Case Study: Art and Biography

by Geir Haraldseth

The biography of an artist is an integral part of what makes the work, what sells the work, and could potentially inform the work, beyond it’s auspiciously autonomous appearance. From Giorgio Vasari’s accounts of artists’ lives, to the current muddling of celebrity and artistry, what the artist does beyond the profession of making art, occupies an integral area of what art is. La Vite de piv eccellenti pittori, sculptori e architettori from 1550 by Vasari accounts for the lives of the most excellent painters, sculptors and architects and imbues artists of the renaissance with gifts from God. Vasari’s entries draw inspiration not just from biblical stories, but also from Greek mythology, and many of the stories told about the artists have corresponding elements, such as the artists coming from simple, peasant backgrounds, herding sheep, being discovered by a connoisseur while drawing in the sand, and great feats of artistic labor. Today’s accounts may have done away with God and herding sheep, but the stories are still constructed, and not just for the purpose of art historical accounts. The myth of the artist is alive and well, reproduced in mass media, through television, movies, books, whether fictional or biographical. Its not just about how artists are presented, its also how artists choose to present themselves as well. The function of the artist’s biography and its value, is for the consideration of sociologists and art historian, but one example of a less academic musing would be Tom Wolfe’s satirical treatment of what the artist has to offer in his book from 1975; The Painted Word. Wolfe describes the boho dance, a bohemian life of parties affiliated with the artist and the ensuing drama, great emotion and great art, as told in the biographical accounts of the life and times of the artist.

Cindy Sherman is one contemporary artist who has chosen, until recently, to stay out of the limelight. The artist’s photographic output has become ubiquitous when it comes to a postmodern art historical discourse of representation. Sherman’s work acts as an illustration of Laura Mulvey’s seminal text on the male gaze, and in texts by Rosalind Krauss, Judith Williamson and Douglas Crimp. Crimp’s “Pictures” essay from 1979 was instrumental in establishing the 80s generation of artists working with appropriation and postmodern strategies. Many of these texts also mention Sherman’s antithetical stance on theory, but the combination of Sherman’s work and its reception within an academic and theoretic discourse made for a successful recipe for a young artist.

Cindy Sherman’s exhibition history could also be seen as a reflection of how the luxury goods market known as the art world works, but also of Sherman’s process. Sherman went from experimenting with the photographic medium, cutting out photographic figures of herself and animating them, like dolls, to working with more straight black and white photography, to color, all the while the photographs themselves grow in size and price. Most of her work is serial and untitled, but numbered. The works fall into categories created by secondary instances, such critics, collectors or gallerists. The titles range from the Untitled Film Stills, Centerfolds, History Portraits, Grotesque, Abject, Clowns, Fashion, Society Women to Doll Parts, and most retrospective exhibitions of Sherman, follow these series, often in a chronological fashion. Sherman has also been given the retrospective treatment where earlier bodies of work are revisited in light of her canonical photographic work. These are mostly photos and animations from her days as a graduate student in Buffalo, NY, mixed with work done after she moved to New York City in 1977, but also photos of Sherman as a young girl, dressing up with friends.

In this essay I want to tackle Sherman’s oeuvre in an unjust manner. No disrespect to Sherman is intended, but the following art historical tools might seem a bit unorthodox and perhaps malicious. The artist’s biography has been a contentious art historical tool, but a part of how the artist navigates and portrays herself in an art market based on the symbolic currency of cultural capital. Sherman has many times denied any biographical narratives in her work, but this paper views her work in the light of her personal relationships, whether the influence is found in formal elements in her work, themes or topics, or just how Sherman chooses to present herself. 
Sherman founded and was part of a collective gallery space in Buffalo called Hallwalls. Robert Longo was one of the co-founders and member of the space, and the two dated for a few years. Their partnership continued on into Sherman’s work and the photos taken by Longo seem to introduce cinematic angles into Sherman’s photographs, in contrast to Sherman’s earlier usage of the camera as a purely documentational tool. The shots of a woman in front of tall buildings in New York City differ from earlier work, where Sherman is situated, more often than not, straight on, framing her full figure. Sherman is concerned with cinema, but was not trained as a photographer, and figured out the medium as she worked hard at her artistic career. Her dressing up, her studying looks, poses and expressions of actresses, and actors, are just as much part of her work, as the photographs. This performative aspect was only reinforced by the angles Longo introduced to her work. Their private and professional partnership ended, but Sherman was a hit and took part in multiple group shows in NYC and beyond. 

Sherman dated another artist, Richard Prince, briefly in the early 80s and the two collaborated in the piece Double Self Portrait (1980). The two artists donned the same outfit and a red wig, masquerading as each other, or as an artificial amalgation of the two. The two artists did not take part in Douglas Crimp’s Pictures exhibition at Artist’s Space in 1977, but Sherman was added to Crimp’s rewritten catalog text published by October in 1979. Prince has over the years told many different stories about the Pictures show and the essay, like Prince has a tendency to do, mythologizing his own biography, but also infuriating writers, curators, gallerists and other artists in the process. Prince and Sherman are lynchpins of 80s art when it comes to appropriation and photography. They both participated in MoCA TV project, where Sherman plays herself as the artist looking for gallery representation, about her work, her biography, all while the background and Sherman’s dress, hair and appearance change. In his corresponding video, done at a later date, Prince tells jokes and stories in an autobiographical manner. The relationship didn’t last, but the two are always connected through art history.

Sherman married French filmmaker and artist Michel Auder in 1982, five months after they met in New York. Auder later made a film of Cindy Sherman working in her studio. Sherman has notoriously worked without assistants in her studio, which is uncommon, and has exerted a certain level of privacy in her studio. Auder directs the camera at her from a distance, almost stalking her through her studio. The two divorced in the late 90s. Auder’s own biography is marked by his two marriages, one to Warhol superstar Viva, the other to Sherman. 

Sherman dated comedian Steve Martin briefly in the 90s and ‘branched’ out of dating other artists and moved into the entertainment industry. This shift is insignificant, but the shifts going on in Sherman’s work were not. The applauded projects from the late 70s and early 80s were gone. What’s an artist like Cindy Sherman to do? Continue making self-portraits? Well, yes. You can’t stray too far from a winning formula. Sherman’s work suffered. Perhaps because of the expectations of coming up with genius work, while still adhering to a formulaic process took its toll. Her next series of photographs, the clowns, were first seen in the early 00s and were met confusion. Was Sherman at the end of her rope? Was her concept exhausted? Or had the need to make work ceased? Sherman seemed to be driven to greatness by her obsession with transforming herself and acting out tropes of cinema, but clowns? Did Sherman’s work take an autobiographical turn, relating to her dating a clown? 

Another important relationship for Sherman was with Paul Hasegawa-Overacker, otherwise known as Paul H-O. Paul H-O had a cable access show called Gallery Beat, documenting the bourgeoning New York art scene, often with Walter Robinson. The couple dated for five years, but Paul H-O became increasingly frustrated by the art-world and Sherman’s popularity. Guest of Cindy Sherman is a documentary released this year by Paul H-O and Tom Donahue, following Sherman and H-O’s relationship. Sherman was initially supportive of the project and signed on to do the film, something the artist would come to regret. A statement from Sherman was released a year before the movie saw it’s cinematic release: 

“As my name is in the title and my work and self are so abundantly represented. 

I would like to counter any assumption that I am or wish to be personally associated with it. I am not a participant in any events related to the film’s screenings in this festival or future presentations. I apologize to all those who participated, thinking they were doing me a favor in giving interviews and otherwise assisting in the fabrication of this film. Against my better judgment, it was clearly unwise to cooperate with the project at its inception.” 

Cindy Sherman

Sherman’s current relationship is well documented in the media. David Byrne, singer, songwriter, artist and silver fox, has been dating Sherman for a few years and the couple; golden haired Sherman and silver haired Byrne; are seen at different events around the world. 

The most recent work shown by Sherman at Metro Pictures in 2008 are portraits of rich socialites. Cindy Sherman is portraying her own circle, the rich, the made-up, the dressed-up, the famous, who struggle to maintain their beauty against the claws of time. This work reflects Sherman’s own reality. The few times I’ve seen Sherman in the flesh, she looks gorgeous. Fresh. Golden. In a feature with the Guardian in 2003, Sherman talked about her recent investment in looking good. There’s even a quote from Brad Johns, artistic director at a salon, who often takes care of Sherman’s golden tresses.

Apart from the romantic relationships listed, teasing at an unusual trajectory of Sherman’s work, the most significant relationship is with her gallery, Metro Pictures. From Sherman’s arrival in New York, when she worked as a secretary for Helene Winer at Artist Space, to her most recent exhibition at Winer’s gallery Metro Pictures, the gallery relationship seems to have secured Sherman’s position. Not that her work isn’t enough in itself, but an analysis of the surrounding structure, paints an interesting picture, if not a salient snapshot. 

Sherman’s self-portraits aren’t always self-portraits. It’s nitpicking, but Sherman’s father and Longo have pushed the button on some of Sherman’s earlier work. Not to deride Sherman’s oeuvre, the push of a button is not the artistic gesture in Sherman’s work. That much is clear. This exhibition merely wants to provoke a new look at the work of one artist, and also raise some pertinent questions regarding artist and biography. Sherman has been adamant about denying any biographical aspect of her work. It does not seem far-fetched to search for what is being denied. 

I want to stress that Sherman’s work isn’t autobiographical, especially not when considered along the lines of other photographers working at the same time. Nan Goldin could be posited as a polar opposite, often using self-portraiture as well. But there is also the aspect of presenting oneself in a photo. Goldin makes conscious choices when taking a photograph of herself. So does Sherman. The difference lies in their approach to their subject matter and their process. Sherman works alone in a studio, while Goldin’s studio is her life, whether it is a bar, a bed, or a hospital. Goldin lives up to some of the stereotypes of what a contemporary artist is like, while Sherman’s approach seems more business-like, following a strict recipe for her photographs and her participation in the art world. Both have been seen as proponents of American photography in the 80s. One making biography a part of the work, the other underlining the gap between the artist’s private and personal life and her photographic output. Sherman’s resistance to an autobiographical reading of her work is fair, but this presentation of her work, would indicate the different factors influencing an artist’s work, whether its explicitly stated in the work or not. This is obviously not a set of issues pertaining purely to female photographers, but Sherman’s work seems to be an obvious venue for this calculated reading of her work. Only in order to encounter Sherman’s work in new light, no matter how faint or false that light may be perceived by some. 




