The artist Susan Aldworth talks to assistant curator Inga Fraser about the display

Music plays.

Aldworth: We’re inside the National portrait Gallery in room 38A, where the portraits are showing. Inga, you’re the curator for this exhibition, why did you chose this room in particular to hang the portraits?

Fraser: This room sits adjacent from our room, which focuses on portraits of figures from the world of science and technology. So it seemed appropriate for your display to sit alongside these works. We have James Lovelock, the Gaia theorist, who is painted by Michael Gaskell. We have Paul Nurse, a huge, large, scale portrait painted by Jason Brooks. But, I think what is nice about your display is that we are actually revealing the people who are, sort of, behind the work that these people are doing. People who might benefit, from the developments in science and technology that they are progressing.
Aldworth: Is it unusual for the Gallery to show works of strangers rather than celebrities?

Fraser: It’s very unusual. Our trusties in 1856 set out the guidelines, that we will display and collect portraits of people that have contributed to British history and society and culture, celebrities if you will. But, in this instance, it is also part of the gallery’s remit, to look at how the genre of portraiture is developing and to display works that foreground or question the genre in some way. We think your display does just that.
Aldworth: How do you think it does that?

Fraser: It turns the focus in an interesting way about how you can actually portray someone and what are the markers of individuality. One of the things that we always look for, when assessing portraits for the collection, is a likeness. Obviously, your works are not likenesses in the traditional sense, but what they do, do is bring together a number of signifying factors, which do relate to an individual. Really what you’re doing is, co-opting scientific imagery which tells a scientist something about the person and using that in an emotive way, that might tell a member of the public, one of us, something about the person.
 [Sounds of electrical activity inside the brain]
Aldworth: Okay, so, for example, this portrait of Fiona?

Fraser: I think this one, like other of your works, is interesting, in that it contains a number of ways of presentation. So you have the photographic combined with the scans, combined with imprint marks from your print making process. I suppose that conveys, by separating them and joining them together in new ways, something different about the person than we would not get from a photograph or a traditional painting. It’s asking the viewer to think about the relationship between the various senses. You have the ears, the eyes and the feet and seeing how those relate and how they form a person is a particularly interesting topic for us, I suppose.

Aldworth: When I was taking photographs of Fiona for the portrait, I focussed on particular body parts because they refer a lot to some of the anatomical dissections that you see in museums. I think that current neuroscience, in particular, is showing aspects of the self in their imagery, I’m very interested in also referring back to the history of the understanding of the relationship between the body and the self.
 [Sounds of electrical activity inside the brain]
Aldworth: What sort of reactions do you think people will have to these portraits, when the see them for the first time?

Fraser: I think people are going to be incredibly intrigued because the works themselves are things of beauty. They are lovely works and your print making techniques, is certainly, aesthetically very intriguing and wonderful. Secondly, they are going to want to understand the hidden meanings behind the work. So I think it is going to be surprising but something the public will very much welcome.

[Music]
