Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis. Permission is given for
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and
private study only. The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without
the permission of the Author.



Portraits of Hubris: Painting Despots in the Contemporary Era

An exegesis presented in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Fine Arts

at Massey University, Wellington,

New Zealand

Roberto Florin Paulet

2013



Acknowledgements

[ am very grateful for the advice, encouragement and professional wisdom
extended to me by my supervisors, Sally Morgan and Simon Morris at Massey
University. [ would also like to acknowledge the support and flexibility of Bruce

Hart, Principal of Heretaunga College.

[ would like also to acknowledge two important early teachers, Ovidiu Marciuc

and Cezar Atodiresei, in Romania.

Lastly, I am grateful for the assistance and forbearance of my wife, Loveday

Kempthorne.

ii



Table of Contents

Introduction

Hubris

Contemporary historiography

The Auschwitz Generation

Gerhard Richter

Ceausescu pair and Romanian artists
Representing the unrepresentable
Luc Tuymans

Hitler’s remains

The body as corpse

Photography and the tool box: Technical considerations
Portraiture

Marlene Dumas

Strategy and engagement

Mediating critical response

Title/naming the work

What can we say about portraiture painting in the present day?

Conclusion

Bibliography

iii

0 N O W o

15
17
21
23
27
31
32
35
43
48
49

53



List of Illustrations

Fig.1 Author - Lenin January 21, 1924 -2012

Fig. 2 Author - Ceausescu, Targoviste 25 December 1989, 2012
Fig. 3 Gerhard Richter - Confrontation 3, 1988

Fig. 4 Gerhard Richter - Youth Portrait 1988

Fig. 5 Gerhard Richter - Dead, 1988

Fig. 6 Gerhard Richter - Man Shot Down 1,1988

Fig. 7 Author - Nicolae Ceausescu I Romania 25 December 1989,
2009-10

Fig. 8 Author - Elena Ceausescu I Romania 25 December 1989,
2009-10

Fig. 9 Gerhard Richter - September, 2005

Fig. 10 Spencer Platt - Moment of Impact, 2011
Fig. 11 Luc Tuymans - Demolition, 2005
Fig.12 Luc Tuymans - Lumumba, 2000

Fig. 13 Luc Tuymans - Tsjombe, 2000

Fig. 14 Luc Tuymans - Mwana Kitoko, 2000
Fig. 15 Luc Tuymans - Statue, 2000

Fig. 16 Luc Tuymans - Leopard, 2000

Fig. 17 Luc Tuymans - Chalk, 2000

Fig. 18 Author - Adolf Hitler I 30 April 1945 Fuhrerbunker Berlin,
2010

Fig. 19 Author - Adolf Hitler 11 30 April 1945 Fuhrerbunker Berlin,

2010

Fig. 20 Author - Adolf Hitler 111 30 April 1945 Fuhrerbunker Berlin,

2010

iv

14

14

16

16

18

19

19

20

20

20

20

21

22



Fig. 21 Author - The Battle of Sirte, Gaddafi October 20, 2011-
2012

Fig. 22 Author - Capsule October 16, 1946 - 2012

Fig. 23 Hans Holbein the Younger (c. 1497- 1543) - The Body of
the Dead Christ in the Tomb 1521 (and detail, lower)

Fig. 24 Jeff Wall A sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai), 1993
Fig. 25 Marlene Dumas Stern, 2004

Fig. 26 Photograph of Ulrike Marie Meinhof, ‘Der Stern’, 1976
Fig. 27 Luc Tuymans Portrait 2000

Fig. 28 Author - Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev URSS, 2010
Fig. 29 Author - Janos Kadar Hungary, 2010

Fig. 30 Author - Slobodan Milosevici Yugoslavia, 2010

Fig. 31 Author - Evita, July 26, 1952 - 2012

Fig. 32 Author - El Che, La Higuera October 9, 1967 - 2012
Fig. 33 Author - The Chairman September 9, 1976 - 2012

Fig. 34 Author - Pol Pot Kampuchea April 15, 1988 - 2012
Fig. 35 Yan Pei-Ming - Gadhafi's Corpse, 2011

Fig. 36 Luca del Baldo - Ubu Roi/Gaddafi’s Death, 2011
Fig. 37 Wilhelm Sasnal Gaddafi 3,2011

Fig. 38 Luc Tuymans Gas Chamber, 1986

24

24

25

29

33

33

35

37

37

38

39

41

42

42

45

46

47

48



Abstract

From ancient times political leaders have risen to immense power then suffered
dramatic falls. This was no different in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, with the end of various dictatorial regimes across the world. For the
current artist, living in Romania before, during and after the eastern European
communist period, the experience and memories of watching these falls was made
particularly vivid through digital and live televised broadcast. How does one
represent this recent history through contemporary painting? How, why and

should one depict the duality of political hubris?

From 2010 to 2012 the author painted a series of paintings of dictators, all of them
depicted at their deaths. Beginning with a group of black and white oil-based
portraits of eastern European leaders, moving on to bright streaks of colour and
portraits of notorious fallen world despots, the author addresses various questions
around the emotional responses triggered by this specific genre of political
portraiture. Taking photographic records as an initial source, the author examines
different techniques of representing ‘the unrepresentable’ through
painting. Contrasting responses of absence and alienation, coupled with emotional
affinity and identification are explored, in the context of historical events and

regimes that were without doubt horrific.

The work of selected contemporary artists, including Gerhard Richter, Luc
Tuymans, Marlene Dumas and Wilhelm Sisnal, who have dealt with a similar
problematic are set against a detailed exegesis of the author’s own approach and
techniques. The place and relevance of painting in the contemporary era of

digitised and live imagery is affirmed.
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