
Research in context 
ADAD5003
Carys banfield
2301988

Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilized digital technology to explore Identity?

In this essay I will be exploring how image makers utilized digital technology to explore identity. Digital technology has become very popular as it is easier to create photos with rather than analog cameras. Film cameras have a lot more steps to creating an image than just pressing one button, and the photo is ready to be shared. Exploring identity through digital technology has been made easier as there are editing apps and software you can use to bring a message through the image or to just enhance an image/person. Digital manipulation can be used for many purposes like airbrushing portrait photography like models. It can also be used to change the colors in the image or add or remove things in the image. Identity is used to describe a person's qualities or traits. Identity is also associated with self-image, self-esteem, and individuality. But in photography identity is how you reveal yourself through images. It helps the artist to stand out from others.  I will be researching 3 artists and how they explore identity through their work. The first artist is Cindy Sherman, Sherman uses costumes and photoshop to create different characters and fight stereotypes. The second artist Heather Dewey-Hagborg uses DNA to create faces of who she thinks the person might look like. The third artist Flora Borsi uses AI to create surreal digital images. By using digital manipulation like photoshop, AI, DNA reconstruction. Image makers like Cindy Sherman, Heather Dewey-Hagborg and Flora Borsi challenge the stereotypes of identity and expose fragmented and manufactured identities in this digital age. 


Example 1- Cindy Sherman
[image: ]
Figure 1

[bookmark: _Int_mLRmxIG9]The first artist i am going to look at is Cindy Sherman. She is an American artist. Her work includes self-portraits showing different aspects, herself and characters. From 1977-80 she created a collection of pictures named ‘untitled film stills’ that showed cinematic tropes from Hollywood in the 1950s. She has had a number of exhibitions exploring identity and stereotypes. (Tate, 2013) 
[bookmark: _Int_YGFXy2yS][bookmark: _Int_fZc88xtN]The first example I am going to use is Cindy Sherman’s exhibition she had in Hauser and Wirths in New York in 2023. This exhibition sherman wanted to challenge the complexity of modern identity and societal roles. (Musée Magazine, 2023). In figure 1 Cindy Sherman is wearing a towel on her head and is wrapped in a towel. She has also cut and pasted her eyebrows, eyes, nose and lips on to the image and used an editing app to change the color and size of each feature. The image plays with identity representation and how it is the opposite of how others in the media want to look. Shermans work challenges the beauty and identity norms set by society and especially on social media. Cindy Sherman is an American artist that focuses on self-portraits depicting herself as different characters in different contexts. Her recent work is exploring digital manipulation and identity representation. To create these images she used make-up, costumes, wigs, prosthetics, and photo editing apps. She also used a macro-lens to take close ups of her skin to layer over the images when editing. She edited the images in a way that makes the face seem distorted and flawed. This work is different to her earlier work as she did not manipulate the images but used costumes, but both works challenged identity. Shermans 2023 exhibition challenged modern society beauty standards and identity, and her earlier work challenges female stereotypes and identity set by society. Both projects send the same message of how women should not have to conform to societies standard and people are beautiful and unique in their own ways. The use of digital manipulation affects the way you see the image as it is unusual and not what you would normally see and addresses the high beauty standards and how it is a bit out of control to the point that it affects people's self-esteem. Her work focuses on identity and how people present themselves in the media but having her own twist on it by making it some of it black and white and some color added in, she also changed the size of features on her face and cutting and pasting features on the faces. This could hint to how plastic surgery is out of control and how it could be normalized by others to the point of others having the feeling that they need to change features about themselves to fit in with beauty standards set by others. Identity is questioned through the image as it is all distorted in a way that it is the opposite to how others will edit theirs to fit beauty standards. The digital manipulation is part of the message as it is to deconstruct how women should edit their photos to fit the beauty standard set by women and companies in the media. Her work could argue against the use of filters on photos or editing yourself in photos to fit media beauty standards .Celebrities have arguable created this trend where every woman has to look flawless and naturally beautiful and have a certain body type and they use beauty filters and editing apps to make themselves look this way. This can make others have low confidence as they do not look the same way celebrities look. Women that try to fit the stereotypical representation to appease the male gaze as the media tells us that women should have the perfect body type, wear makeup, cleaning and behave in certain preset behaviors. Women have historically very sexualized in the media and need to look a certain way, so women edit their photos to be this high standard that is very unrealistic. Cindy Shermans work shows the opposite to bring awareness to the fact that woman should be who they are and should not have to change anything about themselves to fit media standards. Her playful ironic way of creating characters to personify these representations encourages the viewer to reflect on her portraits.

Example 2- Heather Dewey-Hagborg
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Figure 2

Heather Dewey-Hagborg is an American artist and biohacker, she used DNA to create facial imagery. Heather uses forensic DNA phenotyping to extract DNA to create 3D portrait sculptures.
[bookmark: _Int_qigUtr49][bookmark: _Int_HRGFqBp6][bookmark: _Int_uDA5awQm][bookmark: _Int_SfQmxxOv][bookmark: _Int_eCaUSlUo]She started her project from a question that had come to her “I was sitting in my shrink’s office. I was staring at this generic print of a painting above the couch I and I noticed that the glass covering the print had a crack in it. As I looked closer, I observed that in that crack was lodged a single hair. Now, as I am sitting there, ostensibly with the purpose of introspecting and talking about my feelings, my mind wanders to imagining who this person might be… Where are they from? What do they look like? How crazy are they?” (Dewey-Hagborg, 2012). This quote beautifully captures the human tendency to construct narratives from the smallest traces, how a single hair in a cracked frame can spark an entire imagined identity. It reflects a deeply relatable impulse to understand others, especially in spaces designed for self-reflection. There's irony in how heather was meant to be focusing internally but becomes absorbed in outward speculation blurring the boundary between self and other. It also subtly nods to the themes of surveillance and identity. In stranger visions created in 2013. She had used a variety of everyday items such as gum, hair and cigarette buds to create 3D life size color portraits. (Dewey-Hagborg, n.d.) In this exhibition she is making a statement on the development of forensic DNA, specifically phenotyping. This can be widely inaccurate, but it is used for identification purposes. This may lead to genetic profiling, another type of stereotyping of individuals. Her project ‘Stranger Visions’ uses DNA she found in public places to create facial structures. She used machine learning, AI and programming in a biology laboratory to create these faces. While creating this work, she realized how inaccurate forensic DNA tests can be and urged lawmakers to consider a new process to help in criminal cases. Heather also has a similar project called ‘Probably Chelsea’. This work is a collection of DNA portraits of a whistleblower called Chelsea Manning, she sent Heather cheek swabs from prison as she was forbidden visitors. Heather used this DNA to algorithmically generate portraits of what Chelsea might look like. This project shows how many ways your DNA can be interpreted and how subjective it can be when reading DNA sequences.  Heathers work questions how DNA and physical appearance can be different and not accurate at all. It also shows how DNA and identities are very different. But in criminal cases they use DNA to identify the victim or criminal, in some cases DNA works to find the identity of someone but heathers work challenges the identity as DNA gives you some information but does not show what someone looks like exactly. Her work also challenges privacy as everyone leaves DNA everywhere a person goes and anyone can find it. Her work also challenges genetic surveillance as people can view a person's information without their knowledge. The possibility of this can lead to someone knowing extremely personal information. It could also become another form of racial profiling which heather also addresses these concerns through her work as DNA cannot tell you what someone's skin color could be. Her work shows how identity changes from how someone presents themselves to the world and how they are interpreted through DNA. It shows how different they both can be as DNA can only tell you so much about a particular person but looking at how they present themselves can tell you a lot more about the person's identity and personality.


Example 3- Flora Borsi  
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Figure 3 

Flora Borsi is a Hungarian photographer born in 1993. She explores themes including identity and the female body. Alongside this she uses her dreams and relationships to create animalistic visions to represent herself. She is inspired by surrealist artists such as Salvador Dali, she manipulates the female form and features of the female face. 
[bookmark: _Int_23Oo1gWi][bookmark: _Int_0EudKImt][bookmark: _Int_h3EVg6Sr][bookmark: _Int_YsyInaWV][bookmark: _Int_LwQxUBqm]"I wanted to show that the animals are so unique and special, every little detail is different, and we are similar to them somehow." (Chalasani, 2016). Her project ‘Animeyed’ is about her self-portrait series that explores the connection between humans and animals. By visually merging one of the artist's eyes with an animal’s, the work blurs the boundary between species, prompting reflection on shared emotional, physical, and spiritual traits. Each image serves as a dialogue about identity, otherness, and our relationship with the non-human world. (Animeyed — FLÓRA BORSI, 2025). When creating her work she used makeup, changes to her hair, finding stock images and manipulation to the photos. There is a lot of detail in each image like changing her eye color, hair and adding make up to match each animal. Flora shows identity through mixing her features with animals as they have uncanny features. In her images it is always half of her and then half of an animal and she puts make up on to match the colors of the animal. Her work also questions female representation and the relationship of body and identity. Flora uses her imagination to create her work “She expertly visualizes dark fantasies and atmospheric dreams, utilizing the uncanny and clever metaphor, while unlocking what it means to think, feel, dream and express in the urban world.” (lanouegallery.com, n.d.). She explores the similarities between humans and animals, this gives them more of an identity and personality. Her work explores how humans continually change both physically and psychologically as a reaction to that person's life experiences. Her work promotes viewers to think deeper about reality, identity and similarity between humans and animals through her extremely detailed digital manipulation. Her work pushes the boundaries of traditional photography and opens up to new possibilities in this medium. Her work could comment on beauty standards today and she shows that everyone has similarities to animals in surreal and uncanny ways and animals can be considered as beautiful in a unique way so her work can show how everyone is beautiful in a unique way. Her work is very performative and can give the viewers a lasting impression. Her work shows identity in a very different way than other artists as flora shows identity through connections between animals and humans while other artists show identity through typical beauty standards. They both can challenge typical beauty standards and identity, but in different ways. For example, Cindy Shermans project ‘untitled stills’ challenges female stereotypical standards and female identities. Cindy dresses up a character of stereotypical women to challenge the male gaze and typical steriotypes set by society. Flora work is similar as it tries to challenge steriotypical beauty norms in a surreal way by including animals to show we are no different to them as everyone is beautiful and unique in their owns ways.


In conclusion digital technology can alter how identity is shown through photography, and it can send some very powerful messages for the audience to interpret on their own. It also expands the creative ideas artists can have about how identity can be perceived through photography. Photography changes in big ways as there are always new and creative ways to show identity and challenge modern typical norms. Cindy Shermans work shows identity and representation through editing herself in a distorted way. Heather Dewey-Hagborg used DNA to explore who the person was that had left something behind, and her work shows how it could be used for surveillance and genetic identity. Finally, flora Borsi uses her project to show identity connections between humans and animals.
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