
comparative study:
the changing conventions of portraiture within the 
context of time and place that they were created.

exploring this topic lead me to discuss and analyse the uses
of colour and symbolism in portraiture and the significance 
of origin in meaning. this comparative study inspired me to 
explore the theme of identity and oneself in my own artwork.

eleanor short



pablo picasso 
‘self-portrait’ 1901
oil on canvas 
81 x 60 cm

born in 1881 in a small town called málaga, and later spending his teenage years in 
barcelona, picasso grew up as an artist. his talent was recognised by his parents from 
a young age, and picasso was encouraged to pursue it. neither his father, considered a 
mediocre artist, nor any art academy could teach picasso in the way the artistic scene 
of barcelona could. 

picasso first moved to paris in 1900, and shared a small room with a friend. he lived 
in extreme poverty, burning his artworks to warm the small room they lived in.

picasso fell in to a depression that would last for years to come. this depression was 
echoed so clearly in his paintings, no one would buy them. the painting of poverty lead 
him into deeper poverty himself, and only sent picasso into a deeper depression. 

in his first trip to paris, his paintings did not sell well. the audience did not 
react well, in fact they cared little for them. the sombre tone was not appeasing to 
the masses, and many of picasso’s work were burnt or painted over as no one bought 
them.

‘self portrait’ was painted by a young picasso in 1901. although he was just 20 years 
of age, he paints a gaunt, aged figure of himself. it dawns the start of his blue 
period, also contributed by one of picasso’s dear friends, casagemas. subsequent to 
his failed attempt at declaring his love for a girl, he attempted to kill her, instead 
killing himself. picasso credits his use of blue during this period to casagemas 
suicide. 

“it was thinking about casagemas that got me started 
painting in blue.”
  
            - pablo picasso

the poverty of paris and barcelona definitely influenced picasso’s sombre tone. certain 
artistic and social circles that picasso found himself in were particularly interested 
in the    ideas of anarchism. the political theory that rejects all hierarchal control, and 
advocates social freedom and a world in which society can cooperate as equals.

contextualisation - 
pablo picasso’s ‘self-portrait’

fig. 1: picasso, pablo. self-portrait. 1901. musée picasso, 
paris, france. wikiart. wikiart. web. 2 dec. 2015.

hilton, timothy. picasso. 
london: thames and hudson, 1985. print.

warncke, carsten-peter, pablo picasso, and wolf fruhtrunk. 
pablo picasso: 1881-1973. köln: taschen, 2003. print.

fig. 1



picasso’s self portrait is not a direct representation of his physical 
form, it is much more a representation of his internal self. picasso 
places his internal identity onto his external image. 

he portrays a much more aged version of himself, perhaps indicating his 
need to mature mentally in order to cope with the crippiling poverty of 
1901 paris. his dark hollow cheeks exemplify this destitution, hunger 
manitpulating his body. picasso also gives a ghostly paleness to his 
skin, the only hint of warm colour being his lips. the use of blue for 
the shadows gives a cool tone to the painting, making even the audience 
feel just a little bit colder. the large thick coat exaggerates this 
icy cold atmosphere, almost bringing the audience back to the parisian
winter in 1901. the coat dominates the painting despite the lack of 
details, darkening the overal feel greatly. 
the whole figure is outlined by a harsh dark 
edge. this sets the figure in its dark state, 
defining picasso. the plain blue background and 
texturised paint makes the audience perhaps 
picture the cold dark dirty room he would have 
been staying in.

the focal point of the painting is certainly 
picasso’s face. however, our eyes are directly 
drawn to his. the lifelessness and lack of shimmer 
depicts a dead soul. we are unsure of where he 
is looking, at us, or down to the floor. with only
black circles for pupils, they appear very hollow
and flat. the deep sockets suggest a tired 
character. picasso’s ragged unkept beard only 
further accentuates his poverty, not only can he 
not afford to shave regularly, but does not have 
the energy and motivation. 

the colour dynamic presented here is key to the 
expression of picassos intense emotion. to the 
right are a neutral and warm toned version of 
‘self-portrait’ i have created. the atmosphere 
given by these tones are extremely different 
from the mood of the original colour palette.
picasso translates his inner emotions and mood 
into a physical representation, not necessarily 
accurately portraying his physical figure, but 
portraying his mind and himself truthfully. he 
personifies his depression into his silhouette.
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fig. 2: picasso, pablo. self-portrait. 1901. musée picasso, 
paris, france. wikiart. wikiart. web. 2 dec. 2015.

hilton, timothy. picasso. 
london: thames and hudson, 1985. print.

warncke, carsten-peter, pablo picasso, and wolf fruhtrunk. 
pablo picasso: 1881-1973. köln: taschen, 2003. print.

fig. 2



frida kahlo 
‘self-portrait with thorn necklace and hummingbird’ 1940
oil on canvas, 61.25 cm x 47 cm

kahlo had many 
lovers of both 
sexes, but had a 
lifelong partner, 
diego rivera. 
kahlo often 
claimed that 
rivera was her 
soulmate. at the 
time this piece 
was painted, kahlo 
had had an affair 
with nickolas 
muray, which led 
to her divorce 
with rivera, 
leaving her 
heartbroken.

“my painting 
carries with it 
the message of 
pain.”

she later 
remarried rivera, 
a short while 
after this 
painting was 
created.

kahlo grew up 
during the mexican 
revolution, and it 
became a subject 
of passion for 
her. she was 
very influenced 
by social and 
political trends, 
and even lied that 
her birth date 
was the date the 
revolution began 
to establish a 
connection between 
herself and the 
revolution.

unfortunately, 
a car accident 
at the age of 18 
severely injured 
her. kahlo used 
painting as a 
therapy. the 
accident was 
horrendous for 
her, but without 
it, she would 
not have pursued 
painting as a 
career.

the mexican 
revolution is 
still occurring 
despite the war 
being over, and 
the emotions from 
the revolution 
are still a part 
of mexico’s 
attitude. 

want and need 
for change is 
still in the air, 
and the passion 
of the mexican 
people is obvious; 
the mexican 
revolution party 
won all but one 
of the 173 seats 
of the mexican 
government.

the new attitude 
brought by the 
revolution was 
still a big part 
of mexican society 
and frida kahlo 
specifically.

kahlos work was 
often described 
as surrealist by 
critics and the 
public. this was 
due to her heavy 
use of symbolism. 
however kahlo 
disagreed to 
her work being 
surrealist. 

“they thought i 
was a Surrealist, 
but i wasn’t. i 
never painted 
dreams. i painted 
my own reality.”

the audience 
however did 
make connections 
with symbols and 
meanings, and the 
message kahlo was 
portraying was 
crystal clear. 
the painting 
was first bought 
by her ex lover 
nickolas muray 
due to his pity 
for her financial 
problems.

frida 
kahlo

kahlo’s 
world

audience’s 
world

audience 
1940

contextualisation - 
frida kahlo’s ‘self-portrait with thorn necklace and hummingbird’

fig. 3: kahlo, frida. self portrait with thorn necklace. 1940. harry ransom center, 
university of texas, austin. gallery hip. web. 01 dec. 2015.

“frida kahlo.” art history essay. 
n.p., n.d. web. 10 dec. 2015.

“frida kahlo biography.” frida kahlo biography. 
frida kahlo foundation, n.d. web. 10 dec. 2015.

gómez, nadia ugalde, and coronel rivera juan rafael. frida kahlo. 
méxico: instituto nacional de bellas artes, 2005. print.

fig. 3



this self portrait by kahlo was produced shortly after her separation 
from rivera. while there were many affairs on both sides during their 
marriage, which they both acknowledged, the final straw was riveras 
affair with kahlo’s younger sister. kahlo documents her intense 
suffering and loss from the divorce. despite both their numerous 
infidelities, kahlo was still deeply and desperately in love with 
rivera. although they later remarried, in the moment she painted this 
self portrait, kahlo was forced to believe she would be separated from 
rivera forever, which left her stricken with grief. her emotions can be 
clearly seen through the intense symbolism throughout this portrait.

the first thing the audience notices is kahlos expression. from this 
alone we can see her blank gaze, suggesting a lack of happiness in her 
life, and a state of depression over rivera. kahlo’s gaze fails to meet 
the audience as she is swallowed by her internal thoughts. we can also 
see she is surrounded by many creatures, but somehow still looks so 
alone. this depicts kahlos solitude and isolation due to her separation 
from rivera, even if she wasn’t alone. our attention is then brought 
to the thorn necklace wrapped around kahlo’s neck, blood spilling out 
of the wounds. this combined with a white shirt gives a comparison 
between kahlo and christ, perhaps referencing the intense suffering 
and sacrifice that christ went through. kahlo seems to be enduring the 
pain, just as christ had done on the cross. a dead hummingbird hangs 
from her necklace. although a hummingbird does symbolise good luck in 
mexican culture, it is black and dead, giving a sense of hopelessness.

on one shoulder stands a monkey. this monkey can be seen in many of 
kahlo’s paintings, and was a gift from rivera. monkeys symbolise the 
devil in mexican culture, and it can be seen fiddling and tightening 
the thorns on her neck. perahps we can say this monkey symbolises 
rivera, as he is the one who has inflicted this suffering onto kahlo. 
on her other shoulder we can see a black cat, again symbolising bad 
luck and death.

kahlo’s hair is tied up in a traditional mexican style, with two lace 
butterflies. kahlo made a habit of putting aztec and mexican symbols 
into her paintings, and in aztec culture, butterflies were said to 
hold the souls of the dead. Two flower dragonflies can also be seen, 
contrastingly representing new life and change. perhaps each butterfly 
represents the death of rivera’s and kahlo’s soul as they separate, and 
each dragonfly represents new change in their life, as they begin a new 
one without eachtother.these symbols suggest both intense suffering in 
kahlo, but also confusion. kahlo was hurt and longed for rivera to come 
back, but also wondered if this was what was best.
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fig. 4:kahlo, frida. self portrait with thorn necklace. 1940. harry ransom center, 
university of texas, austin. gallery hip. web. 01 dec. 2015.

“frida kahlo.” art history essay. 
n.p., n.d. web. 10 dec. 2015.

kahlo, frida, emma dexter, tanya barson, 
and gannit ankori. frida kahlo. london: tate pub., 2005. print.

milner, frank, and frida kahlo. 
frida kahlo. n.p.: n.p., n.d. print.

fig. 4



marc quinns 
‘self’ 2006
frozen blood

marcs series ‘self’ began in 1991 and drew from this theme. quinn grew 
up in london in the 60’s. studying the history of art in cambridge, 
quinn quickly became involved in the art world. he began exhibiting in 
1990, and only one year later created the first ‘self’ which was later 
bought by charles saatchi.

through this, quinn quickly became part of the young british artists. 
the young british artists dominated art during the 1990’s, and often led 
the art scene towards more contemporary works. the idea of life, death, 
and immortality was a trending topic amongst the art world in the early 
1990’s, and he drew inspiration from it. ‘the physical impossibility of 
death in the mind of someone living’ created by damien hirst dealt with 
the ideas of death and humans limited time. it was also created in 1991 
and followed the immortality trend.

quinn was also inspired by rembrants self portraits, leading him to 
extrapolate self into a running series. the progression seen amongst 
rembrandts work can been seen in quinns blood heads. 

“doing one every five years, they become a 
sort of record of a life, in a sense that 
the real work to me is the totality of all 
the sculptures which exist in my lifetime. 
which is how i think of rembrandt’s self 
portraits - that each one is a part of a 
larger work which is the series.”
      
         - marc quinn

contextualisation - 
marc quinn’s ‘self’

fig. 5: self. 2006. marc quinn. by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 5

pbs. pbs, n.d. web. 10 dec. 2015.
frank, priscilla. “marc quinn discusses self-portraits made of his own blood.”
the huffington post. thehuffingtonpost.com, n.d.
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“this is an 
artwork on life 
support. if you 
unplug it, it 
turns to a pool of 
blood. it can only 
exist in a culture 
where looking 
after art is a 
priority. “

   - marc quinn

fig. 6

fig. 7 fig. 8 fig. 9

fig. 10

fig. 6:  self. 1991. marc quinn. 
by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 10: self. 2011. marc quinn. 
by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 9:  self. 2006. marc quinn. 
by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 8:  self. 2001. marc quinn. 
by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 7:  self. 1996. marc quinn. 
by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

frank, priscilla. “marc quinn discusses self-portraits made of his own blood.” 
the huffington post. thehuffingtonpost.com, n.d. web. 10 dec.2015.



the medium of this piece is what makes it. on first glance, a 
messy mould of an ageing man. and on deeper inspection, 9 pints 
of blood in the form of a head. ‘self’ speaks about not only the 
miracles of the human body, but also comments on the impossibility 
of immortality and the boundaries between living and being alive.

quinn creates one of these frozen blood heads every 5 years, 
draining the blood from his body over time. without the body’s 
amazing ability to replenish its blood supply, this piece would 
not be conceivable. every detail of quinn’s face is captured 
by the frozen blood. and as quinn ages, the blood in every new 
sculpture continues to capture it.

just as ‘self was created by him, this material, his blood, was 
also created by him. the cast, of his head. when does this piece 
stop being him and start becoming an artwork? the moment the blood 
leaves his body? technically, if he were to melt the head, he’d 
have enough blood to undergo a blood transfusion. in which case, 
all this ‘material’ would go from being a material to being part 
of a living organism. is it alive only when inside his veins. we 
don’t look at blood on the floor and consider it alive. yet the 
molecular structure, function, and ability of the blood is the 
same nonetheless. the boundary is hazy, and extremely perplexing 
to the audience.

initially, one might relate this piece to immortality. quinn has 
taken something organic that would otherwise rot away, and frozen 
it in a moment in time. but all it takes is for this piece to be 
lost is for the power to go down. the preservation of this piece 
relies on existing in a society in which art is valued, protected, 
and appreciated. this form of immortality can only exist in the 
‘non-living’ blood. we could never hope to achieve this for 
ourselves, for it relies on existing in a society in which the 
earth, our home, is valued, protected, and appreciated. 

quinn continues to create these ‘self’s’, and at some point will 
ultimately create his last self. this last self will come with 
his death. but quinn states ‘i still haven’t decided whether it’s 
a good idea (making last portrait after death) or not because to 
me, this sculpture series is about the living and not the dead.’ 
this mentality captures the meaning of this piece. for as long as 
quinn is alive, so is the self. each head captures his progression 
in life, and to create a head of himself when he himself is not 
around, would be a lie. 

analysis - quinn

fig. 11: self. 2006. marc quinn. by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.pbs. pbs, n.d. web. 10 dec. 2015.
frank, priscilla. “marc quinn discusses self-portraits made of his own blood.”
the huffington post. thehuffingtonpost.com, n.d.

fig. 11



[blood]
[dark red] 

[textured][fluid] 
[facial focus] 
[single colour]
[fine detail]
[sculpture]
[physical]

[blood]
[vivid][symbolism]
[emotion][green]
[orange][surrealist]
[facial focus][black]
[white][biblical]

 

[oil painting]
[blue][coolcolours] 

[colour blocks][dark lines] 
[light contrast][harsh]
[textured][facial focus]
[complimentary colours]

[emotion]

picasso 
 
theme:  portrayal of emotion
 
content:  self portrait

elements:  metaphorical reresentation,  
     blue colour palatte 

composition: side on, face at focal   
   point, large empty space  
   fills painting
 

 
kahlo 
 
theme:  portrayal of emotion
 
content:  symbolic self portrait 

elements:  focusses on symbolism, vivid   
   colours
 
composition: head on face at focal point,  
   crowded space

 
quinn 

theme:  life, death, and immortality
 
content:  sculpture of head from   
   frozen blood 
  
elements:  dark blood, fine detail
 
composition: head on, only part of piece  
   is blood head

comparision



kahlo’s oil painting 
expresses her emotions 
not only through 
symbolism, but through 
her facial expression. 
the dullness in the eyes, 
and off centre focus, 
suggests kahlo to not 
wholly be there. she 
lacks presence and energy 
in this painting, perhaps 
how she would seem in real 
life during her divorce.
both kahlo and picasso 
share this same blank 
stare. picasso remains 
slightly more focused on 
the audience than kahlo, 
but still lacks the life 
like features of 
energetic eyes. they are
both missing a sense of
happiness or positive 
emotion. eyes are the 
window to the soul, and 
what is depicted through 
both picasso and kahlos 
windowed eyes is deep 
deep depression and a 
lack of purpose in life. 
both picasso’s and 
kahlo’s portraits are 
created in moments of 
deep depression and
emotional trauma. 

in contrast to this, quinn’s head focuses on accurately portraying his 
likeness in the form of frozen blood, not his emotion. it’s a cast of 
his head, identical to himself at that moment in time. quinn follows 
mimetic theory much closer than picasso and kahlo. while kahlos works 
are painted masterfully, just as picassos are, it is not the main 
focus of the piece. one of the biggest shock factors of quinns blood 
head is not just the blood, but seeing the life like mould of quinn 
himself.

all of these artworks focus on the portrayal of the face. picassos 
physical appearance and facial expression is the focal point of 
his painting, it is key for the audiences interpretation of 
the painting, and the expression of his emotions. quinn’s head is 
obviously the main feature of his artwork too. kahlo too has a heavy 
facial focus in her painting. 

kahlo and picasso’s paintings tell us 
something about themselves; their 
feelings, emotions, and lives. kahlo 
helps us to explore not only herself, 
but her culture. her signature monobrow 
and moustache are part of kahlos way of 
trying to express her culture. kahlos 
mexican heritage was just as much a part 
of her as her husband diego was.

quinn on the other hand uses portraiture to comment on the external 
world, life, death, and immortality. we can see this effects their 
creation of the work and their style. kahlo uses heavy symbolism to 
paint her feelings onto the canvas and picasso uses space and colour 
to reveal his depression, while quinn, using only the symbol of blood, 
creates an identical replica of himself, mimicking the real world.

while picasso lacks symbolism, both
kahlo and quinn make use of blood 
and it’s connotations for their 
pieces. while kahlo uses it to 
represent suffering and pain, 
quinn uses it in a cold clinical 
sense to reflect on life and death. 
picasso’s non vibrant blues, and 
reserved posture hides away from 
the audience. both quinn and kahlo 
shy away too, failing to directly 
meet the viewers gaze, suggesting 
vulnerability. kahlo’s need
for love, whether it be from rivera or the audience, is shown in 
this head on, close up view, and demonstrates her extreme emotional 
condition. quinn’s work also seeks the attention of the viewer, not to 
express his feelings, but to express his views. the viewer cannot help 
but contemplate the artwork.

comparison



significance to my own work 
pablo picasso’s ’self-portrait’ 1901

pablo picasso 
‘self-portrait’ 1901

oil on canvas 
81 x 60 cm

eleanor short 
‘emotion’ 2015
acrylic on glass
45cm x 65cm

pablo picassos ‘self-portrait’ and other 
works from his blue period inspired me 
to really explore the possibilities of 
colour as a way to express emotion. 
when looking at ‘self-portrait’, the 
depression portrayed by picasso seems to 
swallow his whole being, defining who he 
is. however emotion is fluid, and the 
painting makes me wonder if picasso was 
ever happy during his blue period. did 
sorrow become him? 

to the left is one of my pieces called 
‘emotion’. this concept of emotion being 
fluid but also defining who we are led me 
to experiment with how colour can portray 
this. this piece is comprised of 4 layers 
of glass, with three layers of different 
colour palettes in between the glass. 
below is a portrait of myself.

each colour represents a defining 
emotion, sadness, happiness, and purity. 
yet the alternating layers shows how each 
emotion can alternate. while they are 
all integral parts of who i am, just as 
picasso’s depression inspired him, they 
are not the be all and end all of who i 
am.

picasso’s classic oil painting and my 
contemporary piece both explore how we 
can manipulate colour to send a message.

fig. 12: picasso, pablo. self-portrait. 1901. musée picasso, 
paris, france. wikiart. wikiart. web. 2 dec. 2015.

fig. 12



significance to my own work 
frida kahlo’s ’self-portrait with thorn necklace and hummingbird’ 1940

frida kahlo 
‘self-portrait with thorn necklace and hummingbird’ 1940

oil on canvas, 61.25 cm x 47 cm

eleanor short 
‘skin deep’ 2015
photo manipulation

kahlo does not just express her emotional 
state in this painting with the use of 
symbols, but also considers her culture 
and ethnicity. her eyebrows, moustache, 
the humming bird and other mexican 
symbols are her way of saying this is 
‘who i am’. however her facial features 
and hair are often exaggerated in her 
painting compared to real life as we can 
see in the photo below on the right. 
this provoked me to consider just how 
much we can manipulate our selves to send 
the message we want.

to the left is one of a series of photo 
manipulations taking women from famous 
artworks and recreating them in real life 
called ‘skin deep’. i used a combination 
of makeup, wigs, accessories, and 
photoshop to recreate the looks. on the 
bottom left is a photo of the same model 
in ‘skin deep’ but without any of my 
physical and digital alterations.

kahlo manipulates her self to 
emphasise her heritage and culture.
in my piece i use manipulation to
adopt anothers culture.

fig. 13: kahlo, frida. self portrait with thorn necklace. 1940. harry ransom center, 
university of texas, austin. gallery hip. web. 01 dec. 2015.

fig. 13

fig. 14

fig. 14: frida kahlo. n.d. nase novinky. web. 11 dec. 2015.



significance to my own work 
marc quinns’s ’self’

marc quinns 
‘self’ 1901
frozen blood

eleanor short 
‘stories’ 2015
plastic
30cm x 15cm x 18cm

quinn’s head deals with the connections 
between body and soul. quinn questions 
what makes us, us. his head is made 
completely of his own blood, completely 
of himself. does that make the piece 
a part of him, or are they physically 
separate?

my piece ‘stories’ deals with how 
other physical aspects of our bodies 
can control who we are. ‘stories’ is 
a figure of a head, created out of a 
story describing someones trials and 
tribulations of dealing with a genetic 
disease. the story ends with the person 
deciding to not let it dictate what she 
can or cannot do or be. and while it is 
still a part of them, depicted by the 
story wrapping around the face, they 
separate themselves from the illness, the 
illness is external, just as the writing. 

quinn separates body and soul in the 
sense that, all this blood was his, and 
is even in his head form, but it is no 
longer his anymore. 

the writing of ‘stories’ is created with 
a 3D pen. it uses liquid plastic to 
create the thin fragile lines. a bust 
is used as a template to form the head 
shape.

fig. 15: self. 2006. marc quinn. by marc quinn. web. 11 dec. 2015.

fig. 15


