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into a unified whole. Ambiguity is thus central to the
works, from questions of identity to those of gender
itself. Hood speaks of her images as psychological
portraits, rather than direct likenesses, and it is this
sense of the underlying anima that gives the works
their emotional intensity. It is often said that eyes are
the windows to a person's soul, and in these images
it is the eyes that engage, question and convey an
array of unspoken thoughts and desires. As Hood
works in series, often studying the same face or
faces from a range of angles, the works may be
read singularly or as a collective whole. A single
work can never constitute a definitive statement,
however, and the act of portraiture itself becomes
open-ended, to be continued ad infinitum.

Ultimately, questions of gender and sexual
identity lie at the core of Hood's art. Although her
portraits may be composed from both male and
female models, the focus of much of her work
is masculine. When asked about this bias,
Hood speaks of the difficulty of representing female
subjects without attracting stereotypical, sexualised
readings. Represented historically by men, the
female subject has commonly been portrayed as
an object of desire, to be viewed and possessed by
the (male) viewer. While many female - and equally
some male - artists have sought to critique or
dismantle this type of gendered representation, it is
nonetheless widely entrenched within the history
and tradition of portraiture and is doubly reinforced
in the present through the media and in advertising,
with its relentless focus on youth and beauty.
For this reason Hood works predominantly with
male subjects, gently reversing and ironically
commenting on issues of gender and identity by
presenting them as young, glorious and verging
on sexual maturation.
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The idea of a female artist depicting young,
eroticised male subjects is a sensitive one -witness
the furore over Germaine Greer's recently published
book on male beauty' - and Hood's practice confronts
these issues head on. Variously interpreted as
voyeuristic and verging on the peNerse, Hood's art
invites viewers to consider issues of gender, desire,
the act of looking and that of representing.' The role
and responsibility of the artist are brought into
question, as are those of the viewer for whom the
imagery is intended. She asks: 'How do we look at
a photo-realistic painting of a boy? Why do we look
differently at him? What do we think about, what
baggage do we bring to our looking? Is it our
childhood experience or the latest newspaper
headline? Is the gender of the artist an issue of
concern?'· Inevitably, she concludes: 'the poignancy
of representations of the human body brings about
a "crisis of looking". The questions and issues·
to do with censorship, body and gender politics,
reinforcement of stereotypes, psychoanalytic
implications such as voyeurism and deviancy,
narcissism and the gaze are ever present." In those
instances where Hood does depict a young female
subject (as in the case of an artist-friend's eight­
year-old daughter). the focus is on the face and
head with no indication of torso or body, and no
overt suggestion of sexual awareness.

As the mother of three sons, and the only female
among her own siblings, Hood is well positioned
to obseNe the world of boys and men. Collectively
entitled 'Bruder', or 'brother', Hood's ZurichfToronto
exhibition featured eighteen portraits of adolescent
boys in watery pink, cream and beige hues.
The same model at first glance, each image is
markedly different from its predecessor on closer
inspection, while the range and diversity of physical
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characteristics and expressions is impressive.
From the cool, steely eyed challenge of Bruder drei
(three) to the gentle appeal of Bruder eighteen, each
image possesses its own particularity of presence.
Representing the impossible dream of eternal
youth, or the 'coy blond boy of teen romance','
the 'Bruder' series brings together the aesthetic
and political concerns underlying Hood's recent
practice. Hood has not always worked on paper
and canvas, and her Sydney College of the Arts
graduation work comprised life-sized polychrome
busts of young and adolescent boys. Planning to
return once more to sculpture, in the tradition of
the classical and renaissance masters before her,
Hood's forthcoming work will explore the unique
qualities and possibilities of bronze. Shifting between
the two- and three-dimensional, the individual
and the composite, Hood's art is one of continual
reinvention, challenging itself to find new modes
for expression.
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