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Self Portrait, 1974, Oil on paper, 13 ¾” x 10 ¼”



Trippers and askers surround me,
People I meet, the effect upon me of my early life or the ward
     and city I live in, or the nation,
The latest dates, discoveries, inventions, societies, authors
     old and new,
My dinner, dress, associates, looks, compliments, dues,
The real or fancied indifference of some man or woman I
     love,
The sickness of one of my folks or of myself, or ill-doing or
     loss or lack of money, or depressions or exaltations,
Battles, the horrors of fratricidal war, the fever of doubtful
     news, the fitful events;
These come to me days and nights and go from me again,
But they are not the Me myself.
Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,
Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle,
     unitary,
Looks down, is erect, or bends an arm on an impalpable
     certain rest,
Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next,
Both in and out of the game and watching and wondering
     at it.
Backward I see in my own days where I sweated through fog
     with linguists and contenders,
I have no mockings or arguments, I witness and wait.

Walt Whitman, excerpt from Song of Myself

Self Portrait, 1980, Oil on paper, 20” x 28”

Raoul Middleman’s self-portraits are a witnessing and a waiting. 
Through them he explores, presents, and preserves aspects of 
himself. In Walt Whitman’s famous poem excerpted in this essay, 
he muses that the self contains multitudes. With his hundreds of 
self-portraits Middleman bring this concept to life. Over the course 
of a half-century, Middleman has used his self-portraits as a visual 
diary to record himself, witnessing his own growth, waiting to see 
what facet will make itself clear next. 
	 I	first	met	Raoul	Middleman	while	preparing	a	retrospective	of	
another Baltimore painter named William S. Dutterer. In his 53-
year teaching career, Middleman has taught hundreds of painters, 
including Dutterer in the 1960s. I hoped to gain insight through 
his memories, and had heard that he was an excellent storyteller. 
Following Middleman upstairs to his studio was stumbling into 
a painter’s dream. A skylight illuminated swaths of still-drying 
paintings pinned to the wall. Each wall was covered in rows of 

captivating self-portraits. Some were quick sketches loose, free, 
and uneconomical with paint while others were tighter, painted 
over and into, their color more considered. From these I was left 
with the distinct impression that Middleman is a man constantly in 
search of himself.
 Middleman is known for his larger-than-life allegorical 
paintings that mix aspects of life in Baltimore with fantastical 
myths. In his self-portraits, he is quieter. In them he creates 
a meditation on himself, a space to consider and reform his 
features, to cast new light. Some self-portraits are ugly, twisted 
while others are brighter, more forgiving, and full of color. Many 
of these portraits are created on paper. Quick studies capture a 
certain light, time of day, or mood. They are not precious and do 
not seek perfection of the form, instead leaving an impression of 
Middleman that day. Other portraits on canvas, panel, or even a 
discarded door, took longer to make. These longer studies serve 

the	same	aim	of	reflection,	but	allow	for	revision	and	refinement.	
In all of the portraits, Middleman’s gaze is directed outwards, he 
makes direct eye contact with himself and the viewer.
 Self-portraits represent each way it is possible to be. They are 
at once a documentation of the physical, and insight into the inner 
world. Self-portraits present the artist’s hopes and fears about who 
they are. They also describe the way that the view of the self shifts 
constantly,	influenced	by	each	new	encounter.	Seen	all	together,	
Middleman’s self-portraits form a greater whole that describes the 
complexity inherent in conscious examination of the self.
	 Middleman’s	self-portraits	draw	parallels	to	selfies,	self-
portraits taken on a cell phone camera and shared primarily on 
social	media.	Selfies	are	as	contentious	as	they	are	ubiquitous.	
They are often derided as self-centered, the product of a 
generation	obsessed	with	looking	at	themselves.	But	really,	a	selfie	
is nothing more than the effort to capture the daily self, minute-
to-minute as it changes. It is an impulse to preserve and the 
manifestation of a desire for immortalization. 
	 In	the	making	of	Middleman’s	portraits	and	selfies,	the	mirror	is	
a necessary partner. Middleman employs two mirrors in his studio, 
a large circle and a large rectangle. In some paintings, only the 
edge	is	visible,	leaving	Middleman’s	bust	floating.	When	the	whole	
mirror	is	present	we	are	able	to	see	multiple	views	of	the	figure	at	
once, referencing the multiplicity inherent in the self. These mirrors 
make the mechanics of how Middleman creates his portraits 
apparent, we are meant to know that he was looking at himself. In 
selfies,	we	often	see	the	edges	of	the	bathroom	or	bedroom	mirror,	
which	provides	a	physical	frame	and	context	for	the	figure.	We	
are always reminded that the creators are making the portrait for 
themselves	first,	reflecting	on	themselves	physically.
	 The	backgrounds	of	Middleman’s	paintings	and	selfies	each	
provide	us	with	information	that	defines	the	narrative	of	each	
piece.	Designer	shoes,	a	messy	floor,	choices	of	décor	are	all	signs	
and	signifiers	that	inform	the	particular	self	we	are	viewing	in	the	
portrait.	Like	the	background	of	a	selfie,	Middleman	provides	clues	
to himself in his paintings. Recurring images of a Chinese dragon, 
puppets,	a	fiddle,	and	a	yellow	doorframe	make	up	Middleman’s	

visual	vocabulary.	These	figures	are	Middleman’s	companions	on	
his exploration of himself, and each stand for some aspect that 
cannot be represented through the physical form of his features. 
	 What	the	figure	is	wearing	indicates	as	much	as	any	object	
within the frame. Most often, we see Middleman wearing 
different hats, indicating the time of year, or even the decade 
with his particular choices in fashion. This aspect of self-portrait 
making brings the physical reality into bear on the picturing of 
the	self.	The	objects	we	own	and	clothes	we	wear	do	not	make	
us who we are, but they are nonetheless part of how we view 
ourselves.	The	relationship	between	the	figure	in	a	portrait	and	
the clothing they have chosen freezes that aspect of the self in 
the moment of creation.
 It is impossible to remove the passage of time from the 
viewing of self-portraits. In his paintings, we see Middleman age. 
We see at turns his fear and acceptance of the movement towards 
a	final	end.	Selfies	document	daily	life	and	physical	changes	we	
wish to remember. These images attempt to capture the present 
moment, while also highlighting it’s passing, creating a record. 
 Though self-portraits only make up a portion of Middleman’s 
overall work, they are a crucial aspect of the whole. In his studio 
practice, the self-portraits serve as a space for experimentation 
and	play.	Once	completed	they	are	a	reflection	on	his	ever	
changing relationship to himself. Here, Middleman gets directly to 
the heart of what self-portraits mean to him: 

“The Self is not ossified in some permanent immutable 
casement, always the same, but rather manifests itself as 
fragments of an expandable continuum. Just as a circle 
can be described by an infinite number of tangents in the 
trajectory of its rotation, so can the Self. Startled by the jolt of 
introspection, self portraiture is all about the discovery of the 
multiplicity of one’s being, shifting through the masks of time.”

 Middleman’s self-portraits are a window. In a truly vulnerable 
and powerful act, he lets the viewer in, to see him as he sees himself. 

Self Portrait, 2005, Oil on wood, 18” x 12” Self Portrait, 1974, Oil on board, 24” x 18”


