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Preface   

The following essay seeks to evaluate the work of an emerging artist using generally 

accepted methods of art criticism. The focus of this inquiry is London portrait painter Nicola 

Green (b. 1972), and her series of seven serigraphs entitled In Seven Days... (2010). These prints 

are a reflection of the artist’s “insider’s” experience of Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential 

campaign. There is no current critical discourse on the artist or artwork, but its recent acquisition 

by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (where it has earned praise as an artistic and 

historical masterpiece),1 The Library of Congress in Washington D.C. and the Walker Art 

Gallery in Liverpool, as well as a debut exhibition at Harvard Law School’s Austin Hall in 

October 2010, attests to its currency in an exhibitionary context. 

Green’s work has been featured in a number of group exhibitions, including the 2006 

BlindArt exhibition at the British Embassy in Washington D.C. for her 2003 project Laughing 

Matters and the 2006 and 2008 BP Portrait Awards at The National Portrait Gallery for paintings 

of Joshua Compston and Mark Prichard. Her 2007 project House Slave / Field Slave, done in 

collaboration with Anti-Slavery International, was exhibited in 2007 at the Dulwich Picture 

Gallery and in 2010 at The Bruce Castle Museum, London.  

President Obama’s (class of ’91) alma mater, Harvard Law School was a conservative 

choice of venue for the inaugural exhibition of In Seven Days.... and Francis McCrossan, the 

Harvard Law School’s dean for administration, was careful to say that hosting of the exhibition 

was "not meant as an endorsement of any political agenda, but the themes of civic responsibility 

and participation as well as the encouragement of public service.”2 Green calls the series "a 

 
1 Samantha Rippner quoted by Nicola Green, homepage on  “Nicola Green,” http://www.nicolagreen.com. 
2 Francis McCrossan quoted in Laura Collins-Hughes, “Campaign artist: artist observed Obama in ’08, spurred by a 
mix of motives, The Boston Globe, November 2, 2010.  
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reflection on what actually hope is and what is possible with collective action when people come 

together, whatever you want to achieve."3 She also acknowledges, however, that the way people 

perceive her images will change over time. 

The newest addition to Green’s growing oeuvre of personally, politically and civically 

engaged portraiture, In Seven Days... offers a unique perspective on the currency of 2008 

campaign in its contemporary context. The following essay attempts to constructs the first terms 

of critical discourse around In Seven Days…. The conclusions I have reached reflect a series of 

personal interviews with the artist (noted in italics) and her immediate circle, as well as key texts 

regarding the state of art, art history and art criticism generated primarily by a core group of 

October critics. I hope that the following interpretation of In Seven Days… will inspire and 

challenge the reader in the same way that Green’s work has challenged me.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Nicola Green quoted in Vivian W. Leung, “Democracy goes Green: Harvard Law School exhibit presents abstract 
portraits of Obama campaign.” The Harvard Crimson, November 16, 2010.   
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Plates: In Seven Days...  

 

 Plate I: The First Day: Light.  

 Plate II: The Second Day: Struggle. 

 Plate III: The Third Day: Hope. 

 Plate IV: The Fourth Day: Change. 

 Plate V: The Fifth Day: Fear. 

 Plate VI: The Sixth Day: Sacrifice / Embrace. 

 Plate VII: The Seventh Day: Peace. 

 Plate VIII: In Seven Days... in the artist’s studio.  

 

In Seven Days... is a suite of seven serigraphs using water-based and enamel ink, 24K gold leaf 

and aluminum power. 52” x 40”. Edition of 20.  
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Plate I: The First Day: Light
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Plate III: The Third Day: Hope 
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Plate VIII: In Seven Days... in the artist’s studio. March 28, 2010.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and there was 

morning—the first day. 

¾¾ Genesis 1:3:5.  
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The effort to eliminate antecedent material has threatened to eliminate the past 

entirely...We are impatient to get on with it...to take time with the past.1 

In the summer of 2001, Green travelled to America to visit American playwright Arthur 

Miller (1915 – 2005) and his wife, Austrian photographer Inge Morath (1923 – 2002) at their 

home in Roxbury, Connecticut. Asked about the meaning of his plays, Miller responded: “they 

are a distillation of everything you know up to that moment.”2  

Green completed a portrait of Arthur Miller in his garden in 2008 directly before 

beginning work on In Seven Days... Entitled after Miller’s response, the image is taken from a 

photograph by Morath of Green and Miller eating lunch in this spot. Composed of sketches 

drawn from life with layers of pen, ink and gold leaf, the painting integrates the intimacy of 

Miller’s immediate surroundings (observed by Green) with his outward celebrity. Set against the 

golden sky (reminiscent of Warhol’s shoes or Wright’s murals) the simple sketched setting 

foregrounds Miller’s home over the glossy image.3 The artist, in the final picture, is completely 

removed.  

Miller’s advice was crucial to the development of Green’s practice and the construction 

of In Seven Days... Acknowledging the inseparability of artist and artwork, the concept of 

“distillation” allowed Green to integrate the themes of politics, spirituality, art and visual culture 

in her subjects using a simplified language of symbols and signs. Transcending the boundaries 

of traditional portraiture, Green’s work exhibits an awareness of the complex histories engaged 

through a maturing personal lens.  

To look at In Seven Days... is to consider the context of its immediate present as tied to 

and fixed by specific referents. Just as Green describes her process as “a pairing down, a 

 
1 Arthur Miller, introduction to Arthur Miller, Plays: One (London: Methuen, 2000), 20.  
2 Arthur Miller quoted by Nicola Green: http://www.nicolagreen.com/arthur_miller. Green’s portrait of Miller, 
which takes this quotation as its title, was featured in the 2009 Mystery Portrait Exhibition at The National Portrait 
Gallery. 
3 Green says: “I was always struck by his grounded and strong presence. He built the home and the furniture 
himself, including the garden table and the benches depicted. I wanted to represent Miller’s down to earth, rooted 
essence as well as his more glamorous, other worldly success.” Nicola Green, “Nicola Green,” 
www.nicolagreen.com. 
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distillation of the image to its essential parts,”4 so must we identify the critical elements 

underlying her work. From a traditionalist point of view, these elements stem from the artist’s 

personal, educational and professional influences and the ways in which they have contributed 

to the development of a unique “style.”5 Part I explores these aesthetic and ideological 

foundations influencing Green’s perspective as they emerged chronologically.   

Part II presents a conversation with Dr. Michael Phillips, former Curator of Cross-

Cultural Programs at Tate, as one critical lens through which to view the work. This 

conversation considers the historical contexts of the work, as well different modes of 

representational and ways of constructing and interpreting meaning. Phillips’ description of the 

work as a kind of history painting resonates throughout my interpretation.  

Finally, Part III explores In Seven Days... within Pop and Conceptual discourse, but also 

shows how Green’s contemporary interpretation of history painting transcends prior 

historiographic divisions to embody a new moment of visual historicity.6 This discussion 

considers how the use of different methodological strategies (i.e. index, symbolism, narrative 

and framing) encourages a democratic reading of the piece.  

 

 
4 Nicola Green, conversation with the author, December 6, 2010. I will refer to these conversations as “NG” 
followed  by the date.  
5 Style is, above all a system of forms with a quality and a meaningful expression through which the personality of 
the artist and the broad outlook of a group are visible. It is also a vehicle of expression within the group, 
communicating and fixing certain values of religious, social, and moral life through the emotional suggestiveness of 
forms. It is, besides, a common ground against which innovations and individuality of particular works may be 
measured... For the synthesizing historian of culture or the philosopher of history, the style is a manifestation of the 
culture as a whole, the visible sing of its unity. Meyer Schapiro, “Style,” in The Art of Art History: A Critical 
Anthology, ed. Donald Preziosi (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998), 143.  
6 See Hal Foster, “Archives of Modern Art,” October 99 (Winter 2002): 81–95.     
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Figure 1: Nicola Green. A distillation of everything you know up to that moment. 2008. 



 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART I: PARING DOWN  

 We live in a moment when it is clear that art can be made of anything. 

  ¾¾ Arthur Danto, “The End of Art: A Philosophical Defence,” 139.  
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London & The Photograph 

Born in Stockwell, Green was raised amongst a circle of bohemian artists and writers 

who had lived, worked, and travelled together in London in the 60s. Her maternal grandmother, 

Russian born Natalie Preston, immigrated in the post-war period to Great Britain along with 

close friends and photographers Ida Kar (1908 – 1974) and Inge Morath (1923 – 2002). In 1962 

as a student of photography, Nicola’s mother, Julieta Preston, became Kar’s only female 

apprentice in the studio she shared with husband Victor Musgrave in Soho.7 When Preston met 

Green’s father, Professor Sir Malcom Green, former head of the National Heart and Lung 

Institute in 1970, however, she abandoned travel photography to return to portraiture, 

“particularly of children”8 Green recalls:     

[My mother’s] two passions were travel and portraiture. With Ida [Kar] she 

was doing all portraiture. When she left Ida she got a job with the Indian Tourist 

Board. For seven and a half months she took photographs of every single place 

in India. She was certainly the first woman to do such a project. I remember a 

picture in our kitchen of Bertrand Russell and a sculptor in his studio by Ida. All 

over our house were photographs of India and Ghandi.9  

Traces of Preston and Kar’s work can be identified in Green’s pictures; especially her interest in 

portraiture, of children, artists, celebrities and political figures. Like Preston’s photographs, 

Green’s collection of family portraits, entitled Childhood (2002–2005) explores different stages 

of youth through objects and framings that emphasize its transience.  

Like Kar, Green photographs her sitters in their environments, with the objects that 

define and project their essential humanity. Both artists experiment with depictions of the 

subject in context as well as the effect of size and scale: large scale portraits versus more 

 
7 Two years earlier Ida Kar: An Exhibition of Artists and Writers in Great Britain was featured at the Whitechapel 
Art Gallery. It was the first one-person photographic show to be held at a major London art gallery. The first major 
retrospective of Kar’s photographs since that time is currently on view at The National Portrait Gallery. See Clare 
Freestone and Karen Wright, Ida Kar: Bohemian Photographer (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2011). 
8 Julie Green, conversation with the author, March 9, 2011.  
9 NG: 05.05.2011  
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intimate dimensions. Of Kar’s 1960 Whitechapel exhibition Colin Macinnes writes: “Her 

subjects stand revealed: but never mockingly ‘exposed’ or ‘glamourised’ with patronage, or 

loaded by any egotistical obsessions of the photographer. She tells us what kind of man it is who 

has posed for her, a great deal about the quality of his own work and, indirectly, quite a lot about 

herself.”10 In many ways, Green’s portraits achieve the same effect. 

The immediacy of the photograph in Kar and Preston’s context, unlike the propagandist 

art of the pre-war period, was understood as capable of conveying essential truths. Enhanced by 

the construction of photographic series—a technique introduced by German photographer 

August Sander in 1920s—the artist was allowed to reimpose order within the images to register 

certain typologies and to assert the work as both a record of the present and an archive for the 

future. Furthermore, methods of framing—a la Albert Renger Patzsch—situated the photograph 

within the realm of high art. Whereas Benjamin had decried mechanical reproduction for 

shattering tradition and liquidating aura, Andre Malraux’s musée imaginarie reassembled these 

pieces as representative of possibility of new, global communities. As applied to Kar’s 

photography, this theoretical framework carries forward to Green’s interest in seeing past 

stereotypical boundaries; investigating a new subject, which is the “Family of Man” and the 

“River of History;” what Malraux called “the persisting life of certain forms, emerging ever and 

again like spectres from the past.”11  

Green takes this one step further. Much like Robert Rauschenberg and Andy Warhol in 

the United States, and Gerhard Richter and Sigmar Polke in Germany, Green stresses the 

mediation of the image to address postmodern criticisms by translating the literal event (or the 

absence of the event) captured by the photographic lens back into painted (or printed) form. 

Substituting literal translation with single, symbolic characteristics or objects—a red bag, a 

monkey, shoes, hats—Green acknowledges the process of distillation taking place (like 
 

10 Introduction by Colin Macinnes in Ida Kar: Portraits of Artists and Writers in Great Britain, France and the 
Soviety Union.  
11 André Malraux, The Voices of Silence, trans. Stuart Gilbert (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). 13.  
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Richter’s blur) while re-asserting the existence of aura found in the most essential parts. 

Exploring the possibilities of the series in a vernacular unpretentious and honest about its means, 

Green channels the intimacy and essentialism of Kar and Preston’s photographs through 

techniques that adapt to their contextual framework.  

yBa Friends, Narrative Trends and the “Microhistory” of the Scottish School.  

Considering the momentum of the Young British Artist (yBa) movement in London, 

Green’s choice to study in Edinburgh marked a rejection of the “idea based” ethos that 

dominated the London art colleges at that time. “Joshua [Compston] was one of my best 

friends,” says Green. “He was always bringing everyone, Tracey [Emin], Damien [Hirst], 

Gavin [Turk] and Gary [Hume] together. I remember a conversation with Compston before I 

left for Edinburgh. He kept asking me, ‘why are you rejecting the ideas?’”12 The achievement of 

British art at this time was its radical content. Emerging from Goldsmiths, St. Martins and the 

Royal College of Art, the artists Green mentions explored the “democracy of material and 

meaning” in an environment that was non-hierarchical and non-prescriptive. Adopting the 

methods and procedures of Pop art, Conceptualism and Minimalism, yBas staged “anger, 

indifference, boredom and laziness in work that seemed aggressive, certain and [immediately 

present].”13 Played out within the realm of “high” culture, new “high art lite” rejected theoretical 

orthodoxy in favour of an aesthetic that deliberately, as Stallabrass suggests, “played dumb.”14  

This was not the case in Edinburgh. “The language of what she was doing [in 

Edinburgh],” remarks Green’s tutor and mentor, minimalist artist Alan Johnston (b. 1945),  

would not have existed in London (it’s all about the strange thing that makes 

English art so provincial). The context of the microhistory that Nicola found 

herself in at a certain point was a group of people who were energetic...that is to  

 
12 NG: 12.21.10. Green’s posthumous portrait of Joshua Compston (2005) hangs permanently in “The East Wing 
Collection” at the Courtauld Institute of Art, London 
13 Martin Maloney, “Everyone’s a winner: Selected British art from the Saatchi collection 1987 – 1997,” in 
Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi collection, ed. Norman Rosenthal (London: Thames & Hudson, 
2009): 26.  
14 Julian Stallabrass, High Art Lite (London: Verso, 1999), 86. 
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Figure 2: Nicola Green. Red Hand Bag. 1997. 
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Figure 3. Nicola Green. Joshua Compston. 2006.  
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say that the ethos of the place established groups that she was a part of.15 

This microhistory was a group of figurative painters called the “New Glasgow Boys” and a 

handful of Scottish arts and theatre enthusiasts who were deeply engaged on both a national and 

international level. As a student, Johnston recalls, Green was interested in “die Neue 

Sachlighkeit,” the New Objectivity, but not quite directly.”16  

Already by the eighties drawing and painting was no longer a priority in the 

London art colleges. But in Scotland it was still very strong. In the eighties there 

was a group of figurative artists called the New Glasgow Boys who were all 

teaching at Edinburgh. I was looking at the classical tradition, at the way the 

Scottish arts scene was engaged on an international level.17 

The “New Glasgow Boys”—a collection of artists organized by Alexander Moffat in the 1985 

New Image Glasgow exhibition including John Bellany (b. 1942), Adrian Wiszniewski (b. 1958) 

and Ken Currie (b. 1960) – reinvigorated the Northern European tradition of figurative and 

narrative painting as revived by Neue Sachlichkeit painters Otto Dix (1891 – 1969) and George 

Grosz (1893 – 1959) and photographers August Sander (1876 – 1964) and Albert Renger-

Patzsch (1897 – 1966) .18  

John Bellany, on one hand, who had studied at the Royal College of Art directly after 

pop artists R.J. Kitaj (1932 – 2007), Lucian Freud (b. 1922) and Frank Auerbach (b. 1931), 

brought an awareness of the locality and psychological depth imbued in Pop portraiture in 

Britain. Like Wiszniewski, Bellany was part of an earlier, more general reaction to the 

conceptual and other cerebral forms of art of the sixties and seventies that sought to revive 

painting in a new form of Neo-Expressionism. For both artists, autobiographical elements were 

 
15 Alan Johnston, interview by the author, March 24, 2011.  
16 Alan Johnston, interview by the author, March 21, 2011. 
17 NG: 03.28.11.  
18 Coined in 1923, by Gustav Friedrich Hartlaub, Neue Sachlighkeit revealed a period of disillusionment and 
disappointment in Weimar Germany (1919-1933) that the utopian aims of Romanticism and Expression were not, 
and could not, but realised...By the 1920s the dominance of the Neue Sachlichkeit in art, literature, film and 
journalism reflected the greater urbanisation of Germany, the development of mass culture, and economic and 
political instability that engendered changes of emphasis in both  “fine arts” and popular culture. Shearer West, The 
Visual Arts in Germany 1890-1937: Utopia and Despair (Manchester: Manchester University 
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the iconographical basis of paintings in which the past, present and future were simultaneously 

engaged. Employing a personal symbolism that emerged from psychological definitions of 

stylistic and historical continuities, this mode of figurative painting established a strong 

connection between motifs and layers of meaning that are presented to the viewer as a problem 

to be solved. “The unity of emotion and diversity of depiction in these works,” writes Micheline 

Lesaffre, “expresses an ethical perspective which emphasizes the deeper meaning of human 

relations.”19 

On the other hand, Ken Currie had always been a painter of history. His seven by 

eighty-two foot mural for People’s Palace in Glasgow (1985) depicted scenes from the history of 

working-class struggle in Scotland from 1787 to 1985 as a way to inspire hope and courage in 

present day struggles through an awareness of that history. Like Diego Rivera or Paul Léger, 

Currie realised his imagery had to be recognizable and therefore his stylistic methods combined 

notions of both the popular and the realistic. Though the hopefulness of his earlier projects was 

overshadowed by the reality of the 1989 “Revolutions,” the “End of History,” the “Death of 

Communism,” and the “Triumph of Capitalism,” history painting for Currie remained an 

enterprise to reflect upon the “vulnerable, fragile, insecure aspects of individual human beings 

rather than the idea of affirmative solidarity or collectivist struggles.”20  

I would like my work to be part of a much larger struggle for political change 

and to play a “role” in that movement, along with the work of other [artists]...If 

the paintings have any intention at all, it is that they should simply provoke or 

insight thought, emotion, reflection recognition and discussion of the questions 

raised by them.21 

 
19 Adrian Wiszniewski (exh. cat., essay by M. Lesaffre, Ghent, Gal. Fortlaan 17, 1989) 
20 Ken Currie in conversation with John Griffiths, Ken Currie, ed. Alexander Moffat (London: Raab Gallery at 
Millbank and Riverside Studios, 1991), n.p. 
21 Ibid., n.p. 



 13 

 

Figure 4. John Bellany. My Father. 1966.  

 

Figure 5. Ken Currie. The Troubled City. 1991.  



 14 

 

Figure 6. Ken Currie. Panels from The People’s Palace of Glasgow. 1985.  



 15 

In many ways, In Seven Days...is a direct descendent of Currie’s philosophy and ambitions. 

Outstanding underlying cynicism, Green gestures to the long history of civil rights in a “multi-

panelled” narrative conveyed through a lexicon signs and symbols. The underlying motive is 

also very similar: the mobilization of society in the interest of “political change.” Merged with 

the intimacy of Bellany and Wiszniewski’s autobiographical iconography the effect of the 

images is one that is both externally mobilizing and deeply personal. Green acknowledges the 

influence of this narrative tradition particular to the Scottish school in her work: 

“To me narrative is the most important thing.” The international, global 

context; questions of multiculturalism, cultural differences and how they play 

out. What portraiture means in the context of different cultures and what 

happens when you bring that together. All of these social issues. The big themes 

of politics, social participation, wider cultural activities, different ways of 

making art and being an artist, portraiture, storytelling, context and 

surrounding space; all of these themes are important to my work.22 

Like Currie, Green also utilizes size and style to assert to the importance of the message 

contained; combining the aesthetic properties of the image with implied meaning. However, 

there is a major formal difference in their approaches. “The Scottish figurative artists,” Green 

says, were interested in narrative in a Breughelesque kind of way. I didn’t want to construct it 

that fully—to the point of illustration. My approach is more pared down. Even if the all of the 

narrative is not contained in a literal way in the artworks, it has all been thought through.23 

Herein lies the style of Green’s work.  

During the time Green was in Edinburgh, she developed a close intellectual relationship 

with Alan Johnston and his immediate circle of friends in Edinburgh.24 Though Johnston was in 

practice a minimalist, he supported Green’s continued pursuit of portraiture. And despite his 

 
22 NG: 05.05.11.  
23 Ibid.   
24 This included Director of Inverleith House, Paul Nesbitt; Contemporary Art Collector and Dealer, Richard 
Demarco, and Board of Trustee Robert Robertson. Johnston also refers to the influence of minimalist artists Agnes 
Martin, Ruth Vollmer, Myron Stout and Richard Tuttle.   
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insistence otherwise, traces of minimalism seeps into Green’s reduced and refined imagery. In 

her portraits, decorative objects – hats, muffs and shoes – feature as prominently as the subject, 

if at times becoming the representation of the subject. Green’s portrait of Olivia Lichtenstein 

consists of her ankles and feet in a favourite pair of shoes. John Diamond and Nigella Lawon’s 

children are portrayed by eyes alone. Despite being predominantly figurative, Green 

experiments with “the surrounding space, or lack of objects in the surrounding space. That was 

just as important [as the figure],” Green says “the abstract qualities of space and the reduction of 

the subject down to its essential parts.” 25  

This minimalist tangent of the Scottish school resembled the objectivity of Preston and 

Kar’s photographs. It was also the precursor for the process of distillation to come. If the interest 

in narration can be attributed to Green’s exposure to the New Glasgow Boys, her preoccupation 

with space and the identification of essence was encouraged by her exposure to minimalist art.  

“Slightly out with the realm of novel still life or portraiture,” recalls Paul Nesbitt, “there was 

definitely something really important there, something really strong.”26  

 

Figure 7: Alan Johnston. Orkney. 2007. 

 
25 NG: 12.06.10.  
26 Paul Nesbitt, conversation with the author, March 22, 2011.  
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After Edinburgh & Conceptualism.  

I went through a few years where I was struggling with how the different social 

stories, politics and the world around me related to my work and the stories I 

was telling. It wasn’t holistic, in a sense, and there was a period where I was 

really working that out. I think as an artist my work is most interesting when all 

of the different sides of me get brought into the picture; when the academic, 

emotional, social and political are present. And then I suppose six or seven 

years ago I started making work that began to bring all of those strands 

together.27 

The turning point that Green refers to was the completion of her 2003 multi-media 

project: A Laughing Portrait.28 “I realized how much [laughter] is a signature of individuals,” 

says Green. “It’s a stamp of their personality. But it also reflects their culture, their upbringing, 

their sex, their age group. It’s about communication, pre-language.”29 The project was 

completed in two parts; a series of audio recordings compiled and distributed as the B-side track 

to Peter Kay’s comic relief skit “(is this the way to) Amarillo,” and an eighteen minute film 

installation shot with BBC documentary maker Laura Agnew.   

The recordings were made in a brightly coloured, portable structure made of bunting and 

bright yellow fabric called “The Laughing Booth.” Green toured “The Laughing Booth” 

internationally to events including the 2003 Anti War March in Hyde Park, London and The 

Kitchen in New York City. "In Hyde Park itself,” wrote Euan Ferguson of The Observer, “a 

long line of purple silk lay on the grass, facing Mecca,  

 
27 NG, 12.21.10.  
28 The project was in part a delayed homage to Compston. In the evenings the two would hang up the phone to a 
dadist record made in Berlin in the 1920s of a man and woman playing the trombone and making themselves laugh. 
When Compston died in 1996, Green became obsessed with finding the recording until the beginning of 2003 when 
the roof of her studio collapsed, leaving her unable to paint. It was at this moment that she decided to embark on re-
creating the record; turning a moment of death into a moment of new life. It was also a reflection of Green’s 
relationship to comedian Arthur Smith.  
29 Nicola Green, “Laughing Matters: Interview with Nicola Green,” by Martha Kearney, Woman’s Hour, BBC, May 
3, 2003. (http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/womanshour/2003_18_sat_01.shtml) 
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Figure 8: Nicola Green and Laura Agnew. Film Still of Helen Laughing. 2005. 

and Muslims took off their shoes to pray. Beside it, artist Nicola Green had set up her Laughing 

Booth, and was encouraging people in to, obviously, start laughing on their own and be 

recorded. It was, she says, the most disarming of all weapons.”30 As an antidote to Britain’s 

allegiance to the American invasion of Iraq, Green’s “Laughing Booth” sough to circumvent the 

cultural divisions implicated by this political moment. Replacing visual representation with 

action, A Laughing Portrait subverted traditional modes of portraiture by locating identity not in 

a moment of repose or contemplation, but in a moment of abandonment, a condition equally 

unsettling as it is liberating. “The laughter flows and echoes,” Stephen Armstrong of The Times 

suggests: “much more dada than haha.”31 Exploring the interchangability of hysterical laughter 

and crying; pain and release, A Laughing Portrait exposed the intense vulnerability and danger 

associated with both.   

Another important influence was Green’s introduction and marriage to Labour MP for 

Tottenham and former Culture Minister and Minister of Skills, David Lammy, in 2004. 

Catalyzing Green’s interest in politics and art; this event involved Green directly and personally 

in a multi-cultural experience. The project that followed, House Slave / Field Slave dealt with  

 
30 Euan Ferguson, The Observer, 15 February 2003 Iraq Crisis: The Peace Marches. 
31 Stephen Armstrong, “Two artists are exploring our sense of humour – and revealing some painful truths,” The 
Sunday Times, June 8, 2003. “Laughter always has had a rather difficult place in art. If something is funny, it is 
usually deemed silly, irrelevant or, at best, low art.”  
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aspects of racial and cultural issues directly, re-engaging the style of history painting she had 

developed in Edinburgh to investigate modes of traditional and domestic slavery. Each picture 

reflects on slavery as it exists in the modern world. “The reason Nicola Green painted feet and 

not faces in this particular picture,” reflects director of the Dulwich Picture Gallery Ian Dejardin, 

“is that slaves have very little sense of their own identity; slaves don’t even own their own 

bodies. Although you don’t see the faces, we all know what these people look like.” The feet 

also suggest the facelessness of saints and martyrs, an iconographic suggestion enhanced by the 

gold leaf background. As Ian Dejardin stresses, “the gold’s sheer value, and its rich 

connotations, project onto these faceless slaves a universal value, in defiance of today’s global 

racism and prejudices.”32 Like Currie’s murals, the size of the paintings mirrors the epic 

proportion of the issues they raise. Filtered through the symbolic feet, this project is Green’s 

most powerful foray into the issues of slavery and blackness.  The strength of the piece is the 

way in which it brings identity, through symbolism, back to the mode of history painting that 

Green had explored in Edinburgh.  

In A Laughing Portrait and House Slave / Field Slave, laughter and feet circumvent the 

traditional indices of culture and identity represented by the face / body. The attempt to locate 

identity outside of the body breaks with the iconographic tradition of history painting, and 

represents a contemporary re-interpretation that subverts the very “Realism” that was assumed 

to be located in the figure. By locating identity in simplified, universal forms, Green explores its 

many slippages in a contemporary context and shows how cultural difference permeates every 

corner of our selves. Thought provoking and flexible (as the state of identity has proven to be), 

her abstracted portraits increasingly move in a politicized direction.   

 

 
32 Ian Dejardin, The Dulwich Picture Gallery, Sunday 10 Feburary 2010.  
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Figure 9: Nicola Green. House Slave / Field Slave I. 2007.  

 

Figure 10: Nicola Green. House Slave / Field Slave II. 2007. 
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In Seven Days...  

In In Seven Days... Green’s chosen idiom is gesture. “Obama uses his hands a lot. He’s 

incredibly expressive with them. Everyone photographs his face, but I was drawn to his 

gestures.”33 Similar to her use of shoes, feet or laughter as substitutes for figurative 

representation, the hands in In Seven Days... represent the most essential index of identity, i.e. 

the sitters or situation’s essence as understood and derived from a prolonged period of 

observation and research. Though each hand in In Seven Days... gestures to different political 

and religious icons, in the context of Green’s self-fulfilling narrative these objective symbols are 

made subjective. Breaking with iconographic tradition, the formal qualities and underlying 

methodology behind the piece encourage new interpretations of old signs. Just as size of House 

Slave / Field Slave, for example, suggested the scope of the message contained, so does the use 

of and break with established symbols mimic the deconstructive nature (deconstructing social, 

political and cultural stereotypes) of the historical moment. 

The choice of Barack Obama and the 2008 campaign seems a tangential choice for a 

British portrait artist. But in many ways, this event embodied the issues of communication, 

power, politics, celebrity and multi-culturalism that Green was interested in.  Given exclusive 

access to observe and record public, private and press events, Green set out on six trips 

beginning with Barack Obama’s acceptance of the Democratic nomination on August 28th, 2008 

and ending in inauguration as president in January of 2009.34 Though not an official artist in 

residence (the piece was entirely self-funded), Green’s perspective of the campaign – captured 

in over 1000 photographs, 100 drawings, 50 experimental prints and the final series of 7 images 

 
33 Catherine Meyer, “Hope, Change and Struggle: An artist’s view of the 2008 presidential campaign.” TIME, 
November 2010.  
34 There were a number of personal and political factors that piqued her interest in Barack Obama. David Lammy 
and Obama had met a few years earlier at an event for black alumni of Harvard’s Law School. This personal 
connection allowed Green direct access to the campaign. Personally, Green recalls: “At that time my mother-in-law 
was very ill. She was obsessed with Obama as this political saviour. I was thinking about my own grandmother and 
about what this moment would mean for my five month old son. I kept thinking about Arthur Miller’s All My Sons 
and the way the father is this stoic but tragic character. I was thinking about cherubs, about how all of the cherubs 
are white.” Nicola Green, interview by the author, January 18, 2011. 
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– represents her unmediated artistic judgment of a revolutionary moment in political and social 

history. From Denver to Concord, NH; Philadelphia to Chicago, IL; and ending in Washington 

D.C., Green attempted to look past the immediacy of the event as conveyed in the media and 

towards the broader significance of a campaign as it connected to the history of civil rights and 

racial inequality in America.  

On each day, Green took photographs and sketches that explored the contrasting 

elements of white and black, money and poverty, history and technology and their many 

overlaps within the campaign. Context and location as related to historical precedent was also on 

Green’s conscience. Standing at the Lincoln Memorial on the 19th of January, Green snapped an 

image of the crowd of over two million people who gathered to celebrate the inaugural events. 

“This was the only moment that I cried throughout the whole process,” Green recalls.  

As I stood in front of the Lincoln Memorial on Martin Luther King Day I realized 

that I was in exactly the same place where King had delivered his “I Have a 

Dream” speech fourty-five years before, that this was the only other time that two 

million people, mostly black, had assembled on this property since that time. I 

tried to capture that in this photograph.”35  

Conscious of the historical stereotypes she was engaging with, Green returned to London to 

identify the symbols and themes that best encapsulated her experience of the campaign. In a 

series of reductive techniques, Green manipulated the size, shape and pattern of a central group 

of icons referred to in her notebooks as “red circle hands, large stars, sacrifice + detail, New 

Hampshire, John Wayne, All My Sons, small stars and small stars waving.” Though out of 

context these categorizations are meaningless, in concert with the final series they represent the 

themes underlying the revised images.36 

 
35 NG: 05.05.11.   
36 Green brought these key forms to a local textile workshop, where she was able to replicate and collage the images 
freely and on a large scale.  
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Figure 11: Nicola Green. Marker pen on mylar paper. 2008.  

 

Figure 12: Nicola Green. Silk screen print on paper. 2009.  
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Instead of focusing on the immediate context, Green attempted to situate her experience 

within broader historical framework(s). Following the Glasgow Boys, the act of paring down the 

primary material brings together the many religious, political, social and cultural issues Green 

observes and allows them to become embedded in the final images in an un-proselytizing way.37 

As opposed to making political art that takes a stance, Green presents all the possible outcomes 

in an abstracted form of Realism. This approach is a re-interpretation of traditional history 

painting that uses a visual language grounded in Pop and Conceptualism to convey the essential 

nature of its subject. The final suite, which represents the culmination of two years of research 

and distillation, is a unique representation of Obama’s rise to power and the issues of race, 

religion, politics, and communication that it raised.  

 
37 It is hard to make political art without taking a stance. The more normal practice is to take a stance, and 
certainly the more contemporary conceptual artists have taken quite an extreme stance in a way that goes in front 
of the work. I am doing the opposite. In Edinburgh I spent a lot of time looking at how stories were told and how a 
lot of the Glasgow School and the Northern European painters incorporated political and social issues—pairing 
down the images and bringing together the religious, the political, the social and the cultural issues in a way that 
was not proselytizing. In terms of art history, these artists became embedded in their subject and allowed it to be an 
experimental process. These days it tends to be that the artists are coming from the outside and looking in. NG: 
12.21.10.    
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PART II: A Conversation with Dr. Michael Phillips  

I was thinking about telling the story for my two mixed race boys and their generation. When they look at it 

they have a few paragraphs of the history that I wanted to make. I was uniquely placed to make a set of 

work that would tell a story of what happened and why it was important for the next generation as opposed 

to a political piece of work that would take a stance.  

   ¾ Nicola Green, December 6, 2010. 
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A CONVERSATION WITH DR. MICHAEL 

PHILLIPS. May 9, 2011.38 

Helen Hatch: How do you interpret In Seven Days... 

within the idiom of contemporary art?  

Dr Michael Phillips: First, lets try to put it in some 

kind of context. One of the things that has happened in 

public art today is the fracture of images into a number 

of different strands. Some people are concerned with, 

let’s say, in the work of Claus Oldenburg, art as a very 

large object designed to stand outside for people to 

think about but very rarely a sort of explicit 

commentary. Or Banksy on the other hand, this sort of 

graffiti approach which is actually a sort of 

commentary on public events and so on.  

One of the interesting things about what Nicola has 

done is the sense in which she sets out to speak to a 

number of public issues in an idiom that is not just 

what people can understand but an idiom which 

explores the history both of the image and of the 

subject and the way in which she brings them together 

in a sort of conversation. This is very much a post-

modern approach. She draws on a number of different 

elements, which include the imagery associated with 

the person. This is very much a dialogue with the 

public rather that an expression of her feelings about 

something. Now it certainly is the case that her quasi-

political background (her association with a politician, 

and one that happens to be black and that happens to 

have gone to Harvard) actually gives her a very 
 

38 Michael Phillips, interview by the author, May 9, 
2011.  

prescient background so that when she approaches 

Obama and the issues and imagery associated with 

him, she is already in a dialogue with those things 

before she begins to record the images or decide what 

to do with them, and that makes her take on what she 

is seeing particularly interesting.  

HH: Yes, I’m curious about how her unique personal 

circumstance as a politician’s wife, British citizen and 

mother of two children has shaped the kinds of issues 

she deals with in the piece. 

MP: Let’s talk about the sort of issues that appear to 

be driving her. One is the business of how a black 

public figure fits into his environment and his own 

history. Second is what that position means in terms of 

his relationship with the public or his publics. Third is 

the way the images involved with race, racism and 

public black figures have evolved, and not only how 

they’ve evolved, but how Obama himself has 

intervened to exploit those imageries and how the 

response of the public has entered into a dialogue with 

his views of those things. The exhibit is speaking to 

you about those things.  

If you begin with the image of the hands reaching out 

of the sky – it is very much a reprise or a commentary 

on the image of black hands in a posture of appeal, a 

posture of religious significance and also a sort of 

metaphor for the business of grasping the future, 

grasping at identity, trying to control things. In that 

sense it is a commentary not only on Obama and his 

trajectory, but also on the role and the position of the 
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black community vis a vis a filmed environment. The 

use of hands in that way sets the tone right away for 

the way that we see/read the seven days. This is not 

simply a commentary on an individual, but a 

commentary on the entire environment and his place, 

what he’s doing and the sense in which he is asserting 

things that he is engaged with. The sense in which by 

being himself he brings out a whole set of attitudes 

about that history.  

In a way the hands set this narrative up very nicely. 

Consider the print of the single hand again. What’s 

interesting about that is the sense in which she reduces 

the assembly of hands with that particular significance 

into the image of the single hand. She seems to be 

indicating—the hand seems to be indicating—a very 

powerful sense of control. The series has moved 

Obama and his context away from the business of 

praying and pleading into the business of power and 

control. You can see this transition recorded in the 

photographs, and that is interesting partly because of 

the big spotlight in which he moves.  

HH: I think this works nicely with the idea of the title 

“In Seven Days...” It sets the precedent for an 

underlying narrative.  

MP: “Seven Days” echoes in a critical way the ascent 

of man, but obviously this is a reprise; the ascent of 

man challenges the original racial divide of that image. 

And it shows him in an ascent which is not 

evolutionary in that he is teaching himself something. 

He’s not changing, he’s metamorphosing into a bigger 

version of himself rather than changing into something 

else, he is becoming more what he is. And again that 

links with the whole imagery that I’ve identified with 

the hands and the way that imagery evolves from 

appeal into power.  

The other images echo stages of that process. It’s a 

very powerful and effective narrative and in between 

you have stages of that narrative – the sort of religious 

cruciform Obama, and a number of other details. So I 

think it’s a very emotionally intelligent reading. She’s 

not trying to produce a kind of unique “insider’s 

perspective.” She’s not saying anything particularly 

new about Obama. What she is doing is deconstructing 

an imagery which tells us what we are thinking about 

the whole process and about the individual.  

What’s important to note is that isn’t all good news; 

that this metamorphosis is also a progress from 

relative innocence to the business of power, which is 

half sinister. Within that narrative she also has 

ambiguity about dark and light, focused and 

unfocused.  There’s an interesting ambiguity.  

HH: What about melancholy as a theme that emerges 

in her work in A Laughing Portrait? Do you think that 

Green realizes in her work that the thing that she is 

trying to depict and identify – a mode of expression 

that transcends the stereotypes of the 21st century – is 

not actually realizable?  Is the ambiguity a reflection 

of the fact that we are not quite yet there? She seems 

to set this up structurally as well – constructing a 

possible reading of the work around the central figure. 
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Reading the work around the central figure—the 

hero—Change as the index of meaning radiating 

outwards. 

MP: The last few times I’ve been to the Venice 

Biennale and I’m looking at video installations of 

public events or the reactions of crowds etc. and I am 

not persuaded that any of the stuff that I’ve seen tells 

me anything apart from the sensation. And what 

interests me so much about what Nicola has done is 

how determined both the content and her process is. 

How much it sticks to thinking about representation 

and not just thinking about representing, but analyzing 

representation itself.  

Let’s say she had presented us with some giant 

photographs, which might be quite interesting, but 

wouldn’t by their nature say the things that she has 

about the whole series of events. What she has done is 

used the photographs to detect the themes. The images 

themselves start with this representation, the man 

himself, etc. before erasing the surface and going back 

into what these components mean. In a sense it seems 

to me that her intention must have been that. You’re 

always conscious of the artist’s eye. The gaze that is 

fixed on these images, however, is weirdly 

dispassionate, I think. Her background not just as an 

artist, but also as a person, must have pushed her to 

certain kinds of analysis, but you’re not conscious of 

this background at all when looking at the piece as a 

whole. I sort of slightly wonder why that is, why it is 

so dispassionate.  

HH: This “dispassion” as you call it seems to be me 

to be more reflective of her artistic training and 

influence than her personal affairs. Growing up 

around Ida Kar, Inge Morath and her mother, Green’s 

conception of how to stage an image would have 

focused on pure opticality: defining the “sitter” by the 

space surrounding them as well as looking at things 

with a greater objectivity. This analytic approach to 

image making—enhanced by the mode of production 

(the photograph) itself, is purposeful. Green removes 

any sense of subjectivity to avoid taking a political or 

cultural stance. Though undoubtedly she has her own 

thoughts and opinions about the subject she is 

conveying, the “neatness” of the image ties both to 

her artistic background and her intended effect.  

MP: The political frame is always inserted within the 

photograph. But what’s interesting here is that there’s 

a peculiar marriage of expressionist photography with 

a kind of dispassionate conceptualism. She’s always 

breaking down the surface, but she never seems to 

insert a kind of psychology or quasi- psychological 

narrative in her analysis. What we see is, as you said, a 

kind of distance that she imposes between herself and 

the analysis, which actually makes it more convincing. 

The central figure of Obama is not heroic in a sort of 

emotional way of presentation. It is analytical, it 

reflects what’s happening to this person rather than the 

effect this person has on me, or the world. And I 

thought that was kind of unusual.  

HH: Why did you think of it as unusual?  
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MP: When I was at Tate, I worked on a big 

international photography exhibition that set out to 

illustrate the history of publicity, and I was struck by 

the sense in the photographer was so present in the 

imagery. I’m struck by the way she focuses on a 

particular kind of narrative that has to do with history 

and has to do with the sense in which people were 

responding to these images, what the images meant. 

That is unusual because we have images thrown at us 

where the artist says: “Make of it what you will.” 

She’s kind of saying: “Here’s what I think of it and 

here’s the evidence for a process I can see in the real 

world,” as opposed to making a statement which 

informs you of what she feels and invites you to join 

in that process. 

HH: In the sense that the audience participates in the 

process of remembrance the work functions similarly 

to a memorial. Like Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial the work gains meaning through the 

viewer’s psychological response, the viewer’s 

participation in the act of remembering. Because of the 

ambiguity underlying the work it transcends the 

immediacy of the moment and enters into a dialogue 

with the greater historical narratives of power, politics 

and civil liberties.  

MP: Memory, working as a memorial. I hadn’t 

constructed it in my mind in quite that way, but I can 

see how memory is inscribed all the way through those 

images. I was initially impressed by what seemed to 

me to be a satirical take on the ascent of man and that 

whole rhetoric of human progress – she challenges that 

by substituting human memory. The work sets up this 

ambiguity to force you to think: “What does it mean? 

Why am I responding? Why am I responding as if it is 

a mystery?” Well actually, it sort of is. And that is 

what I find fascinating about the work; it is not as it 

seems when you first see it and think: “Aha! Seven 

images, no problem.” Actually, the way they are 

arranged and what they are sets up this conversation 

which keeps on impacting your understanding of the 

real world. In a sense, this is a snap shot of a time that 

says a lot about America. 
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PART III: Criticisms 

Criticism cannot wait for the crisis to be over to have a “perspective” on the events. Criticism is more 

properly understood, in fact, as a cultural practice that is, in some deep sense, synonymous with crisis. 

¾¾  W.J.T. Mitchell, “911: Criticism and Crisis,” 570.  



 31 

Post-modernisms: Deconstruction and Reconstruction 

It is impossible to separate In Seven Days... from the condition of its production, which is 

the “expanded field”39 of post-modernism. Where Greenbergian formalism detached Modernist art 

from its social constructs and de-politicized the avant-garde, post-modern practice rejected the 

unity of Greenberg’s “area of competence”40 towards representational techniques that took into 

consideration the “dilation of the cultural sphere.”41 This revision occurred in two phases:  the 

deconstruction of the artist instigated by Pop, and the subjugation of the medium made possible by 

Conceptualism. The ultimate goal was to return art to its original domain—i.e. the domain of 

culture—that had been severed by Greenberg’s demarcation of avant-garde and kitsch. 

Reintroducing symbolism, narrative and politics to the pictorial field, the post-modernists re-

asserted the “revolutionary” character of art, in which “the free choice of themes and the absence 

of all restrictions are the possessions which the artist has the right to claim as inalienable.”42 

(1)  

Green’s work engages within both of these contexts. In Pop art, the adoption of mechanical 

techniques removed the artist as maker and attempted to re-define mechanical reproduction—

contrary to Greenberg—as one of the possible forms of communication associated with the “the 

cultural logic of late capitalism.” Through the use of reproducible materials, Pop artists Eduardo 

Paolozzi, Richard Hamilton, and Peter Blake in Britain and Jasper Johns, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert 

Rauschenberg and Andy Warhol in New York collapsed the distinction of high art and culture by 

 
39 See Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), 276–290.   
40 “The essence of modernism lies in the use of the characteristic methods of the discipline to criticize the discipline 
itself – not in order to subvert it, but in order to entrench it more firmly in the area of it’s competence...” Clement 
Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, vol. 4, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press): 85–93.  
41 Jameson writes: “What happened to culture may well be one of the most important clues for tracking the 
postmodern: an immense dilation of its sphere (the sphere of commodities), an immense and historically original 
acculturation of the Real, a quantum leap in what Benjamin still called the “aestheticization” of reality.” Frederic 
Jameson, foreword to The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, by Jean-François Lyotard, trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986), x.  
42 “Manifesto” in Theories of Modern Art, ed. Herschel B. Chipp (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), 
485.  
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appropriating images from the matrix they critiqued. Evidencing the absorption of art into the 

culture of mass media and vice versa, this approach stressed the redundancy of categorical 

distinctions between these cultural realms.  

As a Britton, Green’s first challenge in In Seven Days... was to identify a rhetoric that 

would convey the specifically American context of the campaign. Experimenting with images of 

Obama washed in red, white and blue, the gesture to Andy Warhol and American Pop is 

immediately clear. “My first and most immediate response [to the work]:” says Samantha Rippner, 

curator of Prints and Drawings at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,  

was that as a work it holds in and of itself as something that is technically 

innovative and visually really impressive. I could immediately see how it came 

out of Pop art and how Green was using those basic fundamentals of Pop, how 

she was using them in a different way, and how she was using that structure to 

come up with a new idea of a presidential portrait. It’s not that she was a 

derivative of Warhol, but that she makes use of those kinds of techniques—in 

terms of colour and imagery—that made Warhol famous 43 

Technically, Green’s use of serigraphs references the mastery of screen print achieved by Warhol 

in the sixties and seventies. Referencing his images of Mao, or the double portrait of Elvis, Green 

portrays a political leader (or, the sign of a political leader) as a celebrity within the vernacular of 

American consumerism, commenting on the nature of American politics and the experience of 

selling a presidency. Her use of symbols is reflects the idiom of advertising, marketing and mass 

culture as it permeated the campaign. This preoccupation is apparent in the photographs, where 

swarms of crowds or observers are juxtaposed with TV screens, t-shirt stalls or McDonalds’ 

golden arches. Though these images are not present in the final series, their stripped down Pop 

aesthetic gestures to their presence in the campaign.    

 
43 Samantha Rippner, conversation with the author, May 10, 2011.  
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Figure 13: Nicola Green. Preparatory sketchbook. 2008. 

 

Figure 14: Andy Warhol. Double Elvis. 1964. 
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Figure 15: Original photographs by Nicola Green, 2008.  

 

Figure 16: Nicola Green’s studio: John Jay, London. 2011.  



 35 

In terms of technique and appearance, the appropriation of Pop accomplishes two things. 

The use of reproducible materials to layer and distil the images into a series of readable symbols 

allows the work to comment not only on the commoditized nature of American political culture, 

but also on the many complicated and diverse perspectives invested in the 2008 campaign. If, in 

Warhol’s images, re-production intends to either mimic, make sense or mourn the expansion of 

the visual field in mass culture, in Green’s work, mechanical reproduction is employed as a 

method to order (like the photographic series) and reconcile the many social and political issues 

she observed. The images could comment on media presence, Obama’s multi-cultural heritage, the 

commodification of politics or the pervasive role of religion, but because Pop makes no claims to 

subjectivity—removing the artist’s gaze through the very mechanism of multiples—the artist is 

free to engage established symbols without being prescriptive. “I want people to interpret the 

work for themselves,” says Green. “There are many things one can read into this image but I don't 

want to prescribe what they are.” Lacking claims to authorship, the work is opened to a plurality 

of interpretation involving the constant play and construction of meanings.44 This flexibility, 

which is a product of the Pop aesthetic, contributes to the underlying ambiguity that eventually 

enhances the work’s authority.  

The use of Pop imagery also explores the reception of Obama as celebrity. Like Warhol’s 

Jackie (1964) or even, perhaps, Thirteen Most Wanted Men (1964), this celebrity is pure index; an 

error, Pop would claim, of the technologies that bring it into being. As it erodes the 

“commemorative monumentality of a living person,”45 the print of a photograph in this instance 

subverts the heroism associated with the subject and in a sense mourns its loss. Yet in a clever 

inversion of style, Green addresses this photographic erasure by making apparent its means.   

“Photography produces an illogical conjunction of the here and the formerly,” says Barthes.  

 
44 See Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana, 
1977).  
45 Benjamin Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s Work of Mourning,” 
October 75 (Winter 1996): 70.  
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“Its unreality is that of the here, since the photograph is never experienced as an 

illusion; it is nothing but a presence (one must continually keep in mind the 

magical character of the photographic image). Its reality is that of having-been-

there, because in all photographs there is the constantly amazing evidence: this 

took place in this way.46  

By presenting this conjunction in the fissured image of Obama, Green mimics the mode of 

representation through the representation itself, asserting that the image of Obama occupies both 

temporal states suggested by Barthes. The image is in flux. Caught between figure and shadow, 

the here and the formerly, Change is a literal depiction of the transformation between, as Phillips 

suggests, plea and power. Similar to A Laughing Portrait, however, there is an immense 

vulnerability that results from the unpredictable outcome.  Unlike the Double Elvis, for example, 

the presentation of Obama’s shadow—not as a unified whole, but as a fractured image—a 

quotation—acknowledges the instability underlying the narrative. The lack of stability undermines 

the “apathetic” assertions of Pop in favour of a new, politicized, image.47  

(2)  

At this point we’ve moved past the search for aesthetic origin and into the question of 

signification; the processes of “quotation, excerptation, framing and staging”48 as they contribute 

to the construction of meaning in In Seven Days. With the deconstruction of photography came the 

ability to question pictorial conventions—the still life, the portrait, the history painting—and 

represent new types of bodies. This post-modern expansion provided the means to address 

questions of race, gender and sexuality in new contexts. In Change, the issue is not just the man 
 

46 Roland Barthes, “Rhetorique de ‘limage,” quoted by Rosalind E. Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Part 2,” The 
Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), 217.  
47 We can also think about this image in the context of a “shadow.” Especially in the post 9/11 world, “the shadow, 
that quintessential index of the body, of presence and proximity, is invoked only to convey an irredeemable absence 
and irrevocable break.” Here, Lisa Salztman references Art Spiegelman’s response to 9/11, In the Shadow of Two 
Towers. “Spiegelman’s shadow,” Saltzman continues, “is a shadow in the absence of a body, which is to say, a 
shadow that is only ideological, fully spectral.” Lisa Salztman, Making Memory Matter: Strategies of Remembrance 
in Contemporary Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006), 20.  
48 Douglas Crimp, “Pictures,” October 8 (Spring 1979): 77, 87. “The desire of representation,” Crimp writes, “exists 
only insofar as it can never be fulfilled, insofar as the original is always deferred. It is only in the absence of the 
original that representation can take place. And representation takes place because it is always already there in a world 
“as” representation.”  
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and his shadow, but the man presented as a recognizable symbol of America.  

Obama’s pose recalls John Wayne, Elvis or the Marlborough man. Icons of American 

culture, these figures married an untamed masculinity with an essential “cool” that was intended to 

showcase the freedom and laxity of the relatively “new world” against long standing totalitarian 

regimes. This was this crux of Obama’s campaign. Proposing to unite a divided country, his 

messages of hope, change and equality sought to rouse new demographics and rally 

underrepresented bodies. In many ways, this grassroots strategy were the key to his ultimate 

success. “He did a day in Philadelphia,” Green says:   

and he did four consecutive rallies on the crossroads of residential streets in 

four areas of Philadelphia. I had loads of drawings of Obama's face, head and 

shoulders, but I found it hard to get his stance. I worked really hard to get to the 

essence of it but felt it was eluding me until this rally on October tenth and this 

photograph that I took at six o’clock that morning.49 

On one hand, the representation of Obama in this pose is a translation of his mass appeal. 

Returning to the fissure, however, we realize that one group missing from the defined American 

stereotype are black men; in particular, black leaders associated with the concurrent Civil Rights 

Movement, including Malcom X, Martin Luther King and Jesse Jackson.50 The accepted 

American image, which arises from popular culture, suppresses the concurrent socio-political 

struggle that Obama reinvigorates. Change, which is physically and symbolically central to In 

Seven Days…highlights the disconnect between black and white and questions the stereotypes 

ingrained in the original index, which is the image of the quintessential American male. At the 

heart of this question is the issue of blackness. Eliminating context, Green re-visits these 

stereotypes by inserting a new, mixed race body into the vernacular of American symbolism. By 

suggesting the exclusion of  

 
49 Meyer, “Hope, Change and Struggle,” Nov. 2010.  
50 See Hal Foster, “Questions of Difference,” in The Return of the Real (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), 222.  



 38 

 

Figure 17: Dr. Martin Luther King. Lincoln Memorial. 1963.  

 

Figure 18: Photograph by Nicola Green. Barack Obama. Lincoln Memorial. 2009   
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black figures from popular imagery and the political sphere, Green poses an entirely new 

challenge. Does the instability of this image transcend lasting divisions? Where does the “here” 

and the “formerly” lead?  

The portrait of Obama, it appears, is not intended in the traditional sense. Instead, it is the 

image of Obama as perceived by the audience in Hope and by the lens in Fear. In a final act of 

deconstruction, Green launches a formal intervention that determines the reading of the work and 

exposes, suggests Buchloh, the “countertendencies of the delusion that an ideal community of 

formed subjects could have been depicted.” This intervention concerns the arrangement of the 

images around a central figure and the unity of the whole. Staged in the “photojournalistic 

technique of serial imagery,” this mechanical anonymity in which “spatial orientation acts as the 

(one) governing principle of order”51 raises questions about the nature of the media imagery that 

determines the reception of American popular culture at home and abroad.  

Narrative Gestures:  

The processes of deconstruction, repetition and insertion, however, do not satisfy the claim 

that the work is “unique.”52 Nor are the issues these processes suggest the only aspects of the 

campaign that Green explored. Her post-modernist gestures are complimented by a conflicting 

return to the Realism that Green was exposed to in Edinburgh. At the heart of this Realism was is 

revival of narrative painting.  

There are two structural narratives at work In Seven Days...: a master-narrative that 

underlies the entire series and a narrative internal to the work. Referencing the neo-Expressionism 

of Currie and the Glasgow Boys, Green’s use of narrative transcends post-modernist logic and 

connects In Seven Days to established ideologies, engaging a political unconscious and mobilizing 

 
51 Benjamin Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s Work of Mourning,” 
October 75 (Winter 1996): 81.  
52 In his discussion of the art historical field, Donald Preziosi suggests: “Characteristic most generally of the 
disciplinary discursive field in modern times has been an investment shared by most art historians in fixing and 
located the particular and unique truth about an artwork.” “Unique” here is used self-referentially acknowledge the 
underlying goals of this project.  Donald Preziosi, “The Art of Art History,” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 2 (Winter 1992): 
375. 
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an epistemological response. The question becomes: what is the “political unconscious” that 

Green taps into? What are the narratives she suggests?  

The master-narrative is the biblical reference to the seven days of creation suggested by the 

title. The title is functionally prescriptive: it suggests that the viewer read In Seven Days... 

progressively from start to finish. Complimented each subtitle—Light, Struggle, Hope, Change, 

Fear, Sacrifice/Embrace and Peace—the spiritual undertone extends the work past its historic 

immediacy through the processes of creation, ascension and transformation. Re-interpreted in the 

politics sphere, these processes re-connect In Seven Days... with the broader narratives of 

historicism, nationalism and identity politics it engages with.    

The textual association of the title with the Book of Genesis is not to suggest that In Seven 

Days... is a faith-based piece. Where the title may have spiritual significance for a Judeo-Christian 

audience, for those who do not regard “creation story” as spiritual fact, “In Seven Days...” may 

inspire an reading of the piece associated with, as Phillips suggests, the ascent of man. Employed 

as a master-narrative, the creationary reference extracts the didactic usages of religion as tool of 

moral and political education, gestures to the type of symbolism Green appropriates and questions, 

perhaps, the interconnectivity of religion and politics both within Green’s practice as well as the 

purportedly secular state. Following Jameson, the new way of “thinking about” this master-

narrative is presented in the context of how it relates to the American politics and its implications 

within a reading of the 2008 political campaign. It asserts the artist’s intentions while providing a 

basic literary structure.  

The narrative within the work is, ostensibly, the 2008 democratic campaign as experienced 

by Nicola Green. Like Green’s earlier work, this narrative is conveyed not through figurative 

representation alone, but the use of symbols as they convey an essential component of Green’s 

protagonist. Recognizing that the “image” of Obama had been compromised in the ways discussed 

above, Green looks for an alternative signifier to illustrate “the beginning, the struggle, the 
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audience, the hero, the anti-hero, the solution (undefined) and the resolution.”53 As a physical 

feature that holds much iconographic currency, Green’s use of gesture is part of an overall 

programme to situate In Seven Days... within the broader context of historical painting.  

“Hands are crucial to everyday communication,” observes Andrew Nairne in his 

introduction to the 1985 exhibition Hand Signals:  

Expressing love, friendship, hate, surprise; acting as didactic tools (pointing 

things out) or, as with Kennedy and Bush, indicating acknowledgement of an 

audience (whether real or – through the media – invisible). What makes hands 

vital to communication is their physical freedom of movement and importance 

as highly complex and sophisticated gadgets at the end of our arms capable of 

sensitivity, precision and force. 

In Western art, figurative painting and sculpture has evolved around the 

interplay and expressive qualities of the head and hands. Up to and during the 

Renaissance, hands were often of greater significance than faces: specific 

gestures and moments told a story within an understood religious narrative....In 

this age of mass media, hands are made to play a bewildering number of roles.54 

Combining these usages—didactic, political and religious—the hands of In Seven Days construct 

an autonomous and self-sufficient narrative.  

Beginning with The First Day: Light, the circle of seven dark hands are making signs, 

talking to the viewer. One hand gives the thumbs up, one hand is making a V for victory sign, and 

so on. There’s a dialogue going on between the hands and the audience that engages with a history 

of language, idiom and appeal as it extends outward and returns to the closed circle. These hands 

lead to the golden fist, which has significance as a symbol of power, struggle and violence. Next 

are the people looking up (presumably at Obama), who are faceless except for one figure and the 

American flag. This image can be looked as a “landscape” of the American people attending to his 

 
53 NG: 03.02.2011 
54 Andrew Nairne, introduction to Hand Signals, ed. Conrad Atkinson and Andrew Nairne (Birmingham: Ikon 
Gallery, in association with Arthur Anderson and Company, 1985), 9.  
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particular message. Next is the representation of Obama himself, which is made ambiguous by the 

presence of the shadow. Here, the hands are relaxed, but like Obama, doubled. They are in a state 

of transition. In the following image, the hands are gloved, robotic and demonized behind the 

camera lens. This lens, however, may double as the barrel of a gun, indicating the kind of threats 

Obama faces in his political position. The rhetoric of the camera in this image represents the gaze 

of the world, which is inhuman and hidden behind the gloves. Next you arrive at the cruciform 

Obama, but because the image is faceless and because it is brown it could also be a reference for 

the history of the black nation in the United States—the vacillation between lynching and 

preaching. Finally there is this hand—orange, a mixed colour—asserting power. It is open, it is 

peaceful, but it says: “I’m taking control.” The dialogue here, the chronology of the story mediated 

through the hands, is one that takes you from pleading to power, from the prayers of a general 

public to the emergence of a leader. Read in this way, the hands engage with a series of rhetorics 

that force the viewer to re-evaluate the story, to consider the narrative outside of the immediate 

context of Barack Obama and the commotion surrounding his campaign. The story is simple until 

one looks at the hands and ask: What are they doing? What are they signalling?  

Hands to Hanging  

In In Seven Days... each hand assumes and subverts accepted iconographies through formal 

re-interpretation. The assertion of the hands in this way—as an allegorical impulse for the 

assumption of power that transpires throughout the prints—conveys what Craig Owens identifies 

as “a conviction of the remoteness of the past and a desire to redeem the past in the present.”55 In 

Struggle, for example, the clenched fist is suggestive of Black Power and the history of communist 

dissent. The depiction of the fist in gold, however, represents a blending of these groups in the 

new, hybrid identity that Obama represents.56 As in House Slave / Field Slave, the use of gold leaf 

 
55 Craig Owens, “The Historical Impulse,” in The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology ed. Donald Preziosi 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 315.  
56 In conversation with a black woman on the campaign, Green was told; “If your boys ever ask if they are black or 
white, you’re to tell them they’re golden.” NG: 12:06:10.  
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acts as a symbol of political and spiritual transcendence. Out of context, the disembodied hand 

breaks with its historical immediacy, suggesting a reading that transcends the racial boundaries 

contained in old conventions. The struggle, however, does not negate persecution. Instead, it 

recognizes those moments of civil divide while moving in the direction of civil unity. 57  

The cruciform figure in Sacrifice / Embrace similarly assumes and contradicts religious 

iconography. Re-interpreted in the context of Green’s narrative, the religious symbol acts here as a 

means to reflect on the political sphere as a type of self sacrifice; one in which, Green suggests, 

“you do not own your time, you do not own yourself, but you put yourself in a constant state of 

risk.”58 Like it’s biblical referent, however, this self-sacrifice is construed as a necessary act that 

leads away from a divided civil history and towards the embrace of a new community.  

This transition involves a re-evaluation of the black body. “The black male body,” 

observes Stuart Hall, “fetishized and overdetermined, is the site on which popular culture 

expresses itself. It is on this body that postmodernism’s deep and ambivalent fascination with 

blackness is realized.”59 Contemporary artists Chris Ofili, Dawn Adler Dedeaux and Kehinde 

Wiley have all used religious symbolism to question the essence and hybridity of blackness, using 

old conventions to posit new bodies.60 “For those of us who dare to desire differently,” argues Bell 

Hooks:  

The issue of race and representation is not just a question of critiquing the status 

quo. It is also about transforming the image, creating alternatives, asking 

ourselves questions about what types of images subvert, pose critical 

 
57 Against a purple background—which could represent the merger of “red” and “blue” states, principles of outdated 
sovereignty or, even, a sense of loss—the golden hand presents, challenges and reconciles democracy, monarchy and 
death. At the time of the campaign, Green’s mother-in-law  became very ill. In a sense, the series of prints emerges 
from the death of this figure and the birth of her son.  
58 NG: 05.05.11.  
59 Stuart Hall, “What is this “black” in black popular culture? (Rethinking Race),” Social Justice 20 (March 1993): 
104–111.  
60 See Thelma Golden, Black Male: Representations of masculinity in contemporary American art (New York: 
Whitney Museum of American Art, distributed by Harry, N. Abrams, 1994). “Dressing her young, black male model 
as Rambo, John Wayne, and finally Christ, DeDeaux expresses the roots of aggression, machismo, and martyrdom so 
often solely associated with black youth. Her message is that violence does not belong only to black men, and she 
calls her subjects “warriors,” consciously tapping into the masculine Black Power rhetoric as well as its military 
counterpart.” 32.  
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alternatives, and transform our worldviews and move us away from dualistic 

thinking about good and bad.61  

Suspending the spectral hands and head, Sacrifice / Embrace gestures to the instability of this 

status quo as it is determined by the pervasiveness of pre-existing prejudices and the desire to 

move past outdated stereotypes. In the void between, however, Green suggests the space for the 

universal embrace that is accomplished in Peace.  

This reconciliation is gestured to by an act of distillation within the narrative, which is the 

reduction of the seven hands in the first image to the single hand in the last. The raised is a symbol 

acknowledgment, thanks and blessing used by political leaders as an assertion of power. Depicted 

in orange, this hand transcends the divisions of dark and light and gestures to the inclusive 

neutrality achieved in Sacrifice / Embrace. In keeping with prior practice, however, the 

ambivalence of this image emerges when thinking back to Warhol’s Mohammad Ali, in which the 

use of orange is used as a representation of blackness. But we can also think of the colour in terms 

of Buddhist robes, or Michelanglo’s sybils. Conjuring this element of spirituality, we return to the 

master-narrative, which is ultimately one of faith.  

The absence of hands is equally informative. As we have discussed, Hope and Fear—an 

image of a crowd in profile and an imposing photographic lens supported by two red hands—

reflect on the issues of viewership and surveillance in political culture. Green’s “tribute to the 

American people,” the lack of hands in this central trio highlights the disconnect between the 

immediate experience of the political campaign and its situation within the longer arc of time 

explored through the use of symbolism. The absence of hands represents the immediacy of the 

moment. Their presence gestures to the experience of the political campaign within its many 

master-narratives.  

Utilizing these different religious and political icons and re-reinterpreting them through a 

personal lens, Green gestures to established symbols while simultaneously de-stabilizing their 
 

61 Bell Hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 4. 
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meaning. Though the internal narrative at first glance appears to be structurally whole; the entire 

cycle is undercut by a perpetual state of instability. On one hand, the pluralism of signs is an 

accurate representation of the unresolved nature of the subject, Barack Obama, as he is conceived 

in the history-making-itself now. The iconographic quotations Green implements blur the 

temporal index of by re-interpreting traditional frames of reference within a pared down post-

modernist aesthetic. This technique obfuscates meaning within the work, transferring it into the 

psychological realm of the viewer. But to the extent that the divisions Green creates within the 

work are never fully resolved, we must wonder if an interlocutor of meaning lies elsewhere? This 

meaning, I propose, is found within the museum.   

Meaning and the Museum.  

In In Seven Days... meaning is also created by the propinquity of the suite to its historical 

framework. As a political portrait, public interpretation of In Seven Days... changes in response to 

the outcome of Obama’s experience as President. The articulation of this event (the political 

campaign) before its conclusion on the political stage affects our interpretation of the piece as well 

as its lasting influence.  “In the increasingly attenuated interval between events and their 

monumental public commemoration,” writes Lisa Salztman,  

there exists a relation of temporal proximity that would seem to deny in its virtual 

immediacy the sedimentation and assimilation of loss that comes with the 

passage of time, with the work of mourning and memory...And yet, even as the 

acceleration of process compresses a certain notion of historical understanding, 

that temporal collapse may not foreclose the possibility of memorial form, and 

with that, remembrance.62 

 
62 Lisa Saltzman, Making Memories Matter: Strategies of Remembrance in Contemporary Art (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 23.  
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As In Seven Days... enters the museum, it becomes embedded in this discourse of remembrance—

the processes through which nature (art) is made into culture (object) within the museum’s walls.63 

In choosing the traditional museum over its contemporary counterpart, Green prefaces a site where 

mnemonic reanimation of visual art is made possible.64 This memory structure, engendered by the 

teleological nature of the “universal survey museum,” ensures that the messages encoded in In 

Seven Days... are not just received by the present generation, but by those generations left to 

come.65 Repeatedly played out on the museum’s walls, the event Green depicts becomes 

permanently situated as a defining moment of twenty-first century culture. Brought into concert 

with new narrative(s), the work’s ambiguity comes to a halt. Fixed in museological space, the 

disparate elements of the seven days collapse into the ascent of a new man.  

 Is this a memory or a memorial? In as much as Green has adopted recognizable forms, we 

might posit that her symbols, like the fractured image, are placeholders for a narrative progression 

that is equally outdated. “What distinguishes this work of memory [i.e. the memorial] from the 

purely indexical form,” Saltzman argues,  

is the way this work uses its strategies of representation to make clear that such 

forms are, in the end, just that: forms, conventions, structures [my emphasis]. 

And perhaps that is where the ethics, as well as the aesthetics, of such work may 

be found, in its self-conscious relation to, yet irredeemable distance from, the 

historical object it takes as its subject.66 

In Seven Days... functions as a site for a historical, if not memorial encounter; conjuring the range 

of experiences and events that ground our understanding of the past (of this specific event) and in 

turn re-directing our relationship to those experiences in the present. If, as Donald Prezisoi 

suggests, the “museological space is correlative to art historical space” through their shared nature 
 

63 “Memory [le souvenir],” to quote Baudelaire, “[becomes] the great criterion of art; art is a mnemotechny of the 
beautiful.”63 Michael Fried, “Painting Memories: On the Containment of the past in Baudelaire and Manet,” Critical 
Inquiry 10, no. 3 (March 1994): 80, 147. 
64 See Hal Foster, “Archives of Modern Art,” 95.  
65 “I made this work for my children and their generation. I want them to learn from it, to see where it comes from, 
and to see where it will lead.” N.G. 05.05.11.  
66 Saltzman, Making Memories Matter, 24.  
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as “evidentiary institutions,”67 then the inclusion of In Seven Days in the museum posits and 

solidifies the work within the realm of criteria I’ve suggested.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
67 Donald Preziosi, “The Question of Art History,” 379.  
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CONCLUSION 

A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of a philosopher: the text he writes, the work he produces are 

not in principle governed by preestablished rules, and they cannot be judged according to a determining 

judgment, by applying familiar categories to the text or to the work. Those rules and categories are what the 

work of art itself is looking for. 

 ¾¾  Jean-Fraçois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 81.  
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*     *     *     *     *     *     * 

Just as In Seven Days... is a series of quotations and re-interpretations of accepted 

iconography, so too has this analytic exercise borrowed and reformulated accepted modes of art 

historical discourse and criticism. For Green, the fortune of a unique personal perspective afforded 

exclusive access to the most poignant symbol of twenty-first century culture. Merging her 

classical training with an awareness of Pop and Conceptualism, she has create a new iconography 

that is forward looking yet lasting; monumentally, yet intimate. The opportunity to work with a 

living artist who reflects on history as it is created now has enriched my understanding of artistic 

production today.  

If ever there was felt a loss of “aura,” Green’s seven days returns it to visual culture 

through the creation of a new visual language that is clear, intelligent and visually engaging. In 

Seven Days... reminds us that we are all armed with the power to change, the ablity to hope and 

the strength to stand for those things we believe in. With history of her side, Nicola Green emerges 

as an interpreter of culture, an interlocutor of meaning and a new voice in a society that has 

forotton how to listen. As for In Seven Days... its future is clear:  

I see its journey. It’s not got one moment. For a lot of work there is one moment. 

The moment of going into the world, that moment that you have to grasp. I feel 

like it has its own journey that will only gather momentum and understanding as 

time goes on.  

Whatever that journey is, however, we will have to wait and see.  
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Appendix A: In Seven Days... An Exhibition Packet 

This exhibition packet was presented to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Library of Congress 

and the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool. Each “day” is followed by three respective pages of 

photographs, studio work and preparatory studies leading to the final image. The appendix is 

intended to give a fuller understanding of the gestation of the work in its entirety.   
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