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Introduction

 
Portraits have existed in many cultures for many 
reasons, such as solidifying reigns or commemorating 
the dead. The Tufts University Permanent Art 
Collection, like many other collections, is full of 
portraits of many kinds: self-portraits, official college 
portraits of presidents past, artistic explorations of 
identity and the portrait genre. What do these images 
tell us about the people they show and about how 
identity is viewed and constructed? 

Obama (42 Variable Portraits), Peter Wilde, 2013, oil on board, 12x10 in. 
Tufts University Permanent Collection, gallery purchase, 2014.02.01-42.



Using Art Across Disciplines

 
This collection guide draws from selections from Tufts University Art Galleries’ Permanent Collection. The content 
presented here is meant to suggest curricular connections, prompt further discussion, and promote interdisciplinary 
learning. Click on each image to open its record in TUAG’s collection database. 

Art and visual images can supplement any curriculum across academic disciplines. Engaging with art can help to 
fine-tune cross-disciplinary skills that complement a variety of research practices and critical-thinking methods. The 
images and questions offered in this collection guide can prompt educators and learners to: 

 ■ Consider how artists visually represent data, tell a 
more complete story about presented data, or 
connect emotionally with an audience by presenting 
data pictorially.

 ■ Consider the aesthetics of color, shape, line, 
texture, etc. by looking formally at art. Apply those 
sensibilities to images in your own work or field:  

• What do I notice first?

• Where does my eye travel? In what directions? 

• Am I looking at individual parts of an image or 
at the whole? 

• What do particular colors connote?

• What has been omitted? 

• What story or message is most prominent?

 ■ Examine an artwork or group of works as primary 
source material. How does it relate to or challenge 
other texts, objects, or archival sources  you are 
reading?

 ■ Practice perspective-taking or compare ideas 
cross-culturally. Use an image or work of art to 
consider others’ values and ways of looking.   

 ■ Use art to practice asking and honing questions. 
Consider all of the questions you might have about a 
given work of art. Think about which types of 
questions yield more substantive discussions or 
additional lines of thinking.

 ■ Look at art as a way to get out of a rut or think 
creatively about your own work. Consider:

• How would an artist have presented content 
related to your field?   

• What information was known about a topic in 
your discipline at the time this artist was 
working? How has it evolved?   

• What could be different in this work of art? This 
situation?   

• Sketch or draw as a way of coming to 
understand or know the material differently.

Kimiko Powers, Andy Warhol, 1972, painting, 40x40 in. Tufts University 
Permanent Collection, Gift of David B. Slater, A56, A84P, A85P, A91P 
and Barbara W. Slater, A84P, A85P, A91P, 1980.05.

https://www.myartbroker.com/artist-andy-warhol/10-facts/10-facts-about-warhol-kimiko-powers


What is a Portrait?

 
Likely, when most people think of a portrait, they might 
think of official portraits of Heads of State, old 
European kings, or even formal school photos. These 
portraits were typically a full or three-quarter length 
depiction of a sitter with minimal background. The 
sitters would have been those wealthy enough to pay 
for an artist to paint their likeness or influential enough 
to merit the creation of one. Over time though, the 
genre of portraits, and who get depicted in them, has 
been called into question. 

Over the years Tufts has amassed a collection of 
institutional portraits, mainly of presidents, often 
depicted in their academic regalia, and trustees. These 
images are displayed around campus, usually in 
academic buildings such as Ballou Hall. Typically, a 
portrait would only be on view while the sitter was still 
alive; they were often taken down a year or two after 
the sitter’s death. This trend prompts the question 
about what the portrait was for: to commemorate or to 
flatter? 

Additionally, these portraits almost exclusively depict 
white men, save for a few portraits of female donors or 
professors. These portraits of female sitters are not 
given the same value as their male counterparts and 
are not often put on display. This was the case for Dr. 
Florence Merideth, a professor of Physical and Mental 
Hygiene and Public Health. She is lucky in that her 
portrait has kept its identity, which has not always been 
the case for portraits of younger women who are seen 
more as pretty objects than sitters of import. 

Dr. Florence Meredith, Professor of Physical and Mental Hygiene and 
Public Health, Mary Rosamund Coolidge, ca. 1940, oil on canvas, 
40.38x30.38 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of the artist, 
AI 70013.

 Leonard Carmicheal, President 1938-152, Jacob Binder, 1954, oil on 
canvas, 36.13x30.25 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of the 
class of 1921, AI 70270.

Key Questions

What is a portrait? What is its purpose? 

Who gets represented in portraits and why? 

What can portraits tell us about racial and gender 
identity? 

In what ways can portraits be truthful or 
deceptive? 

https://tufts.box.com/s/i134ueqxp1m3b6sibrx38h9j65dhz8m8


With the invention and spread of photography, 
portraits became accessible to a wider audience. 
Sitters could have their picture taken for a cheaper 
price than a painting, and photographers also had 
more flexibility in whose images they could capture. 
The rise of documentary and street photography led 
to the creation of images of everyday people, often 
portraying those of the working-class with the 
respect and dignity seen in more traditional forms of 
portraiture. This can be seen in Arthur Rothstein’s 
portrait of John Dudeck, one of several that Rothstein 
took of Dudeck at his farm in Dalton, NY during the 
Great Depression. What do you think Rothstein was 
trying to show about his sitter? What might Dudeck 
have been trying to show about himself? 

Top left: John Dudeck, Dalton, New York, Arthur Rothstein, 1937, gelatin 
silver print, 14x11 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of Dr. 
Daniel C. Schuman, M.D., M66, F99P and Dr. Joan Sigel Schuman, 
AG63, F99P in honor of Alfred Sigel A26, 1985.4.9.

Top right: Bete Toni, Margaret Vendryes, 2020, oil with cold wax on 
canvas, wood mask, 36x20 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, 
2023.01.

In her series African Diva, Margaret Vendryes creates 
portraits of non-male African American figures that 
challenge traditional notions of portraiture and 
gender across cultures. In this case she depicts 
esteemed author Toni Morrison, but obscures 
Morrison’s face with a traditional African mask, 
creating a complex dialogue of gender, power, and 
representation. In the majority of African cultures, 
masks such as the one in this artwork are only worn 
by men. By placing the mask on non-male sitters, 
Vendryes inserts her subjects into traditionally 
masculine-coded presentations of power, traditional 
western portraiture and African masks, where they 
are not usually represented. 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/346492/mask?ctx=b3b45437-b8f0-4ac6-9c40-0cdb0f40d6da&idx=17


Does a portrait always need to show the sitter’s face? 
For Julia Cseko, it is the words and writing of a person, 
such as radical educator and philosopher Paolo Freire, 
that come together to create a portrait of the author. 
Her approach moves portraiture beyond the faces, 
poses, and other characteristics of wealth and power 
to include a broad array of thinkers, expanding 
definitions of who and what is portrait-worthy. If a 
person’s likeness has not been preserved, their words 
are a powerful way to help represent who they were. It 
also brings up questions about what this approach to 
portraiture tell us about the “sitter” and what it might 
leave out? 

Paulo Freire, Julia Csekö, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 48x36 in. Tufts Uni-
versity Permanent Collection, purchase with funds provided by the Tufts 
Acquisitions Committee, 2022.04.

Further Reading

Local institutions such as Harvard University and Brigham and Women’s are working to show a more diverse 
range of portraits to better reflect their histories and the contemporary moment. Harvard commisions new 
portraits showing the diversity of the university from the nineteenth century to now, whereas other 
institutions or museums might seek to add already existing works to their collection. How do these 
strategies compare, what are the pros and cons of each?

Facial perception is an incredibly specialized process within human psychology and neurology. This 
resource provides a literature review on the science of face perception, delving into the processes and the 
specific areas of the brain involved. Do you think this cognitive process impacts how we view artworks, and 
portraits in particular?

Certain artists, such as Titus Kaphar and Ken Gonzales-Day, have explored how to disrupt the art historical 
narratives around portraiture, manipulating images to highlight subjects and conversations that are often 
overlooked. The two were recently paired in an exhibit at the National Portrait Gallery aimed at interrogating 
the portrait genre and its reception. What do you make of their efforts? How do they compare to the artists in 
this guide? 

https://freire.org/paulo-freire
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2020/01/portrait-project-adds-diversity-to-harvards-hallowed-walls/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2018/06/13/about-face-hospital-will-disperse-portraits-past-white-male-luminaries-put-focus-diversity/0pICgbpsw7QoHFFJQQEZOJ/story.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/neuroscience/face-perception
https://www.ted.com/talks/titus_kaphar_can_beauty_open_our_hearts_to_difficult_conversations?subtitle=en
https://smarthistory.org/ken-gonzales-day-erased-lynching-series/
https://hyperallergic.com/446801/titus-kaphar-and-ken-gonzales-day-reveal-the-fictions-in-depictions/


Molly 12, Brookline, Massachusetts, Rania Matar, 2011, chromogenic 
print, 19.5x16 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gallery 
purchase, 2015.11.07.

(Self) Representation

 
Aside from their long history as symbols of wealth and 
status, portraits have also been used to assert and 
explore identity.  This has either occurred from the 
sitter’s own agency in how their image is created or 
through artists themselves creating self-portraits and 
exploring how to represent their own identities.  

Rania Matar is well known for capturing images of 
girlhood. In her series L’enfant Femme she 
photographs young girls from both the Boston area 
and Beirut, two places she has lived. Matar is 
interested in the transitory moment of girlhood when 
her subjects are trying to negotiate and figure out their 
own identities and sense of selves. At Matar’s 
direction, none of the girls are smiling, rejecting 
associations of bubbly femininity and youthful selfie 
culture, rather they strike poses of confidence, 
portraying an air of self-assuredness, as if trying to 
appear older. 

Ayla 9, Beirut, Lebanon, Rania Matar, 2011, chromogenic print, 19.5x16 in. 
Tufts University Permanent Collection, gallery purchase, 2015.11.12.

https://time.com/4771402/female-experience-photography/


While official portraits such as those of Tufts presidents 
were status symbols painted by trained artists, self-
taught artists throughout the centuries have also tried 
their hand at portraiture. One such example is a self-
portrait by William L. Hawkins, a self-taught artist who 
gained prominence in his eighties through his 
fantastical paintings of animals, taking advantage of the 
art market’s desire for “outsider” art to build a 
successful market for his work. Here he draws himself 
in the same fashion, taking care to include his 
prominent signature at the bottom. The improvisational 
style that can be seen in this self-portrait has been 
linked to other forms of African-American art such as 
jazz, perhaps indicating that Hawkins was exploring 
what it meant to be African-American artist in the 
twentieth century.  

This painting was done by influential psychologist 
Morton Prince, copying a portrait of himself painted by 
famed portraitist John Singer Sargent. As a 
psychologist, Prince specialized in personality and 
dissociative disorders, so the idea of attempting to 

copy a likeness of himself 
was likely an interesting 
exercise in identity and 
self-reflection. With the rise 
of art-based therapy 
psychologists and 
therapists have considered 
self-portraits, and their 
therapeutic benefits in a 
variety of contexts.

Self Portait, William L. Hawkins, 20th century, graphite and color pencil 
on paper, 12x9 in. Tufts Universsity Permanent Collection, gift of Andrew 
Safran A76, F77 and Linda Safran, 2017.018.

Inset: Dr. Morton Henry Prince, Chairman of the Departments of 
Psychology and Neurology, 1902-1912, John Singer Sargent, ca. 1895, oil 
on canvas, 27.38x22.38 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of 
the Estate of Clara Morton Prince Hanks, AI 41500.

Left: Self-Portrait, Morton Prince (after John Singer Sargent), ca. 1900, 
oil on canvas, 18x14 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of the 
Estate of Clara Morton Prince Hanks, AI 41510.

https://issuu.com/american_folk_art_museum/docs/folkart_22_3_fall1997/60
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271820/1-s2.0-S0197455607X0128X/1-s2.0-S0197455607000482/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEEsaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIB787zUQkAsR5jSMEvcvSP5eg2yZpyLouPVzfb5w2xa9AiAkGFovMm%2F0xVO4RR8L%2FVbGgP7UFY3MeXalQE7aG3wt8Cq8BQjE%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F8BEAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIM9MnNzH0hChD823OYKpAF0JD8B%2B2yFtSuwdBVFgn1C6KDIITpFx1sJoxgVQdTyHz3bjk2dyRRMWj1MC2w%2FHKlJyTVBnNKE9NVIWSon%2FkSH2QPMWCDH1nrr8Rwlpr33VQxcAKcxePzk2diHlNBDZ%2Br%2Fl4JMgOYcg4fvAZU69DZ0JSro7pL6njj4%2F79QlFxHR6B8%2FCe25YeUnlDYb8raQ%2FvOVTBCHSwzzQMPWihKJJDDEYaUOHroFVLe5lf4ZZqIO9BK29UmDxMNVJk2rsh19SxoRcJP%2FeH2nlecrSYsaTMormKBfX8EGM%2BHaPWOqiZWIAjlqs4QqTG3VsN9r4%2FdTINxGxRctQHoGTxMZafX7BYsdECkZtDubxDtfG0VX5E5SBzXD0%2BDlfX4ggmT03513lAKx8JZ6HX7NXqvt6U7mjmGqJGKn%2FwemFz7sztfbBEbZckz4lNq7s5jmKvmVLsDXaWHoZ2k476R2JJWKHsxeizW%2B7mE07ZHRqzbLU%2BacCTh823WaYMIp8zBaEjKzT%2BEWW2wyWMMuY0kjZyHJ4GT5wvA8kXZX1YVEABu0gOWgKXU9mu6kfzsDrT9%2FLPEegY0QPUtfnl43ilzyY6Il9q1Ha7QYXYuNCxc8Mm1nW6bEkWlLAK1JtfOnOXOVGOpZNS4fIq%2Beqsh5XSnRVGe1Rhgh7no7Peka9YQTrgHg2jJrRoeSd5TeMuM25E%2BkmGqi2cXpK%2BuRAdoaVP%2BzukuS%2BXYhK4KtqA5LUtKplQzVYx%2BM7dzapZ9czqCWoi9ig4fdpkET98y99IoFBASyQoJVXWbJknOU7RTLkaHDbQNcswud2Ej9ws88iT1OciVsKtb9jchYj6X65h03Py33cR8eyqsP0n7dcR6zNG7roAIB%2Fv%2FEMm%2BwswyYXOsgY6sgE%2B1EXi8zqFvVz8tiIAR2A4s0rloMXLj%2FeYeAbhVqA5ZS0x0lp3kgNNriYAcsXS66pTDntFvJLYoTdodb9OcKbkLgyFEiXF5Q8XZjbvdCmxDnICgrAtLJHBC1E9iQFv99CAc25Qwen2aWiNftbZdVPmzVlF4nao0BsVVH%2FFjd3dBpjVtXxPkAJEf6JwmrQwOCNURxBPTd4H7zXbvfY3nWgaBp6TeNgHqOPaNUJ%2F0rILazAW&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20240526T192607Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYWS3LMC3Q%2F20240526%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=4b83b1320420e77f0a9965ceec22c3d0a367ed12b3d891623e4f74347a5c6585&hash=05e96e427393236b4a076607139b9d1aa1d25a0cb514c1b3e6f9436e1f922055&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S0197455607000482&tid=spdf-d8b48206-33ad-4223-852d-08f67c2f31f4&sid=a31525b8190865403179c4f-a03fdea3e348gxrqa&type=client&tsoh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY2VkaXJlY3QuY29t&ua=13135f5f015f54560257&rr=88a027b0ff0d4d18&cc=us


Here the artist Kiki Smith creates two self-portraits that, 
like much of her work, examine people’s relationship to 
animals and the natural world. Basing her prints on a 
1527 portrait by Hans Holbein the Younger from the 
National Gallery in London, Smith casts herself as the 
personification of Fall and Winter, using her 
appearance and the animals she interacts with to show 
the delicateness and decay of those seasons. By 
intermingling her own likeness with those of the 
animals and the narratives of the natural world, Smith 
envisions the interconnections between the self and 
wider environment. 

Fall - Winter, Kiki Smith, 1999, photogravure, aquatint, etching and 
drypoint on paper, 22.25x15.25 in. Tufts University Permanent 
Collection, gift of Kenneth A. Aidekman A75, 2015.01.A-B.

Further Discussion

What is the relationship between the sitter’s 
identity and the artwork that is created? Which is 
more important – the “value” of the sitter or the 
artistic “value” of the work? 

What is the role of self-representation, agency, 
and (in)visibility in portraiture? 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/hans-holbein-the-younger-a-lady-with-a-squirrel-and-a-starling-anne-lovell


Seeing and Believing

 
In the age of personas, social media, photoshop, and 
filters, an image, especially of a face, has become 
somewhat distrusted by society. This is a topic artists 
have explored in a variety of ways, both through image 
manipulation and engaging the ways in which our 
world has become oversaturated with certain faces.   

This is one of ten portraits done based on a longer 
video work that Fast created about the actors of 
Colonial Williamsburg. The video, as well as the text 
accompanying the portraits, melds the actors speaking 
about their historic characters and speaking about 
modern concerns, blending together past and present, 
fact and fiction. These portraits provide an extreme 
example of a central question in portraiture: who is 
being portrayed – the individual, a projected persona, 
or are the two indistinguishable?  

Untitled (Frances), from the portfolio: Godville Portraits, Ten Illustrated 
Short Stories, Omer Fast, 2006, archival pigment print on paper, 
11.75x16.5 in. Tufts University Permanent Collection, gift of the artist, 
2019.04.05.



In his series titled Hidden Image, Czech artist Jiri David 
photographs notable figures and, taking the idea of 
image editing to the extreme, manipulates the 
negatives so that the final print is either composed of 
either the right or left side of the face that has been 
flipped to create an uncannily symmetrical image, 
highlighting the uniqueness of a face as an un-
symmetrical image, and contrasting the imagined ideal 
of the perfectly symmetrical face. When the two 
photographs are placed side by side it becomes 
difficult for the viewer to figure out what the original 
person looked like, building distrust in the image as a 
way to portray a likeness.  

Martha Wilson is known for her work with 
transformation and impersonation, often examining the 
societal, and in some cases self-imposed, roles that 
women are forced to embody. These photos are 
pulled from earlier video work where she plays with 
make up and camera angles to highlight or mitigate 
her own insecurities about her face. Neither image is a 
true depiction of what she looks like – they show 
extremes of self-perception and self-representation 
and make transparent the ways that these can be 
manipulated.  

Top left: Marcia Tucker- Left Side Face (left diptych), Bottom left: Marcia 
Tucker- Right Side Face (right diptych), from the series Hidden Image, 
Jirí David, 1994, gelatin silver print, 15.75x11.88 in. Tufts University 
Permanent Collection, gallery purchase, 2016.23.A and B.
 
Right: I Make up the Image of My Perfection/I Make up the Image of My 
Deformity, Martha Wilson, 2007, archival digital print on paper, 12x12 in. 
Tufts University Permanent Collection, gallery purchase, 2016.06.

https://www.marthawilson.com/videos.php?video=deformation


Additional Relevant Collection Works

• Still Life, Landscape, Self-Portrait
• Kimiko Powers
• David Bowie
• Variety of Fruit of Paradise

In a series exploring the prevalence of images on 
the internet, and in the cultural sphere at large, Peter 
Wilde takes well known figures’ Facebook profile 
pictures, in this case Barak Obama, and repaints 
them 42 times with varying degrees of clarity or 
abstraction. According to Wilde, like a word that 
loses its meaning the more you say it, the faces of 
these public figures become meaningless through 
their mass circulation. There is also power in ubiquity 
though, creating a representation that is unescapable 
and undeniable. 

Obama (42 Variable Portraits), Peter Wilde, 2013, oil on board, 12x10 in. 
Tufts University Permanent Collection, gallery purchase, 2014.02.01-42.

Further Discussion

What constitutes identity, and how can it be 
portrayed? 

How do we as viewers respond to faces, 
especially in a society overrun with images on 
social media and the internet at large? 

https://tuftsartgalleries.catalogaccess.com/objects/1347
https://tuftsartgalleries.catalogaccess.com/objects/123
https://tuftsartgalleries.catalogaccess.com/objects/2747
https://tuftsartgalleries.catalogaccess.com/objects/2917
https://artgalleries.tufts.edu/

