
 
 

 

Photography Personal Study 

Portrait photography has always been about more than simply recording a face - it’s about 
capturing identity, emotion and the subtle performance of being seen. From the formal, 
painterly compositions of early photography to today’s conceptual and self-reflective 
approaches, the portrait has remained a mirror of both society and self. As the introduction 
to Portraits in Series states, the photographic portrait "looks at the conventions and 
requirements of Victorian portrait-photography and tracks the genre’s evolution right up to 
the digital present." In this light, Nadar’s intimate portraits of 19th-century figures like Sarah 
Bernhardt reveal a timeless search for character through simplicity and light. Over a century 
later, Rory Lewis continues that tradition, using clarity and focus to uncover emotional truth 
behind modern celebrity. In contrast, Cindy Sherman dismantles the very idea of authenticity, 
transforming herself into countless fictional personas to question whether any portrait can 
show the “real” person. Together, these photographers trace the evolution of portraiture - 
from revealing truth, to performing identity, to questioning what truth in an image even 
means.  

The Famous Nadar’s 1865 portrait of the young actress Sarah Bernhardt shows a moment of 
quiet beauty and confidence that feels very different from many stiff portraits of the 19th 
century. The image shows Bernhardt in a soft, almost dreamy light, leaning against a column 
with her head slightly tilted and her eyes meeting the viewer. The simplicity of the setting 
and the soft lighting make the photograph feel calm and serious. Nadar’s approach to 
photographing people wasn’t just about getting a likeness, but about capturing something 
deeper like the person’s character. He once said, “The portrait I do best is of the person I 
know best,” and you can see that kind of personal understanding in this portrait. 

The composition is very classical. Bernhardt is placed in a triangular pose, with her head 
forming the top of the triangle and her arm and draped fabric creating the base. This gives the 
image balance and structure. She has on a simple draped garment, slightly off her shoulder 
has beautiful folds that catch the light, making the texture feel almost painterly. Nadar was 
known for his skill with light, and here he uses it softly and carefully. It comes from one side, 
shaping her face. There’s no harsh contrast, no dramatic shadows – just a sense of natural, 
even light that feels timeless. The background is plain, which was typical of Nadar’s 
portraits. He avoided props and fancy backdrops because he believed the models personality 
should be what stands out most. 

In the portrait, Bernhardt looks calm and composed, but the longer you look, the more you 
sense something deeper. There’s a kind of thoughtfulness in her eyes; it’s not an empty 
expression; it feels like she’s thinking about something far away. That gives the photograph a 
mood of quiet reflection. Her pose is elegant and not exaggerated, and her off-the-shoulder 
drapery adds a touch of sensuality without being showy. The light across her skin gives her a 
glowing presence. This mixture of formality and sensitivity feels very modern for the time. 

Photography in the 1860s was still quite new, and portraits like this were important because 
people saw them as a way to record identity. Before photography, portraits were painted, and 
those were serious and expensive – people only had them made if they were wealthy or 
important. A portrait was a status symbol and a way to be remembered. When photography 
came along, it changed that, but at first, people still treated it with the same seriousness. They 
didn’t smile or act casually, partly because exposure times were long, but also because being 



 
 

 

photographed was seen as something formal and dignified. In many portraits from this 
period, people wanted to look respectable, calm and professional. 

Nadar’s portraits are different because they feel more human. He wasn’t just documenting 
how someone looked, he wanted to show who they were. He said that to make a true portrait, 
“you must put yourself at once in communion with the sitter, size up his thoughts and his 
very character.” That’s exactly what seems to happen with Sarah Bernhardt here. Even 
though she was still young and not yet the famous actress she would become, Nadar saw 
something special in her. The way she holds herself suggests both confidence and 
vulnerability. The softness of the light, the plain background, and the calmness of her gaze all 
help to make her look alive, like a real person rather than a model posing for a photograph. 

The process itself was quite demanding. Nadar used the ‘wet collodion process’, where a 
glass plate had to be coated with chemicals, exposed while still wet, and then developed 
straight away. The model had to stay very still, and the photographer had to control the light 
carefully. That’s part of why old portraits often look so still as they had to be. But instead of 
letting that make his portraits stiff, Nadar managed to use the stillness to create mood and 
intensity. In this photograph, the slowness of the process almost adds to the feeling of 
contemplation. It’s as if Bernhardt has paused for a moment, aware of herself, aware of the 
camera, aware of being seen. 

There’s also something interesting about the timing of this portrait. In 1865, photography was 
becoming more popular, but it was still considered an art form halfway between science and 
painting. Many photographers tried to imitate painted portraits, using props, elaborate 
backdrops, and heavy retouching. Nadar rejected all that. He preferred simplicity and 
honesty. There’s nothing fancy – just light, expression, and presence. 

Bernhardt’s portrait also reflects the changing role of photography in society. As photography 
became more accessible, people began to see it as a way to preserve themselves, their 
families, their identities. It wasn’t just for the rich anymore. But it still carried a sense of 
seriousness, because to be photographed was to be made permanent – to be fixed in time. 
That’s part of what makes old portraits so striking now. They weren’t taken casually; they 
were made carefully, with thought and intention. Every image had meaning. 

The mood of Nadar’s portrait is both intimate and distant. It feels like we are being invited to 
look closely but also reminded that we won’t completely know her. That balance between 
closeness and mystery gives the image its power. Bernhardt’s fame as an actress also adds 
another layer when we look back at it now. She became known for playing tragic, emotional 
roles, and you can already see that dramatic potential here. Nadar managed to capture not just 
her appearance, but her depth that would later define her. 

The photograph is elegant and balanced. The triangular shape of her body, the rhythm of light 
and shadow, the soft tonal range – all of it works together to create harmony. Nothing feels 
accidental. Yet it doesn’t feel forced either. It’s natural, quiet, and emotional without being 
sentimental. The black and white tones give it a timeless quality, and the soft focus of early 
photography adds to the dreamlike feeling. 

In this portrait, Nadar shows how powerful simplicity can be. He doesn’t rely on costume or 
props; instead, he uses light, pose, and expression to say everything. The result is a portrait 
that still feels alive 160 years later. It has the seriousness of old portraiture, the sense of 



 
 

 

identity and permanence but it also has warmth and humanity. It’s not just about showing 
what Sarah Bernhardt looked like, but about showing who she was and who she might 
become. 

Moving to the 21st Century, when looking at Rory Lewis’s work, especially his headshots of 
well-known celebrities, it’s clear that he’s continuing a long tradition of portraiture that goes 
all the way back to early photographers like Nadar. Both artists use the camera as a way to 
explore identity, character and emotion, rather than just appearance. Lewis once said, 
“bringing [his] subject into a space where they can lose themselves … so that their real 
personality flickers through.” which links perfectly to the same goal that Nadar had over a 
hundred years earlier, showing the inner person through a simple, honest photograph. 

Rory Lewis is known for his dramatic, stripped-back style of portraiture. His headshots of 
actors such as Sir Ian McKellen, Natalie Dormer and David Bamber show incredible detail 
and emotion, often against plain backgrounds. By focusing entirely on the face, Lewis draws 
the viewer into the subject’s personality. This is quite similar to Nadar’s approach in his 
portraits of figures like Sarah Bernhardt or Victor Hugo, where the simplicity of the setting 
and lighting allowed the subject’s character to shine through. Both artists use minimalism in 
form; there’s no distraction from costumes or props, only the human face and the emotion it 
carries. 

In terms of content, Lewis’s work explores fame and identity in a modern context. Using 
celebrities as his subjects connects to how portraiture has always celebrated significant 
cultural figures. During Nadar’s time, portrait photography was a way to document and 
glorify writers, artists and thinkers. In a similar way, Lewis uses actors and public figures to 
represent modern icons of culture. His decision to photograph well-known faces isn’t just 
about fame, it’s about how these people communicate emotion for a living, making them 
perfect subjects for exploring expression and depth. In this sense, Lewis is almost studying 
how personality can be performed and captured, something that links back to the theatrical 
mood found in Nadar’s portraits too. 

The process in Lewis’s photography is very deliberate. He often uses controlled lighting, 
sharp focus and neutral backgrounds to emphasise texture and expression. The lighting 
creates sculptural shadows across the face, giving a sense of depth and drama, almost like a 
painted portrait. He has said, “I want to capture the moment between moments, where the 
mask slips,” showing how he searches for authenticity beneath the surface of celebrity. This 
adds an emotional layer to his photographs, creating a mood that feels both intimate and 
powerful. 

Contextually, Rory Lewis’s portraits exist in a world where photography and celebrity culture 
are more intertwined than ever. However, by referencing the quiet dignity of historical 
portraiture, his work feels timeless. Like Nadar, he treats his subjects not just as famous 
individuals but as complex humans whose expressions tell stories. The combination of 
modern technique with classical influence gives his portraits a sense of continuity in the 
history of portraiture. Rory Lewis’s work reminds us that while technology and culture 
change, the human desire to capture and understand the face remains the same, a bridge 
between Nadar’s studio and the modern digital world of portrait photography.  

Cindy Sherman’s portrait photography feels completely different from photographers like 
Nadar or Rory Lewis, even though she is also exploring ideas of identity and character. While 



 
 

 

Nadar and Lewis try to reveal something real or emotional about their subjects, Sherman 
questions whether there is such a thing as a “real” identity at all. She is both the photographer 
and the model, turning herself into all kinds of different characters using costumes, wigs, 
makeup and digital editing. Her portraits are not self-portraits in the usual sense, because they 
are not really about her, they are about how identity can be performed and changed, and how 
photography can be used to explore the ways people present themselves to the world. 

In her earlier Untitled Film Stills series from the 1970s, Sherman played women who looked 
like they belonged in old movies. The photos felt familiar, like stills from a film, but each one 
had something slightly fake or uncertain about it. In her more recent digitally manipulated 
portraits, that sense of performance and disguise has become much more exaggerated. Using 
digital tools, Sherman changes her face and body in strange and unsettling ways, stretching or 
smoothing her features until she looks almost unreal. These works feel both funny and 
disturbing - they make us think about how much people now edit and filter their own images 
online. The characters she creates seem to exist somewhere between human and artificial, 
showing how technology can blur the line between reality and fantasy. 

Sherman’s work has always been connected to its time. When she started in the 1970s, 
feminist artists were questioning how women were shown in the media and how those images 
shaped the way people saw themselves. Today, her newer digital portraits connect to that 
same idea but in a modern context. We now live in a world full of selfies and social media, 
where everyone is constantly curating and editing their appearance. Sherman once said, “I’m 
really just using myself as a stand-in for other people,” and that feels especially true in her 
digital portraits. She isn’t showing who she really is but reflecting how anyone can become 
someone else with makeup, lighting, and editing software. As she also said, “We’re all 
products of what we want to project to the world,” and her photographs exaggerate this idea 
until it becomes impossible to ignore. 

Sherman works completely on her own, setting up everything herself, lighting, camera, 
makeup, costume, and editing. Each photograph becomes like a performance that only she 
witnesses before capturing it. Her use of light often copies the style of glossy fashion or 
movie photography, but her characters are too strange and artificial to fit that world. The 
results are unsettling but fascinating. The mood of her portraits moves between comedy and 
discomfort, glamour and distortion. Each image feels like a mask that is slipping, showing 
how fragile identity can be. Rather than trying to show truth, Sherman’s portraits remind us 
that identity is something we can create, change, or completely invent especially in the digital 
age, where the image often matters more than the person behind it. 

Throughout its history, portrait photography has shifted from documenting appearance to 
questioning identity itself. Portraits in Series explains that the photographic portrait is not 
simply a record of its sitter but a cultural instrument capturing “the genre’s evolution right up 
to the digital present.” In this sense, Nadar’s portraits revealed personality through sincerity 
and light; Rory Lewis extended that search for truth into the modern age, using clarity and 
precision to explore emotion within the familiar faces of celebrities. Both aimed to expose the 
individual beneath the image. Meanwhile, Cindy Sherman reverses that idea entirely. Her 
digitally manipulated portraits suggest that identity may never be fixed or authentic only 
performed. Through costume, makeup and self-transformation, she shows how easily images 
can deceive and how identity itself can be constructed through visual language. What 
connects these photographers, despite their very different approaches, is their fascination with 
the face as a site of meaning a space where truth, and self-awareness meet. From Nadar’s 



 
 

 

quiet realism, through Lewis’s modern psychological headshot, to Sherman’s deliberate 
abstraction and digital layering, each artist reveals a different stage in the evolution of 
portraiture: from recording who we are, to questioning how we appear, to asking whether the 
camera can ever truly capture us at all. Portrait photography, in every era, remains a dialogue 
between image and identity, between how we see others and how we wish to be seen. 
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