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Untitled self-portrait in the studio with an Untitled, | was thinking about you...series 1979-1980

FOREWORD

Mcintosh Gallery is pleased to present Barbara
Astman | as artifact. The gallery has a long
history with Astman, who is represented in the
Mclintosh collection by eleven works dating
from 1978 to 1990. Coincidentally, it was
during this key period in her artistic practice
that | became familiar with her work.

In the 1970s Astman had already achieved
acclaim for her exploration of Polaroid
technology and Xerography, and began
exhibiting at public galleries. But it was in 1980
that an entire generation of young music fans
took notice when Astman created the cover
art for the Canadian band Loverboy’s debut
album. By typing lyrics directly onto a still-wet,
developing Polaroid self-portrait, (pictured
opposite), Astman brought a new level of
immediacy and intimacy to photographic
practices decades before the selfe’s ascent
within popular culture. Technically innovative
and provocative, this iconic image combined
personal narrative and conceptual art
strategies while breaking down barriers
between the rarifed world of contemporary
photography and popular culture. 1980 was
also the year that the Toronto band Rough
Trade issued their second album Avoid Freud,
with the cover designed by General Idea. |
was an art history student at the time, and was
excited that the contemporary artists | was
just learning about were collaborating with
the musicians | was listening to. Perhaps this
is why | always respond to Astman’s works as
if they were old friends whenever they have
fortuitously appeared during my curatorial
career, whether in the dark vaults of collection

storage or in the many exhibitions she has had
throughout Canada over the past 30 years.

In 2004 | fnally had the pleasure of working
with Barbara, curating Barbara Astman:
Clementine Part | for the Art Gallery of
Windsor. The entire exhibition was based on

a newspaper photograph of a large group

of war orphans arriving in Canada in 1947.
Astman was struck by their apparent happiness
in relation to their traumatic experiences as
survivors of war. As with much of her work,
including the remarkable images featured in

| as artifact, Clementine Part | revealed her
uncanny ability to navigate the complex terrain
between public persona and personal identity.
Barbara is always present in her work, but so
too are we, both situated in the larger arena
of public representation and the discursive
spaces that comprise it.

At Western University, | am indebted to
Catherine Elliot Shaw who, as Mcintosh curator,
has maintained a professional discourse

with Barbara Astman for over three decades.
Catherine’s dedication and experience have
made the production of this exhibition and
publication seamless from the initial concept
to the end result. | thank Mcintosh curatorial
intern Kelly McKenzie, a Department of
Visual Arts MA candidate, for her assistance
in research and catalogue organization in
addition to conducting the interview with the
artist included in this publication, which was
beautifully designed by Louise Gadbois of
Western’s Graphic Services department.



| am grateful to Georgiana Uhlyarik, Associate Curator,
Canadian Art, Art Gallery of Ontario, for her insightful
catalogue essay and collegial support. Also at the
AGO, | thank Dr. Amy Marshall Furness, Rosamond
lvey Special Collections Archivist, and Jim Shedden,
Manager of Publishing, for providing access to the
Barbara Astman Archival Collection.

Finally, | extend my sincerest gratitude and
appreciation to McIntosh donor Mrs. Winona E. Elliot
for her generous fnancial support, which made the
realization of this exhibition and publication possible.

James Patten
Director/ Chief Curator

Untitled, Visual Narrative series 1979
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Untitled, from the Red series 1981

PERFORMING PRIVATE ALCHEMY

| have a crazy,
crazy love of things.

many things conspired

to tell me the whole story.
Not only did they touch me,
or my hand touched them:
they were

so close

that they were a part

of my being,

they were so alive with me
that they lived half my life
and will die half my death.

- Pablo Neruda, Ode to things, 1954

Barbara Astman is holding things in her
hands. There are things pinned up around

her, suspended. She takes turns holding them.

These are things made doubly hers when she
spray-painted them all singularly red. She is
performing their function so that she can get
to know them - so that we may get to know
how to use them. This is how you water the
pineapple. This is how you hold a ball. This
is how you talk on the telephone and hold a
mug. Her many red things conspire to tell us
the whole story, as Neruda claims. There is a
truth in the experience of common things — a
fulsome kind of accounting that can be known
and shared. T.S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock
measures out his life in coffee spoons; Lisa
Steele recounts her life in the order in which
she acquired her scars. The world of things

is made to our measure. A handmade world
is intended to be held and sometimes to

11
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be passed on. Astman has been getting to
know the world by holding things in her hand:
postcards, fabric, cigarettes, lint, newspapers
— and especially her Polaroid SX-70 camera.
“Materiality is what drives me,” she has said.
After all, she trained as a silversmith. She has
been negotiating the world of things and her
own self in relation to it ever since she can
remember.

This engagement with things and its
foregrounding may be a surprising prelude
to a consideration of Astman’s practice which
has long been discussed — and paradoxically,
marginalized — as rooted in the image of the
self, specifcally of the female self. It is not
meant to undermine the evocative centrality
of the performative self — on the contrary, it
is a claim to relocate the self in an ongoing
relationship within the material world as

the primary position from which each of us
performs and gains awareness.

We are held before we can hold.

As an initial attempt to locate herself in the
world Astman begins, intuitively, with herself.
Among the frst images she makes are single
photo booth portraits in which she is holding
an uncut strip of photo booth portraits of
herself in each hand. These are documents
of private performances in a sequestered
public space, recorded sequentially in palm
sized photographs. Astman literally holds her
multiplied self in her hands. Thus, she claims
her image as her own; she is both subject and
object, creator and the created. In the classic
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tradition of portraiture, where subjects are
surrounded by and hold objects as attributes
of their status and ambition, Astman’s root
attribute is her own image.

In constructing images such as Untitled, self-
portrait with Rose (pictured page 28) or
Untitled, self-portrait with apple and cherries
(both 1975) (pictured opposite) through
appliqué and in-camera collage, Astman
makes explicit both the objectifcation of

the female face by replacing it with a fower
or a fruit (beauty and fecundity) and the
public masks assigned to efface our private
self. These works are not an homage to the
familiar René Magritte portrait whose face is
obscured by a green apple, painted just over a
decade before Astman replaces her own with
ared one. The apple in her work is a heavily
burdened fruit, a warning, no matter how cute
and innocent that decal sticker might frst
appear. Considered again, this time through
the lens of this early work, Astman’s crossed-
arms pose, which appears in at least one of
the annotated panels in each of her Visual
Narrative Series (1978-79) (pictured page 9),
can now be read as a defensive posture and
also as a self-embrace.

Naturally, in lieu of another holding us, we hold
ourselves.

Astman’s project of sticking seemingly fun,
colourful things to her black and white images
of a young long-haired brunette posing for

a hungry camera can be compared to the
contemporaneous work of Hannah Wilke,

specifcally her S.0O.S. - Starifcation Object
Series begun in 1974. Wilke’s enticing fashion
model poses are disturbed by the soft
sculptures chewed by her audience and then
collected to be affxed like prosthetic hives
erupting on her skin. In the photo booth strips,
Astman alternates between wrapping her face
in her hair and wearing comic masks which she
then colours by hand (pictured pages 18, 22
and 23).

Four years later, she cohesively refnes into one
image her compositions of poses, expressions,
colours, textures and a range of everyday-life
objects in the Untitled, | was thinking about
you... series (1979-80). Each appears to be a
letter to a close friend and begins the same
way: “dear , i was thinking about you...”.
The typewritten text of the previous Narrative
works has now spread and imprinted itself all
over the image — Astman’s own scarifcation as
each typebar letter carved out its own shape in
the drying Polaroid emulsion as it struck. The
force of her thoughts became permanently
incised into her own image — her own
reimagining of the Rosetta Stone. In Astman’s
case however, she is the author, the narrator
and the translator of a tender and raw message
of how memory becomes truth. In some of
these works she holds things as though they
are private hieroglyphs: a light bulb, a red
sandal, a notebook.

Considering Astman’s early work alongside
Wilke’s reveals a shared struggle. Much like
Wilke was accused by critics of being too
attractive in her naked photographs and

Untitled, self-portrait with apple and cherries ¢.1975
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Scenes from a movie for one, #9 1997

performances, so was Astman frst subjected

to a description of her looks in reviews before
a consideration of her work. Wilke persisted

in what Amelia Jones has described as the
“reiterative performance of the self as an elusive
promise of authenticity,””* as the artist chose to
perform in public and sustain the dangerous
tension between her exposed self and the
things that surround her (for example, the
many guns which corner her in What Does This
Represent (pink), 1978). Astman opted for the
private act of delving into the deep recesses
of the self in search of authenticity — a kind

of excavating beneath the level of awareness

— a process Betty Goodwin referred to as a
burrowing. “I have an inner world and it is
about the inner world that | want to make my
images about,” Astman has always maintained.

In Scenes from a movie for one (1997)
(pictured opposite), she uses her image to
evoke an emotive narrative rooted within her
consciousness and based on her own lived
experience and completed in the viewer’s
imagination. She began transforming images
shot 15 years earlier frst by taking Polaroid
close-ups of the black and white copy negative
prints. She then manipulated and scratched
the emulsion, drawing red out of black and
white photographs. It is no longer the external
violence of the typebar scarring her image; in
Scenes the distress is internal, it is psychic. The
resulting serial images of her distorted face
and naked upper body are individually ghostly
yet cumulatively assertive. Astman’s fgure is
resolutely self-determined and self-aware.

15

Throughout her career, Astman has shared
her own deeply felt knowledge of being in
the world absorbing information that comes
to her through all her senses and then in

an act of private alchemy she performs her
understanding in her attempt to open up

a space of engagement between her and

us — between the self and the many others.
She has recruited instant camera technology
to mine her inner psyche and thus usurp the
tools of new technologies into handmaidens
for a homemade vision of the world and our
individual selves in it.

In her latest work, It’s All about Style (2014),
Astman returns to that original gesture of

lifting colourful found images and building new
arrangements of her own making. They recall
her mid-1970s xerography work in which she
instantly transported a fgure into exotic locales
from famous paintings to famous sites, by
collaging them into the picture. In these recent
works her own image has disappeared — as it
has many times over the years — but not her
hand. Astman created large photo murals by
digitally stitching grids of individual groupings
of newspapers and postcards arranged by
hand in her Newspaper Series, (2006 and
2008) and Wonderland (2008), and she cut and
pasted and then digitally scanned her Daily
Collages, (2009-2011). However, in It’s All about
Style (pictured page 17) she makes images by
using packing tape to peel off strips of glossy
photographs from The Globe & Mail’s Style
section, and re-adheres them, scrambled, into
a pair of squares. Signifcantly, these works are
unique; she does not re-photograph them to
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re-present them. Instead, Astman transforms
image into material, so that she may hold it in
her hand and really get to know it.

Barbara Astman has always been an image
maker, with the emphasis on maker. In Ways of
Seeing, published in 1972, John Berger wrote:

“We only see what we look at. To
look is an act of choice. As a
result of this act, what we see is
brought within our reach — though
not necessarily within arm’s reach.
To touch something is to situate
oneself in relation to it.”?

Looking back, we are now able to recognize
that Astman has spent the last four decades
unravelling all the cues that were present in her
youthful days acting out in the photo booth:
the unique print of the instant camera, the
predetermined grid, the invitation to perform,
the implicit narrative in the sequence and, most
importantly, the self-awareness that comes from
holding things in your hand.

Georgiana Uhlyarik is Associate Curator, Canadian Art, at
the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto.

Notes

All Barbara Astman quotes are from interviews with the
author, held February 12, March 2 and March 29, 2013, in
Toronto.

1 Amelia Jones. “Everybody Dies ... Even the Gorgeous:
Resurrecting the work of Hannah Wilke” in Mark(s) volume
4.01, March 2003; accessed online February 3, 2014.
http://markszine.net/401/ajind.html

2 Berger, John. Ways of Seeing (London: British
Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1972), p. 8

It’s All About Style 2013
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From the photobooth series 1970-1976

Patriotic Portrait 1975
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Untitled from the weather balloon series 1973

INTERVIEW WITH BARBARA ASTMAN

Kelly McKenzie

Barbara Astman’s studio, located in a converted school in
downtown Toronto, is flled with light in the late morning.
Her desk occupies the centre of the room where she has her
computer, a printer, and various stacks of papers. On one
wall the windows dominate, providing a warm glow to an
already inviting space. Adjacent is a collection of works-in-
progress pinned up in groups, each at a different stage in its
creative development, including nine smaller prints from the
series | as artifact. A few examples of tape transfers used in
her recent work, It’s All About Style, are also present adding
a shot of colour and abstraction to the collection. Others are
test projects in their infancy, a few of which are discussed in
the conversation below.

The remaining walls are used for storage, all uniquely
designed to provide Astman with a versatile space.
Everything is built for ease and mobility. The confguration
of the space can change on a whim to accommodate any
project Astman might tackle. The studio is a home-away-
from-home, equipped with anything an artist like Astman
may need, including printers of varying sizes, boxes and
stacks of photographic prints and other materials.

Astman greets her guests warmly as friends, calling for us

to enter informally. She offers us tea as she sips from a blue
and white cup. After a tour of her space and a relaxed chat,
she invites us to settle into a comfortable place in the centre
of the room where we begin the interview.

Kelly McKenzie: In a 2004 interview with Robert Enright for
Border Crossings, you discussed the photographs where you
covered yourself with a weather balloon. You said “It was
about taking myself outside my own culture and my own
persona, and trying to become somebody else. | saw that

From the photobooth series...1970-1976
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through a combination of dressing up and covering up, you
can be whoever you want to be.” Does this hold true with |
as artifact? Are you covering up and becoming something
else through the masks?

Barbara Astman: I’'m revealing more than covering up. I'm
revealing something that | don’t think I've ever revealed
before. Although some people might not see them as that
intimate, they’re really very intimate images of my face
because they have every pore, every mark, every little hair,
every wrinkle, every little thing that’s on my face is there. It’s
embedded right in that mask. So it’s actually more public
than private.

KM: In some of your earlier works, such as the Red series,
Scenes from a movie for one, and dancing with che, you
insert yourself in the work, as you’ve said, using yourself as

a model and/or subject. In those works the audience never
gets to see your face. It is cropped or blurred. In some cases,
the audience only sees one part of your body. Have you

ever considered that by effectively dismembering yourself
through cropping and blurring, you are making it easier for
your audience to see your body as an object? Does that
make it easier to objectify your body?

BA: | see it differently. By removing the eyes, I’'m removing
the whole sense of portraiture—of what portraiture is about.
Portraiture is supposed to talk about what we look like and
the gaze. | wanted to remove what | looked like and the
gaze. | don’t want somebody thinking: “what does that
person look like?” | want it to just be fgurative, just a fgure.
And, in some cases, people thought it was gender-neutral

in some of the early work because it’s not a highly feminine
shape. They thought it could be an androgynous kind of
shape.

From the photobooth series 1970-1976

From the photobooth series 1970-1976

It's not like I’'m nude. It’s not like I'm wearing provocative
clothes. So | don’t think I’'m objectifying myself that way. |
think what I’'m doing is denying you the whole pleasure of
portraiture. That frustrated people. | like this denial and not
allowing anybody in because it’s so personal to me. Once you
see my face and my eyes it’s so personal. Then we’re making
some kind of connection. | didn’t want that. | wanted it to be
more anonymous too.

I like the idea of anonymity. | don’t want it to always be about
what Barbara Astman looks like and unfortunately that’s what
people talk about—what you look like rather than what the
idea is. So it’s less about turning the body into something

for the viewer to gaze at. | want them to look at the objects
I’'m holding. | want them to look at the text over the body. Or
in dancing with che, | want them to look at how my body is
used to transform Che like a poltergeist, like | might make
him come alive just by moving. It’s not really about my body,
it's about how | move my body in space to make him swirl
and dance and move around. So it’s really more about the
use of the body rather than presenting my body out there for
people to look at.

KM: Especially in the case of | as artifact, it is possible for
audiences to read the images as a comment on the pressures
many women feel to stay young and beautiful forever. Was
the ideal of beauty particularly salient for you while working
on this series?

BA: Well, it all grew out of beauty. | was using a female facial
mask product and yes, that was trying to make my skin look
better. But once | pulled the mask off, that idea was gone.
Now | just wanted to start making all these masks because |
knew this was going to take me somewhere else. And really,
they were almost scary, almost hideous, like peeling fesh off
of someone’s face. Rather than make me think about beauty,
it made me think more about what we leave behind.

23
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| don’t like people to automatically think
they’re death masks but it’s kind of like the dust
we leave behind, the particles we leave behind,
everything that’s left behind is right there in
those masks. So it grew out of my own post-
middle age attempt to use some kind of mask
to tighten my skin. But in the end, it wasn’t
really about that at all. In the end, they’re really
more like topographical masks of the world.

KM: So, what drew you to the masks as an
object or subject for the series?

BA: Seeing the very frst one and then quickly
making another mask. You’re not supposed
to use the product so often but | was kind

of compelled to see another face, and then
another. And each time you pull it off, it’s
somewhat different.

After | made about 20 faces, | think | let them
sit, dry for a while, and then | didn’t touch
them for nearly a year. | had to think about it.

| would pull them out. | would look at them. |
would handle them. I'd feel almost creeped
out. Then | thought | wasn’t ready to do this. |
was just carrying it with me, thinking about it
while doing all sorts of other art projects with
things in my life. And then one day | just pulled
the fle out and thought: “I’'m ready to try
something.” I’'m going to scan them. I’'m going
to see what happens. And then | took a long
time to decide: do | leave it pink, do | leave

it white? But | realized | wanted it to almost
appear as though you were peering into this
darkness, peering into this void and seeing

this face foating in there, transparent, where
you could almost see through the face to the
black void behind. It’s like looking at the night
sky when you’re in the country where you have
that deep, deep black and you see these little
sparkling lights in the night sky. To me, there’s
magic in that and | wanted this to have that
kind of magic.

It took a long time to come to the point of
understanding what | wanted to do with it. But
| knew that they held a lot of signifcance.

KM: These masks appear very animated with
open mouths and wide eyes. It’s almost as if
they are about to move, speak, or sing. Was
this intentional?

BA: The moment | printed some of the small
tests, | thought of Joyce Wieland’s O Canada.
| thought: “oh my god, the face is singing to
me!” There’s its mouth moving up and down
and sideways and disfgured, and | thought

it feels as though it’s trying to say something
to me and | don’t know what it is. But that’s
something that attracts me to them too. When
| have them up on the wall, | think, what are
you trying to say? And then | think, let that go
because you really start reading into that when
it’s your own face.

KM: Do you think these masks can take on a
life or identity of their own?

BA: Sure. | don’t think it’s really important for
every viewer to understand that it’s my face.

—— S

Study for Untitled, | was thinking about you... series c. 1978
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People know as soon as they see the open
sockets of the eyes and its nose and mouth to
identify it as a face. Look at emoticons. They're
just two dots and a line. You know that’s a face.
Or your mind reads it as such.

So you don’t have to know it’s me. You don’t
have to know anything about me really. You
could just look and see this really strange face
foating in this black void and yet it’s white

and clear, almost like a jellyfsh. It’s just kind of
foating there, just hovering in this blackness. |
know it’s my skin particles, my DNA, my traces,
but it could be anybody’s. | hope it’s read in a
more open way.

KM: Why did you choose to scan them as
opposed to photograph them?

BA: I think of my scanner as a camera. The
same as a colour copy machine was a camera
to me too. There’s a lot of similarity between
all that colour Xerox work and all my scanner
work, all the different things | put on the
scanner. It’s a more direct way to put it right
down. If you photograph it, you could have
the consequences of your lighting and your
shadows and other things. With the scanner, it’s
just so hyper-real that | thought it was going to
be a much better solution than going back and
re-photographing them.

KM: In | as artifact, you decided to use a
square format, which is reminiscent of your
earlier pioneering work with Xerox, colour
photocopy, and Polaroid. Is there a relationship
between this series and your previous work?

BA: | think there’s a relationship between all of
my work because there’s a performative aspect.
As soon as you put yourself in the image,
you’re performing, not just for yourself but for
the world too. | would say the performative
aspect and the self-portraiture aspect would

be the connection between the past work and
my real struggle to understand and make sense
of what this means. What’s my purpose in life?
What’s my function? | think about those things.

People say: “well god, you seem to jump

from newspapers to this to that.” But it’s

this inquisitiveness about the world—what it
means to exist in this world. To me, in the end,
that’s what all this work is about. | see a direct
correlation between this work and Dancing with
Che and all the more performative works where
I'm performing for the camera. But this time |
didn’t actually stand there and perform for the
camera. | created these masks to then create
the artwork.

KM: Most of the work you have done
independently to date has been done in series.
What attracts you to working in multiples?

BA: | think | have an obsessive-compulsive kind
of personality. The hardest thing for me is to
stop. For every series I've done, you have to
force yourself to fnd a point where you have

to say it’s done because | hate fnishing things.

| just want it to keep on going. | just want to
enjoy the process so much. Once you say it’s
done, then it’s about the work involved to make
these things, of cleaning up all the images

and the fles and doing the printing. That’s

Untitled self-portrait with transfer and sewing c. 1974
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Untitled self-portrait with rose c. 1975

not the fun part. The fun part is exploring and

discovering what this image is. That’s where you
get so excited. All these other tasks | needed to
go through to get me to what this image needs

to be. And then it comes down to the hard work.

KM: How much does technology infuence your
work as a whole?

BA: I'm always a little afraid of it. But once | get
it, I actually have a lot of fun. I love seeing the
prints coming out of the printer. It's magic just
seeing this thing—this image—appear before
your eyes. It’s really almost like being back in a
darkroom and seeing the picture appear before
you in the developer.

I’'m also interested in the constraints of it. You
can push it and push it, but at what point does
it tell you that you have to work within those
constraints. That'’s part of the creative problem
solving: making a lot of decisions that hopefully
suit the purpose of your fnal concept.

KM: What was your favourite part of making | as
artifact?

BA: The favourite part in any project is all of

a sudden you see the image you wanted. You
go through this whole process and you try this
and you try that, and that’s always enjoyable,
but once | fnally inverted one of the masks and
made the black really dense and lightened up
the light on the face and blew up a big test print
so | could see all these pores and cells, it was
like seeing my DNA. And that gives you the
energy to go in and put in all the work you need

29

to do the other 19 and to make them look like
that too. Seeing the way you hoped it would
look but you’re never exactly sure how it’'s going
to look until you actually go through the process.

KM: Would you say | as artifact is fnished or do
you think you might come back to it at some
point?

BA: | can tell by what'’s happening in the
darkroom right now with the small photogram
images of the original faces that I'm still
interested in trying something with it. They
always look so very, very different each way you
do it because analog imaging is very different
from digital imaging and it gives you a different
feel. | have that kind of mind that wants to keep
exploring and exploring and exploring.

Mclintosh Gallery intern Kelly McKenzie is an MA candidate in
the Departent of Visual Arts, Western University.

Next three pages in sequence:
| as artifact #2
| as artifact #3
| as artifact #4






BARBARA ASTMAN | AS ARTIFACT

| celebrate myself, and sing myself,
And what | assume you shall assume,
For every atom belonging to me as
good belongs to you...

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass

The human face: why does it captivate our
attention? A compelling fascination to seek
similarity or discern difference? After all, a
topography that has remained essentially
unchanged for generations conveys the

same familiar spectrum of attributes. Even as
infants, we learn to recognize and decipher
facial expressions, searching features for
presumed insights into character or signals

of possible threat. And, we have learned

to judge based on superfcial appearance
believing perhaps, with Cicero, that “the
countenance is the refection of the soul”.
Certainly, the nineteenth century French artist,
Honoré Daumier, aligned his caricatures of
bankers, shopkeepers and butchers with the
postulations of contemporary physiognomists.
Such universal “truths” have persisted to the
present day with inferences of someone’s
honesty, warmth or intelligence confrmed or
denied by the fullness of a lip or the wideness
of the eyes.

Ancient Greek theatre understood and
incorporated physiognomic principles into

its stagecraft, relying on masks to accentuate
and project the stereotyped characteristics
associated with each actor’s role. Their use also
allowed one actor to assume several persona
in the same play, much as each of us adopts

an assortment of masks to bridge the inner self

Catherine Elliot Shaw

to an outer reality. So many identities—partner,
parent, child, sibling, worker, friend—are
demanded by daily life. Some are required to
affrm communal compatibility and facilitate
entrance into and ongoing interaction

with various societal situations. Others are
borne of cultural traditions and expectations
while some reside in the unique qualities of
personality. They mediate our associations and
protect from psychological attack. Whatever
the application, all require a wearer and an
audience to activate the symbiotic relationship.
However, as Lou Benson observes: “When the
need to maintain the mask becomes so crucial
that the individual begins to lose sight of his
real needs and desires, he has lost the ability
to discriminate between this image and his real
self.””* The focus then becomes validation of
the mask.

In her | as artifact series, Barbara Astman
presents a collection of arresting, face-like
constructions isolated by a dense void of
deepest black. Bearing no specifc markers
revealing gender, race, or age, the features
are intimated by the negative space encased
by patterned skin textures. Dominating them
are the eyes or, more precisely, eye sockets,
their angular holes not unsighted but instead
protective veils against complete self-
disclosure. Noses, suggested by intensifed
folds fattened here or narrowed there, provide
dimension to the otherwise compressed
surface. It is the mouths, however, open

in diverse labial positions, that complete

the animation of these images. Pausing
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momentarily in speaking, singing, exclaiming,
there is an almost overwhelming cacophony
of resounding silence. And it is in this moment
that their individuality appears.

They loom out of the dark and command

the entire picture space to create a universal
micro-world. The dynamic tension is made
especially palpable by the indeterminate
vantage point. Are we witnesses to these
translucent forms or are we in fact inhabiting
them? In encountering other beings, we would
normally use learned, socially-acceptable
inquiry to detect the underlying nature of the
character. If the mask is ours, then, like all
masks, it becomes an extension of the face,

a protective barrier against others reading

the multitude of innate consistencies and
contradictions. Implicit in this anonymity is

the potential catalyst into a secret cosmos of
psychological fantasy. According to Robert J.
Weber, one construction of self-image occurs
when the individual enters another realm of
experience in impersonating gods or heroes,
an act that transfgures the identity as it adopts
another persona for a short time.? And it is

the interpretation imposed on this experience,
including the memories we choose to keep or
discard, which ultimately defnes the persona
between existing self-image and future
identities.

Curiously, Astman’s | as artifact is both a
continuation of, and a departure from, her
previous iconic series. The familiar and
exacting intimacy of the SX-70 format frontal

pose has been subsumed entirely by a
directed shift of emphasis to the relationship
between singular object and viewer. There

is no constellation of image, body language
and narrative text to particularize its meaning.
Rather, the abstracted facial elements, though
presented in their entirety, avoid any specifc
personal identifcation or associations. Previous
visual seduction by luscious colours, either

in background details or foating objects, is
eliminated here, allowing more intensive focus
on the fascinating linear detail.

While perhaps not immediately evident, the
exploration of self-awareness as a discipline
is still at the core of this work. Ironically,

the medium recording all the pores, faws,
and even the DNA of the artist’s face, is a
commercial cosmetic preparation for skin
enhancement. The corresponding confrmation
of aging, far from foreshadowing a death
mask, raises questions about the aesthetics
of ongoing decay, its ephemerality and
permanency. American astrophysicist Harlow
Shapley once theorized that the argon
molecules present in each intake of breath
have been recycled over hundreds if not
thousands of years. These in turn circulate
around the world until, according to Shapley,
every person’s subsequent breath contains
about 15 molecules from the exhalation one
year before. Based on these calculations,
this inert yet life-sustaining element can be
traced back to the dinosaurs and will, in turn,
permeate life forms in forthcoming millennia.?

In a similar manner, Barbara Astman’s
images assume a timeless quality

in linking past and future artifacts,
hers and ours. Intimidating, friendly,
haunting, engaged, immediate yet
somehow inaccessible, this sea of
monumental faces challenges us to
look beyond the observable world.
Imbedded in the Janus-like gaze are
the accumulating complexities of the
human continuum.

Catherine Elliot Shaw, Curator,
Mclintosh Gallery

Notes

1 Lou Benson. Images, heroes, and self-
perceptions: the struggle for identity—from
mask-wearing to authenticity (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974), p. 4.

2 Robert J. Weber. The Created Self:
reinventing body, persona, and spirit (New
York: W.W. Norton, 2000), pp. 129, 190.

3 David Suzuki. “The Challenge of the 21
Century — Setting the Real Bottom Line —
part 3” in The Epoch Times May 16, 2008;
accessed online March 6, 2014 http://www.
theepochtimes.com/news/8-5-16/70748.html

From the photobooth series...1970-1976

From the photobooth series...1970-1976
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Right: | as artifact #5
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Right: | as artifact #6
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Right: | as artifact #8




44

Right: | as artifact #9
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Right: | as artifact #11
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Right: | as artifact #12
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Right: | as artifact #13
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Right: | as artifact #14
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Right: | as artifact #16
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Right: | as artifact #17
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Archives. Gift of Barbara Astman, 2012

Study for Untitled, | was thinking about you...series c. 1978
15 SX-70 Polaroid images on black construction paper
40.8 x 50.6 cm

Barbara Astman fonds, E.P. Taylor Research Library &
Archives. Gift of Barbara Astman, 2012

Untitled, self-portrait in the studio with an Untitled, | was
thinking about you... series 1979-80

black and white RC photograph on paper print

20.3 x 25.3cm

Barbara Astman fonds, E.P. Taylor Research Library &
Archives. Gift of Barbara Astman, 2012
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Untitled from the mural Karl and Barbara In Florida 1976

Barbara Astman | as artifact

Curator: Catherine Elliot Shaw
Essays: Georgiana Uhlyarik, Catherine Elliot Shaw
Design: Louise Gadbois
Research Assistant: Kelly McKenzie
Photography: Barbara Astman and the Art Gallery of Ontario
Printed in Canada by the Aylmer Express

ISBN: 978-0-7714-3066-4

Copyright 2014 Mcintosh Gallery and the authors.

Copyright permission has been obtained for all the photographed artwork contained herein.
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From the photbooth series 1970-1976
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