
Reflections on the Artist: Portraits and Self-Portraits, on view
at the National Gallery of Canada until Jan. 2, 2000, is

an eclectic mix of prints, drawings and photographs in which
artists are represented by themselves (e.g., Rembrandt by
Rembrandt), by their contemporaries (Cézanne by Pissarro)
and by latter-day saints (Rembrandt by Picasso).  Most eclec-
tic of all is the Genetic Self-Portrait by New York-based artist
Gary Schneider. This installation of 55 black-and-white im-
ages examines structures and tissues of the artist's own body,
ranging from hands and eyes (the obvious and yet intensely
expressive matter of conventional portraiture) to such obscu-
rities as a buccal musoca cell. Drawing on the technologies of
radiography, micrography and genome amplification testing,
this self-portrait is, on a literal level, far more complete than
that achievable on canvas or in a studio photograph. How-
ever, replacing self-examination is a forensic preoccupation
with self-identification — as in, rather amusingly, a panoram-
ic dental radiograph of the artist’s teeth. Schneider’s pho-
tograms of hands and ears bear the imprint of a biological
uniqueness encrypted in the pairs of chromosomes displayed
along one wall, but what he is describing is a body more than
a self — and, for that matter, a body fragmented by the spe-

cialization of imaging techniques. From this self-portrait, the
persona has escaped.

Such intimate details of physiology are generally confined
to the confidential preserve of medical consultation. Thus
Schneider reassumes ownership of privileged information.
On the other hand, the information he puts on view confides
little. To the layperson, DNA sequences from a hair follicle
or testis may suggest the idea of an intelligible pattern, but
they disclose nothing of the person, with or without the label
“Mitochondrial DNA sequence from a hair follicle showing
the respiratory chain energy producing gene NDI.” Some-
one versed in the arcana of DNA analysis may descry good-
ness knows what predisposition to future illness, which leaves
one to contemplate the ways in which genetic testing is mak-
ing the future just visible enough to trouble us. At the same
time, images of Schneider’s handprints suggest a much older
tradition of fortune-telling, raising the question: Does the
science of genetics serve an ancient desire for prescience? At
any rate, the sense of futurity in this quasi-clinical self-exami-
nation is rarely so evident in conventional portraiture, which
generally concerns itself with the here and now. The mute
determinism that Schneider invokes makes one ponder to
what extent the previously inaccessible knowledge now being
made available by biomedical science, and genetics in partic-
ular, will result in a reconfiguration of our personal notions
of destiny, self-determination and, indeed, of the self.
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Gary Schneider, Sperm (detail from Genetic Self-Portrait,
1997). Platinum/palladium print.

Gary Schneider, Iris (detail from Genetic Self-Portrait, 1997).
Toned gelatin silver print. 
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