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Abstract. Using Bill Henson’s works commis-
sioned by the Paris Opera, the author explores 
the territories of connections between fine art, 
photography and staged events. This in turn is 
used for discussing the problematic question 
of reception in art, how opera performances 
(and other forms of representation) are moved 
outside the traditional space and used as 
resources for secondary art objects. Analyzing 
the relationship between the multiple 
types of art gives way to understanding 
the contemporary artistic productions, 
confronted with issues like simultaneity, 
pictorial representation and emulations into 
new mediums for “traditional” expressions 
of art.

Ioan DARIA

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC TREATMENT OF EMOTION

IN FRONT OF A STAGE.

BILL HENSON: THE OPERA PROJECT

In 1990, Bill Henson was commi-
ssioned by the Paris Opera to produce 
a body of work. The resulting 50 images 
were constructed entirely in the studio 
and include landscapes, cloudscapes 
and people. After visiting the city and 
the Opera House, Henson thought it 
was necessary for him to concentrate on 
the total effect of music, a time-based 
medium, and on the manner in which 
it could be translated into the silent 
form of the photograph. He proposed 
himself to literalize the effect of the 
heard sounds. Hence at the Opera, he 
looked for the images of the finest 
and hard to get transition of all: music 
circulating through human body and 
its expression. The photographer added 
to these mesmerized people gallery of 
portraits great pictures of nature changing 
in hesitating light, alternating human 
intensity of expression with the fresh calm 
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of wide neutral landscapes. The meeting 
point between the two series gathered in 
this project appears as an aesthetic one, 
and, more precisely, the chiaroscuro 
realm of the light set. But it also has to do 
with a meaningful ensemble composition: 
naturally illuminated skies and vegetation 
bring an open breathing atmosphere and 
equilibrium to the artificial opera black 
box, which is depicted in the main part 
of the series. The sense of strange isolated 
beauty and overwhelming painterly 
precision seem to be the aim of Bill 
Henson’s Paris Opera Project (1990/91). 

A photographic new continent

Born in Melbourne, Australia in 1955, 
Bill Henson’s photographs have been 
seen in major international exhibitions 

and survey shows over the past 25 
years. Venues include the Bibliothèque 
Nationale in Paris, Musée d’Art Moderne 
de la Ville de Paris, the Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum in New York, 
the Museum of Modern Art in Vienna, 
the Venice Biennale, most Australian 
museums, and gallery shows in the 
United States. Henson lives and works 
in Sydney. 

At the age of forty, Bill Henson was 
selected to represent Australia at the 
1995 Venice Biennale. Since then, his 
solid reputation has continued to expand 
into art centers around the globe. In 
addition to a great number of locations in 
Australia, he has had exhibitions in New 
York, Paris, Beijing, Tokyo, Montréal, 
Barcelona, London and Amsterdam (at 

Bill Henson, from The Paris Opera Project
Type C photographs

People sitting in the dark, listening attentively; traveling sitters; desiring, out of 
themselves, dreaming, almost deadly still; jewels and formal evening wear glittering in 
shadowy anonymous places, in front of an unseen glamorous stage. 

Apart from the hypnotic gallery of images, an opera performance is taking place on 
the stage; we cannot hear it or see it, if it is not by reading its effects on the maps of the 
transfigured series of portraits. The Paris Opera Project confronts us with various and 
mixed art theory problems, which we intend to discuss in the present study. 
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the Stedelijk Museum) among other 
places.

In 2003 his work appeared in Stran-
gers: The First ICP Triennial of Photo-
graphy and Video at the International 
Center of Photography in New York. 
In 2005 the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales presented a major survey of his 
work. This exhibition brought together a 
number of Henson’s important series so 
that the major themes of his work from 
the last 30 years can be studied.

As an artist, Henson is part of the 
continuing tradition of photographers 
expanding the territories of fine art. Ever 
since he has begun working on his images, 
he has been covering a number of twilight 
zones between day and night, nature and 
civilization, youth and adulthood and 
male and female. His interest in these 
transitions lie in their social implications, 
he is also fascinated in moody lighting 
associated with it. There is plenty to 
praise in Henson’s output, and plenty of 
authorities provide the applause. Henson 
is considered not only a grand technical 
master of light but an intuitive musical 
photographer who uses a camera as a 
painter might use a brush and colors.

The pictorial movement, initiated by 
great artists like Edward Steichen, finds 
in Henson’s work many of its echoes and 
projections. “Pictorialism” was all about 
embracing the photographic process as 
an artistic medium and using some key 
principles to try to give photography as 
much recognition and worth as the more 
established arts such as painting. The 

images significance lies in the image as 
an early example of color photography 
and thus a further attempt to emulate 
established mediums in the new one, 
photography. Interestingly though color 
was not adopted by the movement in 
principle. Steichen did this through his 
use of color, soft focus and the mood 
created. His early move into color, starting 
in 1904, references painting rather than 
the reality of perception as it would for 
later color photographers. Paintings, 
obviously always in color, are combined 
with his use of soft focus the print is 
given the appearance of a painting. 
Self taught, Henson is a contemporary 
social commentator, whether tackling 
human relationships with environment 
or adolescence. His predominantly dark 
images question and contemplate issues 
and realities within these scenarios. 
This aspect of his work makes him 
contemporary but one can find number 
of pictorialist style influences on his 
method. His emphasis is on light in his 
images in order to capture “the essence 
of emotion mixed with the concept of the 
object or subject”. In his images, Henson 
creates “a sense of foreboding” through 
his use of the moonlight to highlight the 
road, creating “the illusion that perhaps 
the road is floating, it could go anywhere 
and be anywhere”. To further exaggerate 
this, the image is blurred making 
it unearthly and ghostly1. The blurs 
become like brush strokes and Henson 

1 http://www.tolarnogalleries.com/bill-henson/
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is known to have used as a source of 
inspiration early European painters such 
as Caravaggio and his method of using 
darkened shadows to focus his paintings. 
His photographs have been described as 
continuing the romantic themes of the 
literature and painting while in 2004 
The New Yorker has attributed him with 
“profoundly capturing the furry texture 
of time”2. The mood also lends itself to 
pictorialist principles, the intention of the 
image is not to document the moon and/
or the scene, instead the colour and focus 
of the image create a subtle narrative.

To create dreamscapes, many of 
Henson’s images are captured at twilight 
when the light is waning. The softness of 
this light, sensual and moody, resonates in 
its intensity. The masterful composition 
of his photographs combined with lush 
and seductive lighting yield a dark and 
angry clarity; and he wields the mysteries 
created by the fragments of Caravaggio or 
Baudelaire. In his review for the Pavement 
Magazine3, David Cooper speaks about 
the haunted spaces created by Henson 
in photography. Monumentally exposed, 
any sitter becomes one, at his turn. The 
same art critic, writing in Artforum 
International in 20024, states that 
Henson’s achievement lies not so much 
in the twist he gives to the subject of 
disenfranchised youth, but in the almost 
pre-modern beauty he conjures from such 

2 Ibid.

3 Cooper, David, Bill Henson: Ambiguous 
Spaces of Adolescence, Pavement Magazine, 
Auckland, 2003.

a familiar and clinically post-postmodern 
source.4

Periods of time and states of decay 
are juxtaposed in his series of 1983-
1984, in which Henson contrasts Baroque 
architecture with the tragic figures of 
teenage junkies, solemn reminders of 
the waste and loss of innocence suffered 
by many young people in contemporary 
society. 

The subjects are still detached from 
the viewer. Their gaze remains averted 
or they stare blankly, unseeing, oblivious 
in their own personal drama. This lack 
of emotional engagement, surprisingly, 
offers a deep level of intimacy. It is not 
a connection with the subject, however, 
but rather a deep level of empathy, a 
sense of familiarity, of knowing. 

Composition and visual beauty are 
always prioritized in Henson’s works, 
even when his pictures seem to describe 
pain, despondency or the effects of 
violence. He has often focused on young 
subjects, and in recent years he has turned 
his attention towards young naked people 
who seem desperately unhappy, and 
console themselves with sex and drugs. 
Despite the voyeuristic documentation 
and the realistic visual approach in his 
book Lux et Nox, it is possible to find 
allusions to the history of art in those 
photographs, and his connection with 
high culture and modern art is brought 

4 Cooper, David, Naked Youth, Artforum 
International Magazine, New York, Febru-
ary 2002.
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out through examining his earlier work. 
It is worth keeping in mind that the title 
of another one of his books, Mnemosyne, 
refers to the Greek goddess of memory 
and the mother of the Muses. Henson in 
his interview shows himself to have great 
knowledge of modern literature and he is 
obviously aware of the history of art and 
photography. So in interpreting Henson’s 
work, one aspect that deserves inspection 
is how his work relates to other art and 
literature. In the late 1980s the format of 
Henson’s work changed. He began to work 
on a much larger scale, manipulating the 
images and creating huge collages. Pieces 
are torn from the photograph and broken 
fragments of images, collected over 
time, are combined. Urban landscapes, 
illuminated by rough neon lights were 
given the sense of foreboding found in 
deserted areas of the city at the heart 
of the night. In later works pieces are 
carefully cut from the image, repositioned 
and affixed with black tape. The white 
pieces of photographic paper contrast 
with the darkness of the image. The 
bodies in the dark images are yielding 
and hypnotic. David Cooper calls these 
wholes made in the photographs jagged 
windows, which open possibilities to the 
world beyond. Tension is created by the 
art of tearing apart subjects and canvas, 
mixing pieces of presences, distorting 
space and time. The nature of this work 
is not a calm one; it maintains the viewer 
into a state of awareness and gives him 
not a complete hedonistic experience. 
These photographs require an active 
participation and questioning from the 

behalf of the viewer. Henson is esteemed 
for his consistency of vision and artistic 
sincerity, never deviating from his poetic 
invention through the several tides of 
fashionable theory that have washed 
away the integrity of visual language in 
contemporary art.

Scenes in front of a stage

The shooting of an audience during 
an opera performance is first of all 
related to the matter of reception in 
art. Henson chooses to illustrate the 
reception phenomenon by opening new 
paths for the spectator’s interference with 
the work of art. This kind of immersion 
implies the aspect of simultaneity and 
that of an ever increasing multiplication 
of the surrounding artistic elements of a 
performance act. On the other hand, the 
focus on a group of auditors, gathered 
under a strict configuration of behavior 
codes, brings to light a scene of the never-
ending becoming of the urban ceremonies 
and not at last the reality’s degree enigma 
concerning the subjects’ illustrated emo-
tion. What Henson creates here is a non-
hierarchical structure built of elements 
that are not linked in unambiguous ways. 
We cannot understand the reasons of the 
selection made by the artist but in terms 
of compositional balance of the whole. 
The resulting use of visual signs aims 
at a synaesthethetic perception5, which 
reminds us of the choral aspect of many 
of contemporary art productions. The 

5 Lehmann, Hans-Thies, Post-dramatic 
Theater, Routledge, London, 2009, p. 86.
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parceling of perception6 becomes an 
unavoidable experience of an audience 
paying attention at different moments to 
different signs of the stage performance or 
perceiving the sum of them in countless 
subjective ways. 

The front-stage opera figures are em-
bracing the show from dark corners. 
Their glittery eyes give the atmosphere 
a precious look, doubling the effect of 
the shining jewels they are wearing. The 
sobriety of the portraits, the poses of the 
characters and their refined clothing 
imply, as we have already mentioned, 
the aesthetics of a sacral office. People 
are gathered there for something to 
happen, they attend a sort of apparition, 
in the dynamic of a ritual. The stillness 
of these figures is nearly total, they are 
hardly breathing. This aspect explains 
the accurate details of the photographs, 
taken in absence of any proper system of 
lightning, which would have broken the 
spell of the anonymous look pointed at 
these human statues. Henson creates here 
are so well stirred as if he had seen long 
time before in his mind, thought of them 
a lot and then surprised them in the dark 
room reserved to the audience during 
the show. A sort of balance created by 
the succession of portraits keeps them 
in tender tension one another. The 
listening figures are playing a role in 
an unwritten peculiar script: an adult 
woman with shiny and almost cold look 
in her eyes, jaded and still intrigued, an 
adolescent man lingering on a moment 

6 Ibid., p. 88.

of exaltation, curious looks an the 
porcelain faces of some children wearing 
glamorous clothes, distinguished collars, 
the profound vertical pose of an old man, 
seeing rather than hearing etc. Every one 
of them supports the others’ moment in 
the uncertain shadow of their seats, in the 
uncanny arms of a silent estranged group. 
We don’t know if Bill Henson waited 
long in order to get from each of these 
characters the higher expression of their 
emotional voyage into the opera space, 
but each photograph of the series seems 
to contain a climax of its own. Hence 
the shootings’ duration, as well as the 
intervals of time between them, remains 
unknown. Taken at different time in 
the flow of the opera event, the pictures 
express however a similar intensity of 
the feeling, a certain unconscious shared 
intimacy and closeness of the characters. 
Aesthetic pleasure is surprised in its 
naïve side; the distance between the 
photographed ones and the singers on 
the stage is almost banished. Henson 
surprises his posers in their moment of 
total submission to the fantasy world 
of the opera. He sees them in a sort of 
monumental mixture of oblivion and 
sharp concentration. The naïve aspect 
of the expressions the artist tries to 
gather in his nocturnal gallery reminds 
us of his passion for the perfect images 
of innocence, which circulate in all of his 
works. 

A splendid archive

The innovation Bill Henson brings 
in the understanding of the arts of 
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performance is remarkable. By focusing 
on the ones for whom the show is 
created, he is joining the artists especially 
concerned by the world of the viewer and 
their reinterpretation of the work of art’s 
reception process. Various breakthroughs 
of the late artistic thinking are present 
in the Paris Opera Project, as well as a 
measured revolutionary personal touch. 

In the first place, we can think of 
the reinvention of the imagery of the 
performing art itself. Theater and opera 
become a sophisticated background for 
revealing figures which belong to reality 
and not to the artistic universe set on 
stage. What goes on in the spotlights is 
kept silent, while the real spectators are 
given the rein of expression. The name 
of the performance or other piece of 
information referring to it does not appear 
in Henson’s project. It can be anything; 
the stage might even be an empty one. 
The events taking place up there are 
depicted using images of the moments 
they reach the audience. In this way, the 
opera is rebuilt and its meanings freed of 
its own appearance.

The second conversion we can talk 
about in this series is the switch in the 
order of aesthetic values: photographs of 
the public versus performance. Which is 
more interesting? Which comes first in the 
order of importance and value? We think 
that the answer is not interfering with the 
recognized status of both means of artistic 
expression. They are both valuable works 
of art, they can coexist and even sustain 
each other in art history, one anchoring 
the other’s advent. Each one becomes 

a witness for the other, as a work of art 
representing another one. The witness 
perspective grows by the presence of a 
non-artistic element of this mixture: the 
flesh and blood of the audience, which 
might just as well have been another 
one, attending another opera evening. 
Real people stand in the center of the 
conjunction of the two arts, performance 
and photography, beautifully stepping on 
the path opened by the first immersions 
of the spectator at the heart of the work 
of art. 

The third aspect which got our 
attention is the simultaneity of the making 
process of each of the two arts sharing 
the same place of their performance. 
The shooting process is happening at the 
same time as the singing and acting of the 
opera put on stage. Hence two shows are 
going on at once, and they could not be 
followed together without prejudicing or 
missing important parts of the both. The 
experience cannot be repeated, the final 
images of the people listening to music 
are unique, the chosen moments are 
impossible to rehearse. The performance 
on stage is being singularized by these fine 
photographic records, and even if it went 
again and again on stage, only one of the 
entire season will remain accompanied 
by the images of its spectators’ inner 
emotions. What a splendid archive did 
Henson create! The duo audience – opera 
singers is a truly new premiere of this 
kind of relationship. The turning of our 
sight from what happens on the stages 
might bring many other perspectives and 
quests in the space around the work of 
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art. With the Paris Opera series, this still 
new territory gained a lot in importance, 
as if the art of the stage suddenly spread 
and impregnated all around.

The particularity of this kind of artistic 
archive turns to be related to the way 
in which painters immortalize on their 
canvas anonymous figures in great visual 
tension and perfect balance with features 
of the place they are depicted in. Many 
art critics referred to Henson’s images 
by comparing their appearance with 
the one of Flemish Renaissance, Golden 
Age and mostly Baroque paintings. The 
anxiety of the changing skies and the 
ambiguity of figures can make of some of 
Henson’s photographs the modern echoes 
of Michael Sweerts paintings, in which a 
wrestling match is recorded in the same 
precious way on a canvas as a noble 
portrait was at the time. This duality is a 
marked one in the photographer’s entire 
work, not only concerning the subjects 
of the artistic gesture, but also the means 
of its making. Opera listeners vs. naked 
junkies portraits, dark rooms vs. open 
sunset landscapes, suburbs at night vs. 
golden cloudy skies, fine detailed figures 
vs. blurred highways etc.

We think that the timeless set of 
Henson’s images represent the key 
of the inner coexistence of all sort of 
antagonisms. The way in which the world 
is perceived (in the selection of subjects, 
for instance) makes us wonder if it is 
not just another world Henson is talking 
about.

The Paris Opera Project and the Crowd 
series approach a revival of an older trend 

in modern and contemporary art: the 
photographers’ massive use of references 
to familiar paintings or styles of drawing 
and painting which consecrated great 
artists. 

“The notion that photography can 
now successfully emulate masterworks 
of the Western tradition stems”, in the 
opinion of Mary Warner Marien, “in part 
from the medium recent increased status 
in the art world”7.

Another photographer who joins Hen-
son’s manner of creating series of ano-
nymous people’s portraits, Tom Hunter 
(b.1965), shaped a series called Persons 
Unknown, in which he ennobled homeless 
people in poses and backgrounds based 
on the world-famous woman-at-the-
window paintings by the Dutch painter 
Jan Vermeer. His recent works, having the 
youth of London as main subject, consist 
in groups of Pre-Raphaelite painting 
copies as the basis for contemporary 
interpretations, such as the death of 
a young woman, for which he chose a 
jeans-wearing Ophelia character. This 
Hamlet’s beloved portrait was inspired by 
a painting of John Everett Millais (1829-
1896). 

Other critics, like Michael Spens, for 
instance, state that in Henson’s crowd 
scenes, the various figures seem to be 
held in frame, in unison and that in 
fact the artist draws much inspiration 
from postwar America, revealing many 

7 Marien, Mary Warner, Photography. A 
Cultural History, Laurence King Publishing, 
2006, p. 495.
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cues which he had picked up from the 
paintings of the period. 

We think that relations between the 
two kind of art are present in almost all 
the modern and contemporary artistic 
production in different proportions. 
Degas using daguerreotype recorded 
images for the study of his models in 
movement or Atget depicting a 19th 
century Paris seen through his former 
painter’s lenses speak of the same thing: 
every artistic instrument or practice, and 
especially the ones mentioned here, have 
been and still are of great suggestive, if 
not hypnotic power for the other ones. 
This phenomenon belongs to the obscure 
ways by which art is permanently 
revolutionizing itself from the inside of 
its means of advent. The same judgment 
applied to artistic ideas or aesthetics 
becomes even harder to elucidate, for the 
muse might be easily confounded with 
memory or simply with cultural shared 
education. To see in Henson’s work 
post-war American or Northern Europe 

Baroque inspiration is a matter of cultural 
fusion, inherent to the accumulation of 
artistic ages. The chronology of successive 
steps concerning the development 
of such an inspiration is difficult to 
establish and we cannot banish any way 
of seeing it from the sources of our study. 
It is however interesting to observe that 
the Australian photographer does not 
include such references in his artistic 
credo, nor does he talk about precise 
sources in his statements. As the artist 
affirms himself, “the work might begin 
with a fleeting impression from first-hand 
experience, or in a piece of music I am 
always drawn back to, or perhaps in a 
paragraph of writing I cannot forget – and 
then it takes its own course. I become 
like a participant in some larger process 
I happen to be fascinated by. It seems 
inevitable that at those times, when one 
is most involved in the work, one is also 
most detached. The momentum of things 
becomes self-sustaining”8.
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