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Abstract 

The American artist Cindy Sherman (born January 19, 1954) and the Japanese artist 

Yasumasa Morimura (born June 11, 1951) were often compared and discussed 

together. Not only because they both became famous in the 1980s, but also because 

they both use photography as medium and perform themselves a variety of archetypal 

characters in their artistic works. Both Sherman in her History Portraits series (1988 

to1990) and Morimura in his Art History series (1985 to 2001) chose Western art 

history as subject matter and appropriated canonical paintings to create their artworks. 

In addition to sexual and cultural issues, the two series of works actually question the 

issues of time and history. They put into question the notion of art history, as for 

example the one illustrated and shaped in the museums. Although History Portraits 

and Art History put history in the title, the two series show paradoxical relations to 

time and obvious anachronisms. This phenomenon derives from the postmodernist 

posture, but cannot only be related to postmodernism. It should be traced back to the 

heterotopias and heterochronies introduced by the end of the 19th century through the 

multiplication of museums and the invention of cinema.  

 

In this thesis, chapter one discusses the anachronisms represented in History Portraits 

and Art History. Although the strategies used by Sherman and Morimura are different, 

both of the two series of works represent the confusion of identity and further reflect 

the confusion of time and space. Sherman and Morimura create their own vision of art 

history in order to question it. Based on the principles of pastiche, Sherman’s works 

are kind of bricolage in the sense given by Lévi-Strauss. On the other hand, 

Morimura creates Art History series with great self-awareness and deliberately 

designs a realm in which different spaces and times coexist. The two series of works 

provide also a strange sensation of artificiality and grotesque. It seems that Sherman 

and Morimura are projecting themselves into a past where they are totally out of place, 

and the anachronism and incoherence we can detect in their reconstruction of the art 

history are not without having to do with a paradoxical time travel.  

 

Chapter two discusses how Sherman and Morimura put into question the traditional 

and canonical coherence and structure of the modern museum and the art history. The 

modern museums have shaped the art history through systematically and 

chronologically categorizing their collections into different periods and styles. The 
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scientific way of classification can be traced back to the historical portraits gallery of 

Paolo Giovio during the 16th century and demonstrated by the development of period 

room in the 19th century. History Portraits and Art History indeed can be paralleled 

respectively with the portrait gallery and the period room. Rather than reconstructing 

the past in a coherent way as does the portrait gallery or the period room, the two 

series neither reconstruct the past and arrange the series in a coherent and 

chronological way, nor classify them into schools or categories as does the museum. 

On the other hand, the museum and “museum without wall” free the revered paintings 

from their own context and scale, and become something ready to combine with other 

sources. By juxtaposing canonical paintings with fragments of various sources, 

Sherman and Morimura express their opinion to the canonical art history, and 

demonstrate the transformation of the notion of time within the museum.    

 

Chapter 3 discusses how cinema and the idea of montage influence the notion of time 

in History Portraits and Art History. In addition to performing different “roles” or 

stereotypes in their works, both Sherman and Morimura apply cinematic model 

respectively to their Untitled Film Stills and The Actress series. By assembling 

heterogeneous sources from various contexts without an integrated consistency, 

History Portrait and Art History indeed also demonstrate the practice of montage. 

Under similar context, the 80s science fiction movie Back to the Future trilogy offers 

an example illustrating the technique of montage and how cinema works as a time 

machine. Similar to History Portraits and Art History, the movie demonstrates the 

grotesque and caricatural version of history after the collision of times. While 

Sherman and Morimura do their time travel in the art history, Back to the Future also 

illustrates the essence of cinema and reviews the history of it. Morimura’s and 

Sherman’s series might be in the field of high art, an iconic counterpart of the 

contemporary popular fiction movie Back to the Future. The way of experiencing the 

past with irony and assumed anachronism is not so far from the field of movie.  

 

 

Key Words: Cindy Sherman, Yasumasa Morimura, Art History, Photography, 

Portraits, Anachronism, Heterotopias, Museum, Montage, Time Machine
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中文摘要 

美國當代藝術家 Cindy Sherman （1954 年出生），及日本當代藝術家 

Yasumasa Morimura （森村泰昌，1951 年出生）經常被一起討論比較。不僅因

為他們同在 80 年代成名，同時也因為他們創作方式相似，都採用攝影為主要創

作媒材，並且本身都扮裝成各式典型角色入鏡，成為作品的主角。在 Sherman

的〈歷史肖像〉（History Portraits）系列，以及 Morimura 的〈藝術史〉（Art 

History）系列之中，兩位藝術家不約而同地選擇了西方藝術史為創作主題，模

仿西方經典名畫中的人物並創出系列作品。除了性別以及文化議題，〈歷史肖

像〉以及〈藝術史〉事實上也對歷史以及時間之議題提出疑問。透過矛盾的時

間呈現方式，Sherman 及 Morimura 質疑由現代博物館所形塑的藝術史概念。雖

然這兩系列作品都以「歷史」（history）為題，但作品卻呈現矛盾的時間觀及

明顯的時空錯置（anachronism）現象，此現象雖來自後現代主義的影響，但應

被進一步分析，並追溯回兩個於 19 世紀時所發展，連結不同時空的異境

（heterotopias）同時也是異時（heterochronies）1– 博物館（museum）及電影

（cinema）。 

本論文的第一章討論〈歷史肖像〉以及〈藝術史〉作品中所展現的時空錯

置現象。雖然 Sherman 及 Morimura 使用的策略不同，這兩系列作品都表現出身

份認同以及時空上的矛盾與混亂。Sherman 和 Morimura 創造了他們自己版本的

藝術史，並進而提出他們對歷史的疑問。根據「拼湊」（pastiche）的原理，

Sherman 的〈歷史肖像〉其實正符合 Lévi-Strauss （李維史陀）所提之 

“bricolage” 概念。bricolage 為法文，在 Lévi-Strauss 的定義下，指的是運用手邊

可及的材料來創作，而非經過精密的事前計畫或安排。2另一方面，Morimura

則有計劃的創造出一個既非東方也非西方，既非男性也非女性，既非過去也非

現在的「灰色地帶」。3 Sherman 和 Morimura 以過去的畫作為靈感，拼貼來自

不同時空的創作材料，使這兩系列作品散發出一種奇異的人造感及詭態

（grotesque）。而 Sherman 及 Morimura 似乎將自身處於一個不能確定位置的

1 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces”, in: Architecture /Mouvement/ Continuité, October, 1984. 
Translated to English by Jay Miskowiec. Retrieved November 25, 2012 from 
http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heterotopia.en.html 
2 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, Chicago 1962, pp. 16-20. 
3 See Yasumasa Morimura, “About my work”, in: Daughter of Art History: Photographs by Yasumasa 
Morimura, New York 2003, pp. 113-125, pp. 120. 
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「過去」，我們可以說，Sherman 及 Morimura 透過他們的作品進行了一場時空

旅行（Time Travel）。 

第二章探討 Sherman 及 Morimura 如何在這兩系列作品中質疑現代博物館

及西方藝術史的形成與結構。 透過將其收藏依時間順序及其對應之風格作有系

統的分類，現代博物館形塑了西方藝術史。博物館依時間作科學分類的方法可

追溯至十六世紀 Paolo Giovio 擁有龐大收藏的肖像畫廊（portrait gallery），並

特別顯示於十九世紀的「時代展示間」（period room）。雖然〈歷史肖像〉及

〈藝術史〉可分別與肖像畫廊及時代展示間相比，但 Sherman 及 Morimura 並未

以科學的方式建構其作品，也未將這兩系列的作品依時分類，反而將西方藝術

史中的經典之作當成現成之物，與不同來源的材料拼貼在一起，並忽視了時間

的合理及連貫性。藉此，Sherman 與 Morimura 對經典西方藝術史表達了他們的

看法與意見，也為博物館裡時間概念的轉變提供了例證。 

第三章討論電影及其中之蒙太奇（montage）手法對〈歷史肖像〉及〈藝

術史〉時間觀念的影響。除在其作品中扮演各種角色甚或刻板印象

（stereotypes），Sherman 及 Morimura 分別曾運用電影的概念於其創作之〈無

題電影停格〉(Untitled Film Stills) 及〈女明星〉(The Actress) 系列。但〈歷史肖

像〉及〈藝術史〉其實也運用了蒙太奇（montage）語法，將不同時空背景的材

料並置，卻不在乎其中的一致性及內在的整合。在相似的時空背景之下，八〇

年代的電影〈回到未來〉（Back to the Future）三部曲可作為電影中蒙太奇手法

的例子，並示範電影如何作為時光機器。這兩系列作品和蒙太奇手法的關係可

藉由與其相比進一步被解釋。在不同時空的碰撞之下，〈歷史肖像〉、〈藝術

史〉及〈回到未來〉皆展示矛盾的時間觀念，並呈現出詭態（grotesque）及滑

稽（caricatural）版本的歷史。〈回到未來〉不僅是以時空旅行作為主題的電影

經典之一，其內容實際上也探討了電影的本質及蒙太奇的運用，並回顧了電影

史。 我們可以說〈歷史肖像〉及〈藝術史〉和〈回到未來〉在高級藝術（high 

art）及當代大眾文化之間互相參照，而這兩系列作品中諷刺及時空錯置的設定

與電影領域相比，也並不遙遠。 

 

關鍵字：辛蒂雪曼，森村泰昌，藝術史，攝影，肖像， 時空錯置， 異境，博物

館， 蒙太奇，時光機器 
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 1 

Introduction 

Both American artist Cindy Sherman (born January 19, 1954) and Japanese artist 

Yasumasa Morimura (born June 11, 1951) are famous for their performative 

photographic works and are often compared with each other.1 In Sherman’s History 

Portraits series (1988 to1990) and Morimura’s Art History series (1985 to 2001), both 

artists masquerade as different figures of revered paintings of Western art history. In 

past studies, the two series were often discussed under the scope of sexual and 

cultural issue.2 From the titles we can see the subject of the two series is indeed 

history, however the problematic temporality represented in the two series had not 

been studied in depth. At some level Sherman and Morimura in the two series reenact 

their own version of art history. Normally the aim of reconstructing history is to make 

it coherent and consistent, therefore as close as possible to the truth. For example, 

there have been many re-enactment societies that rebuild historical events, such as the 

Civil War in the US.3 Nevertheless, the two series deliver an apparent sense of 

anachronism and temporal inconsistency, making them playful, humorous, yet bizarre 

and troublesome. It seems that Sherman and Morimura are projecting themselves into 

a past where they are totally out of place. They are experiencing a kind of paradoxical 

time travel in Western art history.  

 

The purpose of this thesis is to trace back to the sources of the troublesome notion of 

history. Under the postmodern context, the problematic notion of history represented 

in the two series can actually be traced back to the heterotopias and heterochronies 

introduced by the end of the 19th century through the multiplication of museums and 

                                                        
1 For other comparisons between History Portrait and Art History, see Sharon Matt Atkins, Art 

Appropriation and Identity Since 1980, New Brunswick 2004; 楊佩芸，《後現代攝影對西方繪畫正

典的擬仿與顛覆性–以辛蒂雪曼與森村泰昌為例》，嘉義 2006 (Pei-Yun Yang, Postmodern 

Photography as Mimicry and Subversion of Canonical Western Pictorial Art: Cindy Sherman and 

Yasumasa Morimura, Chiayi 2006.) In fact Morimura also imitates Sherman’s Untitled #96 in his To 

My Little Sister, For Cindy Sherman. 
2 For example, about Sherman, for discussion of feminism, see Diane Neuaier, Reframing: A New 

American Feminist Photographies, Philadelphia 1995; For postmodern appropriation culture, see 

Douglas Crimp, “Pictures”, in: October, Vol. 8 (Spring 1979), pp. 75-88; For abjection in artistic 

practices, see Norman Bryson, Cindy Sherman, 1975-1993, New York 1993, p. 216; Emily B. 

Greenberg connects Sherman with grotesque theory, see “Cindy Sherman and the Female Grotesque”, 

in: Art Criticism, (Spring 1994), pp. 49-55. About Morimura, see Norman Bryson, “Morimura: 3 

Readings” in: Art + Text 52 (September 1995), pp. 74-79; Paul B. Franklin, “Orienting the Asian Male 

Body in the Photography of Yasumasa Morimura”, in: The Passionate Camera: Photography and 

Bodies of Desire, New York 1998, pp. 233-247.  
3 Amelia Jones, “The Artist is Present: Artistic Re-enactments and Impossibility of Presence” in: TDR: 

The Drama Review, Vol. 55, No. 1, Spring 2011, pp. 16-45, pp. 19.  
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the invention of cinema. The museum is important in shaping the art history, which is 

the subject of History Portraits and Art History. In addition to the performative nature 

of their works, Sherman and Morimura have shown in other works their interests in 

cinema such as Untitled Film Stills and The Actress series. This thesis discusses the 

anachronism represented in History Portraits and Art History, how the two series put 

into question the traditional vision of the museum and art history, and how cinematic 

experience influences the anachronism of the two series. Through the discussions, the 

problematic notion of time will be traced back to the modern products of museum and 

cinema. 

 

Chapter 1 discusses the anachronism represented in History Portraits and Art History. 

In History Portraits, the anachronic aspect and the troublesome temporality derives 

from Sherman’s practice of pastiche and bricolage. Sherman uses props and materials 

from different times and places to construct her History Portraits, however, she does 

not make her “portraits” integrated and well conducted, but intentionally leave the 

evidence of artificiality. The practice makes History Portraits a collage and each 

material of her images remains a fragment. On the other hand, Morimura clearly 

states that he would like to create an ambiguous realm, a grey area, in which his 

images are “neither adult nor child…neither a contemporary image nor a historic 

painting…neither Asian nor Western…neither woman nor man.”4 This setting also 

reflects Japan’s multiple cultural identities developed since the 19th century. In 

addition to the mixture of past and present, east and west, male and female, the 

disturbing anachronism also emerges through his deliberate appropriation of past 

important self-portraits and art works that are already appropriation of the past. 

Focusing on the materiality and the artificiality of paintings, Morimura also point out 

that although traditionally photography was thought to deliver true likeness, it can 

also deliver fictional images. In contrast to the conventional portraits, by 

exaggeratedly stressing the ugliness and even grotesque of the images, Sherman also 

creates illusionistic times and spaces. The performative quality of the two series also 

arose the problem of confused identity, therefore enhances the incoherence of time. 

Chapter 1 then discusses briefly the postmodern context of the two series and 

                                                        
4 See Morimura, 2003, p. 120. 
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integrates the works into the discussion of notions such as heterotopia, heterochrony, 

and the time machine. 

 

Chapter 2 discusses how Sherman and Morimura question the formation of art history 

in History Portraits and Art History. Western art history was shaped through the 

scientific classification and category of the modern museums, which had been 

prefigured by Paolo Giovio’s portrait gallery in the 16th century and can be traced 

back to Christian von Mechel’s rearrangement of the paintings of the Belvedere 

Gallery in Vienna around 1780. The technique of arranging the collection 

chronologically into different categories can be retrospected to the evidences of the 

galleries of “historical portraits” in the 16th century, especially the one belonging to 

the papal physician and historian Paolo Giovio (1483 - 1552). Giovio categorized his 

portrait collection into four groups, according to the nature of the sitter’s character 

and achievement, and then organized them chronologically according to the date of 

death.5 On the other hand, Christian von Mechel was the first one who practically 

introduced a scientific way to display the artworks chronologically and time 

relatedly.6 Under Mechel’s approach, the fine art museum formed a historical 

framework, and the visitor could journey through the time line of art history. In the 

19th century, the concept of classifying the collections according to periods evolved 

further to the notion of the period room: reconstructing the past by placing past 

objects in a room with a past decoration and making the viewer feel like walking 

through different stages of the history.7 Portrait gallery and period room offer 

examples of traditional reconstruction of history, in which the coherence of the details 

and chronology is stressed. However, although at certain level History Portraits and 

Art History can be respectively parallel to portrait gallery and period room, Sherman 

and Morimura do not integrate the “parts” of their images well, but combine them 

loosely in each work. Furthermore, they do not arrange their collection according to 

any school, style, or the time line of art history, but roam on the spots of art history, 

                                                        
5 See Linda Klinger Aleci, Images of Identity, Italian Portrait Collections of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth 

Centuries, in: Nicholas Mann and Luke Syson (eds.) The Image of the Individual: Portraits in the 

Renaissance, London 1998, pp. 67-79, pp. 68-69. 
6 Debora J. Meijers, The Places of Painting: The Survival of Mnemotechnics in Christian von Mechel’s 

Gallery Arrangement in Vienna (1778-1781), in: W. Reinink and J. Stumpel (Eds.), Memory & 

Oblivion, Proceedings of the XXIXth International Congress of the History of Art held in Amsterdam, 

1–7 September 1996, pp. 205-211, p. 205. 
7 Dianne H. Pilgrim, Inherited from the past: the American Period Room, in: American Art Journal, 

Vol. 10, No. 1 (May, 1978), pp. 4-23, p. 5. 
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confusing the beholder with their own identities and materials from their own 

contexts. By this way Sherman and Morimura question the coherence of time in the 

museum and art history, and convey a totally different notion of time.  

 

The notion of time represented in History Portraits and Art History also reflects the 

shift of the museum. As André Malraux in his Museum without Walls suggested, after 

the popularization of museum, the work of art underwent the procedure of 

decontextualization, in addition, this decontextualization was accelerated by the 

spread of photography, or the reproduction of the work of art.8 Therefore, the museum 

and the “museum without walls”, free the works of art from their original context and 

their own scale, and release them from time and space. They allow us to re-arrange 

the art works and create a new combination. The works of art from various times and 

spaces thus become something ready that can be “remixed” into new works.  The idea 

of the “master pieces” is gradually abandoned, and anything can go into the museum.9 

History Portraits and Art History demonstrate the postmodern aesthetics, in which the 

past, present and future coexist.  

 

Chapter 3 goes further and discusses how cinema, especially in the aspect of montage, 

influences the anachronism shown in History Portraits and Art History. At first 

glance History Portraits and Art History seems not cinematic, in fact, in addition to 

the performative essence of the two series, Sherman and Morimura also apply the 

cinematic practice of montage to the two series. Through assemblage of 

heterogeneous parts, juxtaposition of sources from different times and spaces, History 

Portraits and Art History demonstrate the qualities of montage. Before Sherman and 

Morimura, forerunners such as Aby Warburg, René Huyghe and Malraux already 

applied the technique of montage to their study of art history. Montage offers them a 

new model to construct history, in which temporality should be understand more as a 

network of ideas that expands outward from multiple origins.10     

 

The link between History Portraits, Art History and montage can be further 

understood by discussing the 80s time travel movie Back to the Future since all of 

                                                        
8 André Malraux, “Museum Without Walls”, in: Stuart Gilbert (Trans.), The Voices of Silence, 

Princeton 1978, pp. 13-14; 21-24. 
9 See Douglas Crimp, “On the Museum’s Ruins”, in: October, Vol. 13 (Summer, 1980), pp. 41-57. 
10 Jones, 2011, p. 30.  
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them share similar context and show the same orientation of mixed times. In addition 

to telling a story of time travel, the movie is in fact an illustration of the metaphor that 

cinema is a time machine. Therefore, in a deeper level, Back to the Future is a movie 

talking about the essence of cinema. History Portraits and Art History can be 

compared to Back to the Future since all of them illustrate a grotesque and caricatural 

version of history. According to the idea of Eisenstein, the grotesque history 

represented in History Portraits and Art History can be read as the result of the 

collision of times,11 which is also demonstrated in the story of Back to the Future. By 

applying the technique of montage, they all show inconsistent and discontinuous 

styles as well as confusing identities. Through the comparison of the two series of 

works with Back to the Future, we can further understand that the anachronism 

represented in History Portrait and Art History is indeed influenced by the practice of 

montage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
11 See Sergei Eisenstein, Jay Leyda (trans.), Film Form, San Diego 1977, pp. 37-38. 
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Chapter 1: The Anachronism of Cindy Sherman’s History Portraits and 

Yasumasa Morimura’s Art History 

 

What is anachronism? Briefly speaking, anachronism is about the unsuitability of 

time.12 Normally, we conceive time as a continuous line, and everything happening in 

time occurs chronologically, thus we have the notion of past, present, and future. 

Anachronism, therefore, could be defined as a disrespect for chronology, so the 

boundary of past, present, and future is blurred. In the first chapter, I would like to 

discuss the elements that make History Portraits and Art History anachronic, and 

therefore to explain why the notion of time is troublesome in the two series. 

 

Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood in their book Anachronic Renaissance 

suggest that the work of art has plural relation to time. It is made or designed by an 

individual or by a group of individuals at some moment, at the same time, it refers 

backward to a past origin, which could be a remote ancestral origin, a prior artifact, or 

even a origin outside of time – the divinity.13 Moreover, it regenerates new meanings 

by the future recipients. Therefore, according to Nagel and Wood, “The work of art is 

a message whose sender and destination are constantly shifting.14” In this sense, the 

work of art always connects to multiple times. As Nagel and Wood suggest:  

The work of art anachronizes” from the Greek anachronizein, built from ana-, 

“again,” and the verb chronizein, “to be late or belated.” To anachronize is to 

be lated again, to linger. The work is late, first because it succeeds some 

reality that it represents, and then late again when that representation is 

repeated for successive recipients. To many that double postponement came to 

seem troublesome, calling for correction, compensation, or at the very least, 

explanation.15 

 

                                                        
12 According to the definition of The Oxford English Dictionary, the word anachronism means “An 

error in computing time, or fixing dates; the erroneous reference of an event, circumstance, or custom 

to a wrong date.” Or “Anything done or existing out of date; hence, anything which was proper to a 

former age, but is, or, if it existed, would be, out of harmony with the present.” See The Oxford English 

Dictionary, Volume I, 1989, p. 48. On the other hand, according to The Century Dictionary and 

Cyclopedia, the word anachronism deriving from Greek means “an error in respect to dates; an error 

which implies the misplacing of persons or events in time.” See The Century Dictionary and 

Cyclopedia: A Work of Universal Reference in All Departments of Knowledge with a New Atlas of the 

World, London 1901, Vol. 1, p. 192. 
13 Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, Anachronic Renaissance, New York 2010, p. 9. 
14 See Nagel and Wood, 2010, p. 9. 
15 See Nagel and Wood, 2010, p. 13. 



 7 

The specificity of History Portraits and Art History series is that they are not only 

works of art, but also works of art appropriating past works of art. Therefore the 

temporalities of these two series become more complicated. By analyzing the 

anachronisms represented in History Portraits and Art History, we can have a better 

insight of their paradoxical relations to time. 

 

1-1 Cindy Sherman’s Anachronic History Portraits 

The American artist Cindy Sherman is one of the representatives of contemporary art, 

famous for her perfomative photographic art works. In most of her works, she 

masquerades as stereotypical characters from different environment such as cinema, 

mass media, and history of art. Although Sherman rejects theories, her art works offer 

a ground for various discussions on feminism, postmodern appropriation culture, 

abjection in artistic practices, and many other issues.16 As A. D. Coleman comments, 

Sherman’s work has drawn voluminous commentary of diverse discussions of 

feminism, the male gaze, mimesis, Kant, Hegel, Freud, Lacan, Barthes, Kristeva, 

Foucault.17 In her History Portraits, Sherman based her work on canonical paintings 

of Western art history and created 35 photographic works. In addition to the issue of 

gender and identity, postmodern simulation, and grotesque practice, History Portraits 

also touch the issue of time, and convey a sense of anachronism. How History 

Portraits demonstrate temporality? What makes History Portraits anachronic? Before 

discussing these questions in detail, it would be helpful to know more about Cindy 

Sherman, one of the representatives of what Douglas Crimp named “The Picture 

Generation”.18  

 

Cindy Sherman was born as the youngest child of a family in New Jersey and raised 

in suburban Long Island. Since Sherman was much younger than her siblings, she 

                                                        
16 See note 5. 
17 A. D. Coleman, “Cindy Sherman at MoMA: The Apotheosis of an Insider”, in: Photography 

Criticism, PCCA, 1997. 

http://www.photocriticism.com/members/archivetexts/photocriticism/coleman/colemansherman.html 

(accessed March 8, 2014). 
18 In 1977 Douglas Crimp curated the influential exhibition Pictures at Artist Space, presenting the 

early work of Sherrie Levine, Jack Goldstein, Phillip Smith, Troy Brauntuch, and Robert Longo; later 

in 1979, he delivered the essay “Pictures” in October to discuss the postmodern artist strategies. 

Besides the artists mentioned above, he included Cindy Sherman in the discussion. These artists were 

then known as “The Pictures Generation”. See Douglas Crimp, “Pictures”, in: October, Vol. 8 (Spring 

1979), pp. 75-88. 
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passed her childhood as the only child in her family19 As a girl of the TV generation, 

Sherman loved watching TV since her adolescence, and she formed the habit of 

watching TV while doing something else at the same time.20 She watched every kind 

of programs, such as old movies, situation comedies, and cartoons. Like others of her 

generation, Sherman learned not only the events from the TV news, but also different 

roles and identities in Western culture, especially American culture, from various TV 

programs.21 In addition to watching TV, the young Sherman also engaged in playing 

dress-up as different characters such as an old lady or monsters; until Sherman 

became an adult, she still kept this hobby, and integrated it into her art works.22  

 

Sherman later decided to go to art school, and she entered the State University 

College in Buffalo in 1972. Initially she intended to be a painter, and at the time she 

painted self-portraits and realistic copies of images she found in magazine and 

photographs.23 Although she was later famous for her photographic works, she 

actually failed the requisite introductory photography course due to her difficulties 

with the technological process of making a print.24 Luckily, her next photography 

teacher considered that to have creative idea was more important, and introduced her 

to conceptual art, which had a liberating impact on her.25 When Sherman was in 

school, conceptual art was becoming influential. It could be traced back to Marcel 

Duchamp in the early 20th century when he questioned, “Is a thing art because I make 

it, or is it art because I, the artist, name it, or designate it art?”26 By the 1960s, this 

concept had helped artists develop other unusual forms of art such as body art and 

performance art,27 and the issue of time became more important to the artists. For 

example, performance art can merely exist in a period of time and then disappear; 

what left is the documentation.28 As a documentary tool, photography sometimes 

substitutes the original and becomes a new artwork. It was under this circumstance 

                                                        
19 Catherine Morris, The essential Cindy Sherman, New York 1999, p. 15. 
20 See Morris, 1999, p. 17. 
21 See Morris, 1999, p. 17. 
22 See Morris, 1999, pp. 17-20. 
23 See Morris, 1999, p. 24, See also Amada Cruz, “Movies, Monstrosities and Masks: Twenty Years of 

Cindy Sherman”, in: Amada Cruz et al. (eds.), Cindy Sherman: Retrospective, London 1997, pp. 1-17, 

p. 1. 
24 See Morris, 1999, p. 24, and Cruz, 1997, p. 1. 
25 See Morris, 1999, p. 24, and Cruz, 1997, p. 1. 
26 See Morris, 1999, p. 22. 
27 See Morris, 1999, p. 22. 
28 See Morris, 1999, p. 23. 
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that Sherman, when studying in college, first encountered contemporary art through 

other fellow students such as Robert Longo.29  

 

At the end of 1977, Sherman began her now famous series Untitled Film Stills. In the 

pictures of Untitled Film Stills, Sherman impersonated different female archetypes 

from films of the 1950s, such as classic Hollywood movies, film noirs, foreign films, 

and B-movies.30 These characters are often familiar yet unidentifiable, and 

demonstrate how the power of media images can influence identity.31 On the other 

hand, because Sherman’s characters in Untitled Film Stills were not specified, the 

beholders could have their own interpretations for these women. Untitled Film Stills 

soon became a popular topic for critics and material for all sorts of theories.32 One 

important reading is about the theory of the male gaze. Amanda Cruz connected 

Untitled Film Stills with Laura Mulvey’s prominent 1975 essay Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema, in which she argued that the image of woman on screen is both the 

subject of the controlling male gaze and the object of male desire.33 Therefore, 

Untitled Film Stills present assorted types that are constructed by the media and 

activated by the desire of the (mostly male) viewers. As a result, many feminists 

studied Untitled Film Stills. Some such as Laura Mulvey and Abigail Solomon-

Godeau, suggested that Sherman pointed out the artificiality of the identities that are 

constructed in cinema and other mass media34, while the other, like Mira Schor, 

argued that Sherman’s photography actually reinforced stereotypes.35  

 

In Rear Screen Projection (1980-81), Sherman again uses cinema as a repertoire of 

stereotypes, as later in History Portraits she uses art history instead. According to 

Jean-Pierre Criqui, Sherman’s art works mainly explore concepts of pretense, 

                                                        
29 See Cruz, 1997, p. 1. 
30 See Morris, 1999, p. 37. 
31 See Cruz, 1997, p. 2.  
32 See Coleman, 1997. 
33 See Cruz, 1997, p. 3. 
34 See Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Suitable for Framing: The Critical Recasting of Cindy Sherman”, in: 

Parkett (Summer 1991), pp. 112-115, See also劉瑞琪，《陰性顯影：女性攝影家的扮裝自拍像》，

台北 2004 (Jui-Ch'i Liu, Feminine Masquerade: Self-Representations by Women Photographers, 

Taipei 2004), pp. 148-149. 
35 See Mira Schor, “Backlash and Appropriation”, in: The Power of Feminist Art: The American 

Movement of the 1970s, History and Impact, New York 1994, p. 255. See also Liu, 2004, pp. 148-149. 
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fabrication, staginess, and simulation.36 Afterward in Centerfolds (or Horizontals, 

1981), Pink Robes (1982), Fashion (1983-1994), Sherman has continuously used her 

self-image to discuss the issue of stereotypes in mass media and the consumption 

world, and gradually changed her image from vulnerable women into strange or even 

grotesque roles. In her Fairy Tales series (1985), Sherman transformed herself into 

horrific creatures, making her characters disturbing at a higher level, and revealed the 

artifice of these images.37 In Disasters (1986-89), Sherman developed the loathsome 

aspect and faded herself out of the images.38 Mary Russo in her book The Female 

Grotesque: Risk, Excess, and Modernity suggests that the way Sherman connects the 

female body with disturbing elements in her fashion photographs, film stills, and 

historical masquerades, is related to the theory of female grotesque.39 After History 

Portraits, Sherman took pornography for inspiration in her series Sex Pictures (1992), 

using body parts of mannequins and medical catalogues constructing hybrid dolls that 

show their sex.40 Later in Horror and Surrealist Pictures (1994-96), Sherman 

expanded the hybrid dolls into a family, and continued the idea of horrific image that 

she had begun with the Fairy Tales series.41 In 1997, Sherman also directed the film 

Office Killer, and again showed her face and figure in Hollywood/Hampton Types 

(2000-02) and Clowns (2003-04) series.42 In 2008, Sherman’s Society Portraits 

displayed a series of images of herself in the guise of women who struggle with the 

myth of beauty that presents in a culture in which people are obsessed by youth and 

wealth.43 These women are again simply types such as the personal trainer, the ex-

realtor, and the divorcee, among others.44 In 2012, Cindy Sherman exhibited her new, 

large-scale works that describe mysterious female figures standing in isolation before 

desolated landscapes.45 

                                                        
36 See Jean-Pierre Criqui, “The Lady Vanishes”, in: Régis Durand et al, Cindy Sherman, Paris 2006, pp. 

270-283, p. 271 
37 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 8-9. 
38 See Morris, 1999, pp. 82-86. 
39 See Mary Russo, The Female Grotesque, Risk, Excess, and modernity, New York 1994, p. 2 
40 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 12-14. 
41 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 14-15. 
42 Régis Durand, Jean-Pierre Criqui, Laura Mulvey, Cindy Sherman, Paris 2006, pp. 266-268. 
43 See “Biography” in cindysherman.com, http://www.cindysherman.com/biography.shtml (accessed 

January 30, 2014). See also “Cindy Sherman” in Wikipedia 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cindy_Sherman (accessed January 30, 2014). 
44 See “biography” In cindysherman.com, http://www.cindysherman.com/biography.shtml (accessed 

January 30, 2014). 
45 See “biography” in cindysherman.com, http://www.cindysherman.com/biography.shtml (accessed 

January 30, 2014), and “Exhibitions” in Metro Pictures, 
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History Portraits 

The motivation for Cindy Sherman to create History Portraits could be partly inspired 

by a commission from Artes Magnus, a producer of limited edition art objects, that 

invited Sherman to produce a series of porcelain products including a dinnerware 

service, a tea set, and a soup tureen. Sherman used the 18th century molds originally 

made for Madame de Pompadour to cast her new pieces, each of which bearing 

images of Sherman dressed in 18th century garb.46 (Fig.1) The same year, Sherman 

included an enlarged image from one of the porcelain pieces in a group exhibition at 

Metro Pictures Gallery.47 In 1989, in order to commemorate the bicentennial of 

French Revolution, Sherman created a series of images in which she reenacted 

characters of the French Revolution, and exhibited the works at the Chantal Crousel 

Gallery in Paris.48 Later in 1989, she received a fellowship in Rome, therefore she 

went there for two months and began to prepare for the creation of History 

Portraits.49 Although staying in a city with so many originals of old masters, Sherman 

did not study the masterpieces in museums and galleries, but worked only through 

reproductions in French and Italian art books,50 and spent much time in the flea 

markets of the Porto Portese to see what types of props, costumes and accessories she 

could find.51  

 

Similar to her earlier Untitled Film Stills, it is often difficult to trace these portraits 

back to one specific origin. The beholder will feel familiar with Sherman’s characters 

in her History Portraits, but most of them could not be clearly recognized as 

representation of one painting.52 This is partly because Sherman constructed her 

figures depending on what she could get from the flea markets. She said, “So it just 

grew and grew until I was buying and collecting more and more of these things, and 

suddenly the characters came together just because I had so much of the detritus from 

                                                                                                                                                               
http://www.metropicturesgallery.com/exhibitions/2012-04-28_cindy-sherman/ (accessed January 30, 

2014). 
46 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, Cindy Sherman: the 

real vs. simulation, Los Angeles 2001, p. 67. 
47 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, 2001, p. 67. 
48 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, 2001, p. 67. 
49 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, 2001, p. 67. 
50 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, 2001, p. 67. 
51 See Cruz, 1997, pp. 10-12, Morris, 1999, pp. 89-93, and Kristina Anne Hadsell, 2001, p. 67. 
52 This “déja vu” experience was suggested by Douglas Crimp in his essay “Picture”. See Crimp, 1979, 

pp. 75-88. 
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them.”53 Nevertheless, Sherman did mention that there are three works in this series 

appropriating paintings of the old masters. They are: Untitled # 205, which refer to 

Raphael’s La Fornarina; (Fig. 2, 3) Untitled # 216, which refer to Jean Fouquet’s 

Madonna of Melun, (Fig. 4, 5) and Untitled # 224, which refer to Caravaggio’s Sick 

Bacchus.54 (Fig. 6, 7) The paintings inspiring Sherman date from the 15th century to 

the 19th century; Sherman used assorted props, wigs, and prosthetic devices to 

construct her characters, and disguised herself as a man in seventeen of the images, 

(Fig. 8) accounting for almost half of the series. In 1990 Sherman returned to New 

York and finished the History Portraits series. The following year, the series was 

exhibited in the Metro Pictures Gallery.  

 

Arthur C. Danto connected History Portraits to Art History 101 Exam,55 which 

recalls the experience while seeing a painting one often feel it familiar but cannot call 

its name. Sherman also admitted that she had a hard time when taking art history 

courses: “I never did terribly well in art history. I could never memorize the slides.”56 

Before working on this project, Sherman investigated the gestures, countenance, 

costume, scenery and lighting in the traditional historical portraits but preserved the 

freedom to create her own characters.  

 

Sherman commented her History Portraits in an interview with David Brittain: 

“People go into museums, or even churches that these paintings are in, and they are 

made to feel as if they’re endowed with some religious experience. In a way I guess 

I’m poking fun at that and trying to say that art isn’t that serious, or to me it isn’t.”57  

For example, in Untitled # 225 (Fig. 9), Sherman wears a bright yellow wig, which is 

braided and decorated with plastic “pearls” and blue bowknot. With makeup, props, 

and contact lens, she enlarges the proportion of her nasion and changes her eyes into 

green. Most strikingly, Sherman put her left hand on the fake breast revealing frankly 

from her right armpit. The audience can see the color and texture differences between 

                                                        
53 See Cruz, 1997, p. 2.  
54 Noriko Fuku, “A Woman of Parts”, in: Art in America, 85 (Jun. 1977), pp. 74-81, p. 80. 
55 Arthur C. Danto, “Past Masters and Post Moderns: Cindy Sherman’s History Portraits”, in: Cindy 

Sherman and Arthur C. Danto, Cindy Sherman: History Portraits, New York 1991, p. 9. Art History 

101 Exam is the exam of basic art history course in American universities. To pass the exam, the 

students should remember the title, the artist, the year, the medium of an artwork, among others.  
56 See Danto, 1991, p. 9. 
57 David Brittain, “Cindy Sherman Interviewed: True Confessions”, in: Creative Camera, 308 

(Feb./Mar. 1991), pp.34-38, p. 38.   
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the fake breast and her skin, and the fake nipple even sprays water. Moreover, in 

Untitled # 194 (Fig. 10), Sherman stands against the dark background, disguises as a 

man with red nose, stubble, and dry chapped lips, revealing a fake hairy masculine 

chest. She puts her right hand on her belly, with a brunch of fake leafs in her left hand, 

pretending to be serious. However, the costume and the “scarf” she is wearing look 

coarse and rumpled, delivering a sense of roughness.   

 

Brooks Adams used to criticize the roughness of the setting in History Portraits. He 

criticized that the textiles in History Portraits do not really fit with each other, and 

that Sherman should have found better props for the series; together the images 

deliver a “raw, frontier quality”.58 Indeed, from the examples above we should see 

that at some extent Sherman parodies the old masters through History Portraits. She 

did not embellish the clue of artificiality; in contrast, she intentionally left it manifest. 

This arrangement shows that the identity in a historical portrait is often a constructed 

one,59 and implies that the portraitures in art history often promote idealized images, 

or even stereotypes. Referring to the comments Sherman made above, she seems to 

have deliberately made these images “raw”. In some way History Portraits are 

collages composed of textiles, fake breasts, noses, wigs, and props from various 

sources.60 As mentioned before, Sherman decided the role she would play depending 

on what she could get. She combined loosely the artificial props and prosthetic 

devices with the fabrics she found in flea markets, ignoring the synthetic effect of the 

whole image.   

 

This creative process of combining materials from both past and present delivers a 

sense of anachronism, and reminds us the concept of pastiche and bricolage. In art 

                                                        
58 See Brook Adams, “Cindy Sherman at Metro Pictures”, in: Art in America, Vol. 78, No. 6 (1990), pp.   

172-173, p. 172. To quote the original: “In the image roughly derived from Raphael’s La Fornarina, 

Sherman discloses huge pregnant belly under the sheerest of white shawls; such a love child would 

only be implicit in Renaissance portraits or in Ingres’s later coolly erotic treatments of Raphael and his 

mistress. What is subtle in the Sherman is the scrawniness of her own flesh, with that pathetic little 

bangle on the upper arm suggesting a fragile, aging bacchante. Similarly, in her appropriation of 

Fouquet’s Madonna and Child, the weird thing is not the exposed prosthetic breast but the way that the 

Christ child’s face is concealed, suggesting some sense of shame – perhaps the artist’s at not being able 

to find a good enough prop. In all of these portraits, the textiles (which Sherman reportedly found in 

Rome) are especially exquisite yet completely out of scale to one another; this gives the images a raw, 

frontier quality that is, dare I say, almost Grant Wood in feeling. Sherman’s singular lack of skill in 

putting these fabrics together is one of the photographs’ greatest strengths and probably also part of 

their peculiar appeal.” 
59 See Danto, 1991, p. 8. 
60 See Danto, 1991, pp. 5-6. 
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history, pastiche conventionally has two meanings. The first one refers to the tradition 

of copying the masters; by selecting different “parts” from different masters, the artist 

creates another optimal work.61 For example, it was said that Tintoretto combined 

Michelangelo’s disegno, and Titian’s color.62 Therefore in this sense pastiche means 

the superbly executed copy of a masterwork.63 Another kind of pastiche is linked to 

the commercial copy made for a “mass market”, usually implying a genre of painting 

which bares questionable quality and is a product of an eclectic painter who drew 

upon diverse techniques and styles.64 Thus pastiche is “a unity of stylistically 

heterogeneous elements.”65 Moreover, the word pastiche acquires its special meaning 

under the context of postmodernism. Hoesterey points out that the postmodern 

pastiche recalls the artistic practices of borrowing from the archive of Western culture; 

however, the “quotation” of heterogeneous elements works more than mere stylistic 

medley, but also as cultural critique.66 

 

From this point of view, the process of Sherman’s creation of History Portraits is 

indeed a pastiche: although the roles look like figures from canonic paintings, the 

impression is only the surface. The characters are actually wearing parts and props 

from various sources, and these elements are not designed for a synthetic effect, they 

are just fragments from different places. Nevertheless, it does not mean Sherman does 

not have the ability to integrate the sources; indeed she intentionally “pastiche” the 

sources to “poke fun” at the art history.    

 

The concept of bricolage could also be connected to History Portraits.  Claude Lévi-

Strauss in his book The Savage Mind (La Pensée Sauvage, 1962) discusses the idea of 

bricolage, a French word, and discriminate it from engineering.67 According to Lévi-

Strauss, a bricoleur is someone who “works with his hands and uses devious means 

compared to those of a craftsman.”68 And he mentioned: 

                                                        
61 See Ingeborg Hoesterey, Pastiche: Cultural Memory in Art, Film, Literature, Bloomington 2001,  

p. 2. 
62 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 2. 
63 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 3. 
64 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 1. 
65 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 6. 
66 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. xii 
67 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, Chicago 1962, pp. 16-20. 
68 See Lévi-Strauss, 1962, pp. 16-17. 
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The ‘bricoleur’ is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks; but 

unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each of them to the availability of 

raw materials and tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. 

His universe of instruments is closed and the rules of his game are always to 

make do with ‘whatever is at hand’, that is to say with a set of tools and 

materials which is always finite and is also heterogeneous because what it 

contains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular 

project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew 

or enrich the stock or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions 

or destructions.69 

 

According to the structuralist anthropologist, this “tinkering” can produce bright and 

unforeseen outcome.70  Bricolage is therefore “the making of something new out of 

something old”71, and a bricoleur describes a persona who works based on 

heterogeneous models and sources.72 Therefore, the notion of bricolage can also be 

analogically compared to what Sherman did in History Portraits. Sherman created the 

characters depending on what she could collect from the flea market; she was not like 

an “engineer” or a scientist who plans a project scientifically and prepares the 

materials before execution. Both pastiche and bricolage reflect the idea of using 

multiple sources and the ignoring of an integrated coherence. They provide some 

insight of the reasons for the anachronism presented in History Portraits. 

 

Another anachronic element of History Portraits is Sherman’s face. Her 

contemporary face is repeatedly shown in History Portraits, recalling the paper dolls, 

(Fig. 11) which she used to make for planning what she would wear each day when 

she was a teenager;73 or the “face in hole”, which often appears at famous scenic spots 

providing tourists the opportunity to take photos, and for a moment, being someone 

else and experiencing another life. (Fig. 12) The performative quality of History 

Portraits raises the problem of identity especially even Sherman shows herself in 

most of her artworks, she doesn’t take them as her self-portraits. She said: “ I don’t do 

self-portraits…I always try to get as far away from myself as possible in the 

                                                        
69 See Lévi-Strauss, 1962, p. 17. 
70 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 10. 
71 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 10. 
72 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 10. 
73 See Fuku, 1977, p. 78. 
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photographs.”74 Danto approves this saying. He suggests that Sherman shows herself 

in her works because this way is more convenient than hiring other models, therefore 

even the works are all for her does not mean she is the subject.75 

 

Nevertheless, some still takes the works as self-portraits. For example, Richard 

Brilliant in his book Likeness and Beyond: Portraits from Africa and the World 

parallels Sherman with Rembrandt: “Good portraits…concretize the individual 

portrayed and suggests that beneath the diversity of appearance in life the dominated 

idea of a particular human being. Such a belief gives meaning to the self-portraits of 

the contemporary American photographer, Cindy Sherman, who represents herself 

over and over again in a variety of costumes and settings reminiscent of Rembrandt’s 

self-portraits, without ever concealing that the image was taken by her.”76 As we 

know, in Rembrandt’s early tronies, the artist showed his models or himself dressed 

in exotic garments with accessories such as a turban. According to Frederic Schwartz, 

Rembrandt’s tronies, or “face paintings”, shows a blurring of genres that extended to 

or derived from history paintings.77 Tronies were originally head studies that were put 

into larger historical compositions.78 However Rembrandt and his Dutch 

contemporaries transferred the preparatory study of faces into an autonomous works 

of art in itself, which mixed elements of face study, narrative, and portraits.79 For 

example, some of Rembrandt’s early self-portraits showed this orientation and 

experimented with different poses and expressions, such as in Self-portrait with an 

Open Mouth and Self-portrait with a Feathered Cap.80 For Sherman’s works, Amelia 

Jones also suggests, “these performative images are still ‘self-portraits’ in the sense 

that they convey to the viewer the very subject who was responsible for staging the 

                                                        
74 Elisabeth Bronfen, “The Other Self of the Imagination: Cindy Sherman’s Hysterical Performance”, 

in: Zdenek Felix and Martin Schwander (ed.), Cindy Sherman: Photographic Work 1975-1995, Munich 

1995, pp. 13-26, p. 13.  
75 See Danto, 1991, p. 7.  
76 Richard Brilliant, Likeness and Beyond: Portraiture from Africa and the World, London 1991, p. 13. 
77 Frederic Schwartz, “The Motion of the Countenance: Rembrandt’s Early Portraits and the Tronie”, in: 

RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, No. 17/18 (Spring-Autumn, 1989), pp. 89-116, p. 89. 
78 See Schwartz, 1989, p. 93. 
79 See Schwartz, 1989, pp. 89-97.  
80 B. P. J. Broos, et al, "Rembrandt van Rijn", in: Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online. Oxford 

University Press, http://0-

www.oxfordartonline.com.opac.lib.ntnu.edu.tw/subscriber/article/grove/art/T071362 (accessed July 14, 
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image…and yet – through their very exaggeration of the performative dimension of 

the self … – clearly they profoundly shift our conception of what a self-portrait is.”81 

 

Actually, History Portraits, as Sherman’s earlier works, blur the boundary between 

self and other. Like David Rimanelli reviewed on Cindy Sherman in Artforum, 

“Sherman could be everyone in her art and as such she was no one (in her art)”.82 

Different from the comical yet frightening characters in History Portraits, according 

to Danto, Sherman is in fact a quiet, extremely private, modest, serious person, 

“…and profoundly intuitive rather than theoretical about her work.”83 This contrast 

reminds us the performative quality of History Portraits. Interestingly, the only three 

paintings Sherman mentioned as her reference of History Portraits – Raphael’s La 

Fornarina, Jean Fouquet’s Madonna of Melun, and Caravaggio’s Sick Bacchus – are 

all about double identities. The three paintings fused iconographical models with real 

identities: La Fornarina, whose pose and attributes – the lanceolate laurel and quince 

leaves – suggests that she is the personification of love, is traditionally identified as 

Margherita Luti, Raphael's Roman mistress 84. The Virgin Mary of Madonna of Melun 

has the features of Agnes Sorel, the favorite of Charles VII85. In the painting she is 

dressed in an ermine robe and a crown of pearls, lowers her eyes and offers the Child 

her breast.86 In the Sick Bacchus, which was thought a self-portrait of Caravaggio87, 

the Bacchus has the grapes in his right hand and crowns his hair with vine leaves.  

 

In contrast to Sherman’s exaggerated and playful expression, the attitudes of the 

sitters in most traditional portraits are often relatively neutral or even self-restraint. 

Conventionally, the sitter’s feature and posture is often idealized, but Sherman 

uglified her characters. She commented, “The world is drawn toward beauty that I 

became interested in things that are normally considered grotesque ugly, seeing them 

                                                        
81 Amelia Jones, “The Eternal Return: Self-Portrait Photography as a Technology of Embodiment”, in: 

Signs, Vol. 27, No. 4 (Summer 2002), pp. 947-978, p. 948. 
82 See David Rimanelli, interview in Artforum (May 1990), p. 187. 
83 See Danto, 1991, p. 8. 
84 See Marc Restellini, Patrizia Nitti et al., Raphael: Grace and Beauty, Milan 2001, pp. 73-74. 
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Years War, New Haven 2011, p. 11. 
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as more fascinating than beautiful.”88 The female grotesque theory developed by 

Mary Russo is often cited to interpret Sherman’s works. In History Portraits, as in 

other works of later period, Sherman stress more on the ugliness than the beauty of 

the figures, and for Mary Russo, this is a means to resist and destruct the male 

voyeuristic and fetishistic gaze.89 Although in the past artists such as Leonardo Da 

Vinci and Rembrandt also study grotesque characters or facial expression, 

traditionally portraits are usually idealized representations. Therefore, this expression 

of ugliness discrepant from the traditional portraiture also contributes its part to the 

presence of the problematic temporality and anachronism.  

 

The last element I would like to mention is the medium. In History Portraits, 

Sherman used photographs to imitate paintings, and the discrepancy between the two 

media implies the coexistence of past and present. Moreover, photography is often 

looked upon as the evidence of existence, a piece of a frozen moment.90 But the 

artificiality of History Portraits is contradictory to the photographic medium and its 

purpose to deliver a more accurate likeness.91 The time in History Portraits is a 

fictional one, and what existed is a forged past. Another contrast is that in the early 

stage of photography history, the technical (or we may say engineering) aspect of 

photography was stressed.92 However, Sherman works as a bricoleur who constructed 

a work from a diverse range of things that happen to be available. All these 

contradictions make History Portraits exist in an illusionistic time; consequently, the 

images juxtapose various temporalities, and convey a sense of anachronism. 

   

1-2 The Self-Aware Art History 

The Japanese artist Yasumasa Morimura is often compared to Cindy Sherman, since 

both of them are noted for their self-performative photographic artworks, and both 

began active in the art world in the 1980s. As an Asian male, Morimura’s artworks 

not only touched the issue of gender, but also that of race and culture. Similar to 

History Portraits, Morimura’s Art History series also deliver a sense of anachronism.  

                                                        
88 See Morris, 1999, p. 79. 
89 See Mary Russo, The Female Grotesque: Risk, Excess and Modernity, New York 1994, pp. 53-57. 
90 See Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, New York 2000. 
91 Michael Langford, Story of Photography, Oxford 1997, p. 19. 
92 See Langford, 1997, p. vii 
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This anachronism partly derives from his Japanese background. Yasumasa Morimura 

was born in 1951 and grew up in Osaka, Japan. He is the only child of his family, but 

during that time most Japanese families were typically large.93 According to the 

interview made by Rosemary Wright Jasinowski, Morimura describes himself as 

“skinny, painfully shy, not especially attractive and not good at sports; a loner.”94 

When applying for college, Morimura struggled between his interests in visual arts 

and creative writing. He finally chose visual art because he scored highest on the art 

exam, and afterward he studied design for four years at the Kyoto City University of 

Art, graduating in 1978.95 When Morimura was at the University, one of his 

professors, Ernest Sato, gave him strong inspiration and influence. Ernest Sato was an 

outstanding photographer and a person of mixed-ancestry. His father was Japanese 

and his mother was Irish/Polish American.96 Sato was very fashionable at a time when 

Japan was not fashion oriented like today. Morimura thinks that Sato’s life was “cool, 

stylish, and dramatic”, and finally became his apprentice for eight years.97 What Sato 

influenced most was his introduction of modernist philosophy. According to 

Jasinowski, Morimura said that at that time Japan had absorbed Western art only up to 

the 19th century, therefore the teaching of Sato opened a new door to Morimura.98 

 

From the mid-1980s Yasumasa Morimura commonly featured himself as characters 

(sometimes even still life objects) of famous paintings in art history. Unlike Cindy 

Sherman, whose History Portraits only accounts a small portion of her works of art, 

Morimura takes art history as a main inspiration of his creation. Besides the 

characters of the art history, Morimura in his The Actresses series also portrayed 

famous actresses in Western cinema, such as Marilyn Monroe and Vivien Leigh.99 

Afterward, Morimura masqueraded as famous people such as Mao and Che Guevara 

and well-known photographic images in history.100 Generally speaking, Morimura’s 
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work continuously distinguishes itself through his representation of the eastern in 

western culture, and his humorous swinging between different gender roles.101  

 

Yasumasa Morimura’ s Art History 

Different from Cindy Sherman, who denied her creations as self-portraits, Morimura 

does discuss his self-image in his works, but he thinks “self-reflections” would be 

more accurate than “self-portraits”.102 In 1985, he began his Art History series with 

appropriating Van Gogh’s Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear and Pipe. (Fig. 13, 14) 

Generally Morimura began his work by selecting an art reproduction from a book, 

and then created the scenery imitating the composition of his source. The next step 

was to situate himself into the stage and have an assistant to take photo for him.103 

 

In Art History, Morimura often cleverly substitutes the elements of the original 

paintings with objects that can represent Japanese culture and reflect some of the 

Japanese contemporary phenomenon. For example, in An Inner Dialogue with Frida 

Kahlo, Morimura fused Japanese traditional headdress and Louis Vuitton scarf into 

his work; (Fig. 15, 16) or in his Blinded by the Light, (Fig. 17) which refer to The 

Parable of the Blind by the artist Pieter Bruegel, (Fig. 18) Morimura replaces the 

blind people with contemporary people who are also “blinded” by money, 

materialism…and so on. About the reason he chose Western art history as his source 

of creation, he said that Western art feels as close to him as traditional Japanese art.104 

This remark reflects how Japan incorporated Western culture into its own, for 

Morimura, art history means Western art history, and art means oil painting, because 

that is what he learned from school. He mentioned in Daughter of Art History:  

One would think I’d have been more interested in traditional Japanese nihonga 

[Japanese painting] than in oil painting, being born and raised in Japan. But the 

famous artists I knew as a child were neither the ukiyo-e printmaker Hokusai 

nor the suibokuga inkpainter Sesshu; the names that first came to mind were 

Van Gogh and Picasso, and real art, for me, meant oil painting. Art education in 

school was almost exclusively a Western curriculum – starting from the image 

of Venus de Milo, up through classicism’s re-appreciation in the Renaissance 
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with Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, then on via the curves of the 

Baroque, toward the Impressionists – and that was “art history”.105  

 

Morimura, however, was aware of the imbalance of this situation, saying that, “I do 

not, however, believe that the sensibilities I’ve developed under such conditions are 

by any means healthy or well-balanced. If anything, the resulting mental state is 

distorted, disturbing, and strange.”106 Morimura further explained how he used his 

work of art to express this mental unevenness: “The imbalance is present in Daughter 

of Art History: Princess A – a self-portrait based on a portrait of the infant Margarita 

(1656) by Velázquez…Suppose the person playing the principal figure of Princess 

Margarita…Instead, I am there with a very clear Asian-looking face – and moreover a 

man – an aging adult – posing as Princess Margarita. A viewer who is at all familiar 

with the canon of Western art will likely experience estrangement when looking at 

Daughter of Art History: Princess A. ”107 (Fig. 19, 20) 

 

The remark reflects the paradoxical issue of historical identity within the Japanese 

cultural context resulting from Japan’s modernization since the Meiji period (1868-

1912). During that period, the modernization was a process of Westernization, in 

which traditions were systematically expelled, and affected the cultural policy of the 

government, the university system, and the legal institutions.108 However, there was 

an exception in the case of the visual arts. The Tokyo School of Fine Arts (Tokyo 

Bijutsu Gakkō) was the first official arts academy; when inaugurated in 1889, the 

school concentrated its curricula on Japanese and Oriental art. Interestingly, the 

academy’s policy did not ensure a superior position of Japanese art, but it was an 

American scholar Ernest Fenollosa (1853-1908), who promoted Japanese and 

Oriental arts and informed the peculiarity of them.109 Fenollosa arrived in Japan in 

1878 and taught political economy at Tokyo Imperial University. Absorbed by 

classical Japanese art, Fenollosa considered that Oriental and Japanese art was 

superior to Western art.110 He undertook a project of periodizing and re-categorizing 
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Japanese art history and later founded the Painting Appreciation Society (Kanga-kai) 

with his student Okakura Tenshin. Afterward, Okakura Tenshin and Fenollosa led to 

the establishment of the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. Although the “Westernizationists” 

reversed the condition afterward, at the very beginning, the “traditionalists” 

dominated this official Meiji art school.111 In addition to the establishing of an art 

academy, Fenollosa and Okakura also thought that the establishing of a museum was 

indispensable, therefore the Imperial Household Museum was constituted at the same 

year as the Tokyo School of Fine Arts did.112 It is remarkable that even though 

Okakura and Fenollsa made effort to conserve Japanese traditional art, they used 

“Western” models such as founding an art school and building a museum to achieve 

their goal.113  

 

Karatani Kōjin suggested that Oriental and especially Japanese art became major 

subjects in the academy not only because of the measures taken by Fenollosa and 

Okakura, but also because of the commodification of Japanese art in the West.114 For 

example, the Impressionists and Post-Impressionists were influenced by Japanese 

paintings. Artists such as Van Gogh, Whistler and many others in the 19th century 

were inspired by the Japanese way of seeing, and Japanese art was received as 

somewhat “avant-garde” in the Western art world.115 On the other hand, According to 

Okakura, Japan could be parallelled to a museum. He suggested:  

Japan is a museum of Asiatic civilization; and yet more than a museum, because 

the singular genius of the race leads it to dwell on all phases of the ideals of the 

past, in that spirit of living Advaitism which welcomes the new without losing 

the old…The history of art becomes thus the history of the Asiatic ideals – the 

beach where each successive wave of Eastern thought has left its sand ripple as 

it beat against the national consciousness.116 

 

The Japanese political scientist Maruyama Masao (1914-1996) also made similar 

point, and argued that because Japan lacked a central idea that functions as a 
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coordinate axis for different thought, all foreign cultures were accepted 

unconditionally, regardless of their cultural or historical origins. Japan, therefore, was 

a “place of nothingness” or “an empty receptacle”.117  

 

Under this historical context, Japan’s appropriation of Western culture implies a 

multicultural identity (maybe multi-identical culture too), or a hybridized identity.118  

Roland Barthes in his Empire of Signs also took contemporary Japan as “a system 

composed of representational and generic codes, exteriority and artifice, appropriation 

and simulacra.”119 As Sharon Matt Atkins concluded, “Removed from their original 

contexts, historical paintings and sculptures, Hollywood cinema, modernist 

architecture and other symbols of Western culture were melded together to represent 

the face of Japanese culture.”120 Therefore at some level most of Morimura’s works 

criticize Japan’s “hybrid identity”.121   

 

In addition to criticizing Japan’s cultural context, Morimura also explored and 

discussed the issue of gender and race identity. In his most famous Portrait (Futago) 

(1988) (Fig. 21), Morimura appropriates Manet’s controversial Olympia, (Fig. 22) 

which was first exhibited in the Salon of 1865. During that time, the audience was 

shocked by the white nude female with a direct outward gaze. While Olympia offers a 

complex image of a contemporary Parisian female type – a courtesan-postitute122, as a 

homosexual Asian male, Morimura expanded the issue in not only sexual but also 

racial aspects. As Franklin mentioned: 

The mien of his naked body however, proves to be much more difficult to fix. 

Its svelte muscularity suggests a certain masculinity. On the other hand, the 

prominent nipples and pectoral muscle (which cast provocative shadows), the 

almost complete absence of body hair, the decorously placed left hand, and the 

figure’s petite stature suggest a certain femininity.123   
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To subvert the stereotype of male and female, Morimura seek to explore a “neither-

male-nor female sexually ambiguous realm.”124 He was even surprised by how similar 

Olympia’s body was to his.125 He also recalled the tradition of Japanese Kabuki. 

Initially the performers of kabuki were female prostitutes, who played burlesque skits 

on the stage. In 1629, for political reasons, the government banned women from the 

stage and replaced them with adolescent boys. However this led to an increase of 

homosexual prostitution. Later in 1652 the theatres were closed, but reopened the 

following year. This time the government re-regulated that the female roles must be 

played by men over the age of fourteen. In 19th century, in an attempt to disconnect 

this national art with its past, the government lifted these performers to the status of 

artist.126 As Bryson suggested, Morimura fuse his identity with Olympia to reflect 

“the European imaginary’s feminization of the Asian male”127, furthermore, to 

analogize the gender and power relationship to the race and power one.128  

 

Therefore, by using famous Western painting as “skeleton”, Morimura added on his 

own context into the work. For example, in Portrait (Futago) he replaced the blanket 

on the bed by a Japanese bridal kimono, and the black cat by a “beckoning cat”, 

which is often displayed in Japanese businesses for good luck.129 He intended to 

create an “ambiguous realm” or “grey areas”, as he puts, that “are not just within the 

sexual sphere. They are to be found in the gaps between all sorts of different fixed 

domains – adult and child, present and past, Western and non-Western.”130 He again 

uses Daughter of Art History: Princess A as an example to explain the ambiguous 

realm he wants to create. He suggested that in this art work, “an adult plays a child…a 

contemporary person goes back into the seventeenth century…an Asian male assumes 

the identity of a Western female.”131 Therefore to create an ambiguous realm “neither 

adult nor child…neither a contemporary image nor a historic painting…neither Asian 

nor Western…neither woman nor man.”132 As Alexandra Munroe suggested, the 

subject of Morimura’s eclectic compositions is more about transculturalism, rather  

                                                        
124 See Morimura, 2003, p. 119. 
125 See Morimura, 2003, p. 119. 
126 See Munroe, 1994, p. 342, See also Atkins, 2004, p. 132. 
127 See Norman Bryson, 1995, p. 75. 
128 See Fritsch, 2011, pp. 157-158. 
129 See Fritsch, 2011, p. 156. 
130 See Morimura, 2003, p. 119. 
131 See Morimura, 2003, p. 119. 
132 See Morimura, 2003, p. 119. 



 25 

than postmodernism.133 But we may say that the spread of postmodernism reinforced 

the tendency of these transcultural activities. 

 

Naturally, Morimura’s hybridity of Eastern and Western delivers a sense of 

anachronism, and Morimura is also aware of this. As mentioned above, the “grey area” 

includes that between present and past. The combination of different temporalities 

makes the beholder realize that the images exist in a constructed dimension, but 

paradoxically the juxtaposition deconstructs the construction at the same time. What 

makes him different from Cindy Sherman is the painting and artist he chose to 

appropriate. Generally speaking, in Sherman’s work the specific source is not obvious, 

and her works often achieve a “look like” effect, corresponding to Jean Baudrillard’s 

notion of simulacra134. Morimura, on the other hand, deliberately imitates specific 

paintings and artists.  

 

For instance, Morimura pays much effect to discuss the self-images of artists in his 

work. To categorize the paintings he chose to appropriate, self-portraits constitutes an 

important part of his works. For example, about the imitations of Rembrandt’s self-

portraits he made, Morimura said, “The exercise was done not out of any interest in 

Rembrandt as a painter, but rather out of an interest in Rembrandt as a self-

portraitist.”135 As mentioned above, Sherman was compared to Rembrandt too. Both 

Rembrandt and the two artists disguise as different “roles” and show the orientation of 

cross genres. He also appropriates the self-portraits of artists such as Van Gogh, Frida 

Kahlo, artists who discussed their self-images in their artworks. According to Atkins, 

Morimura appropriated Rembrandt to construct his artistic identity, especially 

Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, in which Rembrandt associated himself with the 

ancient painter.136 Hence through appropriating famous self-portraitists, Morimura is 

also constructing his position in art history.137 (Fig.23, 24) 

 

This self-awareness also reflects on another category of paintings he chose to 

appropriate. This category includes Manet’s Olympia and other paintings, or paintings 

                                                        
133 See Munroe, 1994, p. 342. 
134 See Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra”, in: Brian Wallis (ed.), Art After Modernsim: 

Rethinking Representation, New York 1984, pp. 253-281. 
135 See Morimura, 2003, p. 118. 
136 See Atkins, 2004, pp. 148-157. 
137 See Atkins, 2004, pp. 148-157. 
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of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood such as Monna Vanna by Rossetti, (Fig. 25, 26) 

Golden Stairs by Burne-Jones (Fig. 27, 28), and other works such as Fountain by 

Ingres. (Fig. 29, 30) All these artists fused past models with their contemporary 

contexts. They appropriated the past and tried to create their modernity from the past 

models, fusing the past with their present, therefore their works already illustrate 

mixed temporalities in their times. Moreover, paintings or art works such as Mona 

Lisa by Leonardo, (Fig. 31, 32) and Marcel Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy by Man Ray 

(Fig. 33, 34), are significant in the history of art appropriation. From this point of 

view, Morimura indeed appropriates with a great self-consciousness: He discussed his 

self-images by imitating self-portraits, and appropriated artists who had appropriated 

previous paintings. Through this way, Morimura paralleled himself to the revered 

artists, and built his own identity in the history of art.  

 

We could go further to discuss some of the features of the paintings that Morimura 

chose. First, in paintings by artists such as Rembrandt, Velázquez, Van Gogh, and 

Frida Kahlo, the materiality of painting is emphasized. In these paintings we could see 

clear brush strokes, thick pigment, strong contrast of colours, and dramatic 

chiaroscuro. These elements, contradicting to what the photography transparency 

theorists assert138, construct an artificial realm, and inform the viewer that these 

photographic images are only illusions. Morimura also utilizes some props such as 

prosthesis to manifest the artificiality. For example, when Morimura imitates 

paintings of Ingres, Manet, (Fig. 35, 36) and Marcel Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy, 

Morimura uses artificial hands or props in his images.139 To summarize, Morimura 

questioned the “reality” captured by photography. By juxtaposing the “real” and the 

“artificial”, Morimura, creates an illusionistic space and time, which strengthens the 

anachronism of his works.  

 

                                                        
138 According to the traditional photography transparency theorists, such as Clement Greenberg and 

Kendall Walton, the photographic medium acts as a mirror, which captures reality reliably. For more 

detail about transparency of photography, see Jonathan Friday, “Looking at Nature through 

Photographs”, in: Journal of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 33, No.1 (Spring, 1999), pp. 25-35. See also Evi 

Papadopoulou, “The Transparency of Photography and Female Iconography: Picture for Women by 

Jeff Wall”, in: Interartive.org, http://interartive.org/2008/12/jeff-wall/ (accessed on May 2, 2014). 
139 The graceful hands in Rrose Sélavy, in fact, were not Duchamp’s hands, but may have been those of 

Francis Picabia's lover, Germaine Everling. See Adcock, Craig and Amelia Jones, "Duchamp, Marcel", 

in: Encyclopedia of Aesthetics. Oxford Art Online. Oxford University Press, http://0-

www.oxfordartonline.com.opac.lib.ntnu.edu.tw/subscriber/article/opr/t234/e0181 (accessed July 14, 

2014).   
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1-3 The Time Machine in History Portraits and Art History 

The Notion of Time and Art History 

The anachronic aspects of History Portraits and Art History had been discussed above; 

now the question I would like to ask is: what is the context of the anachronism 

delivered by the two artists? And further: what is the source of the anachronism?  

We should notice that both Sherman and Morimura use the term history in the title. 

No matter how close to the truth, history is always at some level anachronic, and it 

often delivers only one perspective accessing to the past.140 However, the purpose to 

reconstruct history is to make it as coherent as possible and approaching to the truth 

of the past. Therefore, the main focus of the historian is to eliminate the anachronic 

aspect of history.141 Nevertheless, what Sherman and Morimura do in History Portrait 

and Art History series is contrary to what historians normally do. They mix different 

sources and enlarge, rather than eliminate, the anachronic aspect of their version of 

“art history”.   

 

In the art history, the notion of time underwent several changes. The conception of art 

history was articulated by Giorgio Vasari in his Lives of the Artists of 1550.142 For 

him, the history of art was in a biological cycle of growth, maturity, and decay. This 

cycle is repeatable, therefore providing the formula of rebirth or renaissance.143 

According to Vasari’s ideology, behind this circle there exist a norm, which, because 

it had already been once discovered, could therefore be rediscovered. Thus in Vasari’s 

eyes, classic art only realizes an already established norm; a future art history would 

never find it necessary to change these norms.144 Therefore, the notion of time is 

circular; it suggests that whatever might be observed today would happen again in the 

future. The idea was promoted by intellectuals such as Plato in around 400 B.C. or 

Nietzsche in the 19th century.145 This view of time actually originated from ancient 

time, and has a visual symbol that eats its own tail endlessly, called the World Snake, 

or Worm Ouroborous.146 (Fig. 37) 

                                                        
140 W.H. Walsh, Philosophy of History: An Introduction, London 1967, p. 19. 
141 See Walsh, 1967, pp. 19-20. 
142 See Hans Belting, Christopher S. Wood (trans.), The End of the History of Art? Chicago 1987, p. 5. 
143 See Belting, 1987, p. 6. 
144 See Belting, 1987, p. 6. 
145 Paul J. Nahin, Time Machines: Time Travel in Physics, Metaphysics, and Science Fiction, New 

York 1998, pp. 103-104. 
146 See Nahin, 1998, pp. 103-104.  
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Since the beginning of avant-garde, the idea of time in art history also shifted to 

linear time. As Calinescu suggests, modernity has opened the path to the avant-

gardes.147 Since then, the aesthetics of timeless ideal beauty also changed to that of 

transitoriness, change, and novelty.148 The artists declared themselves hostile to 

tradition, and their direction was the endless “future”. The old art history, however, 

did not just disappear, and afterward two versions of art history coexisted.149 From 

now on, art no longer presents a single face, and according to Belting, “it had to be 

defined separately for the modern and premodern periods.”150 Nevertheless, the idea 

of “history as a progress toward the “new” is challenged in the postmodern era. As 

Hervé Fischer argues, the novelty “is already dead in advance. It falls back into the 

myth of the Future.”151 And “the perspectival vanishing point on the imaginary 

horizon of history is reached.”152 As Belting suggests, “The logic of a linear 

development, a development forward into a still unwritten and unrealized history of 

art, has been exhausted.”153 In the art history of postmodern period, the notion of 

coherent time is gradually dispelled, and the boundary between past, present, and 

future is not clear anymore, yet it is difficult to find a system behind this phenomenon. 

But it is feasible to trace back to the sources of the postmodern anachronism.   

 

Both History Portraits and Art History were generally done in the 80s, when the term 

“Postmodern” acquired more importance and was used with great self-awareness.  

Postmodernism is often taken as a specific reaction to the established forms of high 

modernism, for example, Abstract Expressionism, or the International Style.154 Unlike 

the originality and authenticity derived from the new “high culture” of modernism, 

postmodernism stands for the Other of authentic art155. Therefore under 

postmodernism, the key distinctions and boundaries often become vague.156 

Accordingly when we say something is postmodern, it would mean something crosses 

                                                        
147 See Matei Calinescu, Faces of Modernity, London 1977, p. 5. 
148 See Calinescu, 1977, p. 3. 
149 See Belting, 1987, preface, page. x 
150 See Belting, 1987, preface, page. x 
151 Belting, 1987, p. 4.  
152 Belting, 1987, p. 4. 
153 Belting, 1987, p. 4. 
154 See Fredric Jameson, The Culture Turn: Selected Writings on the Postmodern, 1983-1998, London 

1998, pp. 1-2. 
155 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. 16. 
156 See Jameson, 1998, p. 2. 
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classes and mixes genres.157 Thus the postmodern art often shows the orientation of 

hybridity, or heterogeneous conjunction.158 The emergence of postmodernism also 

demonstrated that the meaning of time and the ideology behind modernism had been 

changed.  

 

Paradoxically, although the notion of time behind modernism and postmodernism is 

different, the multiple temporalities represented in the postmodern era in some way 

are the product of modernism. As Margaret Iversen suggested, modernism is 

compounded of antimonies, which cause the instabilities of definition. According to 

her, “Modernism sometimes facilitates the efforts of the progressive bourgeoisie in 

creating a universal civilization and at other times recoils from its ruthless destruction 

of indigenous cultures and de-humanizing techniques.”159 Thus, there was “a 

‘romantic’ avant-garde which is opposed to modernism, utilitarianism, 

industrialization”160, at the same time, there was another avant-garde identifying itself 

with the forces of modernization.161 The antimonies of modernism already prefigured 

the inconsistent temporal phenomenon shown in the postmodern era. From this point, 

therefore, I would like to trace back to the “modern” sources of the deconstruction of 

temporalities represented in History Portraits and Art History.  

 

Photography and the Formation of Anachronism 

Douglas Crimp wrote several influential essays from the end of the 1970s to the 

1980s discussing the postmodern phenomenon occurring during that period. In 

Pictures (1979) Crimp had noticed the temporal and theatrical features in the art 

during that period: 

An art whose strategies are thus grounded in the literal temporality and presence 

of theater has been the crucial formulating experience for a group of artists 

currently beginning to exhibit in New York. The extent to which this experience 

fully pervades their work is not, however immediately apparent, for its 

theatrical dimensions have been transformed and, quite unexpectedly, 

reinvested in the pictorial image. If many of these artists can be said to have 

been apprenticed in the field of performance as it issued from minimalism, they 

                                                        
157 See Perry Anderson, The Origins of Postmodernity, London 1998, p. 14. 
158 See Hoesterey, 2001, p. xi. 
159 Margaret Iversen, “The Positions of Postmodernism”, in: The Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 12, No. 1, 

1989, pp. 31-34, p. 31.  
160 See Iversen, 1989, p. 33. See also Calinescu, 1977, p. 5. 
161 See Iversen, 1989, p. 33; Calinescu, 1977, p. 5. 
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have nevertheless begun to reverse its priorities, making of the literal situation 

and duration of the performed event a tableau whose presence and temporality 

are utterly psychologized; performance becomes just one of a number of ways 

of “staging” a picture.162   

 

Cindy Sherman was one of the artists who used the strategy discussed by Crimp, 

performing roles and “freezing” them in the pictures. What Sherman did in History 

Portraits demonstrated one of the artistic transformations from the 1970s to the 1980s: 

from performance to the picturization of performance. Although Yasumasa Morimura 

was not mentioned by Crimp, what he did in Art History also showed the same 

orientation. Crimp also mentioned the combination of multiple media that applied to 

this new kind of pictures of the 1980s:  

As is typical of what has come to be called postmodernism, this new work is not 

confined to any particular medium; instead, it makes use of photography, film, 

performance, as well as traditional modes of painting, drawing and sculpture.163  

 

This remark explains partly why photography was a popular medium during the 

1980s, because it can combine easily with other media. As Crimp suggested:  

The centrality of photography within the current range of practices makes it 

crucial to a theoretical distinction between modernism and postmodernism. 

Not only has photography so thoroughly saturated our visual environment as 

to make the invention of visual images seem archaic, but it is also clear that 

photography is too multiple, too useful to other discourses, ever to be wholly 

contained within traditional definitions of art. Photography will always exceed 

the institutions of art, will always participate in non-art practices, will always 

threaten the insularity of art’s discourse.164 

 

History Portraits and Art History just demonstrate the features that Crimp points out.  

The artists play “roles” of canonical paintings, and combine elements of performance, 

paintings, drawings, even digital graphic, etc., to stage their pictures. 

Crimp further distinguished postmodern appropriation from the pre-modern one in his 

Appropriating Appropriation (1982). He argued that the pre-modern artistic 

appropriation was appropriation of past styles, and was “a creative combination of 

                                                        
162 See Crimp, 1979, p. 77. 
163 See Crimp, 1979, p. 75. 
164 See Douglas Crimp, “Appropriating Appropriation”, in: Appropriation: Documents of 

Contemporary Art, London 2009, pp. 191-192. (First in Image Scavengers, Philadelphia 1983; 
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elements derived from a historically given vocabulary”165, while the postmodern 

appropriation is the appropriation of present materials. Artists combine past objects, 

rather than past styles, with present materials to create their artwork. However, in 

postmodern art appropriation, the individual elements often maintain their identities, 

therefore the work often appears as a collage of fragments. Unlike the pre-modernist 

art appropriation, in which the integrity was still maintained, the elements of 

postmodern art appropriation do not combine into an illusion of a seamless whole.166  

 

From the above examples of their works, we can tell that Sherman and Morimura fuse 

contemporary materials with revered paintings of Western art history, but they ignore 

the integrated style and intentionally reveal the differences among the materials. 

Behind History Portraits and Art History there is not an assumption that every event 

and every object has its proper location within objective and linear time; under the 

postmodern context and ideology, Cindy Sherman and Yasumasa Morimura are like 

time travellers, moving freely in time, and encountering the art history with their own 

temporalities. 

 

Time Machine 

The idea of time travel was largely developed and discussed in the science fictions of 

the 19th century, but actually it had been developed long before the 19th century. As 

early as in the 700s BC, the concept had been shown in the Indian story of Raivata in 

the Mahabharata.167 G. Matthew Gilmore defined time travel as “the abnormal 

passing of time…in order for time travel to be possible it must be possible for one to 

travel from the perceived present to another time in the past or in the future.”168 He 

further explains that time travel is a “discrepancy between time and time.” To be more 

specific, time travel is a discrepancy between personal time and external time; 

personal time means the time that the time traveller experiences, and the external time 

is relative to events that happen in history.169 From this point, we could say that 

Morimura and Sherman proceed a time travel of art history, and the external timeline 
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is conducted by the masterpieces of art history. When Sherman and Morimura’s 

personal time is distinct with the time of art history, the discrepancy occurs.  

 

The 19th century science fiction Time Machine by H.G Wells has great influence on 

the development of the notion of time travel. About the same time, two important 

developments may contribute their part to the notion as well: the MUSEUM and 

CINEMA. Museum as a time machine can be illustrated by Lawrence Alma-

Tedema’s (1836-1912) Phidias Showing the Frieze of the Parthenon to his Friends 

(1868) (Fig. 38), which reconstructs the Parthenon scene in a “museum-like” way. In 

the painting, the “ancient” people watch the frieze at their eye level on a raised 

platform with protecting line set around it, reminding us the experience of visiting a 

museum and reflecting the contemporary situation of Elgin Gallery of the British 

Museum, in which the fragments of the frieze were also displayed at the audience’s 

eye level (Fig. 39). Compared to William Powell Frith’s Private View of the Royal 

Academy (Fig. 40), which depicts a 19th century museum scene, Alma-Tedma’s 

anachronic settings imply that the museum is like a time machine: people who visit a 

museum can temporally experience another time and space. Cinema, which represents 

stories from different times and spaces, could also be interpreted as a time machine, 

and brings the audience to another dimension. David Carrier suggests that through 

beholding the works of art, no matter they belong to “high” arts such as historical 

paintings or arts at a “lower” aesthetic level such as the movies, the audience can do 

their imaginary time travel.170 According to Carrier, when we see Poussin’s Israelites 

Gathering the Manna circa 1639, or a movie about ancient Rome made in the 1950s, 

although they are produced in different periods and styles, they both take us to past 

times.171 That, as Carrier suggests, “is one legitimate way of responding to any 

representation, be it a painting or photograph…the double characters of visual art, its 

capacity here and now to show what is distant, means that this is not the whole 

story.”172  

 

Carrier’s statement gives us some insight to understand how museum and cinema can 

work as time machines. Interestingly, museum and cinema are indeed two important 

                                                        
170 See David Carrier, “Art and Power: Time Travel in the Museum”, in: Museum Skepticism: A 

History of the Display of Art in Public Galleries, Durham and London 2006, pp. 39-50.  
171 See Carrier, 2006, p. 42. 
172 See Carrier, 2006, p. 42. 



 33 

factors of History Portraits and Art History. Since the 19th century, museum serves as 

an important tool to shape the modern art history. On the other hand, the way 

Sherman and Morimura build their own art history – playing roles as figures of 

canonical paintings, and juxtaposing incoherent sources together – refer to the 

influence of cinema, especially the grammar of montage.  

  

Heterotopias and Heterochronies 

Michel Foucault’s notion of heterotopias, can offer us some further ideas to 

understand History Portraits and Art History, and their link to museum and cinema. 

In his article Of Other Spaces (1967), which was published in 1984, Foucault 

introduced the idea of heterotopias. It is interesting that the concept of utopias is 

mentioned before defining what are heterotopias, as utopias often represent the 

ideality a modernist is looking for. He suggested: 

First there are the utopias. Utopias are sites with no real place. They are sites 

that have a general relation of direct or inverted analogy with the real space of 

Society. They present society itself in a perfected form, or else society turned 

upside down, but in any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal spaces.173 

 

He further argued: 

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places - 

places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society - which 

are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which 

the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are 

outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in 

reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they 

reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, 

heterotopias.174 

 

In short, a heterotopia often links to different spaces and times. At certain level, 

Sherman and Morimura created heterotopias in History Portraits and Art History. 

The two series show the audience the link to the art history, at the same time, they 

refer to contemporary and local elements too. As a result, Sherman and Morimura 

build a temporality that only exists in itself.     
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To be more specific, Foucault further listed six principles of heterotopias. What 

interest me most are the third and the fourth principle, in which he mentioned cinema 

and museum. According to his third principle of heterotopias: 

The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 

several sites that are in themselves incompatible. Thus it is that the theater 

brings onto the rectangle of the stage, one after the other, a whole series of 

places that are foreign to one another; thus it is that the cinema is a very odd 

rectangular room, at the end of which, on a two-dimensional screen, one sees 

the projection of a three-dimensional space.175 

 

On the other hand, concerning heterotopias and museum, Foucault argued: 

Heterotopias are most often linked to slices in time - which is to say that they 

open onto what might be termed, for the sake of symmetry, heterochronies. The 

heterotopia begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a sort of 

absolute break with their traditional time…From a general standpoint, in a 

society like ours heterotopias and heterochronies are structured and distributed 

in a relatively complex fashion. First of all, there are heterotopias of indefinitely 

accumulating time, for example museums and libraries, Museums and libraries 

have become heterotopias in which time never stops building up and topping its 

own summit, whereas in the seventeenth century, even at the end of the century, 

museums and libraries were the expression of an individual choice. By contrast, 

the idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general archive, 

the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the 

idea of constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of time and 

inaccessible to its ravages, the project of organizing in this way a sort of 

perpetual and indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile place, this whole 

idea belongs to our modernity. The museum and the library are heterotopias that 

are proper to western culture of the nineteenth century.176 

 

All time machine, museum, and cinema are heterotopias (and also heterochronies) 

that connect to various spaces and times. On the other hand, three important elements 

in History Portrait and Art History – time (and anachronism), art history, and 

montage could be associated to time machine, museum and cinema correspondingly. 

In the following chapters, I would like to discuss further the inconsistency of time 

illustrated in History Portraits and Art History, and the relation to its modern sources 

– museum and cinema.  
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Chapter 2: Displaying Time: History Portraits / Art History and the Museum 

 

In History Portraits and Art History, Sherman and Morimura question the notion of 

history, especially art history. Although they reenact the past, they reconstruct it in a 

loose way, and play with the stereotypes of the portraiture and the masterpieces in the 

museums by which the art history had been shaped. As Sherman suggests, they are 

“poking fun” at the “holy” experience of visiting a museum.177 Since the 19th century, 

the museum shows the orientation to arrange chronologically its collection into 

systematic categories. This trend also had an influence on the study of art history. Art 

history as a history of style, which always connects to a period of time,178became well 

defined. Therefore people usually refer to the different styles when distinguishing the 

art works of Renaissance, Mannerism, or Rococo etc. The visual experience of art 

history had been made possible by the development of the portrait gallery and the 

museum of fine arts, which serve as time machines and bring the visitors to different 

periods. However, when seeing the images of History Portraits and Art History the 

audience will find that there is no united style, and the time becomes irrelevant in the 

two series: the timeline is looped and the coherence disappears. This distortion of 

time can be recognized by the anachronism present in their images. For example, in 

Untitled #214 (Fig. 41) we can see Sherman in a profile portrait, but the beholder can 

clearly tell that she is wearing a contemporary headgear to disguise as a bald man, 

because of the apparent color difference between the skin and the gear, and the 

artificial texture of the fake hair. On the other hand, when we see Morimura’s Portrait 

(Futago) (Fig. 21), although we can immediately connect it to Manet’s Olympia, at 

the same time we see that some elements have been changed, such as the black cat 

that has been replaced by a Japanese beckoning cat. In other words, Sherman and 

Morimura do not reconstruct their works historically, as if they are 

“nonprofessionally” using the time machine back to the past. To understand Sherman 

and Morimura’s strategy, first of all it is necessary to know how the museum has 

worked as a coherent time machine and has shaped vision of the art history.  

 

2-1 The History, the Museum, and the Time Machine 
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It is no coincidence that both Sherman and Morimura use the term “history” to name 

their series. History itself is a time machine that brings people to the past and helps 

them to imagine the future. History is also a heterotopia that associates to different 

eras and areas. Nevertheless, history is also a reconstruction, or a reenactment of the 

past. As R.G Collingwood suggested in The idea of History, “past is never a given 

fact which (s)he can apprehend empirically… the knowledge of past is mediate or 

inferential or indirect, never empirical.”179 The historians refer to historical evidence – 

documents, buildings, coins, institutions and so forth.180 These traces of the past, 

nevertheless, did not bear meaning or authenticity until they are interpreted.181 

According to W. H. Walsh: “The traces of the past which are available in the present 

include…such things as documents, coins, procedures and so forth. But when we 

come to think about it, such things bear neither their meaning nor their authenticity on 

their face. Thus when an historian reads a statement in one or other of the ‘original 

sources’ for a period he is studying, he does not automatically accept it. His attitude to 

it, if he knows his job, is always critical: he has to decide whether or not to believe it, 

or again how much of it to believe…historical facts have in every case to be 

established: they are never simply given.”182  

 

Therefore, history is subjective and often represents only part of the truth, because the 

past facts are no longer accessible to our direct inspection; we cannot exam the 

accuracy of historical statements by seeing whether they agree with to the reality.183 

(To define a “reality” could be another problem.)  The reconstruction of the past 

always has some level of anachronism, since it is not possible to re-experience the 

past. Nevertheless, as Collingwood suggests, history is a science.184 The purpose to 

reconstruct a history is to make it as coherent to the truth as possible.185 In order to 

achieve this objective, Collingwood argued that a historian must re-enact the past in 

his/her mind, or to perform it again in imagination.186 In his ideal, by this way the 
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historian can re-enact the past without any inference, as if to “look into [past] people’s 

heads”.187 Under this ideology, the reenactment of history is to repeat the history, or 

to restore a possible return to a “real” past.188 Today, the contemporary means of 

reenactment is represented as art forms, culture education, hobbies, musical genres, 

religious traditions, scientific methodologies, etc.189 For example, in Battle, a small 

town in England, the historical reenactment of the Battle of Hasting articulates the 

meaning of the historical event to achieve educational and commercial purposes.190 

Moreover, reenactment is getting prevalent in recent contemporary art practices.191 

According to Ruth Erickson, most artists who apply reenactment do it for mainly two 

critical purposes – to offer other viewpoints which are traditionally outside the “grand 

narratives”, and to deconstruct images and accounts by which the narratives have 

been built.192    

 

In some way Sherman and Morimura reenact art history in History Portraits and Art 

History, however they are not like historians who reconstruct history in a consistent 

way, but critically express their opinion to the art history. They play with the 

stereotypes and common places in the canonical art history in order to deconstruct 

them. To understand the power of Sherman and Morimura’s series, it is necessary to 

see in which way they differ from a certain norm, such as the museum and the 

canonical art history. The (Western) art history we discuss today was largely shaped 

by the scholarly study and the development of the museum during the 19th century. To 

know how the modern museum and the canonical art history works as a time machine, 

it would be interesting to start by discussing the 19th century science fiction The Time 

Machine, in which the time machine actually serves as a metaphor of the museum.  

 

The Time Machine 
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In the previous chapter, Sherman and Morimura are paralleled to the time traveller of 

the art history. The idea of time travel could be traced back to ancient time, however, 

it was the 19th century science fiction The Time Machine by H. G. Wells that largely 

contributed to the concept of time machine, that is, using a machine as the device of 

time travel. By the time machine, it is possible to experience and reconstruct the past 

in a coherent way, however when the time traveller confronts another times with 

his/her contemporary context, the heterogenity derives, as the story shows. In this 

fiction, the protagonist Time Traveller invents a time machine, scientifically builds it, 

and takes it to the future of 802,701 A.D. In the story, the time machine is described 

as below: 

The thing the Time Traveller held in his hand was a glittering metallic 

framework, scarcely larger than a small clock, and very delicately made. 

There was ivory in it, and some transparent crystalline substance…in the 

laboratory we beheld a larger edition of the little mechanism...parts were of 

nickel, parts of ivory, parts had certainly been filed or sawn out of rock crystal. 

The thing was generally complete, but the twisted crystalline bars lay 

unfinished upon the bench beside some sheets of drawings…193   

 

Although the time machine is a product of science, according to the description above, 

however, it is more like a combination of heterogeneous materials than a “machine”. 

The structure and how it functions are not clearly mentioned, what the readers get is 

only an impression that can help them to image it. The heterogeneity presented in the 

time machine imply that it is indeed a heterotopia linked to different times and spaces, 

as discussed in the chapter one. What Sherman and Morimura do in History Portraits 

and Art History can also be compared to the description; the beholder at first has an 

impression of their works (it is about art history), but (s)he can only see the “parts” 

which are not integrated well when (s)he see the images closer.  

 

After returning from the future, the Time Traveller describes the experience to his 

friends. Because the time and space of the future changes so much, the Time Traveller 

can only understand the future world through its appearance and his own context.194 

As Robert M. Philmus said, “together these statements on the part of the Time 
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Traveller suggest that any explanation of the imaginary world of the Eloi and the 

Morlocks is admissible only insofar as it recognizes the future projected in the fiction 

as ‘prophecy’ – that is, the ‘working to a logical conclusion’ of what can be observed 

in the world of the present.”195 What the Time Traveller does in The Time Machine is 

actually very similar to what a beholder does when facing an artwork, or more, the 

study of (art) history. The audience always confronts the past with their contemporary 

viewpoint, thus the anachronism derives.  

 

Certainly The Time Machine is a parable to what was happening in the 19th century, in 

which the problem of industrialization, the idea of utopia and Darwinism were 

discussed very much. The Time Machine is in fact a caution to the contemporary 

social phenomenon of the 19th century. Although Wells seems pessimistic to the 

future, the choice of the time “machine” as the device of the time travel reflects 

paradoxically the optimism toward the development of technology in the 19th century: 

science and technology can do anything. This contradictory view to the future also 

mirrored in the field of art. For example, although the avant-garde artists sought to 

break up with the academic tradition, they drew materials from different sources. 

Some artists showed nostalgia to the medieval times and referred to the period before 

the Renaissance, such as the Pre-Raphaelite artists. For example, John Everett Millais 

in his Mrs. James Wyatt Jr and her Daughter Sarah (Fig. 42) use past religious 

paintings as models to conduct the portrait of a contemporary family. In this portrait, 

Mrs. James Wyatt has her daughter Sarah standing on her legs, corresponding to the 

Renaissance paintings of the Virgin and Child on the wall. On the other hand, other 

artists were eager to invent something future, such as the impressionists. For example, 

Claude Monet in his Impression: Soleil Levant (Fig. 43) released the landscape from 

its form, and tried to catch the transited moment. The two contradictory attitudes to 

the past in some way already prefigure the multiple temporal notion of the 

postmodern era.196  

 

As we know, the 19th century is the century of the museums, and the museum plays an 

important role to shape the history during that period. Interestingly, when traveling to 
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the remote future, the Time Traveller visits a ruined museum named as the Palace of 

Green Porcelain. He describes:  

Within the big valves of the door – which were open and broken – we found, 

instead of the customary hall, a long gallery lit by many side windows. At the 

first glance I was reminded of a museum. The tiled floor was thick with dust, 

and a remarkable array of miscellaneous objects was shrouded in the same 

grey covering. Then I perceived, standing strange and gaunt in the centre of 

the hall, what was clearly the lower part of a huge skeleton…My museum 

hypothesis was confirmed. Going toward the side I found what appeared to be 

sloping shelves, and, clearing away the thick dust, I found the old familiar 

glass cases of our own time. But they must have been airtight, to judge from 

the fair preservation of some of their contents. Clearly we stood among the 

ruins of some latter-day South Kensington!197 

 

As we know, the South Kensington area was not largely developed until the mid-19th 

century. After the 1851 Great Exhibition in Hyde Park, the 87-acre area was 

purchased as a foundation for institutions dedicated to arts and science, such as the 

Natural History Museum, the Science Museum, the South Kensington museum (later 

renamed the Victoria and Albert Museum) and the universities.198 It is reasonable to 

infer that the museum of South Kensington is one of the main inspirations for Wells 

to write The Time Machine, since the notion of museum we have today was largely 

developed in the 19th century. Moreover, during that period, people can experience 

another time or another place in a museum. For example, an anonymous article during 

that time described the collection of the South Kensington Museum included “Samian 

vases or Etrurian coffins, down to Wedgwood…Venetian mirrors…[and] antique 

Flemish wood carvings.”199 Arranging a chapter to describe the plot of the Palace of 

Green Porcelain, Wells may use the time machine as a metaphor of the museum. 

 

Compared to its “predecessors” such as the cabinets of curiosity, the 19th century 

museum was distinguished by its rational and scientific classifications and 

arrangements – a sense also delivered by the term “machine”. To summarize, 

although the Time Machine is a science fiction, we can actually link the study of 
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history with the story. Moreover, from its depiction of the Palace of Green Porcelain, 

we can have some idea of how museum, as a time machine, plays its role in the 19th 

century.   

 

2-2 The Museum Time Machine 

As mentioned above, the modern museum features its scientific classifications. 

However, to take the museum as a whole, it is a place with objects from various times 

and spaces – a heterotopia connecting to different histories, as discussed previously. 

Therefore, to define a museum is not easy since it is a complex institution. The 

modern form of museum actually can be traced back to the portrait gallery of the 

Renaissance times, when the portrait collections were already distributed into 

different categories. In this paragraph, I would like to discuss first briefly the history 

of the museum, how the portrait gallery and the fine art museum work as time 

machines, and how History Portraits and Art history question these institutions.  

 

The Latin word museum has had various meanings through the centuries. According 

to The Oxford English Dictionary, museum originally means “a seat of the Muses”, 

thus museum signified a temple dedicated to the Muses – the goddesses of the 

inspiration of literature, science, and the arts.200 During classical times the most 

famous Museum was the university building constructed at Alexandria in the 3rd 

century B. C. by Ptolemy Soter and was destroyed in the third century.201 Thus during 

ancient times the museum was already a place connected to knowledge and education, 

possessing public collections of objects of aesthetic, historic, religious, and magical 

value.202 

 

During the Middle Ages, the idea of museum was concealed, instead the churches, 

cathedrals, and monasteries preserve the venerated relics and manuscripts embellished 

with gold, silver, jewels etc. In addition, the Crusades brought rich art objects and 
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treasuries to the palace collections.203 As Edward P. Alexander suggested, two new 

words in the 16th century express the notion of museum. The first one is gallery 

(galleria in Italian), the exhibition area for paintings and sculpture; the second one is 

cabinet (gabinetto in Italian), a room full of curiosities such as stuffed animals, 

botanical rarities, or small works of art like statuettes and medallions.204 But the two 

spaces were rarely open to the public and were still possessed by princes, popes or 

plutocrats, who established collections that demonstrated their knowledge of the 

classical past and their wealth.205  

 

Portrait Gallery as Time Machine 

According to J. Mordaunt Crook, “the modern museum is a product of Renaissance 

humanism, eighteenth-century enlightenment and nineteenth-century democracy.”206  

As mentioned before, the modern form of museum actually can be traced back to the 

portrait gallery of the Renaissance times, when the portrait collection had already 

been classified and arranged into different periods and categories. Therefore, the 

portrait gallery is not only a category of an art museum, but also indeed the 

predecessor of it.207 What makes History Portraits and Art History specific is that 

they are portraits and the faces of the artists repeatedly show in the two series, 

Sherman especially point this out in the title of the series. Today the idea of the 

Renaissance portrait collection is mainly derived from the evidences of galleries of 

the “historical portraits” in the 16th century, especially the one belonging to the papal 

physician and historian Paolo Giovio (1483 - 1552).208 His portrait gallery 

demonstrated the functions of the portraits during Renaissance, its integration into a 

collection, and their ties with history.209 At his death, his collection was one of the 

largest and most important in Italy. To commemorate the lives and the deeds of the 

men of the portraits, he wrote two volumes of books: the Elogia veris clarorum 
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virorum imaginibus apposita quae in Musaeo comi spectantur (Venice, 1546) and the 

Elogia virorum bellica virtute illustrium supposita quae apud Musaeum spectantur 

(Florence, 1551).210 In his writings, Giovio categorized his portrait collection into 

four groups, according to the nature of the sitter’s character and achievement, and 

then organized them chronologically based on the date of death.211 His collections 

included portraits of poets, writers and philosophers, artists, popes, kings and 

generals.212 In his writings, Giovio described his collection and his efforts to gather 

the portraits he needed during a long period. According to Giovio, in his villa, which 

he called museum, were about four hundred paintings depicting the “true likeness” of 

a variety of Europeans and non-Westerners from antiquity to the 16th century.213 What 

makes Giovio’s collection special was that his collection was not built up 

systematically on some predetermined programme; furthermore, unlike his 

contemporary, Giovio did not have a preset fabricated ‘likeness’ in his imagination or 

tried to conform to literary sources.214 In contrast, Giovio told the Grand Duke of 

Tuscany that, as he wanted to show that the portraits were “true and faithfully taken 

from the originals, I shall give the necessary evidence by describing what each one 

had been copied from, so that anyone who wants confirmation can go to see them for 

himself.”215 However, except few of the collection that Giovio claimed had been 

made directly from life, most of the portraits in his collection were actually 

reproduction of existing images.216 It would be interesting if we compare Giovio’s 

concept from this point with Sherman’s. Although Sherman also imitates existing 

images, Sherman does not intend to base them “true and faithfully” on the originals, 

but interrupts the connection and makes them disturbing.  

 

We can connect the method Giovio used to arrange his portrait collection to that of 

the modern museum. The way Giovio categorized his collection and set it 

chronologically based on the sitter’s date of death already prefigured the development 

of the modern museum. Portraiture was flowering in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
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centuries during Renaissance time to reflect men’s new awareness of themselves as 

individuals, and they took the portrait as an image that both ennobles and legitimates 

their autonomy.217 In addition, portraiture often relates to a certain time and spaces 

and works within people of the same circle, in which the viewer is always recognizing 

the sitter.218 Therefore, the artists or the patrons add inscriptions on portraits bearing 

precise date and information about the sitter to link the sitter with an accurate time 

and identity.219  

 

Mostly influenced by Giovio, Giorgio Vasari in his second edition of his famous book 

Lives of the Most Excellent Italian Architects, Painters and Sculptors, for example, 

begins each life with a portrait of the artist (Fig.44), and besides, Vasari arranged the 

Lives chronologically.220 Therefore we can say that the portrait gallery of the 16th 

century offered a model of the earliest art history. According to Francis Haskell, 

Giorgio Vasari was a friend and protégé of Giovio, and his Lives of the Most 

Excellent Italian Architects, Painters and Sculptors had, so he claimed, been written 

at Giovio’s suggestion after they had been discussing the museum of celebrities at 

Borgo Vico.221 Furthermore, as Haskell suggests, Vasari used some of Giovio’s 

methods to track down obviously original sources. For example, Vasari often had 

copies that can be claimed to be self-portraits or contemporary portraits. In some 

other cases he argued that he had been able to identify the likeness of artists in 

historical or religious scenes through comparing them with those paintings or stuccos 

owned by the sitter’s descendants.222  

 

On the other hand, portraits served social functions not only for familial remembrance, 

but also for political connections. In addition to construct their identities through 

portraits, people during that time also acquired their identities through their portrait 

collections.223 Linda Klinger Aleci has suggested that: 
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Renaissance portrait collection (were) as props to identity – an interpretation 

which gives them a slightly disreputable cast at odds with a broader 

appreciation of portraiture formed in this period. Instead, one can understand 

portrait collections as a phenomenon of identity in early modern culture, a 

period in which both the abstract construction of Self and the living self (that 

is the ‘real person’) were subject to considerable tensions…they might be 

examined as instruments which allowed individuals to impose a shape on their 

identities.224 

 

Therefore, portraiture is often more than a lifelike depiction, and represents 

“interpretative constructions” of a person.225 Thus the identities of the portraits are 

often idealized ones, and Sherman and Morimura question this as well. The double (or 

more) identities of the figures in the two series are confusing, for example, in 

Sherman’s Untitled #201, 214 (Fig. 8, 41) she is disguised as different male “roles” 

which enforce the performative essence of the series. Sherman’s arrangement, on one 

hand strengthens the point that most portraits are constructed, while at the same time 

deconstruct the “tradition” shown in the past portraits.  

 

The activity of portraits collection mediates one’s identity. Through collecting 

portraits, people constructed a self-reflection, and the portraits served the belief that 

great men provided models to the others.226 By collecting portraits of great people 

with virtues – no matter they are ancestors, prominent persons from the past or 

contemporary honorable friends – one can also link himself to the nobility of the great 

people.227 On the other hand, portraits during the Renaissance were tied to the process 

establishing affinities between individuals.228 Portraits functioned as gifts of 

introduction, friendship, diplomacy, tokens of respect, allegiance and remembrance. 

As Linda Klinger Aleci suggested, in the process of defining, moulding, and 

stabilizing identity, portrait served as an instrument that transferred social transactions 

into personalized relations.229  

 

The development of the National Portrait Gallery in the 19th century London 

demonstrates as a continuity of the portrait gallery and serve as an example of the 
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modern times. The National Portrait Gallery in London was established in 1856, at a 

time the territory of British Empire was so extensive that it ruled one in every five 

inhabitants of the world.230 According to Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, the main purpose 

of founding the National Portrait Gallery was to construct master narratives, and these 

master narratives were “intended to enable mastery of the messy and complicated real 

world”.231 How to achieve this goal? According to Hooper-Greenhill: 

Master narratives are created by presenting a large-scale picture, by 

eliminating complicating and contradictory detail, by disguising difference, by 

hiding those elements that don’t quite fit, and by emphasizing those that do. 

Unity rather than difference is emphasized; gaps that emerge when the story 

doesn’t quite work are filled somehow, and those things that would have 

shown a different interpretation of events are excluded. The whole is 

naturalized through links to other supporting discourses. A homogeneous 

mapping is produced, the constructed character of which is not often readily 

apparent, partly because of the confidence with which it is usually projected, 

and partly because of the network of other supporting material. These master 

narratives are therefore naturalized as universal true, and inevitable.232  

 

By displaying the “picturing of the nation”, the National Portrait Gallery legitimates 

the character of the nation and construct the nation’s past.233 The establishment of the 

National Portrait Gallery shows the effort to form the past in order to demonstrate that 

the British Empire of the 19th century was the natural bearer of power.234 This is 

because during the 19th century the functions of museum and art changed. The arts 

were endowed with a clear moral purpose, and the museum became a place of public 

education.235As Henry Cole argued in 1853: 

Indeed, a Museum presents probably the only effectual means of educating the 

adult, who cannot be expected to go to school like the youth, and the necessity 

for teaching the grown man is quite as great as that of training the child. By 

proper arrangements a Museum may be made in the highest degree 

instructional. If it be connected with lectures, and means are taken to point out 
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its uses and applications, it becomes elevated from being a mere unintelligible 

lounge for idlers into an impressive schoolroom for everyone. 236 

 

To achieve this educational function, therefore, it was necessary to carefully select 

which kind of portraits should enter into the collection. According to the discussion of 

the financial Vote on 6 June 1856, the Prime Minister Palmerston outlined three 

features of the portraitures that should be in the collection: they should describe 

people who were superior at “mental exertion”, “noble actions” and “good 

conduct”.237 By displaying the respectful figures of the past, the gallery intends to 

achieve the self-education effect for the visitors. In short, the example of the National 

Portrait Gallery in London again demonstrates that the “history” shown in a museum 

is often selective and oriented, with other functions and intentions other than just 

reconstructing the past. The differences are often eliminated and the unity is often 

stressed. Sherman and Morimura, on the other hand, challenge this “master narratives” 

of the canonical art history, by exaggerating the “differences”. They intentionally 

make their images bizarre and even grotesque to highlight the ridiculousness of the art 

history.   

 

We can interpret History Portraits as Sherman’s own portraits gallery. As discussed 

before, traditionally a portrait is related to a well-defined spatio-temporal coordinate. 

In the past the sitter or the artist often added inscriptions to mark the temporality of 

the portrait and the identity of the one represented and therefore can offer information 

about the sitter even after the portrait’s decontextualization.238 However the identities 

of History Portraits are confusing. They are Sherman, but at the same time, they are 

not Sherman. They are Sherman pretending being some “historical” figures, but we 

cannot tell clearly the identities of these “portraits”. Besides, Sherman does not 

arrange her History Portraits chronologically. It is difficult to classify her “portraits” 

into different categories, and the concept of time is deconstructed in the series. 

 

Art Museum as Time Machine 
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On the other hand, today when we use the word museum we often mean the modern 

museum. Since the late 17th century the museum turned to the public. For example, 

Basel opened the first university museum in 1671.239 In the 18th century, under the 

influence of Enlightenment, many important museums such as the British Museum 

and the Louvre were founded or reopened for the public.240 When the museum 

became accessible to the public, how to display its collections was also getting 

important.241 In the case of the art museum, since the 18th century the collection began 

to be arranged according to the principle of technical classification in chronological or 

stylistic order. This can be illustrated by the rearrangement of the paintings of the 

Belvedere Gallery in Vienna around 1780 (Fig. 45). It was the Basel engraver and 

print dealer Christian von Mechel who made the rearrangement of the collection by 

schools and periods. Christian von Mechel was the one who, for the first time, 

practically introduced a scientific way to display the artworks chronologically and 

time relatedly.242 According to his arrangement, the art works was de-contextualized 

into a time line, and the visitors can journey in the museum following each movement 

in a series of adjoining rooms arranged chronologically. Museum historians have 

tended to regard Mechel’s new method as the start of the modern “art historical” 

museum, as Mechel himself called it a “visible history of art”.243 By Mechel’s 

approach, therefore, museum formed a historical framework, and the visitor could 

journey through the time line of art history.  

 

In the 19th century, the concept of classifying the collections according to periods 

evolved further to the notion of the period room: reconstructing the past by placing 

past objects in a room with a past decoration and making the viewer feel walking 

through different stages of the history (Fig. 46).244 Artur Hazelius (1833-1901) was 

the first one to use this technique when he established the Nordiska Museet in 

Stockholm in 1873.245 He used mannequins in settings with appropriate costumes and 

furnishings to represent Swedish history, arts and crafts. (Fig. 47)246 Hazelius then 
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desired to show not only the actual interiors but also the exteriors. In 1891, Hazelius 

even opened the first outdoor museum called Skansen in a 75-acre park in Stockholm. 

In Skansen people in costumes acted as guides and demonstrated different crafts and 

daily lives of old times.247 Period room later became a fashion in America, especially 

since the late 19th century there was a true appreciation of American decorative 

arts.248 It became a good instrument to promoting a culture and artifacts.  

 

From another point of view, since one can experience a historical life in a period 

room, we can take each period room as a time machine. Many sources contributed to 

the trend of the period room, such as the development of panoramas, dioramas, wax 

museums, natural history museum habitats, and international expositions.249 These 

developments all constructed a “reality” trying to offer the visitor an immersive 

experience. By categorizing the art works according the time line (and spaces too) the 

museum turned into a device to shape the art history. At the same time, through the 

example of period room, we can have a better insight about how a museum works as a 

time machine.  

  

As History Portraits can be paralleled to the portrait gallery, Art History can be 

compared to the period room – to reconstruct or reenact the life scene of the past time. 

We can say that in the series Morimura builds his own period rooms of the art history, 

however the reality he tries to reenact is already a representation – a painting. He 

plays as the figures of the paintings by old masters, like the mannequins of the period 

rooms. Nevertheless, he does not build them coherently and chronologically, as the 

serious historical reenactors do. For example, in his Portrait (Fan) (Fig. 26), at first 

glance Morimura reconstructs Monna Vanna by Rossetti. However, he replaces some 

elements with Japanese ones, such as the paper fan and the costume made with 

Japanese embroidery, which is decorated with a fortunate bell of a Japanese temple. 

In addition, he starts this series from Vincent van Gogh’s self-portrait, then “jumps” 

between the 17th century Netherlandish paintings, the 16th century German paintings, 

the 19th century French paintings, and other paintings of various era and places. 

Therefore, Morimura does not arrange his “collection” into a timeline, but places 
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them freely as spots on the timeline of art history. It seems that in Art History the 

chronology is not in focus of Morimura’s interest. Moreover, although Morimura uses 

“art history” as a title, his works do not clearly correspond to any school or style. Art 

History is inspired from Western art history, but at the same time, the series 

deconstruct and question the meaning and the structure of it.  

 

To summarize, we can say that History Portraits and Art History can be parallel to 

portrait gallery and period rooms, the museum. However, the two series are not 

anymore following the chronology and classifications as modern museums do, but 

freely combine various times and genres together. Although the two artists use the 

term “history” to name their works, time is not anymore under their main concern. Or 

we may say, they convey a totally different notion of time and history.  

 

2-3 From the Museum without Walls to the Postmodern Museum  

Museum is the foundation of the modern notion of art, and a place in which all objects 

is nothing but works of art.250 After the popularization of the museum, the work of art 

underwent the procedure of decontextualization. André Malraux in his Museum 

without Walls suggested:  

A Romanesque crufix was not regarded by its contemporaries as a work of 

sculpture; nor Cimabue’s Madonna as a picture. Even Pheidias’ Pallas Athene 

was not primarily, a statue. So vital is the part played by the art museum in our 

approach to works of art today that we find it difficult to realize that no 

museums exist, none has ever existed, in lands where the civilization of 

modern Europe is, or was, unknown; and that, even amongst us, they have 

existed for barely two hundred years. They bulked so large in the nineteenth 

century and are so much part of our lives today that we forget they have 

imposed on the spectator a wholly new attitude towards the work of art. For 

they have tended to estrange the works they bring together from their original 

functions and to transform even portraits into “pictures”. Though Caesar’s 

bust and the equestrian Charles V remain for us Caesar and the Emperor 

Charles, Count-Duke Olivares has become pure Velazquez. What do we care 

who the Man with the Helmet or the Man with the Glove may have been in 

real life? For us their names are Rembrandt and Titian…The effect of the 

museum was to suppress the model in almost every portrait (even that of a 

dream-figure) and to divest works of art of their functions.251   
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According to Malraux, although there were also picture collections and cabinet 

d’amateurs in the 17th century, they did not modify the attitude towards art as museum 

did.252 Ironically, today we expect to study “art” through visiting museum, and try to 

reconstruct the context of art works by studying art history. When Sherman and 

Morimura made History Portraits and Art History they might also have been aware of 

this paradox. They insert their identities into these revered art works (portraits 

especially), which already become “models”, to imply the loss of the original context 

of the art works. Without their original context, the identities of the portraits in the 

museum become vague. Furthermore, according to Malraux, this decontextualization 

was accelerated by the spread of photography, or the reproduction of the work of art: 

With the result that such different objects as a miniature, a piece of tapestry, a 

statue and a medieval stained-glass window, when reproduced on the same 

page, may seem members of the same family. They have lost their colors, 

texture and relative dimensions (the statue has also lost something of its 

volume); each, in short, has practically lost what was specific – but their 

common style is by so much the gainer.253  

 

As Malraux suggested, “for the last hundred years art history (if we except the 

specialized research-work of experts) has been the history of that which can be 

photographed.”254 In History Portraits and Art History, the “reproduction” is present 

not only because the artists use photography as a medium, but also because they 

reproduce themselves in their works. Morimura in his Angels Descending the 

Staircase (Fig. 28) even reproduce himself many times at the same image. On the 

other hand, the reproductions not only “flatten” the works of art into pictures, but also 

change their dimension: 

There is another, more insidious, effect of reproduction. In an album or art 

book the illustrations tend to be of much the same size. Thus works of art lose 

their relative proportions; a miniatures bulks as large as a full-size picture, a 

tapestry or a stained-glass window… Indeed reproduction (like the art of 

fiction, which subdues reality to the imagination) has created what might be 

called “fictitious” arts, by systematically falsifying the scale of objects; by 

presenting oriental seals the same size as the decorative reliefs on pillars, and 

amulets like statues. 255 
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The museum and the “museum without walls”, therefore, free the works of art from 

their original context and their own scale. Furthermore, they release them from time 

and space. They allow us to re-arrange the art works and create a new combination. 

The works of art from various times and spaces thus become a kind of “readymade” 

that can be “remixed” into new works. Malraux’s theory is often linked with 

cinematographic experience, once the works of art becomes reproduction, each plate 

is like a still, and its placement within a sequence could have striking effect.256 On the 

other hand, these revered paintings are on the one hand venerated by their 

reproductions, but on the other the “sanctity” is also diluted. As Walter Benjamin 

suggested in his article The Age of Mechanical Reproduction, “By making many 

reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in 

permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular 

situation, it reactivates the object reproduced.”257  Sherman and Morimura uses the 

reproduction from the art books, rather than the original art works, as their main 

inspiration of History Portraits and Art History. Thus we can say that the works of 

History Portraits and Art History are actually representations of representations, and 

further, interpretations of interpretations. The artists use photography to copy 

paintings, and their identities to substitute that of the figures in the canonical paintings.  

 

Douglas Crimp in his article On the Museum’s Ruins goes further to discuss the 

relationship between photography and the museum after modernist times. In his 

opinion, the history of museology is “a history of the various attempts to deny the 

heterogeneity of the museum, to reduce it to a homogeneous system or series.”258 

Therefore, museum and art history become premises for the discourse of modern art. 

Nevertheless, in the postmodern era, the heterogeneous essence of the museum is 

again stressed, especially when photography itself becomes an artwork and enters the 

heart of the museum.259 On the one hand, like Malraux suggested, the museum 

without walls “homogenize” the works of art through the medium of photography. 

However, by reassembling the reproductions of the art works, the heterogeneity of the 

museum is again stressed. Crimp uses Rauschenberg’s works as example to 
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demonstrate the heterogeneity of the postmodern photographic works (Fig. 48). 

Although Sherman and Morimura do not apply directly the reproductions of the 

masterpieces in History Portraits and Art History, they do copy them, and then 

photograph the result. On the one hand, the two series draw materials from the images 

of the imaginary museum, however on the other they ignore the chronology and 

scientific aspect of a museum. The two series of works are postmodern museums 

themselves, collecting hybrid materials; the idea of “master pieces” is gradually 

abandoned, and anything can go into the museum.260  

  

Crimp’s discussion points out the transformation of the museum, and a new way to 

structure knowledge. As Eilean Hooper-Greenhill suggests, the “rational” 

classification of modern museum can actually enable some ways of knowing while 

prevent others at the same time.261 Behind the system, history will be understood as a 

continuous, progressive and totalizing system, however this way of knowing may not 

be suitable anymore in latter times.262 In History Portraits and Art History, Sherman 

and Morimura echo this idea, and focus on the heterogenity rather than the continuity, 

to represent their idea of history. As Foucault suggests, history should not be 

understand as a chronological, order, and developmental flow from past to the present; 

on the contrary, the difference between things should be concentrated.263  

 

In addition to questioning the old system of art history, the multiple temporalities 

represented in History Portraits and Art History refer to cinematographic principles.   

As mentioned above, Malraux’s theory is often linked with cinematographic 

experience. Before Malraux, Aby Warburg in the late 1920s already had experiments 

with his Mnemosyne Atlas (Fig. 49), in which he heterogeneously mixed photographic 

reproductions of art works with other images, such as postage stamps and newspaper 

illustrations, to form panels that serve as tools for his research and thinking process.264 

In the 1930s, René Huyghe, who once was a curator at the Louvre during that time, 

also made related practice in the journal L’Amour de l’art. In his editorial work for 
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the journal, Huyghe made reproduction of art historical objects to intersect with the 

techniques and images of visual culture, such as photography, cinema, and posters.265 

For him, the reproduction has its own art historical life, as he wrote, “all older art can 

be contemporary if it satisfies or enriches our curiosity, our sensations.”266 (Fig. 50) 

According to Martha Ward, Huyghe was to “make past or unfamiliar art stimulating 

for the present, to bring objects into the present tense by providing striking points of 

view.”267 These examples illustrate that cinema offers new model for investigating art 

history, by which the images of different times and places are juxtaposed. In the next 

chapter, I would like to discuss the relation between cinema, especially montage, and 

the two series to further understand the idea of time behind History Portraits and Art 

History.    

 

Conclusion 

By juxtaposing western canonical paintings with different contemporary sources, Art 

History and History Portraits question the formation of the art history. Art history 

should not be understood as a coherent and chronological timeline; it also should not 

represent only one point of view. For Sherman and Morimura, the rational and 

scientific way of constructing art history is not on their focus anymore. History 

Portraits and Art History demonstrate the postmodern aesthetics, in which the past, 

present and future coexist, and reflect the shift of the museum system, which gives art 

history a new shape.  
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Chapter 3: Performing Time: History Portraits / Art History and Cinema 

 

Besides questioning the idea of history, the anachronisms represented in History 

Portraits and Art History are indeed rooted in the cinematic experience – especially 

that of montage. They can be connected to cinema not only because Sherman and 

Morimura reenact revered paintings and “perform” themselves as figures of the 

paintings; the way they assemble various parts from different contexts, but ignore a 

synthesis effect recalls the technique of montage. Cinema, as another heterotopia, is 

also a time machine that makes possible to experience what happens in another time 

or place. Through a perfomative re-doing, it offers ground to show a reenacted 

“reality”.268 On the other hand, however, by using the grammar of montage, the 

coherent, linear narrative of cinema could become a collage of different fragments, 

which invites more involvement of the beholder. The idea of cinema as a time 

machine and the principle of montage are humorously illustrated by the famous time 

travel movie Back to the Future (Fig. 51) released in 1985. Under similar postmodern 

context, History Portrait and Art History, like the Back to the Future trilogy, shows a 

grotesque history resulting from the collision of times. By comparing the two series 

with the movie in the aspect of montage, we can further understand how Sherman and 

Morimura apply the principle of montage in History Portrait and Art History. 

 

3-1 History Portraits/ Art History and the Notion of Montage    

Michael Fried at the beginning of his book Why Photography Matters as Art as Never 

Before points out that around the 80s, there is a generation of artists who use 

photography to deal with cinema. He mentioned three artists who use cinema as a 

model to create their photographic artworks: the Japanese artist Hiroshi Sugimoto 

(1948-), Cindy Sherman, and the Canadian artist Jeff Wall (1946-).269 Sugimoto, for 

example, began to take black-and-white photographs of movie theaters in different 

cities of the U.S. in the mid-1970s. (Fig. 52) This all started from a “near-

hallucinatory vision”, and Sugimoto came up with the idea to shoot a whole movie in 

a single frame.270 On the other hand, Jeff Wall’s Movie Audience (1979) (Fig. 53) 
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which comprises seven lightbox portraits, like his other works, discusses photography, 

painting, cinema, and their interaction.271  

 

Like Sugimoto and Wall, Sherman and Morimura take cinema as model to create 

Untitled Film Stills (Fig. 54) and The Actress (Fig. 55) respectively. In Untitled Film 

Stills Sherman presented a variety of female personas familiar from American and 

European cinema.272 These “film stills” are not actual film stills but photographs 

imitating the look of film stills. Michael Diers suggests that in Untitled Film Still #13 

Sherman actually stresses the importance of the dialogue of different arts.273 In the 

image, Sherman is taking the book The Visual Dialogue from the bookshelf.274 

According to Diers, in the image the books on the bookshelf are all referring to 

cinema and visual arts, and Sherman arranges this to make a visual assertion.275 Later 

in her Rear Screen Projection, Sherman again uses cinema as a repertoire of 

stereotypes; she also directed the film Office Killer in 1996. Morimura, on the other 

hand, after beginning playing figures in masterpieces, also masquerades as famous 

actresses of Hollywood movie classics and Japanese movies. The self-portraits as 

actress series was presented in Morimura’s solo exhibition The Sickness unto Beauty 

– Self-portrait as Actress in the Yokohama Museum of Art in 1996, and in the series 

Morimura impersonates as twenty different actresses.276 For the influence of western 

cinema, he used to comment The Actress series: “throughout the 20th century, 

Japanese culture – hairstyles and fashions, even tastes in life style and food – has been 

strongly influenced by movies from the west. My own sensibilities have most 

certainly been shaped by such influences. So much so that when I wanted to do 

something ‘quintessentially twentieth century’, my interest naturally shifted from 

painting to film as a subject.”277  

 

Indeed, for Sherman and Morimura, not only the works mentioned above were 

influenced by cinema. In addition to commenting the notions of art history and 
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museum, History Portraits and Art History also demonstrate the cinematic impact, 

particularly that of montage. For example, in Portrait (La Source 3) (Fig. 30), 

Morimura “montages” Ingres’ La Source with his own image. He makes the original 

La Source a yellowish grey monochrome, and “mounts” his image, in which his upper 

body seems reversely “trapped” in a red net, on the lower part of the female nude of 

La Source. It looks that La Source is cut from the middle, and the abrupt color change 

reveals another layer behind Morimura’s image. We can also take a look of 

Sherman’s Untitled #220 (Fig. 56), in which Sherman appropriates a “baroque” 

portrait with strong chiaroscuro. But when looking at the details, the beholder will 

find the huge white “collar” is simplified and in fact made by a paper-like material, 

rather than delicate fabric. Like Morimura, Sherman just puts various things together, 

and ignores the integrated effect and the internal coherence. Therefore, at some level 

History Portrait and Art History are influenced by the principle of montage. 

 

As mentioned previously, the development of montage changes the concept of time in 

art history. For example, Aby Warburg had introduced in his project Mnemosyne-

Atlas (1924-1929) the technique of “montage-collision”278, to use the words of 

Philippe-Alain Michaud, and juxtaposed “pagan artifacts with masterpieces of 

Florentine Renaissance art, the astrology of the ancient Near East with the Lutheran 

Reformation, Mannerist festivals with the sacred dances of Native Americans.”279 

According to Michaud, these parallels show historical anachronisms and 

discontinuities, and the “montages” Warburg made turn art history into “motion”280. 

Furthermore, the experiments René Huyghe did in the journal L’Amour de l’art and 

the idea of the “museum without walls” developed by Malraux not only represent the 

power of reproduction but also illustrate the influence of cinema.281 By applying 

montage technique to rearrange the images of the artefacts, they conduct new 

movement and meaning.282 Under the influence of montage, the time in art history 

was also shifted from a single, linear one to a plural network.  
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David Bordwell points out that the emergence of montage should be read in a 

historical context, especially the principle of montage can be applied to other arts than 

film – such as drama, music, literature, painting and sculpture.283 For instance, as 

early as in 1908, the collage of cubism in some way already prefigured the Russian 

montage. In his The Dream (Fig. 57), Picasso mounted a paper label, which is from 

the luxurious Magasins du Louvre department store in Paris, on a brown cardboard 

sheet. He turned the sheet upside down, and painted over the label with white gouache. 

He then sketched in black ink over the entire cardboard, which includes two female 

nudes and another figure bending over the side of a boat on the label.284 Later, similar 

art practice also illustrated in art works of Dadaists, such as Hannah Höch, and 

Surrealists, such as Salvador Dali.285 Moreover, the practice also shows in other fields 

such as the music of Igor Stravinsky and the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright.286 

Although their intention may be different, the artists all assemble heterogeneous parts 

to build a new meaning. According to Budd Hopkins, this orientation demonstrates 

the collage aesthetic of the modernists; furthermore, this aesthetic lies at the heart of 

the motion picture, which is the most important new art medium in the 20th century.287 

He suggests that the very nature of film—an assemblage of fragments and different 

points of view, and often put together in a non-linear way—is a collage,288 and 

“montage”, according to Hopkins, is the filmic version of the collage aesthetic.289  

 

Cinematic montage can be traced back to the period between 1924 and 1930, in which 

several Soviet films illustrated an original film style, known as the montage style.290 

The word montage originates from the French monter which means to mount or 

assemble.291 The principles of montage is the assemblage of heterogeneous parts, the 

juxtaposition of fragments, and the need for audience to make conceptual connections, 

therefore to deliver a new relation among parts of a whole.292 Montage was used to 
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conduct a narrative, to express rhythm, to create metaphors, and to achieve rhetorical 

points.293 Inspired by D.W. Griffith, the Russian directors such as Kuleshov and 

Pudovkin developed montage in their films, and Sergei Eisenstein perfected it.294 For 

the Soviet film makers, this assembling and mounting through editing and cutting 

become a creative activity, and build the idea of cinema.295  

 

Similarly, Sherman and Morimura compose their “masterpieces” by alternate 

materials, which in fact come from assorted backgrounds. For example, in the 

Untitled #224 (Fig. 6), Sherman disguises as Bacchus, but wears and takes plastic 

vine and grapes of contemporary times. Or in An Inner Dialogue with Frida Kahlo 

(Festive Decorations) (Fig. 58), Morimura combines Japanese traditional symbols 

such as carps and cranes with Frida Kahlo’s self-portrait.296 By this way Sherman and 

Morimura create something new from something old.  

 

To be more specific, the most famous directors of this style – Kuleshov, Pudovkin, 

Vertov, and Eisenstein – were also important contributors of the theory of montage.297 

Generally speaking, all of them assumed that the assemblage of shots will create a 

new synthesis, which builds the filmic meaning.298 Nevertheless, Kuleshov, Pudovkin, 

Vertov, and Eisenstein achieved montage in different aesthetics. For example, 

Pudovkin thought the cut was “linkage, a joining of shots for the gradual 

accumulation of narrative meaning”299, while for Eisenstein, the function of montage 

was to “achieve shock, the banging together of contrasting shots in a way that would 

force the audience into an understanding greater than the sum and different from any 

one of its parts”300. Eisenstein argued that Pudovkin later also agreed with his point of 

                                                        
293 See Bordwell, 1972, p. 9. 
294 See Ulrich Weisstein, “Collage, Montage, and Related Terms: Their Literal and Figurative Use in 

and Application to Techniques and Forms in Various Arts”, in: Comparative Literature Studies, Vol. 

15, No. 1 (Mar., 1978), pp. 124-139, p. 127. 
295 See Ellis, 1995, p. 11. See Gilles Deleuze, Hugh Tomlinson (trans.), Cinema 1: The Movement-

Image, Minneapolis 1986, p. 29. Montage also developed in France and German, according to Gilles 

Deleuze, four main trends of montage can be distinguished: the organic trend of the American school, 

the dialectic trend of the Soviet school, the quantitative trend of the pre-war French school, and the 

intensive trend of the German Expressionist school. See also Deleuze, p. 29-55. 
296 In Japan, the carps stand for perseverance and the cranes stand for longevity and good fortune. For 

more information see “Symbology”, in: Cherry Blossom 

http://www.cherryblossom.co.nz/Articles+of+Interest/Symbology.html (accessed January 19, 2014).  
297 See Bordwell, 1972, p. 9. 
298 See Bordwell, 1972, p. 9. 
299 See Ellis, 1995, p. 90. See also Eisenstein, 1977, p. 37. 
300 See Ellis, 1995, p. 90. See also Eisenstein, 1977, p. 37. 



 60 

view.301 The main montage strategy of Eisenstein was to bring together elements 

distant in time and space and from different realities.302 According to Eisenstein:  

While playing with pieces of film, they discovered a certain property in the 

toy which kept them astonished for a number of years. This property consisted 

in the fact that two film pieces of any kind, placed together, inevitably 

combine into a new concept, a new quality, arising out of that juxtaposition. 

This is not in the least a circumstance peculiar to the cinema, but is a 

phenomenon invariably met with in all cases where we have to deal with 

juxtaposition of two facts, two phenomena, two objects. We are accustomed to 

make almost automatically, a definite and obvious deductive generalization 

when any separate objects are placed before us side by side.303  

 

For Eisenstein, montage is a collision.304 Montage is “a view that from the collision of 

two given factors arises a concept”.305 Therefore, montage comes from the conflict 

between shots.306 Through the juxtaposition of contradictory images, montage 

generates another new concept. We can again see Untitled #224 and An Inner 

Dialogue with Frida Kahlo (Festive Decorations). The contrasts between the times 

(past and present), places (west and east), genders (male and female), and media 

(painting and photograph) build heterotopias from which “new” dimension derives.    

 

Eisenstein’s point of montage can be perfectly applied to History Portraits and Art 

History. Through juxtaposition of sources from different times and spaces, History 

Portraits and Art History demonstrate the qualities of montage, especially the 

differences (or the conflicts) between the sources are not concealed, but revealed 

intentionally. We can say that the montage in History Portraits and Art History is a 

result of the collision of times. The coexistence of the contrasts creates a montage of 

different realities, and a time that exists only in itself. Therefore it is reasonable to 

argue that the anachronisms represented in the two series originate from montage. 

With similar context, the 80s time travel movie Back to the Future offers an example 

which demonstrates how cinema works as a time machine and relies upon the 

principles of montage. In addition, Back to the Future, like History Portraits and Art 

History, shows a grotesque and caricatural history as a result of the collision of times. 

                                                        
301 See Eisenstein, 1977, pp. 37-38. 
302 See Sam Rohdie, Montage, Manchester 2006, p. 36. 
303 See Ellis, 1995, p. 92. 
304 See Eisenstein, 1977, p. 37. 
305 See Eisenstein, 1977, p. 37. 
306 See Eisenstein, 1977, p. 38. 
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To have a better understanding of how Sherman and Morimura apply the technique of 

montage in the two series and therefore cause a “comic mode” of history, I would like 

to discuss how Back to the Future illustrates cinema as a time machine and further 

compare the two series with the movie to get a deeper insight.   

 

3-2 Cinema as a Time Machine: Back to the Future   

The novel The Time Machine by H.G. Wells was published in 1895, the birth year of 

the cinema.307 It may be difficult to decide whether cinema had an influence on The 

Time Machine, but it can be deduced that since the invention of cinema, the notion of 

time machine and time travel had been advanced.308 After The Time Machine, many 

novels and films discussed the issue of time travel, especially in the 80s, time travel 

became once again a popular topic.309 As it is the case, Back to the Future is one of 

the representative science fiction films of time travel in the 80s. The film was directed 

by Robert Zemeckis, written by Zemeckis and Bob Gale, and produced by Steven 

Spielberg. It tells the story of the teenager Marty McFly, a friend of Doc Emmett 

Brown (called Doc), inventor of the time machine, who is accidentally sent back in 

time from 1985 to 1955. In 1955 he meets his parents in their teenage, and attract his 

future mother’s romantic interest by accident. To “reverse” the history and ensure his 

“future” existence, Marty must cause his parents to fall in love. More important, with 

the help of Doc, he must find a way to return to 1985. This film was so popular that 

afterward two sequels Back to the Future Part II and III released in 1989 and 1990.310  

 

Although both The Time Machine and Back to the Future talk about time travel, the 

atmosphere in the two stories is different. In The Time Machine, the protagonist Time 

Traveller pessimistically faces the remote future; however in Back to the Future we 

                                                        
307 According to Jeffrey Ruoff, several scholars such as Friedberg and Rony have noted the historical 

coincidence of the 1895 publication of Well’s The Time Machine and the first public screening of the 

Lumières’ cinematograph in Paris. See Jeffrey Ruoff (ed.), Virtual Voyages: Cinema and Travel, 

Durham 2006, p. 18. 
308 Many studies connected cinema and time machine, Ruoff as well. See Ruoff, 2006, p. 19. See also 

Paul Coates, “Chris Marker and the Cinema as Time Machine”, in: Science Fiction Studies, Vol. 14 

(1987), pp. 307-315. In fact Chris Maker’s La Jetée was one of the films selected by Cindy Sherman 

that have shaped her artistic vision in the exhibition of SFMOMA in 2012. For more info please see 

“Exhibition Press Release” in: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 

http://www.sfmoma.org/about/press/press_exhibitions/releases/919#ixzz2tMysfcc6, (accessed on 

January 30, 2014). 
309 Other examples of time travel movies of the 80s include The Terminator (1984), Star Trek IV: The 

Voyage Home (1986), Bill & Ted's Excellent Adventure (1989), among others. 
310 See “Back to the Future”, in: Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Back_to_the_Future (accessed 

January 19, 2014). 



 62 

see much a comedy. Instead of future, the destination of time travel in Back to the 

Future becomes the past, and the device of time travel also progresses into a car. The 

time traveler is not only the inventor (Time Traveler and Doc) but also the teenager 

Marty as a witness. In The Time Machine, in addition to Time Traveler who 

experiences the time travel, the other figures and the reader can only experience it 

through imagination. In Back to the Future, on the other hand, not only Marty and 

Doc experience the time travel. The cinema makes the time travel a concrete 

illustration, and the audience can be involved with a “truer” experience.311 Because of 

this feature, cinema offers a perfect ground of reenactment, by which the reenactors 

attempt to achieve something more “real”, something closer to the “truth”.312 

Therefore, we can take cinema as the vector of time travel – the time machine.313 In 

The Time Machine, Wells uses the museum as a metaphor of the time machine; 

analogously, Back to the Future is not only a movie that tells the story of time travel, 

but also an illustration of the metaphor that cinema is a time machine. Therefore, in a 

deeper level Back to the Future is a movie talking about the essence of cinema.  

 

Randy Laist suggests that the time machine (which is a DeLorean automobile) of 

Back to the Future is actually the movie camera, which projects Marty into the 

cinematic space.314 This can be explained from different aspects. First, in cinema, the 

reality is a construction of simulacra, therefore a hyperreality in Baudrillard’s 

sense.315 Thus the “history” represented in cinema is a simulacral history.316 For 

example, in the Back to the Future trilogy Marty actually travels into the cinematic 

past, which is “a kind of alternative fictional American history which has 

magically…replaced the historical past as the real one.”317 The fictional “history” of 

the 50s is like the period room “in motion”, and Marty (and the audience) is its 

contemporary visitor. Besides, Laist also offers an interesting viewpoint about the 

history represented in Back to the Future. He mentions that Marty’s attempt to restore 

                                                        
311 See Ruoff, 2006, pp. 17-19. 
312 See Erickson, 2009, p. 114. 
313 See Ruoff, 2006, p. 19.  
314 See Randy Laist, “Showdown at the Café’ 80’s: The Back to the Future Trilogy as Baudrillardian 

Parable”, in: Sorcha Ní Fhlainn (ed.), The Worlds of Back to the Future: Critical Essays on the Films, 

Jefferson 2010, pp. 216-231, p. 227. 
315 For the notion of Simulacra, see Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra”, in: Brian Wallis 

(ed.), Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, New York 1984, pp. 253-281. 
316 See Laist, 2010, p. 219. 
317 See Laist, 2010, p. 217. 
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the “natural” narratives of history is extremely close to the attempts to “restore” The 

Cloisters from New York City back to its original location in France or to “return” 

Tasaday tribe to their “original” habitat described by Baudrillard.318 According to 

Laist, to restore history is in fact an artificial construct.319 The idea also represents in 

the “Picasso Madonna” which James Elkins describes as “a Florentine restorer’s joke” 

made after the floods happened in 1966 in Florence.320 (Fig. 59) It is a 13th century 

painting with later additions. Its various layers had been peeled to show that the 13th 

century original was twice overpainted. The deepest layer is the thirteen-century 

painting, which is visible in the Madonna’s right eye, her mouth, two little angels and 

the infant Jesus. Over the layer, two further layers were painted in the Renaissance. 

After revealing its different layers, the painting looks nothing like the “original”, but 

similar to a “postmodern collage”.321 The comparison and example above illustrate 

the paradox between the attempt to reenact the past and the impossibility to retrieve 

full histories.322  

 

In hyperreality the temporality becomes derealized, the linear time does not work 

anymore, and history is no longer real.323 As Laist suggests, in hyperreality the 

conception of time is like a Möbius strip (Fig. 60) rather than an arrow, “a closed 

orbit of possibilities repeating themselves with only superficial variations for all time 

past and future.”324 Time becomes a book on the bookshelf, and you can choose 

which temporalities you want and join them into a whole new one, to create a 

temporality that only exists in itself.325 

 

To quote Laist’s comment as an example: “(In hyperreality) at any given moment, the 

McFly family might be one thing, with one way of dressing and one history of either 

subservience or dominance in relation to Biff, and then the next moment, something 

has re-tinkered their past and now they are, and feel themselves always to have been, 

                                                        
318 See Laist, 2010, p. 225  
319 See Laist, 2010, p. 225 
320 See James Elkins, Stories of Art, New York 2002, pp. 24, and Dora Jane Hamblin, “Science Finds 
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living in a completely different world as completely different kinds of people.”326 

Another example, in Back to the Future part one, the clock tower of Hill Valley has 

been frozen for thirty years, and “in the streets of the town, the same people are 

surrounded by the same advertisements for the same things. The teens go to the same 

school, suspended in an eternal state of concern about bullies and girls, people drink 

the same brand of soda and watch the same television shows, and mayor’s campaign 

slogan still promises ‘progress’”327. The difference of the 50s and the 80s are only the 

clothes, the style of music, and the color of the mayor’s face, as Laist suggests.328  

 

As the name of the town “Hill Valley” suggests, the history in Back to the Future is a 

montage, a collision of various hyperrealities.329 In this kind of temporality, time 

travel is as easy as changing channels on your television set or pressing rewind or fast 

forward on one’s movie player.330 In addition, the use of automobile as a time 

machine also recalls the essence of cinema. Bryan S. Turner connects the experience 

of driving and watching TV.331 He suggests, “The car screen and TV screen have a 

number of things in common. The passenger, like the viewer, is passive, indifferent, 

entertained and perhaps over-simulated by the flashing trivia of the landscape and the 

scene.”332 We can replace TV screen to a cinema screen, and the parallel still works. 

Ruoff noted that while much work has been done associating the development of the 

train to the new modes of vision linked to film, relatively little has been done on the 

relations between the automobile and the cinema.333 In addition to the historical 

coincidence between the automobile and the cinema, according to Ruoff:  

Automobiles freed travelers from the standardization of railroad timetables 

and established routes, breaking the railways’ monopoly on cross-country 

tourism. While the train resembles classical Hollywood narration moving 

toward its fixed destination, the automobile stands for the episodic travelogue, 

where detours beckon just around the bend…Warren Belasco notes “Like 

another recent invention, the motion picture, the automobile offered 

unprecedented experiences of time, space, and movement”…In this respect, 

                                                        
326 See Laist, 2010, p. 219. 
327 See Laist, 2010, p. 220. 
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we should theorize the cinema as a mode of transportation and the automobile 

as a mode of representation.334  

 

In Back to the Future, montage of the hypereal times also demonstrates through the 

self-reference of the cinema history. For example, Marty disguises as “Darth Vader 

from the planet Vulcan” (Fig. 61, 62) to encourage his father George to invite his 

mother Lorraine to the dance party335. In Back to the Future part II, Marty’s 

touchiness about being called chicken refers to Rebel Without a Cause.336 In part III, 

according to Laist, it becomes “an inexhaustible game of spot-the reference.”337 For 

instances, Marty names himself as Clint Eastwood in the old Western of 1885338; Doc 

shoots Marty’s noose in a reference to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, and the 

dance sequence between Doc and Clara refers to My Darling Clementine.339 At the 

end of part III, Doc builds a new time machine by a train, which is also an important 

symbol of the cinema history. Therefore, Marty actually travels in the cinema history.  

 

3-3 The Grotesque History: A Result of Montage  

Similar to Marty, who travels in the cinema history, Sherman and Morimura travel in 

the art history. They all confront the past with their own contemporary context, 

therefore causing a grotesque history. History Portraits and Art History can be 

compared to Back to the Future in several aspects. First, they are all works of the 80s, 

and therefore have similar background for analysis. Moreover, Back to the Future 

also illustrates the idea of montage and the postmodern orientation of mixing different 

temporalities, and the subject of time travel offers a perfect ground to demonstrate 

this point of view. Among the two series and the movie, the results of the collisions of 

times all deliver a caricatural and grotesque sense of humor.  

 

In History Portraits and Art History, Sherman and Morimura, like Marty, insert 

themselves into the past (art history). They perform figures of revered paintings, bring 

contemporary materials into the masterpieces, and create a grotesque and caricatural 
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mode of art history. On the other hand, the comic setting of Back to the Future also 

represents a grotesque and caricatural version of history. Both the two series and the 

movie combine elements from different temporalities, making the beholder confused 

yet fascinated. What makes History Portraits, Art History and Back to the Future a 

comic mode of history? And how can we apply the term grotesque and caricatural to 

the two series and the movie?  

 

Frances S. Connelly suggests that the essential nature of grotesque is “in play”.340 

Grotesque is more like an action than a thing. Therefore, it always represents a state 

of change, and merges what we know with the unknown.341 As Christoph Martin 

Wieland suggests, grotesque arouses contradictory feelings: we smile yet horrified by 

the bizarre elements at the same time.342 Connelly comments: “Whether aberrant, 

metamorphic, or combinatory, grotesques are all in a transitional, in-between state of 

being. Blurring categories, the grotesque pulls us into a liminal state of multiple 

possibilities.”343 However, although aberration, metamorphosis and combination 

represent the visual attributes of the grotesque, they are not sufficient in themselves to 

make an image grotesque. According to Connelly, “it would turn grotesque, however 

if this intermittent and partial image of the familiar face suddenly began to bark and 

snarl, merging with another alien reality.”344 Thus, the response of grotesque arouses 

when it breaks the boundaries of what we know. Grotesque should be known as a 

boundary creature, as Connelly indicates, “existing only in the tension between 

distinct realities”345. He further suggests that John Ruskin’s statement of grotesque 

can clearly explain what the concept may mean:  

A fine grotesque is the expression, in a moment, by a series of symbols thrown 

together in bold and fearless connection, of truths which it would have taken a 

long time to express in any verbal way, and of which the connection is left for 

the beholder to work out for himself only; the gaps, left or overleaped by the 

haste of the imagination, forming the grotesque character.346     

 

From the definition above, grotesque and montage do have some qualities in common. 
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The term grotesque has been associated to Cindy Sherman in previous studies. Many 

studies cited the female grotesque theories from Mary Russo and Margaret Miles to 

explain Sherman’s works.347 Sherman herself also stated: “The world is drawn toward 

beauty that I became interested in things that are normally considered grotesque or 

ugly, seeing them as more fascinating than beautiful.”348 Moreover, History Portraits 

works as grotesque because the portraits are also combinations of various sources 

from different times and places, or realities. The same situation can be applied to Art 

History too. The “gaps” and therefore the grotesque derive from the “bricolage” ways 

of creations and the “in-between” setting of genres, genders, and temporalities. The 

beholders at first glance will notice the familiar clue of art history, but at the same 

time they will realize that something is wrong.   

 

As discussed before, grotesque is “in play”, also implies an attitude and extensionally 

means odd, unnatural, bizarre, strange, extravagant, funny, ridiculous, caricatural, 

etc.349 Caricature comes from the Italian carico and caricare, which mean “to load” 

and “to exaggerate” respectively, and imply the creation of a potent visual weapon.350 

In the 1590s, the Carracci brothers Agostino and Annibale applied these terms to pen 

drawing of distorted human heads, mostly shown in profile and arranged in rows. 

Although only few of them have survived, the descriptions during the period suggest 

that they served as a kind of “comic relief” to ridicule the theories the Carraccis were 

teaching in their academy at Bologna.351 Therefore, in visual art caricature can mean 

to assemble systems of visual clues, and artists select components of a figure and 

distort them without obscuring its identity.352 Caricatures imply a mocking attitude 

toward the “reality”, and also ignorance of the consistency, to distort or exaggerate 

part of the “reality” in order to express critical opinion.353   
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We can say History Portraits and Art History is the comic mode of art history because 

of similar reason. Constance C. Mcphee and Nadine M. Orenstein point out the main 

elements of caricature: exaggeration and the grotesque, the folly of the world, extreme 

physiques, people as animals or objects, and processions.354 These elements can be 

found in History Portraits and Art History too. For example, in Untitled #198 (Fig. 

63), Sherman looks like a woman made of parts with mask and fake breast. We can 

compare it with an engraving after Giuseppe Arcimboldo (Fig. 64). In the allegorical 

representation of Agriculture, a profile “portrait” is created by the farm 

implements.355 Similarly, Morimura in his Mother (Judith II) (Fig. 65) combine the 

Judith beheading Holofernes motif with Giuseppe Arcimboldo’s Vertumnus356(Fig. 

66), in which a man’s head composed by the still life of vegetables and fruits, making 

the image in a more suspended and complex status. In Untitled #195 (Fig. 67), 

Sherman wears an exaggerated fake nose, while Morimura also applies the caricature 

element of procession in Blinded by the Light (Fig. 17), to comment Japan’s social 

phenomenon. 

 

In Back to the Future, history can be modified, and different temporalities are freely 

fused together. This free combination corresponds to the nature of grotesque. The 

protagonist (and the audience) faces two realities: one is the familiar life, the other is 

his astonishing journey to the past (and the story) and the metamorphosis of his 

“present” life. For Marty, the time travel is something of alien reality. From the 

beginning of the movie, the clocks symbolize different times already. The local clock 

tower is repeatedly shown to strengthen this idea, at the same time, it stands as 

something “we know” of the regular reality. When Marty arrives 1955, people 

misunderstand him as an alien from the space, demonstrating their reaction to the 

“unknown”. Nevertheless, when Marty of the 80s meets the 50s, the incoherence and 

the anachronism happens due to the mixture of temporalities – Marty meets his 

parents in their youth. As mentioned before, when Marty gets back to the 80s, his life 

changes – his parents become rich and charming, and all the family members become 

successful. What about his memory? His memory of the “original” 80s becomes 

something hard to explain. Not only the 80s and the 50s are juxtaposed, but also both 
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the “new” and “old” 80s coexist in the story. However, the coexistence of elements 

from different temporalities and the “gaps” between them makes the original history a 

grotesque one.  

 

The idea of bricolage and in-between are also illustrated in Back to the Future. At the 

beginning of the movie, the audience can already see Doc’s invention as a result of 

bricolage – an automatic breakfast machine made by clocks, coffee maker, toast oven 

and different parts. Besides, the time machine Doc invents is also a result of bricolage. 

Doc combines the automobile and nuclear power to create the time machine, which is 

neither a car nor a weapon, but something out of our knowledge. Since it is still under 

experiment, the time machine does not function well and is even out of order after 

sending Marty to the 50s. Therefore, Marty and the Doc of the 50s try using what they 

can acquire to fix the time machine. Moreover, the process of bricolage also 

demonstrates in a situation that need to be fixed – Marty needs to “correct” the history 

and makes his parents fall in love. For the audience, Back to the Future is showing a 

realm neither present nor past, a realm that exists in itself.   

 

Back to the Future makes us laugh because of the differences and contrasts between 

the 50s and the 80s. At the same time, we see the original history and the distorted 

one. For example, the main figures illustrate some stereotypes (which are also 

discussed in the two series), or we can say characters in the movie. George, who is 

thin and weak, is the victim in the original 80s (and 50s), and Biff, who is tall and 

strong, is the Bully. In the new version of the 80s, however, George becomes a 

wealthy science fiction writer and Biff becomes his employee. On the other hand, 

caricature is often linked with amateur draftsmanship, thus to some level, it is 

associated to a lighthearted nonprofessionalism,357 which recalls the bricolage aspect 

discussed above. The idea of grotesque and caricature can be perfectly applied not 

only to Back to the Future, but also to History Portraits and Art History, since both 

the movie and the two series of works demonstrate a transited and undetermined 

orientation, which is in fact derived from the montage way of creation.  
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We can discuss further how the principles of montage represented in the two series 

and the movie. In History Portraits and Art History the collision of multiple 

temporalities causes the lack of continuity and synthesis. Although at the first glance 

the two series seem to deliver the “form” of the masterpieces, they show a lack of 

unity of style, which is always linked to a certain period of time.358 For example, in 

History Portraits, although Sherman imitates the sitters of the history portraits dating 

from the 15th to the early 19th century, there is no clear chronology behind the series. 

In each painting we can see the apparent artificiality derived from the costumes, 

makeup, and props Sherman is wearing in the works. The costumes are mostly from 

flea markets, meaning that they are from different times and spaces, in various styles. 

Moreover, when applying the props and makeup, Sherman never makes them look 

like “real”. The beholders can tell Sherman wears fake breasts in Untitled #205 (Fig. 

2) because they see the seam deriving from the different colors between the real and 

the fake skin; and she uses a fake nose in Untitled #219 (Fig. 67) since the nose is so 

exaggerate and unpropotionally large. In Art History, on the other hand, Morimura 

deliberately imitates the materiality of painting, such as the elements of thick pigment 

and bright colors, or the drawing texture, to represent the artificiality of the series. In 

addition, Morimura puts Japanese elements into Art History, to stress the 

inconsistency when two cultures collide. Like Sherman, Morimura uses props as well. 

For example, he applies fake hands in Daughter of Art History (Theater A) (Fig. 36) 

to stress the fact that the images are collages of different materials and realities. 

 

Similarly, in Back to the Future, the collision of the past and the present makes the 

inconsistent and discontinuous results happen. For example, when Marty travels back 

to the 50s, he accidentally interrupts the established event so the history changes – his 

mother Lorraine has a crush on him, instead of his father George. This potential 

reverse of genealogy jeopardizes Marty’s “future” existence, and he needs to fix the 

past to make sure that his parents can fall in love and get married. Another example is 

when Marty goes back to the 80s and chooses to go earlier than the point he was sent 
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to the past to save Doc from terrorists.359 This decision makes two Martys exist at the 

same time, and causes another incoherence and illegitimacy.  

 

We can also compare the two series with Back to the Future in the aspect of identity. 

In History Portraits and Art History we can find a confusion of identities, which 

mainly derives from the mixture of temporalities. Although the two artists travel back 

to art history, they do not hide the clues of their times. Sherman and Morimura have 

their own identities in real life and those of the “roles” or personas they play in the 

series. In History Portraits, it is often not easy to decide which character Sherman is 

playing, but at least we always see only one Sherman in each work. For Morimura, 

maybe it is not the problem to decide which character he is playing, since most of his 

works of Art History can trace back to specific works. However, his face often shows 

in more than one character. For example, in Futago (Fig. 21), Morimura plays both as 

Olympia and the black maid; in Portrait (Six Brides) (Fig. 68) Morimura even 

masquerades as six different female characters in the same image. Lena Fritsch 

explains how Murimura’s confusing “portraits” works as self-portraits. She criticizes 

Gottfried Boehm’s argument, which bases on an emphasis on distinctive individuality 

and asserts that in addition to deliver the true likeness of a person, a portrait can be 

defined by its intention to visualize something of a person’s inside, a “personal 

core”.360 On the other hand, Fritsch suggests that a person should be understood as 

something flexible in postmodern times.361 Therefore, the idea that a  “portrait” or 

“self-portrait” must show a human being in a distinctive, “individual” manner, is 

outmoded. Fritsch explains that it is obsolete to differentiate between a person’s “core” 

and “social role”, between one’s “real look” and the “disguise” as “somebody else”, 

since a person is always influenced by socio-historical structures.362 She further 

suggests that the term “person” and thus the notion of personality derive from the 

Latin word “persona”, which originally meant “character in a mask”. Therefore, the 

term “person” is connected to a mask.363 As Fritsch concludes, there is no such thing 

as a distinctive and fixed “individuality”. As a result, it is impossible to clearly 

                                                        
359 In Back to the Future, Doc’s first time machine is powered by Plutonium, which Doc gets from the 

Libyan terrorists. When Doc and Marty is doing the experiment of the time machine, the terrorists 

come and kill Doc, sending Marty to the past accidentally.   
360 See Fritsch, 2011, p. 68. 
361 See Fritsch, 2011, pp. 67-68. 
362 See Fritsch, 2011, p. 68. 
363 See Fritsch, 2011, p. 68. 
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differentiate between a “real portrait” which presents one’s “individual core” on the 

one side and an image in which somebody “wears a mask” on the other.364 

 

Analogously, in Back to the Future, the collision of two temporalities also causes the 

confusion of identities. At the beginning of Back to the Future, Marty’s life is barely 

satisfactory – his father, George, is bullied by his father’s supervisor Biff, and his 

mother Lorraine is an alcoholic. When he is finally back to the future, his life still 

changes – George becomes Biff’s supervisor, and his family now becomes healthy 

and wealthy. Therefore we have two Lorraines of the 80s, as well as two Georges and 

two Biffs – not to mention the Lorraine, George and Biff of the 50s. Besides the 

multiple identities in the movies, the characters also have their own identities in real 

life, since they are actors and actresses. So we know that the “Marty” and “Doc 

Emmett Brown” of Back to the Future are respectively in the real life Michael J. Fox 

and Christopher Allen Lloyd.  

 

In addition to the juxtaposition of materials from various times and spaces, History 

Portraits and Art History also demonstrate the extensibility of photography. Indeed, 

the two series are a result of mix of genres: photography, painting, and performance. 

This arrangement recalls the principle of montage, which refers to cinema, another art 

medium. On the other hand, at the beginning of Back to the Future, the bricolage of 

clocks and the mess of the laboratory prefigure the mixture of temporalities and serve 

as the metaphor of montage. In the story, both stories of past and present are fused, 

recalling the editing technique that combines double line of action. The montage also 

demonstrates in the mixture of genres in Back to the Future. It is a science fiction 

movie, but it is also an adventure, a comedy, a teen, and costume drama in some way. 

In Back to the Future III the western genre movie is also added. The mixture of 

genres also includes the music, when Marty plays rock and roll to the people of the 

50s. In addition, the idea of montage also shows in the plots about dream. The 

concept of dream is often associated to cinema because of the similar essence.365 

Dream, which always combines fragments of various sources, is also a montage. In 

                                                        
364 See Fritsch, 2011, p. 68. 
365 See Robert Curry, “Films and Dreams”, in: The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 33, No. 

1 (Autumn, 1974), pp. 83-89, and F. E. Sparshott, “Retractions and Reiterations on Films and Dreams”, 

in: The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 33, No. 1 (Autumn, 1974), pp. 91-93. See also 

Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Minneapolis 1989, pp. 55-67. 
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Back to the Future, Marty thought he was dreaming after he was sent to the 50s and 

hit by his grandfather’s car. The lyrics of the soundtrack also repeatedly mention 

“dreams” and “time” to strengthen the notion of montage.  

 

In summary, History Portraits and Art History can be compared to Back to the Future 

since all of them represent a grotesque history that derives from the technique of 

montage. In the end of Back to the Future, Marty and Doc take the upgraded flying 

time machine to the future of 2015, implying that with the time machine, the past, the 

future and the present all become changeable. This grotesque-ideal contrast also 

suggests that history has different forms. To be more specific, in art history, there are 

multiple forms of time. Keith Moxey in his book Visual Time: the Image in History 

advocates that historical time is not universal but heterochronic – time does not move 

at the same speed in different places.366 Moxey maintains that history is neither 

uniform nor linear but rather multivalent and discontinuous.367 From this point, 

History Portraits and Art History reflect the multiple viewpoint of time in art history, 

and this viewpoint should be traced to the influence of montage.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the anachronism and collages that occur in History Portraits and Art 

History are influenced by the cinematic experience, especially that of montage. The 

technique of montage offers multiple points of view, provokes different kind of 

collisions and invites the audience to participate more for interpreting a work of art. 

Under the ideal of montage, art history shows its multiple faces, and re-animates 

through the re-combination of canonical paintings with other facts of different context. 

By the grammar of montage, Sherman and Morimura construct a grotesque and 

caricatural version of art history, to question the notion of a continuous, smooth, 

progressive history.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
366 Keith Moxey, Visual Time: the Image in History, Durham and London 2013, p. 1. 
367 See Moxey, 2013, p. 1. 
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Conclusion 

The time in History Portraits and Art History exists only in itself. By juxtaposing 

Western revered paintings with materials from different periods and cultures, 

Sherman and Morimura put into question the temporal coherence we generally link to 

history and museum, and create a grotesque art history. Through this way, the 

temporality of the “masterpieces” become fragmented and deconstructed, and this 

phenomenon should be associated to the transformation of the modern museum and 

the influence of montage.  

 

The anachronism and inconsistency of time shown in the two series remind us again 

the heterogeneity of history and museum. As Crimp suggested, the history of 

museology is “a history of the various attempts to deny the heterogeneity of the 

museum, to reduce it to a homogeneous system or series.”368 In the modern museum, 

the collection is arranged according to a consistent chronology and classified into 

different schools or styles, reflecting the notion of linear time and the ideal behind 

modernism – analysis, rationality, and anti-Romantic dialectic.369 As Hooper-

Greenhill suggests, the “rational” ideal behind history and museum should not take as 

given, but in fact is problematic and socially constructed.370 The history should be 

understood in a multitude of different ways, and the temporality is indeed a network 

of ideas from multiple origins.371 History Portraits and Art History put the 

heterogeneity in focus again, reflecting that the coherent, “rational” notion of time of 

the art history and the museum have shifted into a discontinuous and plural one.  

 

This new attitude toward art history and museum, however, should be read beyond the 

influence of postmodernism. In addition to question the notions of art history and 

museum, History Portraits and Art History are actually the products of montage. 

Before Sherman and Morimura, forerunners such as Warburg, Malraux and Huyghe 

already discussed the interaction between the cinematic practices of montage and the 

display of art history. Although the intentions of the art practices executed by the two 

artists may differ from the art historians mentioned above, by juxtaposing the 

reproductions of the artifacts from different contexts, montage creates a new way of 

                                                        
368 See Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins, 1980, p. 50. 
369 See Calinescu, 1977, p. 139. 
370 Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, p. 4-5. 
371 Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, p. 6; Jones, 2011, p. 30.  
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seeing, offering a relative rather than absolute point of view. Through the collision of 

contradictory images, montage generates another new idea. History Portraits and Art 

History illustrate the practices of montage, especially the “conflicts” between the 

sources are not concealed, but deliberately revealed. According to Hooper-Greenhill, 

history must abandon its absolutes, instead should look for differences, for change, 

and for rupture.372 The differences between things, rather than the link, become 

important.373 By juxtaposing sources from different times and spaces and applying the 

technique of montage, Sherman and Morimura reveal the new relationship and new 

articulations of art history in History Portraits and Art History. 

 

History Portraits and Art History illustrate that the notion of time in art history has 

changed. Yet this change in the so-called postmodern era can be traced to the modern 

products of museum and cinema. The multiple temporalities represented in the two 

series imply that art history does not develop in a united direction and speed, as Keith 

Moxey suggests, historical time is not universal but heterochronic – time does not 

move at the same speed in different places.374 Art history should be read from 

different points of views.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
372 Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, p. 10. 
373 Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, p. 10. 
374  See Moxey, 2013, p. 1. 
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