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Intimate Portraits brought together 
works by four artists whose preoc  -
cupation with the human body is a  
longstanding one: Donigan Cumming,  
JJ Levine, George Steeves, and Andrea 
Szilasi. Their works interrogate the  
nature of portraiture itself. What consti-
tutes a truly intimate image? Where is 
the line drawn between a depiction of 
the body as such, with all its scar tissue 
and signs of attrition on display, and  
a still more extreme summoning: trans-
gressive, death-bound, achingly finite? 
The body harrowed by disease, dolour, 
self-doubt . . . All of the participating 

artists crossed that line in pursuit  
of truth. The body here is a body in  
fragments; a tremulous private body  
in a state of perennial dismemberment.

The exhibition included several works 
by the brilliant photographic artist  
Andrea Szilasi that constituted a sort  
of mini-retrospective. These works all 
speak in thematic unison of the body  
as a problematizing target zone for  
interrogation and appraisal, and the 
endoskeleton for psychological states 
grafted on with unerring precision. 

Szilasi is a true radical, and her work 
dismantles the body with an abandon 

on mortality – it is highly resonant for 
all her work to date. The handling of the 
human skull is mirrored and, if you will, 
profoundly Janus-faced, situated some-
where between anthropology, history 
painting, and the spectral. Her exotic 
representations of the human body can 
raise the hairs on the nape of your neck 
with instantaneity.

Donigan Cumming presents two  
series – one of photographs and the 
other of drawings – that treat states of 
memory, loss, and affection with equal 
drama and insight. The artist’s relent-
less and captivating take on the ageing 
male body pulls no punches. Performed 
by three men who have appeared in his 
previous series, and set in an improvised 
studio, Cumming’s images stake an  
inexorable claim on the viewer, who 
cannot look away.

I had not experienced Cumming’s 
drawings before, and they are a revela-
tion. Based on his photographs of the 

same men – Albert, Geoff, and Gerry – 
they register a dark, transgressive 
power: the power of images to inflect 
and change the condition of being here 
– of being in the world. The men in 
question are all now dead. Cumming’s  
is an art of resurrection and memorial-
ization. The flesh crackles and sizzles 
with a fire that resists being extin-
guished even when all the oxygen  

bordering on the sublime. Hers is an  
episodic subversion of extant norms. 
The multiplication and mirroring of  
corporeal parts manifests a surreal and 
compelling thought space in which a 
proverbial Alice hurtles down the rabbit 
hole into a maze of alternate realities – 
and we follow helplessly in her wake. 
Szilasi’s signature use of collage and 
sundry optical ploys allows her to 
present the body as a work of embodi-
ment in process and its apotheosis. 

In Skull Mirror (2015), Szilasi offers  
an Alice moment in which the viewer  
is catapulted through two co-given  
surfaces. The horizontal surface is at  
the level of the photographic surface  
itself, the mirror before and below us. 
The vertical surface extends through  
to the other side of the mirror. The re-
peating image of the skull leads us into  
a dense underworld of images and then 
leads us up through the surface of the 
water to something like salvation. The 

ebb and flow of life is meaningfully  
reprised here. 

Szilasi treats the body in terms of 
how it is lived and how it is thought, and 
how it can be imagined and rethought. 
There is a conceptual element at play 
here that is distinct from formalism but 
no less interesting or self-present. As  
for the Hamlet at the graveside “Alas, 
poor Yorick!” moment – the dilation  

88 CIEL VARIABLE N ° 113

Intimate Portraits
La Castiglione, Montreal
April 3–May 11, 2019

Donigan Cumming, Les Pleureurs, 1994, 9 vintage gelatin silver prints, 56 × 38 cm each

Andrea Szilasi, Mirror Skull, 2015, digital print, 155 × 106 cm

JJ Levine, Boyfriends in Bed, 2011
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has been evacuated from the room.
JJ Levine’s hugely candid photographs 

explore issues of gender and self-identity 
with brio. An artist who possesses an 
enviably finessed compositional aes-
thetic – the photographic spaces here 
have a declarative ethos and felt singu-
larity – Levine interrogates and upends 
traditional roles associated with gender 
identity and sexuality by dilating on his 
relationships with those closest to him.

Such is the clarity of this work that  
it never runs the risk of devolving into 

mere sensationalism or excess. Levine  
is an activist and truth teller. In a sense, 
all his subjects are surrogates for him-
self – and for his own bodily reality in 
the world. His intimate portraits bring 
his own truth and desire into the fore-
ground.

George Steeves’s photographs explore 
with no-holds-barred intensity the bod-
ies of his significant others: wives, lovers, 
girlfriends, mostly captured in extremis. 
These intimate portraits are disinterred 
from the artist’s archives and reworked 
by the application of paint directly on 
the photographs. This manoeuvre re-
minds us of Arnulf Rainer’s overpainted 
photographs. Steeves’s activation regime 
does not reach the threshold of frenzy 
but is highly effective nonetheless. 

The works exhibited here were  
inspired by his wife Ingrid’s terminal  
illness. She asked him to document  
her battle with colon cancer, and the  
resulting images are the fundament  
of a palimpsest both harrowing and  
enlivening in scope and tenor. The au-
thentic image, for Steeves, is redolent  
of charged biographical/corporeal mean-
ing amplified by the matter of paint.  
The paint lifts the images that it coats 
out of a secret state into one of height-
ened visibility, laying bare the travails  
of the tremulous private body and its 
hidden canons of beauty, even when  
offering an affecting profile of death-
bound subjectivity.

The maverick works exhibited here  
dilated on corporeal intimacy and exot-
ica with all the integrity and terrifying 
acuity of a latter-day Titus Andronicus. 

Aux antipodes formels des collages 
que Breitenfellner réalisa entre 2006 et 
2019, présentés dans l’autre salle, ces 
agrandissements numérisés semblent 
parasités de « glitch », fruits de quelque 
entropie algorithmique. Dénominateur 
commun entre ces deux corpus : ils sont 
parsemés d’éléments exogènes com-
plexifiant leurs trames et sédiments. 
Une nuée de météorites vertes tran-
sitent sur le mural photo-numérique, 
tandis que sur les collages aux formats 
plus modestes puisqu’issus d’icono-
graphies livresques et journalistiques,  
ce parasitage s’opère par mitrailles  
de grêlons noirs… 

Traditionnels en apparence, ces  
collages éveillent un questionnement 

« La photographie ne serait-elle que  
du papier ? » Tel est le questionnement 
inopiné qui traversa mon esprit, face  
aux œuvres singulières que Barbara 
Breitenfellner expose au Centre Photo-
graphique d’Île-de-France1. D’entrée  
de jeu, en effet, ses plans sérigraphiés, 
couvrant une cimaise entière, affichent 
les vibrantes découpes d’une femme  
au chignon et au dos nu marqué d’un 
diagramme, dont un dysfonctionnement 
de pixels aléatoires vient ruiner toute 
lecture. Extrait d’archives médicales, ce 
document entend démontrer, à travers 
la silhouette de l’inconnue, un cas de 
scoliose. Or, le mural photographique 
qu’en tire l’artiste en évacue précisé-
ment toute anecdote.

Georges Steeves, Daisy in Blue, 2017, oil paint on gelatin silver print, 35 × 28 cm

 Barbara Breitenfellner
Rêve (…)
Centre Photographique d’Île-de-France
Du 2 mai au 13 juillet 2019

— —
James D. Campbell is a writer and curator 
who writes frequently on photography and 
painting from his base in Montreal.
— —

Donigan Cumming, Gerry no. 3, 2018, charcoal, 
pigment liner, acrylic, ink, 36 × 24 cm
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