Fig. 1. John Currin, Sister, 1992, oil on canvas, 92.2 x 81.7 cm,
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. © John Currin. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.
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“Twin Sister” as Painting and Woman: An Analysis of John Currin’s Sister (1992)
Kimberly Glassman

John Currin (b. 1962) has been characterized as a misogynistic, sexist and homophobic artist.1 In
combining high art with pornography, his Renaissance-style paintings of women have sparked
much controversy. Adrian Searle, chief art critic of the Guardian, describes the artist’s work as
simultaneously arousing “admiration and horror.”2 Belonging to the age-old tradition of erotic
paintings, Currin’s images are inspired by the provocative works of Sandro Botticelli (1445–
1510), Gustave Courbet (1819–1877), Otto Dix (1891–1969), Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres
(1780–1867), and Christian Schad (1894–1982).3 Following in the footsteps of his predecessors,
Currin often paints exceedingly intimate scenes of women which are shocking to the public.
However, some of his earliest works are of anonymous aging women and emphasize the
desexualization of the female form. In his portrait of a middle-aged woman entitled Sister (1992)
(fig. 1), Currin examines the meaning of “sister” on two levels: first, he explores the kinship
between painting and drawing through the act of replication (that is, modelling a drawing after
the painting); and secondly, the subject assumes the role of a submissive, asexual sibling who
symbolically serves as the artist’s confidante, a repository for his anxieties about his own artistic
skill and masculinity.

Currin’s experimentations with painting technique and form are propelled by a sense of anxiety
about having to contend with the legacy of the European masters. In an interview with writer and
artist Angus Cook, Currin opens up about being an American painter in the twenty-first century:
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“As an American painter you don’t realize how hopeless it is … going up against the European
giants.”4 This anxiety drives his intense investigations of form and of painting as a medium.

Rendered in a Renaissance style through Currin’s usual process of trial and error, the painting
Sister is based on a photograph of American professional ballerina Eleanor D’Antuono from a
1970s issue of Dance World.5

Fig. 1. John Currin, Sister, 1992, oil on canvas, 92.2 x 81.7 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.
© John Currin. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.
Currin sought “to make two identical paintings, as an experiment of sorts” to see how the same
painting would change when duplicated in a different medium.6 He thus modelled a graphite
drawing after the painting and also titled it Sister (1993) (fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. John Currin, Sister, 1993, graphite on paper, 30.5 x 24.1 cm. © John Currin. Courtesy
Gagosian Gallery.
Currin began to perceive the relationship between painting and drawing as akin to a familial one.
“Drawing and painting were like siblings who hate each other in [his] work,”7 and like parents
often do, he took the side of one child—that of painting. This is evident in Currin’s twin works.
In the painted portrait, the woman possesses softer features: her smooth hair is neatly coiffed, she
is smiling courteously, her gaze is directed slightly upward and the outer edges of her eyes are
slanted downward to give her a doe-eyed expression. Furthermore, the wine colour of the
sweater and the bland, beige background suggest a genteel, innocuous personality. By contrast,
the woman in the graphite drawing has a much harsher appearance, heightened by the absence of
colour. Her sweater and hair are composed of hard and tense lines. Her hair is shorter, messier
and more blunt. The figure’s face occupies much more space in the composition, making her
appear more aggressive. Her slightly tilted head, which is disproportionately large compared to
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her body, combined with her intense, black eyes provoke discomfort in the viewer. This portrait
is aptly nicknamed “The Evil Sister.” While painting and drawing may be siblings, these two
contrasting works demonstrate their inherent differences.

Currin fictionalizes his model by transforming the photograph of her into two portraits of
imaginary figures. Similarly, in his other works he appropriates photographs of real women and
elevates them to the realm of the mythic. According to Currin, “The people I paint don’t exist.
The only thing that is real is the painting. It’s not like a photograph where there’s another reality
that existed in a certain moment in time in the past.”8 The figures in his paintings are thus
manifestations of the artist’s imagination, pure fantasies. For instance, for The Dogwood Thieves
(2004–2010) (fig. 3), which was inspired by a magazine advertisement for deodorant, the artist
conceived a remarkable number of distinctive iterations before arriving at this final image of two
smiling, embracing women in varying states of undress in a seemingly rural outdoor setting.
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Fig. 3. John Currin, The Dogwood Thieves, 2004–10, oil on canvas, 142.4 x 111.76 cm. © John
Currin. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.
For Currin, painting is an act of male domination in which the “yielding surface” of the canvas is
subjected to his “male sex,” metaphorically referring to the paint at the end of his brush.9 He
states: “My paintings are, if not self-portraits, a quest for masculinity.”10 In this quest, Currin has
produced diverging representations of women that invoke the “mother/whore dichotomy.”11 In
contrast to the sexualized women in The Dogwood Thieves—one of whom bears the facial
features of a 1970s Danish porn star12—the subject in Sister resembles a maternal figure.
However, the work’s title suggest that this imaginary figure’s relationship to the artist is not a
parental one; indeed, the figure is submissive rather than authoritative. This “sister” assumes a
maternal or familial role in the sense that she sacrifices herself to be a repository for the artist’s
anxieties about women, his artistic skill and his masculine identity.
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The woman in the painting Sister is objectified: she is described as a “motionless icon whom we
can stare at as [a] curious artifac[t] but who cannot return our gaze,” being neither “quite human
[n]or alive.”13 Art historian and art critic James Elkins suggests that the body becomes an object
that “can express itself merely by being seen.”14 However, in this painting, the figure’s face
resembles a mask and her body is concealed beneath a loose sweater. Her face has a matte-like
finish with tones mirroring the beige background. Areas on her face appear splotchy, uneven and
dense. Thick brushstrokes, similar to those used to apply makeup, hide the woman behind a mask
and strip her of subjectivity. The unnaturalness of her visage is heightened by the incongruous
sides of her face: the left side, rendered in shadow, is more exaggerated, as the eyebrow is raised
and the wrinkles are more pronounced, whereas the right side is more youthful and calm.15 The
woman’s sweater conceals her curves, reflecting the desire for comfort and a diminishing
emphasis on a feminine appearance as a woman ages. As a result, she is somewhat of an
androgynous figure.

Currin’s Sister and Pablo Picasso’s (1881–1973) Portrait of Gertrude Stein (1905–6) (fig. 4)
both convey anxieties about women of their time through the androgynous female figure. Instead
of portraying delicate, womanly features, both subjects are painted with the “pounds piled up,”
their bodies seemingly composed of “massive, heavy fat.”16 Their female form is hidden, as
Currin’s figure is covered up in a loose turtleneck sweater, while Picasso’s Gertrude is dressed in
a large, heavy robe. Their bodies are thus morphed into ambiguous forms. Both artists have
painted their subjects with their hair brushed back to underscore their androgyny.17
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Fig. 4. Pablo Picasso, Portrait of Gertrude Stein, 1905–6, oil on canvas, 100 x 81.3 cm, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. © 2016 Estate of Pablo Picasso / Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/47.106/.
Like Currin, Picasso further desexualizes his subject by giving her face a rigid, mask-like quality
that “blocks personal expression and shields the gaze.”18 The eyes of Currin’s and Picasso’s
figures have been described in similar ways: the former are like black holes, “sucking up light,”19
while the latter are “cavernous openings.”20 These vacuous women thus appear as objects that
may be looked at but that cannot engage in the act of looking. As empty vessels, these figures are
available to be filled with meaning by the artist or the viewer.

Currinʼs Sister demonstrates a rare window into the psychology of the artist. Functioning more as
his mirror than that of the subjectʼs “twin,”21 Sister provides an appropriate setting through which
the artist may cope with his personal fears and anxieties. He makes clear his aim to devalue her
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by duplicating her,22 thus exposing his intentional or unintentional employment of transference
on the female form to mediate his fears and anxieties.

This essay has examined two possible meanings of “sister” in Currin’s Sister. First, the painting
and the graphite drawing of the same title serve as studies of the two mediums, revealing the
similarities and differences between them. Secondly, the figure in the painting Sister may be
interpreted as a metaphorical sibling to the artist, a submissive, asexual confidante who acts as a
kind of repository for the artist’s psychological anxieties about his artistic skill, his masculine
identity and women in modern society.
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