritualistic values surrounding artistic 
production is indispensable in any discussion about the production of post-industrial 
art. 
 
In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes set out to understand photography and determine 
its relationship to reality. In the theoretical schema that he develops, he distinguishes 
three practices that are operative in photography: to do (the photographer or operator), 
to undergo (the photograph’s subject or referent), and to look (the viewer or spectator). 
Barthes notes that “the Photograph mechanically repeats what could never be 
repeated existentially” (Barthes, 1982, p. 4)—the photograph can never be separated 
from its referent. This being the case, the photo is simply a space wherein the referent 
substantiates its singular existence, and is thus unclassifiable. Barthes connects this 
moment to the portrait, wherein the subject is reified into an object, dispossessed of its 
agency and subjectivity, a process which Barthes refers to as tantamount to being 
“Death in person” (Barthes, 1982, p. 14). In the first two chapters, I examined the 
making of a portrait from the perspective of the photographer, as well as the effects 
that the subject of the photograph is made to undergo as a consequence of being 
photographed. In this chapter I will focus upon the visual matter of the photograph (that 
is, the subject/object of the photograph, the person of the artist as mediated through 
the camera lens), the content that the photographer/artist offers to the gaze of the 
viewer or the spectator. 
 
When I was contemplating the question of whether photography can reflect the reality 
in the course of my self-portraits, the theories of Susan Sontag were especially 
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instructive and formative for me. In On Photography, Susan Sontag inquiries into what 
it means for the photograph, this flattened, framed and printed object, to count for an 
honest and accurate depiction of reality, an accuracy that she proceeds to put into 
question. What this amounts to, in Sontag's eyes, is an entirely new way for us to 
understand the world. How might we approach the 'truth' of a photograph? Sontag, 
taking up the example of travel photographs, suggests that when we see a photograph, 
we should not ask whether the photo is an image that records and reflects the real 
world, but rather we should reflect upon the affective power of the photographic 
language, the authority enjoyed by the photographer and the nature of the 
photograph's subject matter. 
 
Both Susan Sontag and Roland Barthes examined the objectifying nature of 
photography, analysing the power dynamic between the photographer and his or her 
subject(s). Beyond this, both thinkers drew a connection between this dynamic and 
the ways in which photography creates a worldview of its own.  Their theories on the 
'death' and reification of reality imposed by photographic representation led me to 
conduct research upon the work of other artists who put the credibility of photography 
as an arbiter of 'truth', 'transparency' and 'objectivity' into question. In what follows, I 
will present a reading of Taryn Simon's work The Innocents, wherein she confronts 
photography's ability to blur truth and fiction, an ambiguity which can have severe, 
even lethal consequences. 
 
In The Innocents, Simon photographed the subjects at various sites that had a 
particular significance to each of them in their prosecution, conviction and trial. They 
had been arrested and photographed by the police at these places previously, and 
when Simon consequently photographed them at these sites, they had been 
exonerated and released. This fact is a demonstration of the role of time and space in 
the making of portraits. 
 
In the first two chapters, I excluded considerations of space and time as they did not 
pertain to the research questions that I had raised before.  In this chapter, if I am going 
to investigate questions of  objectivity and  subjectivity in the practice of self-portraiture 
, I have to look into the relationship between reality and photography. I do not aim to 
provide an elaborate commentary upon the essential significance of this form of 
representation in the cultural and technological context of the digital age. This work 
was, after all, impelled by an intimate personal experience- an existential sense of 
identity crisis- rather than a 'worldly' critical concern regarding the epistemological 
status of photography. When I began making work featuring my own face and body, I 
naively believed that not only would this lower the costs of production, I would also be 
able to subject my body to whatever forms of manipulation I would require to execute 
the ideas that I had in mind. Over time, however, I encountered a variety of obstacles 
and restrictions that made it evident to me that this transparency was but an illusion 
leading me to wonder whether the work that I was producing was but a result of self-
absorption and self-deception. The retrospective review of my career in forced 
portraiture had already begun to indicate to me that the autonomy exercised by the 
artist is not absolute, and that all photography is over coded, overwritten and 
structured by broader norms and constraints, its grammar determined by rubrics 
derived from the visual culture which it derives from.   
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Having encountered these obstacles, my awareness of my body and the way it 
manifests itself in photographic representations has become that much more acute. It 
has become clear to me that my photographic self-portraits cannot and are not meant 
to reflect some sort of objective, comprehensive 'truth' about myself, and this 
realisation caused me to inquire as to why this is. It was imperative for me to seek 
answers to these questions if my art was to develop. With the aid of Susan Sontag 
and Roland Barthes’s theories as well as Taryn Simon's work The Innocents, this 
chapter will expand upon my findings on the function of and information embedded 
within portraits, as well as further my investigations regarding the performativity of the 
subject in self-portraiture. 
 
3.1 Strategic photography 
 
In the work of Barthes,  photography makes the subject into an object, with the 
photographer engaging in surgical and cosmetic manipulation of the images through 
technical devices such as selection, framing and personalization:  “Photography 
transformed subject into object , and even one might say, into a museum object: in 
order to take the first portrait (around 1840) the subject had to assume long poses 
under a glass roof in bright sunlight; to become an object made one suffer as much as 
a surgical operation; then a device was invented, a kind of prosthesis invisible to the 
lens, which supported and maintained the body in its passage to immobility: this 
headrest was the pedestal of the statue I would become, the corset of my imaginary 
essence.” (Barthes, 1982, p. 13) 
 
According to Barthes there are two levels of meaning of an image- the denotative plane 
and the connotative one, with the denotative level being that of literal, descriptive 
meaning and the connotative level referring to the signalling of culturally specific 
meaning.  The key feature distinguishing the denoted messages from connoted 
messages is what the viewer brings to the image. Denoted messages are shared by 
everyone; they relay visual information. Connoted messages, however, are rooted in 
subjectivity. The same photograph can mean different things to different groups of 
people. Connotative meaning depends on the cultural and historical context within 
which the viewers themselves are situated.  
 
It is this hermeneutic horizon that undermines the 'objectivity' of an image, for it gives 
rise to an interpretation that is contingent upon facts which are not visible. In my 
photographic self-portraits, the faces shown are not necessarily related to the 
character 'Wong Ka Ying' or the identity that I have come to assume. The information 
transmitted by these self-portraits varies hugely depending on the relationship between 
myself and the viewer-  viewers who know me personally may find that the face in the 
portrait does not correspond to the image of me that they have in their memory, while 
viewers who are not familiar with me would simply regard the image before them as 
being but a banal visual representation of the artist's self. The verisimilitude and 
proximity that the portrait has to 'reality', then, is in some way contingent upon the 
personal relationship that the viewer has to the subject of the photograph. In this 
particular case, the further removed the viewer is from the subject in question, the more 
'credible' the photograph is as a substitute or surrogate of the actual. This is an 
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observation that will be elaborated upon in greater detail as this research develops, 
particularly in the last chapter. 
 
Unlike language, photographs have a direct, physical relationship with the objects they 
represent. A photograph does not require knowledge of an intermediary code the way 
that language does. The content of its message is relayed directly by the image. With 
the case of photographic portraiture, a photograph of a person looks like a person. 
Unlike the painted self-portrait  discussed in Chapter 1, the content of a self-portrait 
can be anything non-figurative and does not need to consist of definite physical body 
parts or the face of the artist himself. The photographic self-portrait, however, includes 
at least part of the subject's physical body as an evidence of presentation in a specific 
time and space. Barthes hinges the question of what  a photograph is upon  the way 
in which photographs embody time and space, and in my point of view this definition 
also pertains to photographic portraiture. When my camera’s shutter is released, a 
moment is simultaneously immortalized and gone forever. When I look at a photograph, 
I am confronted with what Barthes labels the “having-been-there” quality of its contents. 
“The type of consciousness the photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented, 
since it establishes not a consciousness of the being-there of the thing… but an 
awareness of its having-been there. What we have is a new space-time category: 
spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority, the photograph being an illogical 
conjunction of the here-now and the there-then.” (Barthes, 1977, p. 44) It is a testament 
to the existence of a specific thing in a specific place at a specific time. I can paint 
myself a portrait situating my person  anywhere in the world, but I can photograph 
myself only when I am in front of my camera. This is a fundamental technical and 
material difference between portrait painting and the photographic portrait, and this 
very fact is crucial for photography's imagined capacity to represent reality 
 
Here it would be germane to offer another observation related to the arguments 
concerning the 'truthfulness' of photography detailed above. Not only is it true, as 
Barthes has noted, that a photograph captures the presence of a subject situated in a 
specific space and time, the photograph also discloses a view of the world that you 
cannot access anywhere else other than through the photo itself. One can look at the 
subject but one cannot touch the subject. A photograph can only show the past — but 
it represents the subject in such a way that the subject appears in the present, in front 
of you. In chapter 2 I examined the institutional function of the passport photo as a 
document produced exclusively as a proof of identity submitted to the likes of 
immigration department and schools. However, this function of a portrait being the 
proof of a “real” identity is only legitimate for a certain period of time, after which it 
cannot be used. The function of the passport photo is constrained by time, the time 
being however long it takes before the subject undergoes a visible change in 
appearance . This simple fact contests the illusion of photography, which appears to 
make present what has passed, materializing the real (the tangible subject) and the 
unreal (intangible impressions and memories), rescuing them from transience and 
fungibility. In the case of the passport photograph, its purpose is to present (or make 
present) the subject for official inspection, making him or her appear before the gaze 
of the institution vested with the power to verify his or her legal existence. However, 
the correspondence of this photograph with reality is only effective for a brief window 
of time, following which another portrait has to be taken. This is but one example of 
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how the verisimilitude of the photograph is subject to broader forces and normative 
criteria. 
 
Not only, then, is the supposed objectivity of photography put into question by these 
factors, for Barthes underlines the capacity of artists and photographers to frame, 
select and manipulate what is captured in a photograph, a fact which introduces a 
subjective element which complicates any naive supposition that photographs can be 
honest depictions of events or people: “Every time we look at a photograph, we are 
aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other 
possible sights.”(Berger, 2008, pp. 2-3) The photographer’s choice of subject is a 
manipulation of the way we interpret images. This being the case, however, John 
Berger goes on to explain that images “showed how something or somebody had once 
looked- and thus by implication how the subject had once been seen by other people.” 
This in effect preserves the past, and is evidence of “the world which surrounded other 
people at other times” (Berger, 2008, p. 3). That is, while the artist makes a choice as 
to what is seen by framing the photography in a certain way, what is seen in the 
photograph is also enframed in a broader sense, mediated through the culturally-
specific ways of seeing that are prevalent at any given time. While affirming that 
photography preserves the past and is evidentiary proof of this, Berger also endorses 
Barthes' idea that photos go far beyond this, affecting us in profound ways. This insight 
informed my research into the ways in which photography influences us beyond simply 
being evidence of the past, as well as the multifarious factors that shape an artist's 
choices on what to include and exclude in a photographic image. 
 
In On Photography, Susan Sontag, through an examination of travel photographs and 
portrait photographs taken on vacation in particular, inquiries into what it is that 
photography has to offer the photographer herself: “As photographs give people 
imaginary possession of a past that is unreal, they also help people to take possession 
of space in which they are insecure … Photographs will offer indisputable evidence 
that the trip was made, that the program was carried out, that the fun was had. 
Photographs document sequences of consumption carried on outside the view of 
families, friends, neighbours. But dependence on the camera, as the device that makes 
real what one is experiencing doesn’t fade when people travel more.” (Sontag, 2009, 
p. 9) This leads her to conclude with the novel observation that “Travel becomes a 
strategy for accumulating photographs”, a peculiar desire which will be discussed in 
greater detail later in this chapter. 
 
The physicality of these photos continues to derive its authoritative documentary power 
from its relationship with physical reality: the weather, lighting, and the actions of the 
subjects. The photograph itself is also affected by time and space: prints can be torn 
up, accidentally ripped, waterlogged, or burned. Photographs, as Sontag writes, invite 
packaging: they are stuck in albums, framed and set on tables, tacked on walls, 
projected as slides. Newspapers and magazines feature them; cops alphabetize them; 
museums exhibit them; publishers compile them. The photograph, as a slice of space 
and time, is separated and discontinuous from the world, extracting and petrifying data 
from a continuous and fungible flow of information.  The camera makes reality atomic, 
manageable, and opaque, transforming it into a material means which can be handled 
and worked upon Photography thus encourages the view that the world is 
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understandable and subject to control through the arrangement of a series of images. 
When the subject of the photos is a person, a portrait functions as a means by which 
the viewer comes to understand and develop an impression of that person, a portion 
of 'truth' about the being and character of that person. By accumulating photos which 
are made strategically throughout the course of one's travels, for instance, the 
photographer is effectively creating 'evidence, giving substance to a spectacular and 
self-enclosed world. 
 
Inspired by this notion of travelling as a strategy for accumulating photos, I will examine 
photographs taken on my own travels, interpreting the act of taking and collecting 
portraits in the course of these travels as being a strategy of creating a designated 
impression of myself, while inviting the viewer to take this impression as being true. I 
will define the photographic self-portraits that I arranged for this purpose as being  
“strategic photographs”, this name explicitly signalling their artifice and the fact that a 
photographer had to make strategic decisions as to what is disclosed in the image and 
how the subject within the portrait is manipulated so as to communicate a message, 
the transmission of this message being of greater importance than simply preserving 
the past.   
 
3.2 Objectivity and subjectivity in self-portraiture 
 
As Roland Barthes argues, there is something predatory in the act of taking a picture. 
To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they never see themselves, 
by having knowledge of them that they can never have; it turns people into objects that 
can be symbolically possessed (Barthes, 1977, p. 14): “I feel myself observed and 
everything changes: I constitute myself in the process of ‘posing,’ I instantaneously 
make another body for myself I transform myself in advance into an image”(Barthes, 
1977, p. 10). Barthes describes his photographic portrait as “a cunning dissociation of 
consciousness from identity” (Barthes, 1977, p. 12), emphasizing the distance between 
the image of a person and that person’s subjectivity. The portrait, rather than being an 
expression of the subject's individuality or identity, is the subject as seen by the 
photographer, an image that is drawn out of the subject. Barthes expands upon this by 
describing the four image repositories that intersect in portrait photography: the one I 
think I am, the one I want others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am, 
and the one he makes use of to exhibit his art. During this process, the subject is 
“neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming an object ... I am 
truly becoming a spectre” (Barthes, 1977, p. 14). While Barthes underlines the reifying, 
objectifying effect of portraiture, I have my own reservations about whether this 
argument still applies when the supposed 'subject-turned-object' in the portrait is the 
photographer herself. In such a case, the photographer is placed in the paradoxical 
position of having to subjectively objectify herself. 
 
Taking issue with Barthes' presentation of the matter, this subjective dimension of 
photography is explored in depth by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.  Bourdieu 
believes that images involve a certain degree of subjective choice, whether this choice 
is exercised by the photographer or the people in the photo. Bourdieu uses the 
example of the pose to dismiss Barthes’ argument,  suggesting that the camera  
creates a situation in which the subject sat before it is compelled to assume an 
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unnatural pose, one that presents an idealized image of the self which corresponds to 
existing social codes of behaviour and indicate one's belonging to a particular class. 
Bourdieu bases his argument on the fact that photography is used as a social practice. 
This in effect contradicts the commonplace assumption that photos are objective. 
Bourdieu, to a certain degree, would not deny that there is an objective dimension in 
photographs which reflects reality in a certain fashion. However, he goes on to explain 
that photography is a social practice and its objectivity is eclipsed by the fact that the 
subjects that it depicts strike poses, performing and enacting idealized roles before the 
camera lens. Using the example of the pose he explains that ‘to strike a pose is to offer 
oneself to be captured in a posture which is not and which does not seek to be 
‘natural’’(Bourdieu, 1999, p. 166). This point has been discussed in the review of my 
previous performances of gender in Chapter 2, the entirety of which is concerned with 
the striking of these poses and the participation/collusion of the photographic subject 
with performative gender norms. What Bourdieu's discussion amounts to is a refutation 
of the supposed 'objectivity' of portraiture, since there is an ineliminable residue of 
subjective agency on the part of the subject. 
 
Bourdieu goes on to explain that ‘the meaning of the pose adopted for the photograph 
can only be understood with relation to the symbolic system in which it has its place, 
and which, for the peasant, defines the behaviour and manners suitable for his 
relations with other people.’(Bourdieu, 1999, 166) That is, one performs and presents 
one's subjectivity in a photograph in accordance with a social grammar of gestures, 
often striking a pose befitting of one's station in society, translating one's presence into 
a sign that can be decoded and rendered readable. As such, the 'transparency' of a 
photograph is complicated by Bourdieu's observation that the subjects themselves can 
be said to make themselves transparent, and this deliberate artifice/performance, 
however unconscious, undermines any suggestion that the photograph is simply a 
naive reflection of reality. This point resonates with Barthes' discussion on the two 
planes of meaning in images, supplementing it with the observation that these levels 
of meaning do not simply operate from the vantage point of the viewer, but that they 
also determine the manners and behaviours of the photographic subjects themselves. 
Photography is a social practice and social conventions and norms determine the 
poses that subjects assume when they are photographed. Whereas Barthes' places 
especial emphasis upon the reifying, objectifying nature of photography, Bourdieu 
directs our attention to the agency (or lack thereof) of the photographic subject, an 
agency that is however constrained by social conditions. Equipped with these two 
opposing, I began to develop a more complete picture of the degree of freedom 
afforded to the creator of a photographic self-portrait as well as its limitations. 
 
On the subject of these limitations, Susan Sontag had this observation to make:  
‘photographed images do not seem to be statements about the world so much as 
pieces of it, miniatures of reality that anyone can make or acquire.’(Sontag, 2008, 4) 
Sontag goes on to state that photographs capture but fragments of reality, shards of 
space-time that cannot adequately reflect the world from which they are extracted.  
This supports Bourdieu’s argument that the short moment captured by a photograph 
cannot be used as an objective artefact. Sontag argues that at its most basic level 
photography positions the photographer within “a certain relation to the world that feels 
like knowledge — and, therefore, like power” (Sontag, 2008, 4), emphasizing the 
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relationship that photography has to authority, representation, and truth. Photographs 
can be digitally edited, cropped, bounded, framed, the lighting manipulated, objects 
added or removed. Seen in this light, photography is every bit as much of an art (that 
is, a practice of artifice) as a painted self-portrait. Photography is simply art, a practice 
of craft and material manufacture masquerading as truth, a truth which presents itself 
as being self-evident and authoritative. 
 
In the next section, I will discuss how this unfettered artistic liberty, taken for granted 
as the prerogative of the artist, is tied to broader questions about authority, 
representation and truth, taking the work of other artists as points of reference. 
 
3.3 Blurring the line between ‘real’ and ‘fake’ 
 
Though there are many artists that have made photographic portraits while conducting 
research upon the objective and subjective dimensions of self-portraiture, not all of 
these general examples are useful for my purposes. That being said, Taryn Simon's 
The Innocents resonates with my own interests in a particularly intense way. In this 
chapter, I will discuss the ways in which Taryn Simon plays with the power of photos 
used as evidence, the ambiguity of the messages communicated through these portrait 
photos, and the paradox between the representation of reality and the actuality of the 
spectacle captured in photography.   
 
“I was asked to come down and look at the photo array of different men. I picked Ron’s 
photo because in my mind it most closely resembled the man who attacked me. But 
really what happened was that, because I had made a composite sketch, he actually 
most closely resembled my sketch as opposed to the actual attacker. By the time we 
went to do a physical line up, they asked if I could physically identify the person. I 
picked out Ronald because, subconsciously, in my mind, he resembled the photo, 
which resembled the composite, which resembled the attacker. All the images became 
enmeshed to one image that became Ron, and Ron became my attacker.”(Taryn 
Simon, 2000) According to the testimonial of  Jennifer Thompson, a victim of rape 
interviewed by Taryn Simon, the series of portraits of Ron, one of the suspects 
presented to her in a line-up, created considerable confusion in Jennifer, creating a 
sense of dissonance between her memory of the event of rape and the man standing 
before her. Here we find a remarkable illustration of a series of portrait photographs 
and the information that they connote cause Jennifer to identify the wrong suspect. 
This sparks me to think about the result of a photographic portrait connoted is highly 
subjected to the intention of making such photo instead of the objective reality. 
 
To try to correlate her image of the rapist with the suspects that she had to choose 
from, she made a drawing of the rapist from memory. It turned out that this image 
corresponded most closely with the image of Ron. This example shows that the same 
photograph can mean different things to different groups of people. In this case Ron 
was branded as a rapist purely because of contextual circumstances, with the viewer 
of the photograph being granted the authority to declare whether it was the image of a 
rapist or not. This is proof that an image can alter one's interpretation of empirical 
'reality' through the manipulation of factors shown in an image, with the photographer 
having the power to influence the viewer's interpretation of the world 'out there'. That 
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is to say, a self-portrait can alter the viewers’ interpretation of the artist’s identity in 
reality. Through the artistic treatment which controls the composition of a  self-portrait, 
an artist has the capacity  to influence the viewer's conception of the artist 'in the real 
world' . 
 
In 2000, Taryn Simon was assigned by The New York Times Magazine to photograph 
men and women who were wrongfully convicted, imprisoned, exonerated and 
subsequently freed from death row. After the assignment, she began to investigate the 
function and role of photography in the criminal justice system. In these cases, 
photography offered the criminal justice system in the U.S a tool that mistakenly 
branded innocent citizens as criminals, aided officers in obtaining false eyewitness 
identifications, and helped the prosecutors in securing convictions. She argues that the 
criminal justice system in the U.S had failed to recognize the limitations of relying on 
photographic images. 
 
For the men and women in the portraits she made in The Innocents (see Appendice 7 
& 8), the primary cause of unlawful conviction was mistaken identification. A victim or 
eyewitness identified the suspected perpetrator with the law enforcement’s use of 
photographs and line-ups. These identifications relied entirely on the assumption of 
precise visual memory on the part of those vested with the power to make these 
judgments. However, it was discovered that through the exposure to composite 
sketches, mugshots, Polaroids, and line-ups, the memory of an eyewitness or victim 
can change. Police officers and prosecutors influence memory, both unintentionally 
and intentionally, through the ways in which they conduct the identification process. 
They can shape, and even generate, what comes to be known as an eyewitness 
testimony. 
 
In The Innocents, Simons  photographed each innocent person at a site that came to 
assume a particular significance following his or her false conviction: the scene of 
misidentification, the scene of arrest, the alibi location, or the scene of the crime. These 
locations have been assigned contradictory meanings in the legal documents 
surrounding the case . The scene of arrest marks at the outset the intrusion of fiction 
into reality, ensnaring the subject into the apparatus of the law and constituting him or 
her into a suspect. The scene of the crime, for the falsefully convicted, is at once crucial 
yet arbitrary. The location is at one and the same time a place that they had never 
previously been or had a relationship to prior to their arrest, as well as the site that 
changed that lives forever. Simon brings the ambiguous relationship between truth and 
fiction into public awareness by making portraits of the falsefully convicted in the 
specific space and time when they were proved as being innocent. 
 
 
Susan Sontag's observations on the role of the maker of photographs in shaping a 
viewer's understanding of reality are especially salient here. The image “passes for 
incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened...there is always a presumption that 
something exists, or did exist, which is like what’s in the picture” (Sontag, 2008, p. 8). 
This is the power of the photographer: to create evidentiary images that represent a 
factual reality. If we were to apply this line of thinking to photographic self-portraiture, 
we could plausibly suggest that the artist is engaged in the intentional creation of visual 
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evidence that represents an idealized truth of the artist's 'real self', employing the reality 
effect produced by photography to generate a credible illusion. While photography 
cannot exist apart from its context (a point that is lucidly demonstrated by Taryn 
Simons' work), a photograph has its own (after)life following its emergence into and 
circulation in the world, and the information that it communicates about 'reality' is in 
part shaped by decisions that the photographer or artist has made in the first place. In 
some way, the photograph can be regarded as a vessel for the intentions of the 
photographer, a window into the conception of reality that he or she wants to present 
to the viewer. 
 
Taking my bearings from Sontag's suggestion that  travel is a pretext for the strategic 
accumulation of photographs and Simons' practice of crafting portraits of the innocent 
taken at sites that had especial meaning for their prosecution and trial, I decided to 
accumulate a series of self-portraits of my own, taken strategically over a period of 
three years of travel (2018,2019,2020). As proven above, a single image may not be 
convincing enough in compelling the viewer to synchronize their conception of reality 
with the one that I present before them and implore them to accept. There has to be a 
certain quantity of “miniatures of reality” (Sontag, 2008, p. 4) to act as a series of visual 
evidence for the reality of the world that I intend to evoke in my photos. Secondly, I 
made the decision to confine my artistic manipulation of the image to my physical 
appearance in the self-portraits. This was done to place emphasis upon the subjectivity 
and the narrative of the subject that I intended to present through the photograph. 
Needless to say, this was not a reflection of the 'real me', but simply served to show 
what I wanted to project to the viewer. This, in essence, encapsulates the purpose of 
creating artworks in my eyes- the gesture of showing the viewer what I want to project. 
Whether it's painting, sculpture or taking a photograph, all of these forms of portraiture 
are means by which an artist shows the 'who' that they want to project, the image of 
this 'who' that they wish to place before the viewers. 
 
For this work, I chose to work with film photographs as the bulk of the theories that I 
studied in this chapter were premised upon the analysis of film photography.  Film 
photography also evokes a sense of 'honesty' and immediacy, given that the medium 
offers less possibilities in the way of alterations- what you capture with a film camera 
is what will be seen on the reel of film. Unlike Taryn Simon’s  professionally 
orchestrated images, with their carefully choreographed poses and lighting , I intended 
to adhere to the standard format of a typical travel photo, keeping to a consistent pose 
and composition with each photo in the series. Each photo shows only the upper part 
of my body, with the entirety of the front of my face and a tourist attraction featuring in 
the background. Adherence to this standardized format was enforced to make the 
photos indistinguishable from any nondescript travel photos taken by anybody else. 
Subsequently, I employed digital scanning technologies to convert the film 
photographs into digital formats that could be edited and doctored while retaining the 
visual texture of its analogue form. In addition, I did not edit my facial features in an 
exaggerated fashion, maintaining a certain proximity to my 'real face'.  I micro-edited 
my face only for the purpose of unifying the various images. 
 
By displaying a successive series of portraits of myself, the effect of which was  to 
present an accumulation of information about my appearance, information which does 
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not diverge in too drastic a fashion from the 'me' that the viewer might encounter in 
reality, I intended to produce an acquiescence to the 'truth' that I fashioned in the 
photographs. With this series of photographs, I wanted to see if I could modify the 
impression that my appearance had left upon the memories of my viewers, effectively 
substituting these simulacra, these doctored images for reality. In these photos, I 
reshaped my eyes, nose, mouth and chin to correspond to the most favorable ratio 
while smoothening out my skin in accordance to existing standards of beauty, for 
instance, brighter eyes, skin with no blemishes, acne or skin defects. All of these 
treatments contributed to the production of a 'reality effect'. 
 
As discussed above, an image can denote certain apparent truths. In this case, people 
can still access the many other instances of photographic evidence of my appearance, 
ranging from portraits of myself created by others, photographs taken for the purposes 
of interviews, screencaps and footage from TV programs etcetera . All of this 
descriptive information circulating on the internet through these denoted images  
contributes to a shared impression of how I look.While I was constricted by the facticity 
of my face and how this face is remembered by various people who have seen it in 
one form of another, I also wanted to test the limits of how far I could subvert this 
memory through techniques of manipulation, obscuring and obfuscating this memory 
through a process of over-exposing it to new, doctored images of myself. This thought 
came to me when I had a conversation with a friend who suggested that she 
remembers the digital edited images of me on my Instagram, and not the real “me” she 
met in person. This brings me back to Sontag’s theory: “A way of certifying experience, 
taking photographs is also a way of refusing it – by limiting experience to a search for 
the photogenic, by converting experience into an image…”(Sontag, 2008, p. 9) I 
wanted these images to signify and simulate a lived experience, to evoke reality so 
convincingly that its deliberately and pronouncedly photogenic quality would eclipse 
'reality out there'. With this work, I intended to affect the viewer's impression of my 
actual likeness through the strategic use of images, with all of these images sharing a 
unified purpose, that of transforming the way that the 'real me' is perceived. The 
question, then, is whether photographic images can affect the way in which the real life 
image of my person is received. 
 
With Sontag's notion of travel as a strategy for accumulating photographs serving as 
the guiding impetus of my project(Sontag, 2008, p. 9), I took one of the earliest self-
portraits that I had taken on my travels as the standard sample and template for the 
rest of the self-portraits in the work. In this very first photo, I stood in front of the camera, 
looked into the camera, showed the entirety of the front of my face along with the upper 
half of my body, centring myself in the frame as the subject in the photo . The viewer 
can see the scenery of a place I have travelled to in the background of the photo , 
objective and singular proof of my having been there, at an exotic locale to which I 
have travelled at a certain place and time. 
 
3.4 Summary 
 
When I began to execute this plan of accumulating self-portraits in the course of my 
travels, following the rules of composition that were established  by this photo, I began 
to clearly grasp why Sontag posited that this was a stratagem on the part of the 
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photographer. These photos not only soothed feelings of disorientation that were 
aroused by the experience of travel, these self-portraits also bridge the chasm that 
existed between the perfect 'me' in my imagination, the 'me' that I was anxious for 
others to take as being fact, and the defective 'me' that I was condemned to being in 
reality. The space and time described in these self-portraits enhanced the credibility of 
the information provided, lending credence and weight to this presentation of myself . 
It is important to note here that these self-portraits were originally film photographs that 
I digitally scanned and converted into a digital format. Following this, I sculpted my 
facial features digitally with software and applications such as Photoshop and Meitu. I 
chose to work in this format because film photographs give the illusion of being more 
authentic and 'honest' than digital photographs, given that relatively fewer editing 
techniques can be applied to them. This illusion was essential to my project, since it 
would reinforce the realism of the portraits. This was the first time that I had tampered 
with my photographs with digital technology. In the last 2 chapters, the only digital 
process that I put the photographs through was to convert print photos into digitized 
ones, which was done purely for purposes of convenience and easier handling and 
reprinting into other forms, such as on souvenirs. At this point in my career in portraiture, 
I did not want to begin transforming my facial features before conducting research into 
the self-portrait form in order to arrive at a personal understanding of what a self-
portrait might mean to the artist herself. 
 
In this chapter, I have attempted to come to terms with the subjective and objective 
vectors of a portrait, and also I have attempted to delineate what the strategic 
accumulation of photos of one's self might imply with the assistance of several key 
theorists. This has made me much more conscious and aware of the artistic decisions 
that I made when creating my own self-portraits. As an artist, I do not make self-
portraits simply to satisfy prevalent social demands, such as what is expected of a 
decent girl student in Chapter 2. As an artist, I aim to employ the plastic powers 
available to the artist to craft things that satiate my urge to create. 
 
Though it goes without saying that the manipulability of the digital photograph further 
widens the distance between the photograph and the physical reality that it purports to 
represent, I found that the visual information of one's face is not as easily faked as 
other information, such as the locations, weather and lighting depicted in the photos. 
This is because there is only so much work you can do upon your likeness, given that 
you are always limited by the fact that your face is exposed to others, who retain an 
impression and collective memory of what you look like, however faint or obscure. 
 
In the early stages of this work's development, I planned to distribute these outcomes 
on social media platforms so as to test the effectiveness of these edited photos in 
shifting perceptions of reality. It was, however, difficult to draw a fair evaluation of these 
attempts given the uniqueness of each viewer's situation, and this hypothesis remains 
but a tentative one. An example derived from my own experience can help to illuminate 
this point. My grandfather passed away when I was young, and my conception of my 
grandfather was shaped by and pieced together from my exposure to the fragmentary 
images that he left behind.  This example elegantly demonstrates my sense that history 
is revealed in an accumulative, piecemeal fashion through fragments of the real, and 
that this observation is not simply limited to new digital forms such as social media, as 
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we shall see in the chapter to follow. This is why I have decided to conduct my research 
and my experiments without placing especial emphasis upon the medium of social 
media, as I believe that the results of these experiments function in the same fashion 
with or without the existence of social media. The digital photographic portraits that I 
have made produce the same results regardless of whether I distribute them on social 
media or not.   
 
In the next chapter, I will further investigate the significance and possibilities of applying 
digital facial refining technology in the making of photographic self-portraits. 
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45. From Wong, K.Y. (2018-2020). Around the world in 80 days [colour printed digital edited film 

photographs in frames]. Set of 108. Each 16 x 12cm. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist 
University 

 

 
46. Please scan the QR Code for the video tour of Around the world in 80 days. 

 
47. Please scan the QR Code for each photo detail viewing of Around the world in 80 days. 
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YESTERDAY GIRL  
 
In the previous chapters, I have attempted to trace a historical genealogy of the artist-
made self-portrait and its evolution through different forms, from painting to film 
photography to digital photography. In my understanding, no medium is ever truly 'new', 
with each form complicating, renegotiating and redeploying the conventions and tropes 
of techniques and mediums that have come before it. 
 
In Chapter 1, I discovered that the completeness of the facial features found in a self-
portrait and the way in which images are presented are of less importance than the 
intentions of the artist when it comes to qualifying a work as a self-portrait. In Chapter 
2, I elaborated upon the constraints exerted by gender protocols and social norms 
upon the making of self-portraits, with the artist being subjected and compelled to 
perform in conformity to these normative commands. In Chapter 3, I investigated the 
extent to which control over one's image can be regarded as a tool of empowerment, 
with the portrait signifying the agency and the independence of the pictured object. The 
self-portrait has traditionally functioned as a tool for renegotiating the subjective and 
objective vectors and dynamics of looking, an affirmation of the subject's agency in the 
image as well as a form of resistance towards capture. In this way, we can regard the 
self-portrait as a means by which autonomy can be won and asserted by the artist, 
claiming agency that was once understood as belonging to the collectivity of viewers. 
 
However, my investigations in Chapter 3 came to a somewhat ambiguous and abortive 
end, given that it was impossible to draw an absolute conclusion from the experiment 
that I conducted. I was unable to determine definitively whether the accumulative 
photos that I had generated had indeed shifted my viewers' perceptions of reality, since 
each viewer had a different perception of this reality from the next, depending on the 
degree of their acquaintance with my own person and the memories that they had- or 
did not have- of our interactions. This led me to take up the task of conceiving an 
experiment that could yield the results that I wanted, a way in which I could objectively 
ascertain the degree to which this 'new', manufactured reality had generated a new 
conception of reality 'out there'. 
 
As I have mentioned, the digital form of self-presentation is commonplace in our time, 
with the comprehensive proliferation of digital technologies. In this chapter, I will focus 
exclusively upon artist-made digital photographic self-portraits rather than the medium 
of selfies at large, limiting my investigation to the artistic treatment of self-portraits, 
specifically the refinement and synthesis of these images by the artist.   
 
4.1    Cumulative self-representation in digital form 
 
I encountered several times people defining my photography works as ‘selfie’ but I 
myself am seeing them as artist-made self-portraiture. To be precise, it is necessary to 
distinguish the difference between selfie and artist-made self-portraiture. The 'selfie' is 
defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “a photograph that one has taken of 
oneself, typically one taken with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social 
media website” (Brumfield, 2013, para. 10). Indeed, for many, the selfie is the first thing 
that comes to mind today when they hear the word self-portrait. Some seem to equate 
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the two. Selfie is more than a new type of self-portrait. Although the selfie is reminiscent 
of self-portraiture in general and earlier photographic self-portraits in particular, it is 
more and less than a self-portrait. One popular way of looking at selfies is as if they 
belonged to the same category of images as the famous painted self-portraits of the 
past. The similarity lies in the fact that both can be described as “images of the self”, 
but focusing on this one aspect only leads us to create sweeping generalizations that 
obscure nuances across cultures, centuries, and media, ignoring the historical 
specificity of each image and overlooking their radically different social and cultural 
functions.   
 
The implied meanings and cultural functions of each selfie and the overarching 
significance of the genre at large can be worked out only by interpretative methods—
for example, by reference to the history of photography. It is crucial to note that the 
makers of selfies are not an elite coterie of skilled artisans, as was the case with 
painting in the Renaissance. The selfie exists within an economy of cheap and 
disposable images, unlike Renaissance paintings, which were highly valued art pieces. 
Selfies typically are made quickly and meant for an equally quick viewing on a 
smartphone while commuting or on the go, unlike paintings that were made to be 
revered and to be contemplated over the span of several centuries.   
 
It might be argued that many self-portraits in the history of photography look strikingly 
similar to the selfies of today- self-portraits taken with mirrors, self-portraits made while 
holding the camera before oneself with arms extended, etcetera. These images, 
however, do not qualify as selfies because they were not 'taken with a smartphone or 
webcam and shared via social media' as per the official definition. It can be said, then, 
that the term “selfie” has its own historically specific, epochal meaning.  This shows that 
the two- photographs that predated the selfie, resembling them on a superficial level 
and the selfies themselves- cannot simply be equated. For instance, Jerry Saltz argues 
that selfies and self-portraits are sufficiently different because of the necessary skill 
and training involved (Saltz, 2016, pp. 30-49). Almost anyone with a smartphone is 
able to take a selfie, and the act of doing so does not require any specific technical 
skills to speak of. In distinction to this, self-portraits require both virtuosity and 
conscious artistic intention – not all selfies can be considered as art works, but the 
artist-made self-portrait is undoubtedly a piece of art. 
 
That being said, these two forms share one thing in common. Like the photographic 
self-portrait, the selfie as a form of digital self-presentation takes shape in a cumulative 
fashion rather than being presented as a definitive, self-enclosed totality unto itself.  
Besides the accumulative, constantly-expanding collection of selfies that one archives 
on social media platforms, an artist can distribute her digital photographic self-portraits 
via online exhibitions, interviews, TV shows and other media outlets, each fragment 
forming a part of an unfolding narrative of the artist's self, disclosing and exposing 
another aspect of this self that remains incomplete and occulted to some degree. This 
was especially true for me, since over the years I have multiplied manifestations of 
myself with my performances, interviews and appearances in public. In recent years I 
have started to become aware of the manifold ways in which people wonder after the 
question of who 'Wong Ka Ying' is, a curiosity that can only be slaked by piecing 
together visual information and traces left on the Internet. In the course of this, I have 
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become very alert as to which traces exist in cyberspace, the portraits that I have 
allowed to remain in circulation and whether these signs of myself can be erased and 
expunged. Of course, it might be said that any information takes on its own life once it 
enters and is assimilated by the bloodstream of cyberspace, but at the same time an 
overload and excess of polyvalent information about a single subject/object can blur, 
confuse and dilute any unilateral interpretation of that same object. This was the 
impetus for my idea of building a machine that can simultaneously generate a gamut 
of disparate self-portraits of myself, distorting any stable avatar of my face by 
multiplying an array of faces. 
 
As I mentioned above, I cannot definitively prove if cumulative digitally-generated 
artificial images can shift subjective perceptions of reality, but I can, on my part, 
calculate and generate a relatively objective representation of my 'real self' by machine. 
I can also influence and resist the capture of my image on the internet through the 
continuous generation and multiplication of my likeness.  Before seeking ways to 
actualize  my ideas, however, I will engage with a customary review of existing 
literature on the digital photographic self-portrait. 
 
4.2 My kind of digital photographic self-portraiture   
 
In her 2014 essay Seeing Ourselves through Technology: How We Use Selfies, Blogs 
and Wearable Devices to See and Shape Ourselves, the digital culture scholar Jill 
Walker Rettberg made the argument that digital self-presentation and self-reflection 
manifests itself in a cumulative fashion rather than all at once as a definitive, self-
contained whole (Rettberg, 2014). Whereas Rettberg’s observation premises itself 
upon the widespread use of weblogs and social media platforms to distribute digital 
self-portraits, in my own estimation the implications of this statement stretch far beyond 
the bounds of social media alone. In the literature review that follows, I will attempt to 
demonstrate what I mean, taking my own person and experience as an example. 
 
In recent years, I have become keenly aware of the images that exist of me on the 
Internet, though few of these are on social media because I seldom post pictures of 
my face on my personal social media account. Most of the traces of my likeness on 
the Internet are those left behind from online interviews and TV programs, as well as 
the many art works that I have made featuring my visage or body, converted into digital 
form and uploaded on to my website as part of my portfolio with the intention of 
archiving them and rendering them accessible to international viewers. Rettberg’s 
statement, then, can be taken as an accurate observation of this actuality- the 
existence of 'Wong Ka Ying' in the digital age is simply the cumulative result of 
thousands of digital portraits retrievable through search engines rather than simply a 
'real' face. These materials exist outside of the Internet a well, of course, with the 
images of my art works and my appearances on TV being stored in other forms and 
archived in different places (my television appearances being stored in public library 
multimedia collections and my work being lodged somewhere in the Asia Art Archive 
media library).Compounding all of this is the fact that some of my digital portraits have 
been sold to collectors in the form of data, without assuming a physical form. These 
are all fragments of the 'digital me' that together constitute 'Wong Ka Ying'. 
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Observations such as these bring us back to Susan Sontag's description of 
photographs as 'miniatures of reality that anyone can make or acquire'(Sontag, 2008, 
p. 4), a point that we discussed at length in Chapter 3 . Today, we are awash in a 
burgeoning, ever-expanding torrent of images and visual information, with each digital 
fragment being but a piece of a never-ending procession of images of the self.  These 
fragments are the basis upon which a piecemeal sense of the 'authentic' and the 'real' 
can be cobbled together. The more fragments one collects, the fuller one imagines 
one's grasp of reality is. With this logic, the ability of the makers of these fragments to 
influence our sense of 'reality' lies in their control over their production. This is precisely 
where the power of the artist lies. Sontag argues that on the most basic level, , 
photography functions like a form of ritual magic: ’ ‘To photograph is to appropriate the 
thing photographed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the world that 
feels like knowledge – and, therefore, like power’(Sontag, 2008, p. 4). 
 
All of this invariably reminds me of the ambient public anxiety about  artificial 
intelligence and the possibility that our sense of reality will be dramatically distorted 
through the machinic synthesis of information and the dissemination of false 
representations (fake news and 'deepfakes' for example) that have been generated 
through an algorithmic process. When 'reality' has been transmuted to such an extent, 
the ontological status of the image- situated in a digital network that confounds the 
supposition that photography uncritically and transparently represents reality- is placed 
in question. With this in mind, I set out to find out if cumulative self-portraits generated 
by artificial intelligence can truly produce a convincing set of 'fake mes' that can 
effectively act upon reality by multiplying facsimiles of fact. 
 
4.3 My digital authentic self   
 
The first time I encountered the notion of artificial intelligence generated faces was 
through a lecture given in the Cross-institutional Summer School in Zurich 2019, 
'Hacking Global Pop Icons'.. In the lecture, the teacher gave a brief introduction of the 
website https://thispersondoesnotexist.com/  and this presentation  immediately piqued 
my curiosity towards technologies that would enable me to create portraits with the use 
of computer analysis, calculation and synthesis . The site is the creation of Philip Wang, 
a software engineer at Uber, and uses research released in 2018 by the chip designer 
Nvidia to create an endless stream of fake portraits. The algorithm behind it is trained 
on a huge dataset of real images, then uses a type of neural network known as a 
generative adversarial network (GAN) to fabricate new examples. Wang, in a post that 
he penned, stated that “Each time you refresh the site, the network will generate a new 
facial image from scratch from a 512-dimensional vector.”(Wang, 2019) The underlying 
AI framework powering the site was originally invented by a researcher named Ian 
Goodfellow. Nvidia’s take on the algorithm, named StyleGAN, was made open source 
not long ago and is free for anyone to redevelop. All of this seemed to present the 
prospect of developing a powerful image-generating software that I could adapt to my 
own needs. 
 
How does the machine actually work? Briefly put, a developer feeds the computer 
program a number of photos of real people. The machine will then study them and  
come up with its own photos of people, generating a persuasive photographic portrait 
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of a non-existent person. With the same method, many researchers tried to feed the 
GAN images of a specific object, such as pizza. The program would then generate a 
doppelganger of a pizza, an object that resembles pizza but which does not 'actually' 
exist.  I am not the first artist to have come up with the idea of generating an entirely 
new  'me' by feeding the GAN a bunch of digital photographic self-portraits to work with. 
The interdisciplinary Mexican artist Fabiola Larios did the same with her modified 
StyleGAN and the results of this culminated in her artwork “Internet Humans – A Selfie 
of the Internet”. I took the same module Fabiola Larios used, an open source software 
found on https://thispersondoesnotexist.com/,and tried  to generate my own array of 
self-portraits. However, the result was not satisfactory for a few reasons. Firstly I was 
not able to submit a sufficient amount of images for the machine to work with. It is said 
that an average amount of 100,000 to 150,000 images is necessary if the machine is 
to synthesize a convincing image that is proximate enough to reality, and for the 
process to proceed smoothly with a minimum of bugs. Secondly, the images that I 
submitted to the machine did not exhibit drastic variations in facial features or 
expression, with the only fluctuations lying in the length of hair and the backgrounds of 
the photographs. As a consequence, the images generated showed a pronounced 
emphasis upon variations in hair and background at the expense of attention to facial 
features. This could be attributed to the nature of the data that I fed into the machine. 
Thirdly, many glitches and flaws appeared over the course of the process, making the 
images look much less real because of the paucity of information provided by my image 
bank. The results were a long way from what I was hoping, so I decided to work on 
another GAN module. 
 
It would be germane here to note the recent craze for face-swapping apps on 
smartphones and social media.  Similar to the StyleGAN, face swapping apps use a 
machine-learning algorithm to create a machine-generated version of the subject’s 
face. The results are known as deepfakes. I used the module found on  
https://faceswap.dev// with its open source and continued to carry out experiments in 
the generation of self-portraits through artificial intelligence. I first chose a self-portrait 
which features me in plain face, assuming a blank, neutral expression without 
accessories or makeup as the master portrait which I would then merge faces upon. 
Then, I took the centre of my pupils, the tip of my nose and the centre of my mouth as 
the axis upon which faces would be adapted to. After settling the foundational basis  
for the further synthesis of a 'new me', I uploaded the same 800 images of myself for 
the machine to study  and eventually learnt how to create a synthetic ‘Me’. The results 
have been documented here: https://www.wongkaying.com/yesterday-girl-2021 
 
4.4 Summary 
 
Though the results generated by the second module were convincing enough to be 
taken as being portraits of a real person, the faces synthesized solely with the use of 
my self-portraits failed to convince me. In fact , anybody who has more than a passing 
acquaintance with me and how I look would be able to discern without too much trouble 
that the women in these portraits are not me. While these synthesized self-portraits 
may very well create a sense of illusion for viewers who are not at all familiar  with my 
actual likeness, I can immediately tell- from personal experience and extensive study 
of this very subject- what it is that makes these image distant from my actual face. 
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Generative adversarial networks and deepfake machines typically train on real 
photographs that have been centred, scaled and cropped. As a result, each eye in the 
synthetic portraits may be the same distance from the centre, which is vastly different 
from my real facial features. Moreover, most people- myself included- do not have 
perfectly symmetrical features, and the system tends to correct this symmetry in the 
results that it generates. As a result, however, it can produce deep double eyelids in 
one eye that may not be present in the other. The imperfections of my facial features, 
for example, my crooked nose, unbalanced eyes and jaws, high and low brows are 
also the irreplaceable features that create a unique ‘me’ and gives me a distinctive 
personality. It is these singular flaws that ironically produce the strongest evidence of 
'me' being 'me', though when I publish a selfie online I am always hesitant as to whether 
these flaws should be obscured or not. 
 
The machine is not as fair as I thought too. Elements such as gender, race and ethnicity 
are still highly controlled by the information provided by the creator. The machine does 
not betray one’s gender, race or ethnicity in a portrait until the creator defines what 
these parameters mean and teaches the machine. GANs, like other many 
technologies, therefore are not perfect. Due to underlying biases in the data used to 
train them, some of these systems failed to parse and codify certain highly significant 
information , for instance, for the purposes of  recognizing people of colour. In 2015, 
an early facial recognition system developed by Google labelled two Black people as 
“gorillas”. Instead of addressing the reason why this happened, the Google 
spokesperson admitted that “There is still clearly a lot of work to do with automatic 
image labelling”(Zhang, 2015). 
 
This shows that no matter how powerful the forms of artificial intelligence and digital 
technology that we have at our disposal are, ultimately they are as flawed as the human 
beings that programmed them. Human beings were ultimately behind the making of 
these machines and decided what sorts of data they were exposed to . Currently, all 
the images that are submitted to computers to train them to see have to be labelled 
manually, following which the computer associates and identifies certain types of faces 
as being 'female' and others as being 'male'. It is certainly true that the landscape of 
digital technology is perpetually evolving and I look forward to the future development 
of solutions to these glaring problems. At present, however, the solutions that this 
technology has offered to the problems that I had in mind are rather far from what I 
expected. It appears that I have quite a lot of work to do in this direction if I am to 
effectively flood the Internet with passable, algorithmically-generated doubles of myself. 
 
All this being said, however,  the possibilities for creative applications of GAN portrait-
generating technology continue to be probed and mined by artists today. The outcome 
of this chapter gestures towards new types of artist-made self-portraiture. However, 
the actual result of my own experiments with the technology were rather unsatisfactory. 
My findings in this chapter taught me that we often overlook or glaze over the glaring 
flaws generated by the technology that produces cumulative photographic self-portraits, 
something that could perhaps be attributed by an unthinking presupposition that 
machines are rational, objective and always right. As long as the operator is human, 
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there is always the possibility that the human surrenders his or her autonomy and falls 
prey to dominant, automatic biases. 
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48. From Wong, K.Y. (2021). Yesterday girl [Machine learning generated images, computer projection on 

wall]. Size Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
 

 
49. Please scan the QR Code for the machine learning process video of Yesterday Girl. 

 
50. Please scan the QR Code for individual photo viewing of Yesterday Girl. 
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From Wong, K.Y. (2021). Yesterday girl [Machine learning generated images]. Size Variable. 

https://www.wongkaying.com/yesterday-girl-2021 

 

 
From Wong, K.Y. (2021). Yesterday girl [Machine learning generated images, computer projection on wall]. Size 

Variable. Koo Ming Kown Exhibition Gallery, Hong Kong Baptist University 
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RESEARCH LIMITATIONS  
 
Having immersed myself in the history of the medium, I engaged in a retrospective 
review of my own career in self-portraiture, correlating this to the history of self-
portraiture with the transition from painting to photography, the introduction of the 
camera and the deployment of photography by the state as a means of official 
identification and surveillance. Before rules for this photography were consolidated and 
standardized, however, room was afforded to individuals to exercise their own creativity 
and self-expression. Upon reviewing the photographs that I took for official purposes, 
I discovered that they were proof of my own obedience, subservience to and 
performance of gendered, normative protocols. At the time, I had no idea that this was 
the case, and had no notion that things could be otherwise. This discussion led to 
questions surrounding the constraints faced by an artist in the crafting of portraits, 
given that the artist is subjected to norms that shape his or her sense of self and how 
this self should be performed and presented for the approbation of the public. It should 
also be noted that the gendered binarity of passport photos as a medium is not a 
question that I have expressly taken up in this chapter. The protocols that I discuss and 
which are tacitly but firmly enforced in such photographs are premised upon a simple 
binary division of sex (cis-male and cis-female). This binary proscribes other 
possibilities on the fluid spectrum of gender because such expressions are not easily 
parsed or legible by institutional codes. My own failure to take up this question in 
greater detail reflects my own limitations and should be addressed in future work.  
 
Having gone in search of a working definition of what a self-portrait is and having 
explored the dimensions of subjectivity and performativity that underlie the production 
of a photograph, I then set out to investigate the vectors and dynamics of subjectivity 
and objectivity in photography, since an understanding of their interplay would be of 
great benefit to my research, given that an artist photographing herself is at once the 
subject and object of this practice. It was at this point that I began to apply digital editing 
techniques to film photographs that I took, editing the photos in accordance with a set 
of rules that I devised in order to produce a forgery of reality that I could then convince 
and compel viewers to believe in. The primary limitation of this experiment lies in my 
incapacity to conclusively prove if people do in fact have a different impression of my 
visage after having been exposed to a deluge of doctored portraits of me. I have no 
access to the memories and images of me that they had prior to this exposure, and it 
would be a formidable task to attempt to render any changes in such memories into 
some sort of statistical form. In any case, I did not, in the end, manage to arrive at a 
way to properly do this, and any 'results' that I have arrived at are largely speculative.  
 
In the final stage of the research, having found that it is impossible to arrive at a 
definitive answer as to whether cumulative digital photographs are capable of rewriting 
reality, I decided to pursue another avenue of generating images that approximate and 
distort reality. I therefore created a machine learning module which purports to be 
absolutely objective, functioning simply with digital data analysis and calculation. I fed 
this algorithmic machine with multiple portraits of myself, eventually generating  a new 
‘me’ that has never 'actually' existed. None of the results produced by the machine 
learning module is visually similar to 'me' in reality. The question remains open as to 
whether cumulative digital photos are capable of recreating and recasting reality, as I 
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am currently working on building a large enough image bank for machine analysis, 
self-learning and synthesis. This question, however, will have to be left in suspense as 
new possibilities disclose themselves with the invention of new technologies and the 
refinement of self-learning machines. It is my hope that I can produce enough self-
portraits through the GAN module to supply a convincingly meticulous response to the 
above problems, as well as sufficiently indicate whether AI technology holds promise 
for future research in this area. 
 
In the end, each of the research outcomes that I have outlined in the four chapters can 
be said to be unfinished, as there remains ample space for further investigation and 
exploration. For instance, I can continue to experiment with physical manipulation of 
the body in photographic self-portraiture and develop new ways of displaying the 
photos shown in chapter 1, ALL BY MYSELF. As for the explorations of  
CONTEMPORARY ARTEFACT in  chapter 2, I can continue to create a spectrum of 
daily products imprinted with newly-made forced portraits, this production being 
allowed to continue for as long as I remain alive and compelled to produce new self-
portraits for official purposes. I can continue to make  strategic self-portraits when I am 
travelling, utilizing  the same composition and posture with the intent of blurring the 
boundaries between the real 'me' and the fake 'me' in the minds of viewers. Of course, 
I should also mention my ongoing efforts to work on building a better machine learning 
module to continuously generate images of my face, which will be perpetually fed to 
the algorithmic machine for the purposes of its enhancement. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
I began this research with a study of the history of self-portraiture in the West, inquiring 
after the definition of artist-made self-portraits. Instead of creating a painted self-
portrait of my own , I chose to experiment with the ways in which my facial appearance 
might be presented . These experiments served to prove that a self-portrait does not 
necessarily require the exposure of the artist's face in full, and that a self-portrait is not 
strictly limited to a specific mode of presentation (such as being hung nicely on a wall 
without any ornamentation or other factors that might distort or obstruct its exhibition). 
However, I found it difficult to condense the discoveries I had made in a review of the 
last century of portraiture in a single artwork. A series of works treated as meditations 
and reflections upon this history would serve as a better illustration of my dialogue with 
this tradition.  
 
Throughout this process, I have been made to confront the boundaries of an artist's 
capacity and incapacity. I realize that an artist is, in many regards, hapless and subject 
to all manner of constraints in the production of portraiture, but that agency and 
autonomy are not extinguished for all that. There are always physical factors such as 
time and space as well as anthropic factors such as those of the performance of gender 
and the influence exerted by social norms upon an artist's work, inhibiting the 
realization of an artist's ideas, but at the same time an artist can continue to exercise 
agency of her own, subverting systems of control and refusing the limits imposed upon 
her by the powers-that-be. This begins with awareness and consciousness of the 
problems that beset her practice, compelling her to step out of her comfort zone and 
question the world that envelops her and determines the bounds of her creative activity. 
This research has served as a reminder for me to remain cautious of the 'truth' evoked 
by images while consolidating my faith in the power of art to expose lies and to subvert 
the hegemonic structures that govern our digital age.  Artistic knowledge and 
technology can naively mirror and reproduce reality, but  they can also serve as 
weapons for destroying this reality. Art is a double-edged blade that depends upon the 
intentions of the one wielding it. 
 
The more I learnt from this research, the more I had to come to terms with and reconcile 
myself to my own ignorance and insignificance, overwhelmed as I was in the vast 
deluge of knowledge. This experience has been an extraordinarily humbling one, 
forcing me to make an effort to abandon the delusions of the ego and the imaginings it 
has of itself before creating works and compelling others to appreciate them. The most 
valuable lesson I have learnt through all of this is the discovery that a self-portrait is 
not a form of self-affirmation and self-declaration which announces itself in voluble 
terms to the world, but a contemplative form of introspection, establishing a form of 
relation and communication of the self to the self, an exploratory process that inquires 
after the personal significance and meaning of art-making. It is through this communion 
with myself that I can continue to create works which feel honest and meaningful to 
me. 
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