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Diane Ducruet, Moving on the Armchair, 2000; from the series Performances of the Ordinary; courtesy the artist 



William Lamson, No. 14, 3/11/2006, 2006; from the series Sublunar; courtesy the artist and Marty Walker Gallery, 
Dallas, and Pierogi, Brooklyn 

Self-portraiture is near ubiquitous in contemporary photography and video. Indeed, it is hard to think of 

any lens-based artists who have not, at one time or another, turned the camera on themselves. It is no 

surprise, then, that the emerging artists in the Houston Center for Photography’s exhibition Artist as 

Performer labor in the shadow of their better-known precedents. All eight featured artists work in 

dramatically different modes, but the most successful share an interest in the body as tool, mobilizing an 

uncanny tension between voyeurism and empathy. 

Jaimie Warren’s snapshot-style, 8-x-10-inch photographs present her figure molded into a range of 

costumes and contexts—a visual project that initially feels familiar but, upon closer reflection, is near 

anarchic in its resistance to pattern and program. Although Warren often plays with subculture and style, 

the work rejects the ethnographic aspirations of, say, Nikki S. Lee’s conceptual practice in favor of more 

oblique displays of expression. In one image, the artist peers into a nativity scene from the edge of the 

frame, just over the shoulder of a life-sized wise-man mannequin. Her stare is just this side of deadpan, 

defying the logic of the cinema or the tourist snapshot: she has gotten her glimpse of the baby Jesus, and 

she is unimpressed. In a nearby composition, she vamps straight into the camera as if to ravage it, 

intruding into yet another nativity scene. The laminated, off-kilter silhouettes of Mary, Joseph and Jesus 

don’t register her presence, except perhaps to reflect an even brighter, more otherworldly glow. 

Warren often uses vivid face and body paint as an accessory, blending herself in among tacky displays of 

fresh flowers or sexy women slathered in self-tanner. Similar masks appear in the videos of Ryan 



Trecartin, and both artists share a seedy, signal-scrambling sensibility that suggests the innocence and 

the perversion of John Waters—or, less generously, Vicemagazine. But Trecartin’s frenetic productions 

challenge conventions in controlled, even claustrophobic, narrative settings, while Warren explodes 

directly into the real world. 

Kara Hearn’s practice, on the other hand, is rooted firmly in the studio (and its extensions, the car and 

the apartment). Her video, One Thing After Another, is organized around a series of vignettes in which 

the artist performs each role using readily available materials as props. In one scene, two figures in a 

movie theater watch as King Kong is shot and killed. Hearn simultaneously plays the parts of the ape, his 

female sympathizer and his brutal attackers. As viewers, we are horrified by the capacity for brutality 

suggested in the film, by our ability to willingly submit ourselves to violence and by the consistency with 

which cinema’s codes manipulate the spectator. However, in another segment, when a family of three 

runs over a cow (also played by Hearn in a hooded sweatshirt), the animal’s plaintive dying “moo” leads 

us to wonder if the artist’s portrayal of vulnerability comes too cheaply. Then again, who can resist a cute 

woman dressed like a cow or the cries of an animal whose life was cut too short? Hearn’s radically 

empathetic work embraces and exposes these contradictions. 

Tim Roda, Untitled #172, 2009; courtesy the artist and Greg Kucera Gallery, Seattle 



Jaimie Warren, Untitled (Self Portrait, Doll Girls, Tokyo), 2007; courtesy the artist and Higher Pictures, New York 

Hearn and Warren are both interested in improvisation: they cannot precisely predict the ideas brought 

into play by their performances. On the other hand, Ok Hyun Ahn’s short video, Say Love Me, involves a 

narrative whose references to the public performance of femininity in Korea are carefully planned. Like a 

figure dreamed up by David Lynch or Wong Kar-Wai, she is an eerie representation of a representation in 

Say Love Me. The core of the video is a long take in which Ahn lip-syncs Nina Simone’s cover of the 

classic “Love Me or Leave Me” in a nightclublike setting; however, she brings multiple texts into 

conversation by interrupting the documentary integrity of the performance with images of a couple’s feet 

as they dance together and, later, an image of two couples traveling on a ferry. The piece is airy and 

provocative, just like Simone’s rendition. 

Other artists in the exhibition, including William Lamson, use the omniscience of the actor-photographer 

to evoke the existential condition of the contemporary artist. One set of Lamson’s narrative photographs 

carefully stages impossible attempts at flight; another series of videos shows improvised studio situations 

involving balloons that inevitably pop. Lamson uses his failures to evoke the futility of art and, perhaps, 

human aspiration in general; the tension evoked in each contrived situation is counterbalanced by its 

aesthetic construction. The results are elegant but disingenuous. Unlike such predecessors as Bas Jan 

Ader, Lamson isn’t testing his body to find the horizons of possibility and control. Instead, he is merely 

illustrating what the spectator already knows, for instance, that a paper plane, no matter how large, will 

never carry humans into the air. Even his video actions, all of which involve the presumably 

unpredictable popping or deflating of balloons in different contexts, are organized in order to make the 

result inevitable. Lamson’s project is best understood as allegorical, but as allegory, the individual works 

fail to satisfy because they lack open-endedness. 



Meanwhile, Tim Roda documents collaborations with his family in black and white, dreamlike images 

with a do-it-yourself aesthetic that recall the reenactments of Guy Ben-Ner or the recent installations of 

Michel Gondry. Diane Ducruet’s photographs present manipulations of her own squishy body in the 

manner of fashion photography; the work also recalls Ann Hamilton’s untitled (body object) series. 

Ultimately, Artist as Performer lacks a coherent vision of the artist-performer’s role in contemporary art 

and suffers from unevenness, including a gimmicky installation by Christopher Pickett and a series of 

digital photographs by Robert and Shana ParkeHarrison that seem to have wandered into the wrong 

show. As a sampler, however, the project is revealing. In an era that has been described as the postscript 

to art history—in which almost any creative activity is permissible—the decision of artists to represent 

themselves feels less arbitrary than others. At minimum, this self-reflexive gesture guarantees a 

motivated and meaningful relationship between represented and representer, an approach whose 

resonance clearly transcends the gallery context—after all, the YouTube generation has embraced similar 

practices with zeal. The most evocative artists in Artist as Performer engage pop cultural trends and the 

legacies of conceptual art with a pathos that befits their role as art-historical latecomers; the results are 

both a strength and a weakness. 
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