



Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised digital technology to explore one of the following: Conflict, Identity, the Surveillance State, the Technological World?
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It is unquestionable that the way we perceive self contrasts between the way others may perhaps see us. We are frequently categorised and labelled as that’s how humans have always made sense of the world. It is now needless to say that we recognise the way we are seeing is wrong. There are many unseen elements of anything a human can fathom person or photograph. But only now we are beginning to deconstruct how people show identity in their images.

The photos I have chosen to explore throughout this essay are ones of self. To a degree they are all self-portraits, vicious statements of who they are. It raises the question, is all self-expression controversial? Showing yourself as you are not as the way the world wants to see you. Self-expression itself is a therapeutic response an individuals’ situation. 

There are three images I have chosen to support my writing. Firstly, Zhang Huan’s “family tree”, expressing the inner fight of escaping his culture and family to preserve his own personality identity. All of his work feels like a battle to reject and an attempt to be seen. Many fall back on their culture to explain their identities and to fall back on it as a blanket to comfort themselves, however Huan wants to lift that veil and to be seen who he truly are 

Followed by the image “Piss Christ” by Andres Serrano and the controversy which follows it. It is arguably a self-portrait itself as in the bible it states “…Christ is in you…” 
 You could argue it is the truest expression of himself or just showcasing one of the any attributes which make serrano himself.
 How people find such a deep connection with religion and the way they react when they feel like it is being threatened.

Finally, I wanted to address gender and the way that can alter how we see ourselves and certainly how others may perceive us. 
Humans are deeply affected by appearances and can search for a sense of self their whole life. 

I wanted an artist that could cover the topic of both gender and gender roles. Cindy Sherman best known for her 1977-1980 body of work “Untitled Film Stills,” argues the link between appearance, gender roles and identity. To me she confirms that a person is a whole entity in their own right. She combines both culture and religion which links back to the other artists I have decided to discuss. 
Art is no longer about pretty pictures in frames it is an aggressive statement of the self and the world we have found ourselves in.  

Zhang Huan is a Chinese born artist, 1965. He spent the first eight years of his life living with his grandmother, in the rural area of Tanghin he reports it was growing up there with his family living on the breadline which shaped his identity. He is most commonly known for his performance pieces which test his own physicality and mentality however he also practises; painting, sculpture and dabbles with photography. He uses himself as the subject which raise questions of the role culture and family. 

“family tree” was originally performed in 2001 no less the two years after moving to New York. Zhang Huan invited three calligraphers to illustrate his face until his whole face is engulfed in suffocating black ink. The performance lasted from dawn to dusk representing the rise and fall of life. It is important in Chinese culture to recognise the impermanence of life. The term ‘Anatta’ stresses the importance of nothing lasting, the human condition itself is frequently compared to natural cycles. 

 “Move the Mountain by Fool (Yu Kong Yi Shan)”. is a traditional Chinese idiom regarding destination and challenge. The story speaks of a story common people are all accustomed to hearing. Also written on his face are names of family and stories passed down through the family.

The sequence shows Huan, looking straight on, central in the frame almost like a mug shot, his face covers almost the whole frame making him appear important and authoritive. He is positioned in front of a what looks like a wooded and private area however it is hard to distinguish due to the low f. stop, giving the background a somewhat bokeh effect. In such a large city such as New York identities can be swamped by the hustle and bustle of everyday life, but Zhang is alone in the park (scarce in New York city) highlighting his need for independence to reveal his true identity. He shows the pressures of carrying round such rich heritage. There is a deep depth of field which gives the effect of him being pushed forwards into the viewer aggressively. His face is crystal clear showing every pore on his face. His glare at the camera is confident and confrontational. Neither do his facial expression alter throughout the duration of this series. He reveals very little with his stern facial expression, it was a conscious plan to conceal his emotions. He told Public delivery “I told them what they should write and to always keep a serious attitude when writing the texts even when my face turns to dark” (2020). It makes the viewer question his real identity – behind the black ink, a juxtaposition between displaying and hiding.

Each (apart from last) photo is static, motionless a snapshot of fleeting time as the day washes on. The last two images in the series I find quite harrowing, still focusing on the camera with the same intense glare however he is saturated in black ink. His skin shimmers with black ink giving it a wet texture, the ink has even dripped down to his black turtleneck shirt. Huan comments “more culture is slowly smothering us and turning our faces black” (Huan, 2020) The last image differs from the others in the series as there appears to have some camera shake. He is blurred and merging him with the background, rendering him nothing more than a shadow. His identity lost: as he is in the frame. 

The American artist Serrano, born in 1950, fights the battle of self and religion. He addresses this in many of his series such as “body fluids” (1986-1990) which depicts as you would guess, a combination of different body fluids, all in abstraction, perhaps it is only the title which grounds it. This series mainly shows blood and semen and a mix of the both of them, this is a key link to his identity- what could be truer to yourself? His later collection “the church” (1991) are staged documentary style photographs of both the church, nuns and objects relating back to the church.  

Andres Serrano has openly stated he was raised catholic and is currently a practising Christian. Through his work Serrano wants to express his confusion about religion and rituals to viewers. Religion often installs morals that otherwise we may not have, celebrate days and months others do not. 

His series “immersions” is a collection of 25 images, all of the work containing religious iconography most of them with the same aesthetic as piss Christ itself, submersed in ‘piss’ the whole series has somewhat of an otherworldly feel to it. 

Piss Christ was created by placing a small plastic crucifix with Christ nailed to the cross with his head held low into a small glass jar of the artists own urine. Although with a different title of the work the viewer would probably believe Christ is submerged in amber or a coloured resin. The small air bubbles allude to it being a liquid, they also add an element of imperfection which opposes the idea of faith.  It has a flat almost photogram-esc illusion despite Christ’s right arm being in focus and the wooden texture of the right-hand side of the cross. Christ takes up most of the space in the frame, with nothing else to look at he captures and keeps the gaze of the audience. The photo has been blown up to 60x40” making Christ appear to be towering over the viewer as if he was really on the cross opposite a spectator. 

Christ appears lost in a glossy sombre yet hellish haze,
despite this image perhaps looking like the fires of hell itself, I feel quite calm and soothed by its appearance, it has a smooth appearance with enticing deep saturated tones that appear to glow. The soft luminescence reinforces his holiness and important, similar to renaisaints pieces with their backlit halo.  

People were outraged by this work and I recognise that, Christ the redeemer appears to have been defaced, covered in urine. It is an undoubted sign of disrespect to urinate on someone, similarly animals do it to mark their territory. 

I question how he can see it as unoffensive. Regardless, this was not the intention; it was to humanise the son of god. Serrano simply replied “The thing about the crucifix itself is that we treat it almost like a fashion accessory. When you see it, you’re not horrified by it at all, but what it represents is the crucifixion of a man.” (Serrano, 2020).
Cindy Sherman born 1954) is an American visual artist focusing on 
Parodying recognisable vastly female icons whilst focusing on the male gaze, a term devised by Laura Mulvey, it is “where women in the media are viewed in the eyes of a heterosexual man” (Sampson, 2015).
Body image identity, how we chameleon or adjust ourselves for different people and have such a deep connection with the way we look and how that correlates with our identity 

The nature of Sherman’s work is to metamorphize into different characters, as a passive aggressive attack on sexism and how woman want to be identified. It raises the question: are these just characters or do they have a deeper meaning? Perhaps subconscious fragments of herself. Are they all truly self-portraits or are they someone who dresses up for the camera with a childlike fascination?
It is also important to note that Sherman doesn’t consider these fantasies of hers’ regardless her work tackles how women change their appearance in order to fit the aesthetic they feel they should be.

Her piece “untitled 216” created in 1989 in a series addressing religion and the way the male gaze influences that. The portrait has been based on the Mary and child oil diptych by ‘Jean Fouquet’ titled “Le Diptyque De Melun” estimated to have been created in 1452. 

Sherman is in centre frame holding a child in her right arm looking slightly down. The yellow sepia tone filter gives the piece a muted colour scheme of mainly, teal, aged browns and whites, reconstructing the colour scheme in “Le Diptyque De Melun” also giving the image the illusion of age as it gives the viewer a preserved nostalgia from the vintage colour scheme among other features. 
There are features that give the piece a contemporary element. Almost immediately it is clear she has fake a silicone breast which feeds her also synthetic child, Jesus. Then it becomes increasing obvious her crown is a cheap fake as well. the vintage white lace which appears yellow with age, it is covered in religious icons of cherubs praying. It is a familiar looking lace sheet, like a lace tablecloth. Her hair has a wig like quality to it and the way it curls round her head looks unnatural as if it should be on a mannequin in a cheap wig store. 
Sherman’s skin looks airbrushed like it has been painted giving her a soft mannequin like effect, almost leaving her looking unreal. Her lips are small and shapely, styled, which was a fashion trend from the mid 14th century. Sherman’s real eyebrows have been glued down so she can  change the shape of eyebrows completely, almost as if rebirthing herself into the character. 

Sherman herself is looking down submissively not at her baby by the ground below with a contained, neutral facial expression. There is no connection between mother and child. Sherman is parodying the ideal women, of the time, submissive child bearer. Children at the time would have aspired to be like Mary as depicted and raise children of their own, identifying solely as mothers. 
Sherman wanted to poke fun at this stereotype she says
“I wanted to imitate something out of the culture, and also make fun of the culture as I was doing it." (Sherman, 2007).
Which mocks explicitly of how women were desired to be and how that stereotype has continued into todays society and expectations for women. 

In my essay I have discovered that each factor of identity links, it is almost impossible to isolate any element of an identity, the three elements I focused on being cultural, religious and the roles of genders. There are countless external factors and even more far complex factors written into our DNA. It is important to note despite choosing three elements that they do not work in isolation. 

You could argue that every sculpture, photo, drawing or painting is a form of showcasing identity and I certainly agree. Every piece of would look completely different if someone else had worked on it, 
from even the small choices or personal judgement would differentiate and accumulate into a piece of exactly the same subject yet looking completely different. 

Firstly looking back to Zhang’s work regarding culture. He feels he can not escape it. in America he is not just an artist, but a Chinese artist.  he has used the camera to capture time passing as the scribes smother his face in writing. Utilising the flaws of a camera he has created some blur in his last portrait, showing how he has been drowned by his past. 
Serrano addresses religious identity, he is demonstrating his own view of the crucifix, that it was a dreadful and messy event. This links to his identity as he was brought up with stories from the bible and he felt the stories were a part of him as much as Jesus is a part of him. This approach was controversial but successful.

Finally, Sherman addressed the idea of the identity of a woman and how stereotypes change the face of being a woman. the viewer already believes they know the subject as females are labelled on appearance alone. She plays with the notion of appearance and identity. Ultimately all artists play with identity as all artists long to be recognised. All artists hope they leave a long-lasting imprint of their identity their sector of artwork.
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