Topic: The uses of portraiture painting in art.
Introduction
My aim for this dissertation is to explore the different uses of portrait painting and their importance. A portrait is a painting, sculpture or photograph that aims to portray the likeness of a person, often focused on the face. Portraiture is an old and very prevalent form of art, dating back to the Ancient Egypt where painting or sculpting an individual’s portrait was the only way to capture their likeness before the invention of photography. Portraiture is more than just a documentation of what someone looks like – it can capture and/or convey deeper concepts like emotion and personality, along with providing commentary on the social climate or events that were happening at the time it was painted. Portrait painting continues to be just as important in today’s society, regardless of the widespread access to photography. I intend to look into what makes portraiture so popular, and the different incentives behind the creation of portraits.

Status
The use of portraiture to convey someone’s superior status is even seen in its roots – a great portion of the earliest portraits found were made to display the image of rulers, showing their importance and often depicting them in an idealised form. A prime example of this is the Egyptian Pharaohs, now easily recognised due to the prevalence of their portraits and characteristic features.
In the past, getting a portrait done was almost exclusively possible for only the upper class, rich, or those of a noble or royal status. Portraiture was a luxury, often used to convey their status - these paintings often included objects or symbols that exhibited their hobbies, belongings or occupations, and in most cases signified their power. Sitters were often depicted in their finest clothes, or ceremonial outfits that reflect their wealth and status, as opposed to their everyday attire. Portraiture was an effective way of displaying an individual’s position in society, and could be used to convey success in their career. A portrait like this would serve as proof the sitter was worthy of their position, and made the viewers aware that the sitter has the qualities needed to hold that position or title. Capturing someone’s likeness in a portrait can be interpreted as a form of immortalisation, so if an individual could afford to get a portrait done, they were effectively worthy of immortality. Woodall (1997:3) states that “the raison d’être of these images was actually to represent sitters as worthy of love, honour, respect and authority”. She then goes on to point out that many of the subjects of these portraits may have created an identity that was not altogether true by making their position seem more important than it actually was: 
By silently assimilating the real to the ideal, naturalistic portraiture enabled a particular human being to personify the majesty of the kingdom or the courage of a military leader.
During the Baroque and Rococo periods, portraits became an even more important method of recording status and position. Many powerful figures such as increasingly powerful secular leaders commissioned portraits which would affirm their authority as they grew in popularity.
In the present day, this has changed greatly. Now, almost anyone can get their portrait painted, no matter their place in society. It could be argued that this perhaps strips away the connotation of status with portraiture – though it could still portray an individual’s status, it may not necessarily be a person of high status. Your portrait no longer signifies your superior ranking in society, and is used more to convey who you are as a person. Woodall (1997:10) says that we now conceive portraiture primarily as a representation of ‘personality’, rather than virtue.
However, the art of portraiture suffered a decrease in popularity in the following centuries, as explained by Woodall (1997:7): “In the twentieth century, the status of naturalistic portraiture as a progressive form of elite art has been seriously undermined. Commissioned portraiture, long discussed as a source of artistic subservience, has become widely regarded as necessarily detrimental to creativity.” Portraiture was dismissed as simply ‘copying’ or imitation, causing its ranking in types of art to drop, and become considered as a lowly art form. It was not understood that portraiture aimed not just to capture the likeness of a person, but more important, intangible things such as their personality.
Representation
The importance of portraiture to humanity is undeniable - self-portraiture can be dated back to the earliest cave paintings. Humanity has been obsessed with capturing their likenesses since we were able, as the stick figures in cave paintings could be seen as self-portraits, conveying the early humans’ lifestyle and stories. Portraiture plays a big part in storytelling on a visual level – it can often convey stories about the people in them without the need for words. In this sense it can unify the viewers, as any language barriers can be overcome as they relate to the image and interpret the story behind it in their own way.
It is also said that a good portrait can give the viewer the same energy as if the person was actually present. Photographs, although able to depict a person’s image as they are in real life, may not always truly capture the ‘likeness’ like portraiture can. Watts stated that a portrait should be a “summary of the life of a person, not the record of an accidental position”.
When it comes to portraiture, it is not simply a matter of portraying the subject’s bodily resemblance accurately, rather to show the true self, or identity of the subject. West, S. (2004:11) elaborates that ‘identity’ can encompass the character, personality, social standing, relationships, profession, age and gender of the portrait subject. 
Portraiture can also be used to hide the true self if the subject wishes to maintain a sense of privacy. For example, Queen Victoria refused to have any portraits painted of her that portrayed her in a way that reflected her true age, so it can be said that we do not see her ‘true self’ in any portraits of her done during her reign. In this instance, she chose for her portraits to conceal truth rather than reveal it.
There is a lot of debate over what accurate representation is when it comes to portraiture. Does a portrait represent the person physically, or their internal identity? It may effectively depict one but not the other, especially in idealised portraits. It may show what they look like but not what makes them them, as if wearing some kind of mask. How do we obtain the perfect mix of the two? Is it that important we convey both? Traditionally, a portrait is judged on its capability of capturing the ‘essence’ of a person rather than their true likeness.  One example of an artist who values depicting the aura of his subjects rather than their physical likeness is Frank Auerbach, whose subjects sit for long periods of time, sometimes over several years. He works into the portrait as he gets to know them, often scraping the paint off and starting from scratch until he feels the portrait is right, truly capturing their essence in the painting. Regarding his work and relation to his sitters, Auerbach states: “I find myself simply more engaged when I know the people. They get older and change; there is something touching about that, about recording something that’s getting on.”
The invention of photography also inspired artists to create portraits in a way that could not be replicated by photography or captured on camera, leading to more experimental and abstract techniques rather than realism. Chuck Close is an artist who started off using a photorealistic style, but developed it to become more abstract, instead using many markings and ‘splotches’ that when viewed from a distance, create the effect of a realistic portrait.

Memorial
We generally applaud portraits that depict a figure with great detail and likeness, and believe it to be an effective form of representation and commemoration – important historical figures often had their portraits painted in order to be remembered, and memorial portraits are also prevalent.
Portraiture is sometimes used to commemorate or “immortalize” the dead so we have something to remember them by. Memorial portraits help us to remember a deceased person better – their image lives on and is less likely to be forgotten by future generations, as remembrance is more effective if we have a face to put to the name. Names may be forgotten, but portraits live on – portraits from thousands of years ago are still being found today.
It is clear that the notion of immortalizing a dead person in the form of a portrait has been effective throughout history - some of the oldest portraits of non-rulers are Greco-Roman memorial portraits, also known as the Fayum mummy portraits. They date back to the 3rd century, and were placed over the faces of mummified bodies before they were wrapped up. It is believed that this practice alluded to the Egyptian’s belief in the afterlife, which ties in with the theme of naturalistic portraiture being regarded as “immortality in a traditional sense”.
In a sense, portraiture overcomes the separations caused by absence and death – a good portrait can encompass all that a person was in their life, and evoke the same response as it would if the sitter was present. In the case of deceased people, a portrait can give them a way to live a longer life, to make them almost seem alive still. 
Thomas Carlyle thought of portraiture as a way of linking the past and the present, pointing out that “portraits transformed ‘vague historical name[s]’ into recognisable human beings”. Portraits could almost count as “historical documents: visual primary sources” that could transport you back to the time when it was being painted. Viewers can imagine themselves in the painter’s shoes and visualise what it would be like to see the sitter whilst they lived. In general, historical portraits let us see into the past – a time or place that we may not have known about if the portraits had not been painted, as if letting us into a secret world. 

Forming a question
Research into this topic and these keywords has deepened my interest in the ways portraiture is used. I am particularly intrigued in the aspect of representation in portraiture, as the debate over whether portraits should focus more on mimicking the subject’s physical features or on capturing their personality, which could in turn be sacrificing an accurate physical likeness. I would like to investigate the uses of portraiture more, possibly focusing more on the theme of representation, as I understand that this is a very broad topic and I may need to narrow down my question.

Question
[bookmark: _GoBack]What are the uses of portrait painting in art? How is portraiture used to represent the subject?
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