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In the last two years, artist Kehinde Wiley has unveiled both his painted portrait of Barack Obama and 

his public sculpture Rumors of War, a thirty-foot-high work in bronze that shows a young African 

American man with torn jeans and dreadlocks riding on a charging horse. After a brief “showing” in 

Times Square this fall, Wiley’s monument will be installed on the very same avenue in Richmond, 

Virginia, that for nearly a century has been the site of the ‘heroic’ sculptures of the Confederate 

leaders. Wiley’s piece is both an emulation and a reproach—and it highlights the complicated, 

contested relationship between portraiture and power today.   

 

How do people clarify and assert their own power and/or identity in an age saturated by social media?  

Does the influencer who stars in a YouTube video have any real power outside the realm of 

commerce? The age of the selfie and surveillance demands new tools for analyzing and understanding 

the portrait and its relation to power.  We will focus upon both recent, controversial portraits and 

historical works that have lately assumed a new urgency. We will consider work in all media dating 

from the later 19
th

 century to the present: major portrait painters will include Sargent, Degas, Manet, 

and Van Gogh—whose paintings often subverted the identity as well as the economic and 

psychological stability of their subjects. Twentieth- and Twenty-first century artists will include Andy 

Warhol, Kehinde Wiley, Rineke Dykstra, Cindy Sherman, Mickelene Thomas, Gary Schneider and 

Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons; as well as the installations of Sue Williamson and the documented 

performances of Nikki Lee.  We will discuss recent controversies: at the 2017 Whitney Biennial, Dana 

Schutz displayed a “portrait” of the young Emmett Till in his casket.  Schutz argued that the work was  

intended as an homage to both the victim and his mother, who had insisted on the open casket.  But 

many artists and critics of color protested that Schutz, a white woman, had no right to re-present the 

mutilated body of an African American child who has come to signify the worst atrocities of racism. 

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/whitney-biennial-christopher-lew-dana-schutz-906557  Should the 

work have been destroyed, as some artists and critics insisted, or is it sufficient that Schutz has 

promised never to sell the painting.  Who has the power over the portrait?  

 

It would seem that we do these days; we can take photos of ourselves and post them almost instantly to 

our followers, with an unprecedented control over how and when our images are dispersed.  Yet, we 

are also being observed and recorded daily by diverse methods of surveillance, including facial 

recognition software programmed to identify us by our conformity to a replica that we never see. 

Contemporary systems of establishing identity--DNA, fingerprints, medical X-rays, genome-mapping, 

for example—have influenced our understanding of how identity is both measured and represented.   

 

Students will be encouraged to work on research projects in their own special field of interest (i.e. 

classical, Renaissance, photography/video, contemporary, etc.).  Each student will do at least one short 

presentation on an assigned reading, with an outline submitted after the class.  During the last weeks of 

the semester, students will give 20 minute presentations on a research subject developed in 

consultation with the professor. At the end of the semester, a research paper of 10-12 pages will be due 

on the subject, which incorporates the questions and criticisms inspired by the in-class presentation.  
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