Wende Caporale

ince the advent of commercially

produced photographs in the

mid-nineteenth century, arfisfs,
most notably the Impressionists,
began to explore photographic
imagery as a source of reference for
their work. There have also been
scholarly studies speculating that an
optical device such as a camera
obscura was used as early as the
seventeenth cenury by the arfist
Johannes Vermeer and others, With
advances in the photographic medi-
um, not only are many of foday’s
artists using photography as a fool,
some are pushing the medium and
recording visual effects such as hala-
tion and microscopic detail. So the
question is, “When should photogra-
phy be used as a tool and how can
photographs be utilized effectively?”

There are advantages fo working
from photographs, such as the ability
to record fleeting movement, difficult
to caplure by mere observation
There is no better way fo effectively
acquire a great deal of visual infor-
mation in a short period of fime; for
instance, documenting scenes from
travel. But what steps does the arist
take to avoid “copying” the photo-
graph and instead inject the image
with the intangible that transcends
he twodimensional image?

Dealing specifically with portraits or
figurative work, photography enables the
artist fo record a fleefing expression or
gesture that would be tedious at best for
a subject fo sustain for the extended peri-
od of time required for sittings. In fact,
most commissioned portraiture done by
artists today is accomplished with the use
of photography, which is then sometimes
combined with live sittings. As much as
photography seems fo be the ideal solu-
tion for convenience and providing sub-
stantial information, there are drawbacks
that need fo be recognized and dealt
with. The most effective way of countering
difficulties, including distortion and
homogenized color, is fo first develop the
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necessary skills by working from live mod-
els and synthesizing this info the process
With this in mind, | asked my hus-
band, Daniel Greene, about his experi-
ence with photographic reference. It was
more than 50 years ago that Dan first
became dssociated with Portraits, Inc. in
New York Cily. The work he was commis-
sioned fo do for the group was done in
the studio from live sittings unless he was
asked to paint a posthumous portrait from
available photographs. | queried him
about his method. “I asked clients to gath-
er all the photos of the subject they could;
the photos did not need to be in colour. |
would then have a meeting during which
I looked through all the photos to deter-
mine which ones had enough information
and appeal to serve as the basis for the

portrait. The most important fact |
learned was that the client must like
the chosen photo. If they didn’t, they
would not like the finished portrait. |
acquired information about the sub-
jects coloring, physical characteris-
tics, and biographical material so
that | could emphasize the appropri-
ate personality. Before starting the
porfrait, | would have a professional
enlargement made of the head and
hands so that details were more
clearly seen. The portrait proceeded
in the same manner as my approach
to painting from life; drawing first,
working from dark to middletone to
light with colors that suggested the
proper skinfone.” If is important to
mention here that for the first two
decades of Dan’s career, his portraits
were exclusively from live sittings. It
was not until he moved out of New
York City that he began to incorpo-
rate photography into his process for
the convenience it provided

My own experience took a differ
ent trajectory in that | was trained as
an illustrator, which involved using
photo reference. Nonetheless, | have
spent many years working from life
and have no doubt that this latter
experience endbles me to more faith-
fully represent my subject based on
the accumulated knowledge of form and
anatomy. Photographs tend to distort and
manipulate reality. Values are often exag
gerated and the color homogenized, fac-
tors that have fo be taken info account to
avoid making the result look like a direct
“copy” of a pholograph. Dan explains
how he approaches this challenge; *I find
it useful to put the photo reference in a
copy machine and print several values of
the photo. One will be very light, which
will isolate the deepest dark areas, one
extremely dark to expose deep middle-
fones and highlights, and three additional
interim seftings to bring out the light/dark
patterns and emphasize subfle values
Using plumb lines or a grid on the photo
can also be very informative, as is view-



Photography proves to be
especially useful when creating
a composition with multiple fig-
ures. When | have had occa-
sion to do a portrait with more
than one figure, | often begin
the photo shoot by posing the
group to create a strong infer-
active composition and photo-
graph my subjects together.
Affer reviewing the images, |
photograph them individually Daniel Greene, Fur Collar - Subway, Pastel on wood,
1o be certain that | have the 16"x 16"
best possible pose and expres:

sion for each of my subjects. As you worked with individual photo references to
can imagine when photographing a create a composite composition, taking
| h care to maintain the same eye level and
Daniel Greene, Jean - Grand Central, Pastel on group of people, ifs rare fo have e .
granular paper, 24" x 1 everyone individually looking their best in consistent lighting when amalgamating the
one image. So in this case, | create the several images together. |, as the arfist,

ing both the painting and photo simuliane-  composition with my camera first rather must also envision how the figures relate to
ously in a mirror.” than create a composite of individual pho-  each other in space fo determine their

The information regarding value that t0s. On the other hand, | have also Continued on page 20
Dan describes is valid and informative,
but it does not negate the necessity to
develop an understanding of the affects of
light on form and anatomy based on
observafion. When dealing with coler, |
find that even the best photographs fall
short of the nuanced color observed when
studying a sifter. During the initial sitting
with my subject, in addition fo taking hun-
dreds of photos, | make notes regarding
their skintones, eye, and hair colour.
Many porfrait artists make rapid color
studies of the sitter in addition to the pho-
tography session. As much as photogra-
phy has advanced, the naked eye siil
perceives more nuance than the single
lens of a camera. Once | see the pho-
tographs, | am always a little disappoint
ed in the color and tend fo toke some
artistic license, usually pushing more safu-
rated infrinsic color onto my subject than
may actually exist. This | consider my per
sonal and necessary role as an artis; it is
the way | see the world and wish fo repre-
sent it. Once | have taken the portrait as far
as | can using photographic reference, |
have a final siting with my subject
Frequently, the hair and eyes can be light
ened, and | often lighten the shadows.
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proper scale. Many artists are skillful af
manipulating photos using Photoshop to
create new composite compositions.

In our current world of technological
innovations, it would be hard fo ignore
the possibilities that photographic devices
and techniques provide to the artist. Using
good judgment combined with unlimited
imagination, the artist can create works of
art that transcend the click of a camera.
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