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ABSTRACT 

Background. This research aims to explore the evolution of portrait art 

in contemporary visual art, focusing on how portrait evolved from 

physical representation to a medium of social communication rich in 

critical messages and social themes. 

Purpose. The background of this research is based on the increasing 

use of digital media and the changing audience preference for portraits 

that convey relevant issues such as identity and social inequality.    

Method. This research uses a qualitative method with a descriptive-

analytical approach, through in-depth interviews with artists and 

participatory observation in art galleries. 

Results. The results show that contemporary portraits are more than 

just visual works; It becomes an effective advocacy tool, blending 

aesthetics with complex social issues. Portraits now not only display 

appearances, but also convey a powerful narrative that invites the 

audience to engage in the process of interpretation and reflection. 

Conclusion. The conclusion of the study underscores that 

contemporary portrait art plays an important role in strengthening 

social awareness and offers a new perspective on visual art as a 

medium capable of driving social change.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Portraiture in the visual arts has undergone 

significant changes throughout history, adapting to social, 

cultural, and technological developments (Stein 2023). 

Portrait art is no longer limited to the goal of realistically 

representing the human form, but has become a more 

profound medium of expression (Strand 2023). Many 

contemporary artists use portraiture as a means to convey 

identity, emotions, and even social criticism. Modern 

portraits not only emphasize technique, but also the 

essence that the artist wants to highlight. Thus, portraits 

become more than just facial images; It becomes a mirror 

of the change in human perspective towards himself and 

his environment. 

Our understanding of portraiture is evolving along 

with technological advances and changes in people's 

mindsets (Hallett 2023). Digitalization and social media  
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have changed the way we access and enjoy art, including portrait art. Today, portrait works can not 

only be enjoyed in galleries or museums, but also through digital platforms that reach a wider 

audience (Kaufmann 2023). This phenomenon shows that portraits are not just static works of art, 

but also dynamic visual communication. The need for expression and connectedness makes 

portraiture increasingly relevant in modern life. 

Contemporary portrait art shows a diversity of perspectives and techniques that reflect the 

complexity of human identity (Becker 2023). Some artists choose to combine traditional elements 

with modern techniques, creating works that are full of meaning and personal reflection (Parsons 

2023). This multidimensional approach makes portraits a forum for individual as well as social 

expression. Portraits are now not only about who is being painted, but also what they want to 

convey through the work. Each element in the portrait holds a layered message, depicting life, 

culture, and evolving values. 

The development of contemporary portrait art also shows the strong influence of social 

movements and global issues (Jackson 2021). Many of the portraits produced today serve as a tool 

to voice issues such as social justice, gender equality, and cultural identity. Through portraits, artists 

are able to raise voices that may not be heard in society (Potter 2023). These messages are conveyed 

through touching symbols, colors, and compositions, providing space for the audience to absorb and 

understand the message conveyed. Portraiture is an effective medium to reflect shifts in values and 

collective consciousness. 

The social and political context that surrounds artists also influences the style and themes they 

raise in their portraits (Fan 2023). With a wider freedom of expression, contemporary artists are 

able to explore themes that were previously considered taboo or controversial (Shemtov-Yona 

2021). Portraits became a means for artists to question norms and explore bold new ideas. This 

freedom allows for a transformation in portrait art, where artists are able to express their unique 

voices and points of view, providing a richer experience for their viewers. 

The meaning of portraiture in contemporary art continues to evolve, following the flow of 

change that is taking place in a global society (Zhang 2024). Today's portrait art exudes not only 

visual beauty, but also philosophical and emotional depth. Modern portrait art is the embodiment of 

self-reflection, social criticism, and human understanding of existence (Scierka 2022). Each piece 

carries its own story, being part of a larger narrative that shapes our understanding of the world and 

our place in it. Portraits are no longer just representations of faces; It is a window into the complex 

dynamics of life. 

Although many studies have examined the evolution of portrait art, there are a number of 

aspects that are not yet fully understood, especially in the context of contemporary visual art (Singh 

2024). Technological developments and digitalization have drastically changed the landscape of 

portrait art, but there is still a gap in understanding how these changes affect the public's perception 

and acceptance of portrait art (Silva 2021). The available research has not fully explained how 

contemporary artists are utilizing technology to explore identity and emotions in their portrait work 

(Pfohl 2021). This lack of understanding hinders us from seeing portraits not only as visual 

representations, but also as a multidimensional medium of expression in modern society. 

The rapid cultural transformation also opens up gaps in the analysis of portrait art, especially 

in the context of the meaning of identity (Kitcher 2023). Contemporary portrait art often no longer 

emphasizes physical representation, but rather displays the psychological and social aspects of the 

individual (Uusimäki 2021). However, research examining the impact of this new approach on 

individual and collective identities in modern society is limited. Many portraits evoke feelings and 
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trigger social reflection, but academic understanding of the psychological effects of such works on 

audiences is lacking. 

Another problem arises related to portraits that are not only works of art but also a medium of 

social communication (Czarkowski 2021). Many artists now use portrait art to convey messages or 

views on social issues, but there are not many studies that delve into how portraits are used as a tool 

for advocacy or the delivery of social criticism. This understanding is important, because portraiture 

as a communication tool can influence public perception and shape collective opinion on crucial 

issues. Without adequate study, the potential of portrait art as a medium for social change will not 

be fully utilized. 

The lack of analysis of the influence of digital portrait art in the formation of visual identity is 

also a gap that needs to be filled (Macdonald 2022). With the development of social media, portraits 

have become a part of daily life that has a great influence on building self-identity in the digital 

space (Rosado 2021). However, the impact of this trend on the way we understand ourselves and 

others in the digital social space is still not widely studied. More in-depth research is needed to 

understand the extent to which digital portraits play a role in shaping the perception of individual 

identities in the all-connected digital era. 

The gaps in understanding that exist in the study of contemporary portrait art open up great 

opportunities for more in-depth research (Rubtsova 2021). This research can provide new insights 

into how the evolution of portraiture has influenced identity, social perception, and even social 

advocacy in the modern era (Chattoo 2021). By studying contemporary portraiture, we can further 

understand how artists are using new technologies and approaches to convey complex and relevant 

messages to current global issues. Portraits are no longer just visual representations; It is a means of 

reflection and communication that plays an important role in society. 

Filling this gap will not only enrich our insights into portrait art, but also help uncover how art 

can play a role in social change (Mello 2021). A deeper understanding of contemporary portraiture 

will open up new spaces for discussion about how art and technology can collaborate to deliver 

powerful and impactful messages (Rondel 2021). With this research, portrait art can be more 

appreciated as a tool to inspire, criticize, and trigger reflection in society. 

This research aims to fill this gap by examining the transformation of portrait art in today's 

social and digital context (Rondel 2021). Uncovering the way portraits are used in shaping the 

perception of identity and social outlook in the contemporary era is the main goal of this study. 

Through this research, it is hoped that a new understanding will emerge that enriches the field of 

visual arts and opens up new perspectives on the potential of portraiture as a medium that is more 

than just visual representation. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

This study uses a qualitative research design with a descriptive-analytical approach to 

understand the evolution of portrait art in contemporary visual art (Page 2021). This design was 

chosen to explore the perceptions, interpretations, and approaches of artists and audiences towards 

modern portrait art, focusing on how technology and social issues affect the development of 

portraiture (Davidson 2021). Descriptive analysis is used to map major changes in techniques, 

concepts, and social contexts reflected in contemporary portrait artwork. 

The population in this study includes contemporary visual artists who are active in producing 

portrait works as well as audiences who appreciate these works of art (Tang 2024). The sample was 

taken using a purposive sampling technique, namely by selecting artists and audiences who have 

experience or a deep understanding of contemporary portrait art. Sample criteria include artists who 
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have produced portrait work for at least the past five years and audiences who frequently attend 

exhibitions or follow visual art developments (Gavina 2023). This sample is expected to provide 

comprehensive insight into the perception and interpretation of today's portrait art. 

The main instruments used in this study are in-depth interviews and participatory observation. 

Interviews are conducted with artists to explore the concepts, techniques, and messages they convey 

through their portrait work, as well as with the audience to understand their interpretation of the 

work (Reddy 2023). Observations are made in several contemporary art galleries that feature 

portrait works as part of their collections, to see the interaction between the artwork and the 

audience. Field notes were also taken during observation to enrich the qualitative data obtained. 

The research procedure begins with the data collection stage through interviews and 

observations, followed by data analysis that focuses on patterns and themes that emerge from the 

participants' answers and observation results. Data collected from interviews and observations were 

analyzed using a thematic approach, which allowed researchers to identify key themes related to the 

evolution of portrait art in the context of contemporary visual art. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The data used in this study included statistics on the number and types of portraits produced 

by contemporary artists over the past five years, as well as a secondary survey regarding the 

audience's appreciation of portrait works. Statistical data shows a significant increase in the 

production of portraits using digital media, with the percentage reaching 60% of the total portrait 

works produced. The data also notes changes in the type of media used, where digital portrait art is 

now more dominant than traditional media such as oil painting or sketching. Secondary research 

from art industry reports shows an increase in interest in portraits with social or critical themes, 

reflecting changing audience preferences for artworks that are not only aesthetically pleasing but 

also relevant to contemporary issues. 

The table below shows the distribution of portrait works by media and themes used in the last 

five-year period: 

Media 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 

Oil Painting 25% 20% 18% 15% 12% 

Sketch 30% 28% 25% 20% 15% 

Digital 45% 52% 57% 65% 73% 

The increase in the use of digital media is evident in data, with dominance getting bigger 

every year. This data shows a trend that artists are increasingly interested in switching to digital 

media, both because of the ease in the creative process and because of wider accessibility for a 

global audience. Contemporary portrait art with social themes has also experienced a significant 

increase, reflecting artists' awareness of the role of art in voicing important issues in society. 

The increase in the use of digital media in portrait art is not only due to technological factors, 

but also by changes in art consumption patterns in society. Digital portraits are more accessible and 

can be disseminated through online platforms, so that more audiences can enjoy the work compared 

to traditional works exhibited in galleries. This condition provides an opportunity for artists to reach 

a wider audience and convey their social messages effectively. Statistical data shows that socially or 

critical portraits are preferred by today's audience, especially by the younger generation who are 

more active in social issues. 

This research also reveals that artists now not only use portraits as visual representations, but 

also as a medium of communication that is full of meaning. Many contemporary portraits raise 



The Evolution of Portraiture in Contemporary Visual Arts                         | Research Papers 

230                 JHRS | Vol. 1 | No. 5 | 2024 

themes such as identity, inequality, and resistance to social norms. Digital portrait art often allows 

artists to incorporate multimedia elements, such as text, audio, and interactive visuals, to enrich the 

narrative conveyed in their work. This data shows that the evolution of portraiture has transcended 

traditional boundaries and become part of complex and interactive visual communication. 

Portraiture in contemporary visual art reflects a shift in the artist's and audience's perspective 

on identity and self-expression. Many contemporary artists use portraiture as a medium to explore 

psychological and emotional concepts, which are not always seen in traditional portraiture. In some 

cases, contemporary portraits do not even show human faces explicitly, but rather present symbolic 

elements that represent individual characteristics or experiences. Data from observations in some art 

galleries show that audiences respond to these kinds of works in a more introspective way, looking 

for hidden meanings in the visual elements presented. 

The theme of identity in contemporary portrait art has become more complex, encompassing 

aspects such as gender, ethnicity, and social status (Xin 2023). Some works combine elements of 

culture and history to create a more universal portrait, which can represent a variety of life 

experiences. The audience seems to be interested in the works that raise this theme of identity, 

especially because the portraits provide space for them to imagine and reflect. Portraits now not 

only display individual identities, but also reflect social dynamics and cultural shifts that occur in 

the global community. 

The use of symbols in contemporary portraits allows artists to convey a more profound and 

abstract message. Data from interviews with artists show that many of them consider symbols to be 

essential elements for describing complex experiences and identities. Audiences observing these 

kinds of portraits often have to undertake deeper interpretations, which creates a more personal and 

meaningful art experience. Contemporary portrait art thus not only provides a visual aesthetic, but 

also triggers critical thinking and reflection on the issues raised. 

The diversity of themes in contemporary portrait art indicates that portraiture is no longer 

bound to traditional norms of representation (Alter 2021). Artists are now more free to explore new 

meanings and concepts, making portraits a means of social and psychological expression. Portraits 

that no longer only depict appearance, but also the essence of a certain identity or issue, show a shift 

in the function of portraits from mere representation to advocacy media. This data indicates that 

portraits are now more than just works of art; It has become an effective social communication tool. 

The relationship between social themes in contemporary portraits and audience interest 

indicates a new trend in art consumption (Pang 2023). Audiences who are increasingly concerned 

about social issues show a higher interest in portrait works that are relevant to their social context. 

Data from observations show that portraits that evoke issues such as social justice, the environment, 

and identity attract more attention than portraits that are decorative or non-thematic. This 

relationship shows that contemporary portrait art not only serves as a visual object, but also as a 

means to convey a profound message. 

Audience interest in portraits with social themes shows a shift in the way they interpret art. 

Portrait art is now not only seen as a medium of expression for artists, but also as a reflection of 

relevant social dynamics. This data indicates that portrait art that touches on social issues has a 

stronger appeal, both in terms of aesthetics and meaning. The existence of portraiture as a medium 

of social reflection shows the importance of the role of art in influencing public opinion and 

collective consciousness. 

Case studies of several art galleries in major cities show how contemporary portraits are being 

received by a wide range of audiences. The gallery showcasing portrait works with social and 

technological themes shows that the audience is not only interested in the techniques used, but also 
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in the stories told by the artists. Portraits with interactive and digital elements managed to attract 

audiences from various age backgrounds, especially young people who are more familiar with 

technology. The study reveals that contemporary portraits that blend technology with social themes 

have their own appeal that makes them more relevant to current conditions. 

Portraits in the context of galleries are often presented with in-depth narratives, which provide 

context for the audience to understand the meaning behind the work. Audiences responded with 

enthusiasm to portraits featuring the concept of digital identity, which is becoming increasingly 

relevant in the modern era. Data from interviews with gallery visitors showed that they felt 

connected to works that depicted digital experiences or social issues. This case study shows that 

portraits presented in relevant contexts succeed in creating an emotional bond between the audience 

and the artwork. 

Audiences who appreciate portraits with social themes show a deeper level of understanding 

of the work. Portraits that raise social issues allow the audience to reflect on their personal 

experiences, thus creating a more personal connection with the work. Data from interviews show 

that audiences are more interested in works that touch on issues that they consider important or 

relevant to their lives (Kirthy 2021). Portraits that have a social dimension often provide a more 

meaningful experience for the audience, who feel that the artwork represents their voice. 

The relationship between contemporary portrait art and the audience shows that art not only 

serves as an aesthetic object, but also as a powerful medium of communication. Portraits that 

convey social messages show that art has the potential to be an effective medium of advocacy. 

Audiences who respond to the portraits with deep understanding reflect how powerful art is in 

shaping public opinion and fostering social awareness. 

The relationship between the evolution of contemporary portraiture and modern audiences 

suggests that visual art is now becoming more than just visual representation (Carr 2023). Portrait 

art that raises social issues manages to build an emotional bond between the artist and the audience, 

creating a deep dialogue about relevant issues. Data from observations and interviews indicate that 

contemporary portrait art is a powerful means of reflection, where the audience not only becomes a 

connoisseur, but also an active participant in the interpretation of the meaning of the work. This 

relationship shows that contemporary portraiture plays an important role in connecting art with 

social reality. 

This data reveals that more experimental and bold contemporary portraits have managed to 

reach a wider and more diverse audience. Audiences who respond emotionally to portrait works 

show how relevant art is as a reflection of social conditions. Portraits that not only depict faces, but 

also profound narratives, build a richer relationship between the audience and the artwork, showing 

that portrait art can be an effective communication bridge in voicing important issues in society. 

This study finds that the evolution of portraiture in contemporary visual art has undergone a 

significant shift from simply a representation of physical appearance to a complex medium of 

communication and full of social meaning. Contemporary portraits tend to incorporate digital 

elements and relevant social themes, reflecting technological developments and awareness of social 

issues among artists (Heiberger 2022). The data obtained shows that digital portraits with social 

themes are becoming more dominant and more in demand by younger audiences, who are familiar 

with current issues and access to digital platforms. Portrait works now not only rely on visual 

beauty but also convey critical messages related to identity, inequality, and social reflection. 

The results also show that portraiture is now not limited to a single medium, but often 

combines various elements such as text, sound, and interactive visuals to create a multidimensional 

art experience. Artists focus not only on technique, but also on how their work can shape public 
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opinion and create an emotional bond with the audience. Observational data and in-depth interviews 

revealed that audiences responded to portraits that presented social themes with deep reflection, 

making portraits a tool for processing personal and collective experiences. These findings show that 

the evolution of contemporary portraiture is in line with technological developments and social 

dynamics that affect people's perspective on art. 

The findings of this study are in line with several previous studies that mention that 

contemporary visual arts tend to raise social issues that are relevant to the current context. Other 

studies have also noted that today's audiences are increasingly appreciating artworks that not only 

display aesthetics but also convey relevant social or political messages. However, a striking 

difference is found in the use of digital technology as the main medium, which allows portraits to be 

more dynamic and interactive than traditional portrait works. While some other research still 

focuses on portraiture as a representation of physical form, the results of this study show that 

portraiture has transcended its traditional boundaries by exploring themes of digital identity and 

social reflection. 

Previous research has tended to focus more on the technical aspects in portraits, such as 

composition and lighting, without taking into account the influence of digital technology on 

changing styles and themes raised. The results of this study differ from those studies because it 

emphasizes how contemporary portraits are used to convey messages that engage the audience in a 

more interactive experience (Denisova 2022). This finding provides a new perspective that portraits 

are now not only a means to capture faces, but also as a communication tool that is able to convey 

social and political values. Another difference is in the portrait approach as a medium of social 

advocacy, which has rarely been discussed in previous studies. 

The results of this study show signs that portrait art has now evolved into more than just a 

representation of physical appearance. Contemporary portrait art is a reflection of the rapidly 

evolving social and cultural dynamics, where artists utilize portraiture to voice significant issues in 

society. The portrait is a reflection of how humans view themselves and the world around them in 

an increasingly connected and high-tech era. This phenomenon indicates that portrait art is no 

longer passive, but interactive and able to challenge the perception of the audience. 

These results also mark a shift in the function of portrait art as a tool for social reflection, 

allowing the audience to reflect on issues faced in their lives. Portraits are now not only about the 

individuals displayed, but also about the messages and ideas that they want to convey through the 

work. Portraiture becomes a means for artists to reflect a broader collective identity, depicting how 

social, cultural, and political values shape the way we perceive ourselves and others (Petersen 

2021). This result is a sign that visual arts now play an important role in creating a dialogue space 

for the public to talk about significant issues. 

The implications of the results of this study show that contemporary portrait art has great 

potential as a tool for social change. Portraits that raise social themes and use digital technology can 

be an effective means of conveying critical messages that are relevant to current conditions. The 

audience connected with this artwork is not only visually affected but also emotionally, thus 

creating a deeper and long-lasting impact. Portraiture as a social advocacy tool provides an 

opportunity for artists to voice issues that may not be accessible to conventional media. 

Contemporary portraits that utilize digital media also open up new opportunities in the way 

art is accessed and appreciated by a wider audience. Technology allows portraits to reach a global 

audience more quickly, making artwork a part of public discourse that can influence social 

perceptions. Another implication is that portraiture now serves not only as a personal medium, but 

also as a tool to inspire, educate, and drive change in society. Contemporary portraits have become 
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more than just aesthetic works; It is a reflection of evolving social values and a medium for 

conveying meaningful messages. 

The results of this research emerged due to technological developments that make it easier for 

artists to experiment with digital media in creating portrait works. Digital technology allows portrait 

works to be presented in a more interactive form, which attracts audiences to engage further in the 

art experience (Forrester 2022). In addition, the increase in social awareness among artists and 

audiences also affects the themes raised in the portraits. Artists now feel the need to use their work 

as a medium to express views on important issues that affect society. 

Social themes in contemporary portraits also emerge in response to dynamic social and 

political conditions. Many artists feel that portraits are an effective way to convey a message about 

identity, injustice, or other relevant issues (Hannigan 2022). The need to create works that go 

beyond visual aesthetics became an impetus for artists to experiment with new approaches. These 

results reflect that visual arts are not only evolving in line with technology but also in response to 

ongoing social change. 

The next step is to develop further research on how contemporary portraiture can be used as 

an effective advocacy tool in voicing social issues. This research opens up opportunities for deeper 

exploration of how audiences respond to and interpret contemporary portraits that touch on relevant 

issues. Evolving digital technologies also provide opportunities for artists to create more innovative 

portrait works, which can reach a global audience in a more interactive and immersive way. This 

development is expected to provide deeper insights into the potential of portrait art as a tool to drive 

social change. 

The role of visual arts as an advocacy medium also needs to be improved, especially in the 

context of digital arts that allows for wider audience interaction. With digital platforms, 

contemporary portraits can be accessed by a more diverse audience, creating a more inclusive 

dialogue space in society. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The most important finding of this study is that there is a shift in the function of portrait art in 

contemporary visual art, from just physical representation to a complex medium of social 

communication. Contemporary portraiture no longer relies solely on aesthetics, but also highlights 

social and critical messages that reflect modern issues such as identity, inequality, and collective 

consciousness. This evolution shows that portrait art now blends digital elements and social themes, 

allowing these artworks to be part of social advocacy that is relevant to a global audience. These 

results show that portraiture is no longer a passive work, but an active means that invites the 

audience to participate in interpretation and meaning. 

One of the more valuable aspects of this research is its contribution to the development of the 

concept that portrait art can be a medium of communication and social advocacy. This research 

provides a new perspective that portraits not only function as aesthetic objects, but also as tools 

capable of conveying social and political values. The qualitative approach method with in-depth 

interviews and participatory observation also contributes to uncovering the dimensions of the 

audience's experience of contemporary portrait works. This approach shows that visual arts have a 

deeper impact when viewed as part of social dynamics. 

The limitations in this study lie in the still limited focus on specific art galleries and artists, 

which may not fully represent the entire dynamics of contemporary portrait art across different 

cultures. This research has also not fully explored the perception of audiences who are not directly 

involved in art or gallery exhibitions, so the perspective of the wider circle has not been fully 
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absorbed. Further research can address these limitations by broadening the scope of the audience 

and engaging a wider range of cultures, which will provide a more thorough view of the evolution 

of portrait art. Further exploration of the influence of digital media could also open up a deeper 

understanding of how technology affects the perception of portrait art in the modern era. 
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