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Identity







During this first photoshoot I made a point of making the model very conscious of the camera. This had a 
profound effect on the photos as a result because of the way that the model immediately felt they had 
to look a certain way in front of the camera and only present certain aspects of their identity that they 
were comfortable showing. The atmosphere in the photographs is very forced and unnatural because of 
the model’s awareness of the camera, so I also enhanced the colours in the first two photographs, 
reduced the amount of shadows and airbrushed the model’s skin to make the overall effect of the 
photographs feel fake and edited, similar to an Instagram photo. I find Instagram-style photographs 
interesting in the way that they often highlight the external societal pressure placed on people trying to 
emulate the other seemingly perfect lives people have on social media. This highlights how even if an 
image is a self portrait, societal pressure can still easily exploit someone’s insecurities. 



Identity
For my project, I want to focus on the concept of identity and the way in which it is impacted by expression, figure 
and dress and what this communicates to the viewer. I want to explore the imbalance of power between the model 
and the photographer and how the photographer controls the way the model is perceived. In conjunction with this 
the photographer can also manipulate the impression given to the viewer by using light, angle and composition. I’m 
also interested in how taking away the photographer/ model relationship effects what is an image conveys about 
the model’s identity. Sam Taylor Johnson’s work explores identity in a very surreal way that also creates a sense of 
fragility as her self-portraits are so personal to her own experiences. 
I want to consider the way the photographers have control over a model. They can affect what the model expresses 
and the effect of a very posed photo will be very different to a more candid one. I want to consider the way people 
behave in front of a camera and how taking a photograph of someone captures their confidence or vulnerability, 
and also shows the aims and desires of the photographer.
Particularly in a studio setting the photographer has complete control over the portrayal of the model which is 
fascinating because of the way that it reduces the model within the photograph to a superficial object leading the 
image’s atmosphere to seem insincere and artificial or otherwise twisted and unnatural as the photographer has 
the power to completely distort the model’s identity.



Sam Taylor Johnson
Sam Taylor Johnson was a British photographer born in 1967. This 
self portrait of her shows her suspended mid-air above a tilted chair 
against a flat white background. The single direction of the bright 
light is used to create a very striking shadow on the otherwise blank 
background and an eerie absence of the chair’s shadow builds on the 
surreal atmosphere.  Taylor-Johnson’s precarious position, as well as 
a lot of her body being exposed gives the photograph a strong sense 
of vulnerability and the way she is frozen in mid-air highlights the 
frightening situation that she is in. 
It is also worth noting how her face is completely hidden, hinting 
that the subject of this photograph is not a person to be connected 
with, but a faceless body in a dangerous situation. The way Taylor-
Johnson holds her body makes it look like she is bracing herself for a 
fall but as the photograph is showing a suspended moment in time, 
an onlooker will never get the closure of being able to find out if she 
lands safely or not, creating the atmosphere of suspense. The 
photograph also has a sense of control, as the striking shadow is 
reminiscent of a shadow puppet, which suggests that Taylor-Johnson 
is being controlled by a sinister external force.





In this photograph I wanted to experiment with light and shape to create an impactful image as I 
considered the difficulty of trying to have control when expressing one’s identity without being controlled 
by the influence of others. The composition of the photograph also breaks the rules of the golden section 
which increases the impact of the image as it draws all of the focus onto the silhouette and builds on the 
atmosphere of the loneliness of the figure. 
The figure is posed in a casual way but is still in a precarious position adding an element of suspense to 
the picture. This photograph is also reminiscent of Taylor-Johnson’s picture as the silhouette has 
connotations of a shadow puppet, making it seem as if the figure has no control or is some otherworldly 
being with no real sense of identity.





In this photograph I wanted to experiment with a more surreal aspect of identity. I wanted to consider how eyes 
conveyed expression and what would be taken away from someone’s identity without their eyes. I also broke the rules 
of the golden section to have the face in the centre of the image to increase the impact of the photograph. I also didn’t 
change or edit the colours in the picture to leave it feeling as natural as possible, thus making the absence of the eyes 
even more startling.  I also wanted to consider the amount of control that a photographer can have over a photograph 
and how it can be controlled to an unsettling extent. 
Although editing out someone’s eyes is an effective way of controlling and manipulating the identity of a model in what 
could be considered a malicious manner, this photograph is a self portrait which completely changes the nature of the 
image and the motivations for contorting it like this. In this image I wanted to convey the inherent vulnerability that 
comes with creating a self-portrait, as there is often a lot at stake on a personal level as you decide what you’re going 
to convey to the world about yourself in one picture. Editing out the eyes from my own self portrait feels almost like a 
method of self defence as it hides an integral part of my face and expression, making it that much harder to judge and 
form an opinion about the image. 
I feel that this image was interesting in the sense that it conveyed the unsettling impact that distorting one’s face has 
on identity, in my future photographs I want to more closely consider the power struggle between the model and the 
photographer and the control that is exercised by the photographer over the very existence of the model within the 
image. 



Artist evaluation
Tim Walker
Tim Walker (born 1970) is a British fashion photographer, who regularly shoots 
for Vogue
This is a colour photograph of two people posing as dolls in front of a giant 
door against a pale, flat background. The photo is well lit and doesn’t have a 
substantial amount of shadow, but it has a lot of impact because of the way 
the colours of the models’ clothes pop against the background and the way 
they are awkwardly posing makes any movement look very forced and adds to 
the surreal atmosphere created by the photograph.
The focal points are the models’ faces which have a painted/ forced expression 
of shock and have a lot of makeup so it looks like all their facial features were 
painted on, so they look like dolls and the way the lines between human and 
doll are blurred make the overall effect of the photograph very surreal. The 
photograph also has a very strong sense of control because of the way in 
which the models have been posed and dressed up, creating an atmosphere of 
robotic, mock perfection. Dressing up can be used as a way of manipulating 
the portrayal of identity which contrasts heavily with the very fixed state of a 
doll.
In future photoshoots I want to consider the way in which makeup and having 
a doll like appearance creates a sense of power imbalance, control and 
unnatural perfection.



Tim Walker Inspired Photoshoot
I used this portrait to focus on the idea of making people look 
doll-like by having their features exaggerated, highlighting 
the control the photographer has to achieve and unsettling 
level of perfection. I did this photoshoot in a studio so that I 
could have a completely flat, lifeless background. 
In this photoshoot I used makeup and false eyelashes to give 
the model the appearance of having her features being faked 
and painted on as well as enhancing her eye colour and using 
photoshop to smooth out her skin. The model’s appearance 
is obviously exaggerated and her expression is very stiff and 
awkward to make the whole atmosphere in the photograph 
feel artificial, which creates a juxtaposition of a very lifeless 
mannequin that is trying way too hard to look lifelike. The 
bright colours of the model’s lipstick and blush also build on 
the very curated, artificial atmosphere. The image also 
breaks the rules of the golden section to draw as much focus 
as possible to the model’s awkward, unnatural expression.







In these three photographs I wanted to consider the way controlling the angle of a picture could cause the image 
to look distorted. In the first two images the model is portrayed standing; her features all look very natural and 
regular and she is standing against a white background to draw the focus of the image to her. 
The very first picture breaks the rules  of the golden section, with the upper half of her body directly in the middle 
of the photograph to give it more impact and her arms are raised defensively, giving the photograph a sense of 
vulnerability. 
The second photograph focuses in on her face, following the rules of the golden section to create a well balanced 
image. The way the camera focuses in on her face creates a slightly intrusive atmosphere, as well as her fearful 
expression which also heightens the sense of vulnerability. In all of the images the model’s moth is slightly open, 
as if she is about to say something, adding an element of suspense.
The third photograph has the same sense of vulnerability, caused by the model’s expression, but the atmosphere 
feels more unnatural as she is lying down, twisted onto her side, making her body look slightly distorted. The 
image breaks the rules of the golden section and focuses very sharply on her face which is in the centre of the 
image. The rest of her body is out of focus, making it look unnaturally far away, as if her neck is too long.
In these photographs I wanted to consider the way in which vulnerability is induced in images when the model has 
a lack of control on the way they are portrayed and the god-like control that the photographer has to force the 
focus onto the model.



Interim 
So far, I have considered the way our identity is intertwined with our existence and also the power the 
photographer has to control the way the model’s identity is portrayed and thus by extension is able to 
control the model’s existence within the image. I found that the more I manipulated the photograph 
the more I tried to make it as unnaturally perfect as possible to the point that it was unsettling. I 
found this especially prevalent in the more posed studio photos, as opposed to the relaxed candid 
ones taken in a more natural environment. I am interested by the way that we seek to attain 
perfection that is beyond our means.
Portraiture is often heavily influenced by the nature of the photographer/ model relationship and the 
balance of power therein. The photographer has the capability to abuse this power and distort the 
identity of the model, or even completely erase the model’s identity within the image by objectifying 
them. The photographer can also use this power to push the model to construct a new, completely 
performative identity within the image in order for the photographer to project their own fantasy-like 
idea onto the picture. I want to consider weather portraiture has to have an exploitative use of power 
and the ways in which this exploitation can manifest within an image. 





In this photoshoot I wanted to focus more on the theatrical side of identity and consider the way in which we act in a slightly 
performative way in order to manipulate other people’s perspectives of ourselves. I had the model dress in extravagant clothes and 
then taking the photos in a studio under bright, stage-like lighting to make the model’s outfit feel very theatrical, emphasising that the 
identity that the model is trying to present is purely performative and a façade. This is emphasised especially in the second photograph 
where the model is in the centre of the photograph, breaking the rules of the golden section to give the image more impact. She has 
lowered her mask slightly to show her face smiling smugly into the camera, which give the image a defiant atmosphere, showing that 
she is aware that the identity she is presenting is a façade. 
The smug self-awareness also adds another layer of deception to the images’ atmosphere, as the expression is not a candid one, but 
chosen and micromanaged by the photographer, highlighting once again the place of the model within the photographer/ model 
relationship. The model is merely there for the photographer to project their own ideas onto them, essentially erasing their own
identity in the process emphasising the intrinsic power imbalance that often comes with portraiture.



Gillian Wearing
Gillian Wearing’s self-portrait, based on a photo booth image of her at 17 years old is 
a striking depiction of her own identity. She is placed directly in the centre of the 
photograph, breaking the rules of the golden section in order to place even more 
focus on her stiff, awkward expression which captures her own self-consciousness at 
being photographed in a photo booth, a place which offers little distraction from the 
pressure of being photographed. The harsh lighting and bright orange curtain in the 
background add to the atmosphere, which is strongly reminiscent 1970s style photo 
booths. The curtain’s warm tone contrasts heavily with the sombre, cool tones of 
Wearing’s skin, once again emphasising Wearing’s 17-year old discomfort at being 
pictured.  Despite this discomfort, the image lacks the power struggle that many 
portraits often have with a photographer present. 
I think that this photograph is particularly interesting because it shows that, even 
without an imbalance of power brought on by a photographer/ model relationship, it 
is still possible for Wearing to convey a lot of self-consciousness, showing that 
vulnerability in portraits can be universal, regardless of the photographer’s place in 
the process of creating the image. This image highlights what happens when there is 
no photographer to project their own ideas onto a model. It conveys little more than 
Wearing’s own self-consciousness and mostly shows a harsh, emotionless passport 
photo that reduces the subject of an image to no more than their physical 
appearance. This possibly explains Wearing’s discomfort, as her 17-year-old self 
would be aware that there is nothing in this photograph to judge aside from her 
appearance, but now this is no more than a performance to echo her old identity.



In this photograph I wanted to consider the refined, emotionally repressed 
element of portraiture. I wanted this image to be reminiscent of a school 
picture or a family portrait. I did this by using a flat, white background and 
bright white lighting. The model’s hair is slicked back and she is wearing a 
buttoned, collared shirt to make the image as formal as possible. She is stood in 
the centre of the photograph, breaking the rules of the golden section in order 
to place as much focus on her as possible. Her expression is sullen, echoing the 
suppressed self consciousness of a school portrait taken in a makeshift studio. 
This image shows the control of identity that almost everyone at some point in 
their lives will have experienced. In contrast to Wearing’s portraits, this isn’t a 
self-portrait, so there is still an element of power imbalance as the model has 
no choice other than to hold still in a stiff, awkward pose, echoing that of a 
school portrait.







In this image I wanted to consider the way in which a photographer can project an unrealistic fantasy onto a 
model. I used heavy makeup to give the model a very distorted and synthetic appearance, breaking her face 
down into sections which makes her seem less human and reduces her to a robotic object. This 
objectification is also highlighted in her sullen facial expression, which gives the image little to no sense of 
emotion and emphasising her lack of identity.
I took this photograph in a studio against a flat, white background, making the image seem less real and 
enhancing the element of fantasy. As well as the robotic makeup, the model is also wearing a beaten up 
leather jacket and has a gas mask slung over her shoulder, creating an atmosphere of dystopian fantasy.
While the main focus of this image was to create a sense of fantasy, I believe that the element of power 
imbalance still shines through, as I as a photographer have been able to successfully erase any sense of the 
model’s real identity and any sense of who she is, as she’s both literally and metaphorically smothered in 
makeup leaving nothing more than a relatively superficial fantasy.



Bill Brandt
Bill Brandt (born Hermann Wilhelm Brandt; 2 May 1904 – 20 December 1983) is an English photographer 
best known for his work after the second world war. His photography covers a number of genres, including 
landscape and documentary photography as well as portraiture. 
I was particularly drawn to his portraits as I was fascinated by the way that the model interacts with the 
camera. In stark contrast to his portraits of male celebrities (E.g. Salvador Dali), which are well lit, giving a 
clear portrayal of who they are, his portraits of women are high contrast, reducing the image to a handful 
of shapes. Her arm is used effectively to create a more triangular frame, creating a different depth of field. 
Despite this use of high contrast black and white, the image complies with the rules of the golden section, 
creating a well-balanced photograph.  Brandt’s choice to make the photograph so abstract means that he 
takes away almost all of the model’s identity, leaving anyone who sees the image to infer what little they 
can. The woman’s face in turned slightly away from the lens as she casts he eyes downward, avoiding eye 
contact with the camera.
The model takes up most of the space in the image, making her look boxed in to a small space with her arm 
barely fitting in to the shot. This builds on the atmosphere of her being reduced to an object, trapped in the 
photographer’s viewfinder in order to be easily observed by others.
What makes this photograph particularly striking is that, although it is a nude and reduces the woman to an 
object, it lacks the same sexualised atmosphere usually enforced on an image of a nude woman. Her gaze 
seems merely tired or disinterested, rather than actively seductive. This once again highlights just how little 
Brandt was willing to reveal about the woman’s identity, instead making her an emotionally distant and 
abstract object. 
This photograph shows the other end of the spectrum to Wearing’s self-portraits in terms of portraying 
identity, as all the power is placed on the photographer, who is actively controlling the image whilst 
showing nothing about who the model is. The contrast to Wearing’s image can be found in the way a 
completely different kind of power is expressed. I think Brandt’s image is more powerful as he abuses the 
power he has to create a more mysterious atmosphere and forces the viewer to infer what they can from 
the image. 



In this photograph I wanted the image to be reminiscent of 
Brandt’s portraiture. I did this by taking the photograph 
against a black background under white lighting. I also 
increased the contrast in photoshop so there would be no 
real sense of a background, bringing all of the focus onto the 
model. The image also breaks the rules of the golden section 
in order to push all of the focus onto the model. The model is 
looking away from the camera, creating a sense of self-
consciousness. This focus combined with the atmosphere of 
self-consciousness highlights the imbalance of power in 
portraiture, as well as the lack of background that leaves 
nothing the viewer can use to infer about the model’s identity 
aside from his slight self-consciousness.  This then somewhat 
objectifies the model, but doesn’t sexualise them, much like 
Brandt’s portraiture of women. 





In my final image I wanted to create a portrait that captured elements of the irony in trying to convey emotion 
through fashion photography. This image complies with the rules of the golden section to create a well balanced 
image and was taken in a studio under bright white lights. I chose to do this specifically to minimise depths and 
shadows from the picture, thus making the image seem flat and emotionless. This created a juxtaposition between 
the model, who has a sombre expression, looking down and away from the camera and the emotionlessness of 
the lighting which undercuts the sense emotion created by the model, along with the studio setting which gives 
away the fact that the image has been carefully curated to look a certain way, and the expression of the model is in 
no way candid or natural. This element of unnatural, faked emotion is highlighted in the model’s completely 
unnatural makeup. She is wearing red lipstick and has bright blue glittering tears painted onto her face. The 
model’s expression when combined with this exaggerated style of makeup, completely fails to elicit any sympathy 
from the viewer. In fact, the entire photograph is so clearly controlled by the photographer that it is almost 
impossible to deduce anything about the model’s real identity. The atmosphere of the image shows an 
overzealous attempt to convey emotion that then falls completely flat whilst looking slightly garish which I feel 
effectively sums up the insincerity of fashion photography.
This insincerity of fashion photography shows how a photographer can use their idea of creativity to completely 
erase the identity of the model, as they are projecting their own ideas onto the model, who is essentially a blank 
canvas. I believe that even if the photographer was trying to create a realistic portrayal of the model’s identity it 
would still not convey the model’s true identity, but what the photographer believes to be the models identity, 
making sincerity it portraying someone else’s identity almost impossible.
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