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Early on in our disability studies class, I did a close reading of a 

photograph of a man that was meant to highlight his visible 
disability; this assignment led me to much rumination on 
representation: how we represent ourselves, how we tell the story 
of a stranger, how the artist’s agenda melds with, is scrambled by, 
or walks over the subject’s personhood. When we represent 
someone—whether through a piece of visual art or a biography, 
an exhibition or a video—we are taking on a duty and a 
responsibility.  
 
To create a portrait is to embrace the nuances of portraiture and 

the dynamic complexity of the self. Rather than simply replicating 
the contours of a face or the records of a life, representation is an 
art. It is, at best, a means of communication and storytelling: 
artist, subject, viewer. These three bodies are closely connected, 
though;; as a result, an artist’s acceptance of the task of 
communicating and storytelling means accepting 
a ccoun t a b il i t y  for a fragile triangle of relationships. 
 
With Riva Lehrer, the artist who taught and advised us 
throughout the semester, we learned how to make a portrait tell a 
story. But later on in the semester, we took a trip to the Mütter 
Museum, where we saw the exact opposite—portraits without 
narrative, without connection, there for staring and pity and the 
self-gratification of / n o rm a l /  patrons who shuffled in, 
wandered around, and left to resume their / n o rm a l /  lives. The 
Mütter is billed as a museum of medical oddities, putting so-called 
abnormal human bodies on display. The exhibits, as we saw, 

rarely give any background; they tell no story except the 

fantastical one framed by the museum’s introductory fairytale-
themed display. As an anatomist, Riva, who acted as our guide, 

filled in the gaps. She told us what the museum wouldn’t: this 

person lived in pain, those explicitly requested to not be examined 
and have been stolen and disrespected in their deaths. 

One particular exhibit stands out to me. On the far wall of the 
main floor, there is a wall of human skulls. Lined up in neat rows 
and columns, dozens stare down with only a small card next to 
them to give an age or sex or religion or cause of death. 
Discussing the display afterwards, Riva called to mind for us the 
word “collection.” And that was what they were: tokens of lives 
here, there, an impressive spread. They were pieces put together 
for the effect of the many, with was no semblance of the 
individual. Those people—because yes, they were actual human 
beings—were stripped of their lives, reduced to bone and cause of 
death and maybe a medical malady. And this was the theme for 
the museum: each display was a portrait not of a person but of a 
body, of the abnormal.  
 

 
 

We walked in a crowded space, teeming with unacknowledged 

 stuck behind glass or in jars of formaldehyde, objectified in the 
name of science. And this is a failure of a portrait, the antithesis of 

.  
 

To represent is to adopt a story, and, as a painter, as a curator, as a 
photographer, as a writer, we have a responsibility to be true to 
our subject. Whether or not we actually want to tell that story 

(which is certainly, for me, one of the most beautiful parts of creating 

a representation), we at least owe it to both our subject and our 
audience to show respect. It’s simply something to live by. Ethics. 

Humanity. 

 




