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ABOUT THE EXHIBITION
Cindy Sherman is renowned as a chameleon; her
own image is at the centre of an astonishing array of
character studies, developed over decades. Through
her articulate and incisive practice, Sherman has
positioned photography as an important contemporary
art form by expanding on society’s fascination
with appearance, narcissism, aspirational culture,
emotional fragility and the cult of celebrity. She is
widely recognised as the most significant artist to have
emerged from the ‘Pictures generation’ in New York in
the late 1970s, and she continues to influence a new
generation of artists. By focusing on Sherman’s work
of the past 16 years, this exhibition offers an insight
into the artist’s transition to digital photography.
This exhibition is the first in Australia of Sherman’s
large-scale photographs made since 2000. Presenting
photographs that feature Sherman dressed in
theatrical costumes, series from this period include
‘head shots’ 2000–02, ‘clowns’ 2003–04, ‘society
portraits’ 2008 and ‘murals’ 2010, as well as two
series made in association with fashion houses —
‘Balenciaga’ 2007–08 and ‘Chanel’ 2010–12 –
and a brand new series of photographs completed
this year.

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Cindy Sherman (b.1954) is one of the most influential
artists of the last 50 years. After graduating from
Buffalo’s State University of New York in 1976,
Sherman relocated to New York where she began
making her most well-known series the ‘Untitled Film
Stills’ 1977–80, in which she inhabited the female
tropes found in Hollywood films. After masquerading
as a range of feminine typecasts, Sherman went on to
explore horror and the grotesque using only props and
mannequins in her photographs. Since 2000, Sherman
has returned as the model in her works and has begun
incorporating digital technology into her practice.

SECONDARY
LEVEL RESOURCE
STUDENT
WORKSHEET
Sherman has exhibited at prestigious institutions all
over the world, including the Museum of Modern Art,
New York (2012); San Francisco Museum of Modern
Art (2012); Walker Art Center, Minneapolis (2012);
Dallas Museum of Art (2012); Vertikale Galerie
(Sammlung Verbund), Vienna (2012); Astrup Fearnley
Museet, Oslo (2013); Moderna Museet, Stockholm
(2014); and Kunsthaus Zürich (2014).

CONCEPTS
Working alone in her studio, Sherman performs for
her mirror and camera, adopting an extraordinarily
varied cast of characters. She describes her face as
‘a canvas’: ‘I’ll see a photograph of a character and try
to copy them on to my face’.1 Although every picture
is an image of the artist, none are self-portraits. The
work’s fictional status is confirmed repeatedly by the
artist in interviews: ‘I just happen to be the model . . .
but it could be anybody as far as I’m concerned;
it doesn’t have anything to do with me’.2 Sherman is
not trying to project an alternative (ideal or fantasy)
picture of herself: ‘she herself is not what the works
are about. They are about whatever she, as her
own medium of representation, has transformed . . .
[herself] to show’.3
1 	Simon Hattenstone, ‘Cindy Sherman: Me, myself and I’,
The Guardian [UK], 15 January 2011, <http://www.theguardian.com/
artanddesign/2011/jan/15/cindy-sherman-interview>, viewed
March 2016.
2 	Emily Stokes, ‘Me, myself and why’, Financial Times, 7 January
2011, <http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/9c5ecd28-19e1-11e0-b92100144feab49a.html>, viewed March 2016.
3 	Arthur C Danto, Encounters and Reflections: Art in the Historical
Present, Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, New York, 1990, p.120.

1

LEARNING THEMES

1 PARODY AND THE DIONYSIAN IMPULSE
Failure / Ambivalence / Self
•	Parody/satire/caricature: humorous acts of
imitation, ridicule and exaggeration

•	The Dionysian impulse: an instinctual and reckless
sense of selflessness
•	Sherman’s are not images that seek to soothe and
reassure. She pursues a Dionysian impulse when
creating her characters: ‘I like experimenting with
being as ugly as I can possibly be. But I guess that’s
because I don’t think of it as me’.
	Cindy Sherman, ‘Cindy Sherman and John Waters: A conversation’,
in Eva Respini, Cindy Sherman [exhibition catalogue], Museum of
Modern Art, New York, 2012, p.73.

2 ARCHETYPES AND CHARACTERS
Gender / Age / Wealth

Sherman imagines characters into being. The creation
of characters is often grounded in rudimentary
understandings of personality types, which could be
seen as stereotypes, but which can be better described
as typecasts. Sherman draws the viewer’s attention
to the construction of identity, and, in doing so,
challenges audiences to look with intent. She creates
characters who encourage audiences to be self-aware,
so that the act of looking is not a passive exchange, but
requires understanding, experimentation, refinement,
reflection and resolution.

3 PORTRAIT OF SELVES
Face / Body / Image

Sherman uses her face as a canvas to create images
that express diverse identities. There is an identifiable
visual language of gesture, pose and expression
governing seemingly unrelated works over different
series. The repetition of body language through
Sherman’s oeuvre can be read as a visual narrative
in its own right. With this exhibition, audiences have
an exciting opportunity to see the layers of a leading
contemporary artist’s practice.

•	The artist is drawn to that which most terrifies
or disgusts her; she holds it in her gaze (reflected
back in the mirror) and tames it with her mastery of
illusion and disguise. And, just as she comes closest
to the object of her fascination and disgust (her
ability to erase herself within an image), just as she
approaches the edge of the abyss, she captures it in
the photograph.
	Miranda Wallace, ‘Through a glass, darkly’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of
Modern Art, South Brisbane, 2016, p.23.

•	Above all, it is the very idea of character, understood
both as a ‘steady and consistent personality type’
and as a specific type of person who performs a
social role, which Sherman destabilises.
	Miranda Wallace, ‘Through a glass, darkly’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of
Modern Art, South Brisbane, 2016, p.27.

•	The artist performs a denial of selfhood in these
portraits, dispossessing any claim to ownership,
and there is a feeling of emptiness at the centre
of each image. In revealing this emptiness —
character replaced by type, person replaced by
image — Cindy Sherman’s photographs leave
open the possibility that we, too, will just as easily
become simply an image, fixed and judged by
someone else’s gaze.
	Miranda Wallace, ‘Through a glass, darkly’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of
Modern Art, South Brisbane, 2016, p.27.
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BEFORE YOUR VISIT

RESEARCH AND LEARN
Context for viewing the exhibition
Cultural theory and philosophy

NOTES

1 THE DIONYSIAN IMPULSE
‘Dionysian impulses find their source, and as they
grow in intensity everything subjective vanishes into
complete loss of self-recognition.’
Friedrich Nietzsche, Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik
(The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music), Verlag Von EW Fritzsch,
Leipzig, 1872.

2 META-FEMINISM
As one woman’s feminism is now always another’s
anti-feminism, is it meaningful to even argue whether
Sherman’s work is feminist or not? Perhaps, feminism in
art today is less about the side you take and more about
what you take sides over — a set of common questions
rather than common answers. This would make the
ambivalent Sherman the exemplary meta-feminist.
Robert Leonard, ‘Everything and its opposite’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art,
South Brisbane, 2016, p.42.

3 INFLUENCES AND CONTEMPORARIES
Research Sherman’s influences and contemporaries:
•	The ‘Pictures generation’ in New York in the late 1970s
•	Feminist writers and artists:
Lucy R Lippard (b.1937, United States): art critic
and curator
Adrian Piper (b.1948, United States): conceptual
artist and philosopher
Eleanor Antin (b.1935, United States): performance
artist, filmmaker and installation artist
Lynda Benglis (b.1941, United States): artist, known
for her wax paintings and poured latex sculptures
Judith Butler (b. 1956, United States): philosopher
and gender theorist
Susan Sontag (1933–2004, United States):
writer, filmmaker, teacher and political activist.
• Artist–caricaturists:
Robert Crumb (b.1943, United States): cartoonist
and musician whose work often features strongly
stereotyped portrayals of minorities and women
	
George Condo (b.1957, United States):
contemporary visual artist who reflects on economic
excess, insanity and personal vanities
 ohn Currin (b.1962, United States): best known for
J
caricatured portraits, which deal with provocative
and social themes.
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Satirists and caricaturists
Create a caricature that parodies a current trend.
Exaggerate the most identifiable aspects of the trend.
Refer to the techniques used by artists who have
contributed to the caricature tradition.
She is part of a tradition stretching from
Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer,
through William Hogarth, James Gillray,
Honoré Daumier and Pablo Picasso, to her
contemporaries Robert Crumb, George
Condo and John Currin.

Robert Leonard, ‘Everything and its opposite’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art,
South Brisbane, 2016, p.45.

Untitled #462 2007–08 / Purchased 2011 with funds from Tim Fairfax, am, through the
Queensland Art Gallery Foundation / Collection: Queensland Art Gallery

A strange band of characters — ‘murals’ 2010
Research female archetypes and examine the extent
to which various theories about female character
types are reinforced or destabilised by the figures in
Sherman’s ‘murals’.

Most models in fashion magazines are
repulsive to me. The few times I’ve seen
models up close, live, they seemed as
freakish as someone with a third eye.

Cindy Sherman, quoted in Calvin Tomkins, ‘Her secret identities’,
The New Yorker, 15 May 2000, p.81.

Untitled 2010

Gender is performance
Debate the idea that ‘gender is performance’.
What evidence can you gather from Sherman’s work
to support, reframe or refute this claim?

Women are, of necessity, actors —
female impersonators, role-players.
For better or worse, gender is performance.
Robert Leonard, ‘Everything and its opposite’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art,
South Brisbane, 2016, pp.38–41.

Untitled #355 2000

Untitled #476 2008 / Images courtesy: The artist
and Metro Pictures, New York / © The artist
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DURING YOUR VISIT

OBSERVE, COLLECT AND RECORD
Wannabes and outsiders:
‘head shots’ 2000–02
Focus on the ambitions and attitudes captured in
Sherman’s ‘head shots’. Select one or two works
to study closely and develop a backstory about the
characters’ desire to be something more.
What unites these characters . . . is the
desire to strive to be an ideal type, and each
time they fail, they succeed in showing us
more of their individuality.
Ellie Buttrose, ‘A prop for a bad feminist’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art,
South Brisbane, 2016, p.33.

Untitled #357 2000

Typecasts: ‘society portraits’ 2008
Create a series of typecast studies by drawing at
least four figures from Sherman’s ‘society portraits’
series. Pay close attention to the relationship
between status, stance, gaze and projected emotion.

Untitled #402 2000

These women have acquired the trappings
of wealth, but their faces belie any
happiness. These are women confident in
their social status and wealth, even if they
find little joy in it.

Miranda Wallace, ‘Through a glass, darkly’, Cindy Sherman
[exhibition catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art,
South Brisbane, 2016, p.23.

Untitled #468 2008

Untitled #467 2008 / Images courtesy: The artist and Metro Pictures, New York / © The artist
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Masquerades: ‘clowns’ 2003–04
and ‘society portraits’ 2008
Design a graphic organiser to record and chart by title:
•	the apparent maleness and femaleness depicted
in ‘clowns’ and ‘society portraits’
•	the apparent virtues (+) and flaws (-) of the
individual characters as represented in ‘clowns’
and ‘society portraits’
Discuss the challenges, as well as the assumptions
you made, involving reading the gender of the
characters.

Cindy uses her foreign bodies from the
inside, as well as foreign bodies from godknows where, to make her pictures. They
are not self-portraits; they are portraits of
selves — and where those selves come from
nobody knows, except Cindy, and I don’t
think she could articulate it either.

Untitled #469 2008

Betsy Berne, ‘In the eyes of the beholder’, Cindy Sherman [exhibition
catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, South
Brisbane, 2016, p.54.

f(-)

f(+)

m(-)

m(+)

Untitled #423 2004 / Images courtesy: The artist and Metro Pictures, New York / © The artist
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AFTER YOUR VISIT
DEVELOP AND CREATE

Fashion faux pas: ‘Balenciaga’ 2007–08
Visit fashion websites and research fashion archives to
develop an understanding of how fashion goes through
cycles. Create a visual map to chart the history and
status of trends, for example, why women started
wearing trousers in World War Two or how miniskirts
became a symbol of sexual liberation in the 1960s.

Rather than assuming a position of
superiority in the roles she plays, she
enables audiences to identify with a
make‑up mishap or fashion faux pas.
We don’t laugh at her characters, but
rather at ourselves falling victim to social
conditioning. This type of humour brings
social follies to the fore, while the question
of whether to resist them lingers.
Ellie Buttrose, ‘A prop for a bad feminist’, Cindy Sherman [exhibition
catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, South
Brisbane, 2016, p.33.

Untitled #463 2007–08

Life drawing
Create a resolved series of typecast figurative
drawings capturing the relationship between body
language and facial expression from a selection of
characters featured in the exhibition.
Look for similarities and differences in facial
expressions and poses between Sherman’s series.
Extension activity:
Research imagery of female identities reminiscent
of the places and periods that Sherman explores
(i.e. Hollywood icons Greta Garbo and Mae West).

We understand these characters as types
only, defined entirely by their external
qualities — fashion selections, lifestyle
choices, appearance, posture, gesture,
expression.

Untitled #400 2000

Untitled #569 2016 / Images courtesy:
The artist and Metro Pictures, New York /
© The artist

Miranda Wallace, ‘Through a glass, darkly’, Cindy Sherman [exhibition
catalogue], Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, South
Brisbane, 2016, p.27.

7

Untitled #546 2010–12 / Image courtesy: The artist and Metro Pictures, New York / © The artist

Untitled #546 2010–12 / Image courtesy: The artist and Metro Pictures, New York / © The artist

Vignettes and digital putty: ‘Chanel’ 2010–12
Find 10 to 15 digital images of anonymous people
from vastly different walks of life performing the same
action, holding the same pose or making the same
facial expression. The ideal images will be of medium
to high resolution with an easily erasable background.
Using selection tools in Photoshop (or similar
software), remove the background of your images
and replace them with different scenes. Using digital
editing techniques, merge and rearrange the facial
features of the figures in your images.

Merge your layers and apply a vignette filter to darken
the corners of your final images.

A woman’s face is the canvas upon which
she paints a revised, corrected portrait of
herself . . . How she arranges her hair, the
type of make-up she uses, the quality of
her complexion — all these are signs . . .
They establish her status as an ‘object’.

Susan Sontag, ‘The double standard of aging’, Saturday Review of The
Society [San Francisco], 23 September 1972, p.35.

Use the clone stamp, spot healing tool, blending tools
and puppet warp to transform the faces. Try to keep
your images within the realm of believability.
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