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SELF-PORTRAIT AS A SEARCH FOR SELF

Abstract

Hmayak Hakobyan (1871-1939), as a representative of Armenian realist
painting at the turn of the 19th-20th centuries, devoted a special place in his
oeuvre to the subgenre of the self-portrait. The artist’s six self-portraits (paint-
ing and drawing), preserved in the collections of the National Gallery of Arme-
nia, serve as a unique key for revealing the stylistic characteristics of his works
and the impact of the dramatic events of the period on his inner world.

This article aims to study Hakobyan’s self-portraits through chronological
and comparative analysis, highlighting his application of the principles of aca-
demic realism and his progression from the depiction of external likeness to
psychological self-examination.

For Hmayak Hakobyan, the self-portrait is a means of deeply analyzing his
own image and revealing his worldview through art, even serving as a kind of
diary that reflects human psychological states and stages of life. The artist’s
self-portraits represent not only his personal journey but also his emotional
world and creative explorations.

The painter remains consistently faithful to the artistic principles of classi-
cal realism, employing a restrained yet harmonious palette of brown, chestnut,
black, white, and gray tones.

His self-portraits are executed with high technical skill, perfect masterly,
and adherence to academic principles, characteristic of realist painting. They
clearly convey the artist’s mood, inner world, and way of thinking. Drawing on
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the traditions of Russian realism (Repin) and European masters (Rembrandt),
the painter elevated the self-portrait from a mere image to a philosophical ex-
ploration of the human soul. This approach brought a new depth and vitality to
Armenian realism. Hakobyan’s art is free from Direr’s symbolism, yet it is im-
bued with a pursuit of self-observation and physical precision.

Keywords: self-portrait, Hmayak Hakobyan, realist principles, self-expression,
drawing, painting, self-examination

Introduction

The self-portrait is regarded as a distinct form of self-analysis. This subgen-
re represents a unique dialogue between the painter and his image. The func-
tions of the self-portrait are diverse, ranging from the depiction of the artist’s
likeness and self-affirmation to social commentary and psychological revelation.
Interestingly, the self-portraits of artists suffering from various neurological
disorders have even served as a basis for diagnosing their pathologies.

In the Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance, artists typically depicted
themselves within group or religious compositions as secondary figures, which
served as a kind of documentary proof of the artist’s professional presence or
as a confirmation of authorship. The Renaissance period, being transformative
in nature, elevated artists from the status of craftsmen to that of devoted practi-
tioners of art. The humanist ideology of the Renaissance enabled the artist to
regard himself as an independently thinking individual. Albrecht Durer’s me-
ticulous and symbolic self-portraits laid the foundation for the individualization
of the genre. Through his self-portraits, Diirer established the functional signifi-
cance of this subgenre. He deliberately emphasized his creative and human
value, presenting himself with a pathos reminiscent of a religious figure. Leo-
nardo da Vinci, in his self-portrait, focused not on outward appearance but on
the inner world.

In the Baroque period, the self-portrait acquired an unprecedented psycho-
logical depth and dramatic quality. Rembrandt van Rijn is considered the abso-
lute pinnacle of the self-portrait subgenre. He created nearly one hundred self-
portraits, documenting all stages of his life - from youthful ambition to the wis-
dom and disillusionment of old age.

Later, the Impressionists continued to develop the genre, conveying not on-
ly visual impressions but also expressing social and artistic ideas. Vincent van
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Gogh’s self-portraits, which often reflect profound psychological distress, be-
came symbols of emotional intensity and mental suffering.

The Self-Portraits of Hamayak Hakobyan (1871-1939)

According to art historian M. Ayvazyan, “The self-portrait offers an oppor-
tunity to become acquainted with the image of Armenian artists of different
generations - to recognize them outwardly and to engage with their inner world,
to understand their creative principles as well as their moral and aesthetic posi-
tions...”" Hmayak Hakobyan is also included among these artists.

Hmayak Hakobyan? was born in 1871 in Trabzon. He studied at the
Nersisian School in Tiflis and at one of Europe’s leading art education centers,
the Imperial Academy of Fine Arts in Munich. He later lived and worked in Tiflis,
leaving behind a substantial legacy that includes landscapes, portraits, still lifes,
and more. The artist’s oeuvre encompasses almost all genres; however, por-
traits and self-portraits occupy a special place, distinguished by their refined
aesthetic taste, meticulous execution, psychological depth, and harmonious color
schemes characteristic of classical realism. Hakobyan’s role in the development
of Armenian realism is undeniable and of significant importance, as his work
contributed to the introduction of European academic art, the deepening of
psychological portraiture, and the preservation of the realist tradition.

Hmayak Hakobyan, a prominent painter of the Tiflis Armenian realist
school, presents himself as a subtle investigator of line, color, and expressive
forms, a quality particularly reflected in his self-portraits. The artist’s self-
portraits can be regarded as chronological autobiographical records, in which
his inner experiences, self-perception, and the re-evaluation of his own “self”
are expressed.

Alongside the strict preservation of external likeness, the self-portrait
serves as an expressive means of revealing inner reality, emotions, life experi-
ences, and existential anxieties. Beyond its autobiographical significance for the
individual, the self-portrait also carries socio-cultural imperatives: each self-
portrait is created in accordance with the aesthetic, ideological, and philosophi-
cal orientations of its time. Therefore, the process of self-identification encom-

! Aivazyan 1985, 7; see also Petrosyan 2023, 133.
2 For the biographical data, see Martikyan 1983, 84-109; Hmayak Hakobyan (1871-
1939) 1948, 3-24; Hmayak Hakobyan 1871-1939 2012, 89.
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passes not only personal but also collective identity, clarifying the artist’s place
within society and the cultural tradition.

The artist’s creative path is closely linked to Tiflis, a cultural center of the
Caucasus at the end of the 19th century, where he received his initial education.
However, his artistic formation was decisively shaped by his studies in Germany.
Upon returning to Tiflis, the artist primarily worked in the genre of portraiture,
which became the cornerstone of his painting practice. This choice was influ-
enced by several factors: (1) the portrait represented one of the highest manifes-
tations of academic realism, requiring excellent draftsmanship, knowledge of
anatomy, and the ability to conduct a psychological analysis of the subject; (2)
Tiflis, as a center of intellectuals, the commercial elite, and the clergy in the
South Caucasus, had a strong demand for both personal and official portraits;
(3) Hmayak Hakobyan was, by nature, an introvert, interested in exploring the
deeper layers of the human soul. Portraiture allowed him to capture not only
external likeness but also character.

An interesting observation on two types of self-portraits comes from Rus-
sian director Anatoly Efros: “In one, the artist is concerned with his external
appearance; in the other, with his inner world... There, he engages in self-
reflection; here, in self-commentary, one calmly declares, the other emotionally
confesses™.® A vivid confirmation of these words can be seen in the self-portraits
of Rembrandt van Rijn and Hmayak Hakobyan.

The renowned British art historian and critic James Hall notes how human
beings have represented themselves in art throughout different historical peri-
ods. He emphasizes that self-portraits are often more candid than an artist’s
other works. Hall underscores the following idea: “The artist paints a self-
portrait not only to show who he is, but also to indicate where he stands in the
history of art.” According to Hall, the self-portrait does not merely record iden-
tity but “constructs” it, creating an authorial discourse of selfhood.* These theo-
retical approaches are fully reflected in Hmayak Hakobyan’s art, transforming
into introspective psychological states.

The artist’s self-portraits are executed with high technical skill, perfect mas-
tery, and adherence to academic principles, characteristic of realist painting.
The self-portraits clearly convey the artist’s mood, inner world, and way of

8 Kruse 2004, 16; Efros 1979, 115; see also Petrosyan 2023, 136.
4 Hall 2014, 41.
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thinking. The backgrounds of the self-portraits are often brown, with chestnut
tones, typical of classical art.

On the psychological level of the canvases, one can discern an attempt at
self-knowledge, which is absent in his earlier works.

The portraitist reinforced technical mastery through principles such as ana-
tomical accuracy, the modeling of volumetric form, and the classical use of light
and shadow. This knowledge was vital for the subsequent development of Arme-
nian painting.

Hakobyan’s art is free from Durer’s symbolism, yet it is imbued with a pur-
suit of self-observation and physical precision. Both artists, however, base their
work on the perfection of draftsmanship.

Hmayak Hakobyan’s psychological connection to the self-portraits of Rem-
brandt, the Dutch master of the Golden Age, is manifested through the use of
dramatic chiaroscuro and dark backgrounds. In Hakobyan’s mature works (for
example, Fig. 3), the influence of Rembrandt’s chiaroscuro is clearly evident.
Stepan Aghajanyan and Hmayak Hakobyan are both “realist-psychologists,” yet
Hakobyan’s colors are denser and more academic, whereas Aghajanyan’s pal-
ette, influenced by the French school, is more transparent.

Hmayak Hakobyan’s collection of self-portraits constitutes a unique visual
diary, allowing one to trace the artist’s personal and creative development. They
demonstrate that the artist regarded the genre not merely as a technical exer-
cise, but as a profound instrument for inner self-examination and psychological
analysis.

Notably, the work Self-Portrait (Fig. 1) was likely created during the period
of the artist’s formal studies. The canvas represents a perfect example of aca-
demic realism. The contrasting use of light and shadow imparts dramatic volume
to the face, while the color palette is restrained, dominated by dark, earthy
tones that emphasize the young artist’s focused presence. The figure appears
self-assured, with an open, direct, and searching gaze, characteristic of an artist
entering a phase of self-affirmation. In this work, Hmayak Hakobyan is depicted
frontally, wearing a white shirt and a black jacket. The precision of facial fea-
tures, the penetrating depth of the eyes, and the harmonious balance of the
black-and-white tonal contrasts underscore the young artist’s determination and
inner strength, while the skillful application of chiaroscuro imparts dimensionali-
ty to the face.
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The work Self-Portrait (Fig. 2), created between 1900 and 1910, exhibits a
certain stylistic freedom. In this portrait, an inner pensiveness is noticeable,
although the dramatic tension characteristic of his later works is not yet present.
Depicted in a three-quarter view and wearing work attire, this portrait bears
certain similarities to Rembrandt van Rijn’s 1630 self-portrait. The color palette
is dominated by warm brown tones, through which the artist conveys reflection
and inner tension.

Particularly noteworthy is the Self-Portrait (Fig. 3), which can be consid-
ered Hmayak Hakobyan’s most psychologically intense self-portrait. The artist’s
gaze is not directed at the viewer but at himself, filled with concern and inner
drama. The figure symbolizes the artist’s struggle to confront a harsh reality.
The stark contrast of light and shadow, one side illuminated, the other in dark-
ness, can be interpreted psychologically as an inner conflict or as a chasm be-
tween the individual and the world. The dark background engulfs the figure,
intensifying the sense of isolation. The dramatic expression of the face is inter-
preted not only as a personal crisis but also as a response to a tragic period in
Armenian history (World War |, the Genocide). This portrait, painted with an
easel, is distinguished by the delicate modeling of light and shadow, and its col-
or palette closely resembles the brownish tones characteristic of Rembrandt.

In the Self-Portrait (Fig. 4), the artist’s figure appears calmer and more
melancholic. The dark color palette and subtle tonal transitions are stylistically
reminiscent of Rembrandt’s late self-portraits, where the emphasis is placed on
the inner world, reflected in the monochromatic and dark hues.

In his drawn self-portraits, Hakobyan’s skill is evident, with the image exe-
cuted in pencil or graphic media with precision. The Self-Portrait (Fig. 5), a
drawing, presents the artist’s professional persona, possibly at work. Despite
the swift pencil strokes, the psychological accuracy of the facial expression is
preserved. The concise, precise, and clearly executed line work conveys the
figure’s inner severity and concern, emphasized through a misty gaze and tight-
ly pressed lips.

The Self-Portrait (Fig. 6) is remarkable for conveying the weight of the
years lived. The deep wrinkles on the master’s forehead, his sorrowful gaze, and
the predominance of dark tones testify to his psychological experiences. The
overall tonality of the work and the tragic quality of the figure are reminiscent of
the traditional approaches in Armenian portrait art.
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Conclusion

Thus, the self-portrait is indeed a continuously evolving genre in the history
of art, simultaneously reflecting the artist’s inner world and the cultural and
technical context of the period. It allows the artist to express his “self,” capture
the uniqueness of facial features, and experiment with new techniques, materi-
als, and the interplay of light and shadow. Hmayak Hakobyan’s self-portraits are
exceptional not only for the multilayered richness of their artistic language but
also as a personal, temporal, and psychological narrative.

Fig. 1. Self-Portrait (1896), oil on can-
vas, 49 x 31.5 cm

Fig. 2. Self-Portrait (1900-1910), oil on
canvas, 24 x 19.7 cm
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Fig. 3. Self-Portrait (1915), oil on can- Fig. 4. Self-Portrait, oil on canvas,
vas, 41 x 33 cm 42 x 31.5 cm

Fig. 5. Self-Portrait, pencil on paper, Fig. 6. Self-Portrait, oil on canvas,
24 x 20 cm 46 x 37.5cm
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