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Abstract
This paper considers philosophical problems with representation, particularly in regard to the loss of particularity and individuality in instances when an identity takes on symbolic proportions.  My case in point is Myra Hindley.  Through Hindley’s own appalling and wilful transgressions a series of circumstances acted upon her identity and singularity to shape her into the kind of conceptual unity befitting an icon.  Some of the circumstances that have lifted her, although through inversion, to this status include: treatment by the media, her crimes diametrically opposed to the natural responses evoked by her gender and, I would like to add, the portrait Marcus Harvey painted of Hindley in 1995.  In certain cases of traumatic high impact, separate categories are created to accommodate these anomalies that refuse to conform to set standards.  In the rare occasions when this seems to be the case, an all-absorbing generality or concept subsumes and obliterates particulars.  I claim that this kind of event has taken place in regard to Hindley.  Hindley, the woman, has been totally merged with Hindley, the monster.  Her case has been taken up as a cautionary tale in order to support a status quo too precious to be tampered with.  In turn, Hindley’s loss of individual identity denied her fair treatment once her sentence had run its course.  Marcus Harvey’s portrait exacerbates this injustice. Despite his attack on reflex reactions to Hindley and his verbal protest to the contrary, Harvey’s painting has further incited public outrage.  In this way Hindley loses another aspect of what remains of her individuality and sinks to a further level of opacity or oblivion.
Key Words: Myra Hindley, Marcus Harvey, feminism, aesthetics, ethics, gender, evil, justice.  

*****

1. 
The mugshot and Myra Hindley meld into one
The public relations team for the 1997 Royal Academy exhibition ‘Sensation’ used the painting/portrait Myra by Marcus Harvey as its set piece to characterise the tone of the show. Harvey used as its source the oft-resurrected custodial mugshot of Myra Hindley at the beginning of her incarceration for her part in the grisly ‘Moors Murders’ (physical and emotional torture, sexual abuse and murder of five children ranging in ages from 10 to 17) between 1963 and 1965. Harvey’s painting the first subtitle, of Myra Hindley’s famous photo is realised through a technique by which a pixellated effect is created using a prosthesis of a child’s hand. The opening day of the famous exhibition was met with critical and public outrage. Harvey’s portrait Myra was twice vandalised and upon its removal for repair some members of the public begged for its permanent removal or a boycott against the exhibition itself. Of course the repaired painting returned and the public (despite its outrage) flocked to gape at it.    

The painting Myra cannot be separated from the biography of Myra Hindley which in turn cannot be separated from the mugshot from which the painting originates. It is an error to suggest that the photograph stands alone from its context.  There are two reasons for this. Firstly, the media have treated the custodial photo of Hindley with repeated words such as ‘Evil’ and ‘Monster’. From 1965 when the photograph was first printed up to now they have stoked the fury of an already frenzied public by treating it with these absolute categories. Hence the photo can no longer be regarded without the knee-jerk reaction of merging Hindley the woman, serving her sentence for the heinous and unforgivable crimes she assisted in and perpetrated, with Hindley the monster, an embodiment of an evil without kinds or degrees. Her particularity has been subsumed as a two-dimensional stereotype by having the photo treated with obsessive media attention by being repetitively linked to that same hated stereotype. If justice is to be done in such cases then media demonisation should be prevented to help recover the identity of the criminal, from being ‘a monster’ to having done ‘a monstrous thing’.  

Still, in Hindley’s case, the woods simply cannot be seen for the trees. The taboos which she is seen as breaking prevent her from ever being regarded as an individual but ensure that she is seen rather as an embodiment of evil, transcendent and unqualified.  

2. 
Gender role deviance as crime

Breaking the gender role taboo explains the public’s particular hatred towards Hindley even above its attitude toward Ian Brady, who in practical terms shoulders the greater responsibility for the crime.
 Her perceived threat to public norms of gender-identity and ‘natural’ behaviour is greater than anything pertaining to her as an individual woman or human being.
 The unfathomable taboo, the taboo whose breaking cannot be forgiven by the public, is Hindley’s flouting of the expectations mediated by her gender. Hindley is seen as a dangerous symbolic threat to an unconscious order that is unable to cope with a rupture of these proportions. Another kind of category is created to re-establish an order that can somehow include civic bewilderment at her transgressions and comprehend more fully the anomaly that Hindley represents. Filling a category all her own, Hindley’s status supersedes her person and her deeds by being invested with urgent moral intensity. She is re-invented as the manifestation of a scapegoat, a social and cultural warning to all women. It is here that a qualitative shift is inscribed through which moral high-ground, real-life deviation and scapegoat merge together as social and cultural myth.   

Marcus Harvey’s portrait Myra was perceived to have not only re-ignited public outrage toward Hindley but raised the phenomenon to a higher power by adding a further instance of cold and cruel calculation. Harvey’s moral attitude in regard to his work is considered menacingly neutral for its silent refusal to either condemn or celebrate Hindley and her crime.
 The public sees no reason for ambiguity with respect to Hindley, for her crimes are treated as absolutely evil and thus above debate. The painting implies that the question is still open, unanswered and morally ambiguous. In other words, it suggests a moral deficiency in the circumstances that surround Hindley and the norms of society that has judged her and not in Hindley herself. Incomplete resolution beams out from the painting, thus offering an opportunity to reconsider the extent of Hindley’s deviance. This is an implication that the norms of social and cultural discourse cannot tolerate concerning Hindley and her crimes.
3.
‘Never trust the teller, trust the tale’: Myra and Marcus Harvey

The notorious mugshot of Hindley is the source of Myra, according to Harvey.
 The photo excites public hostility for its non-committal attitude, its lack of redemptive qualities and its silence in the wake of what was, at the time, the most grisly crime in most people’s living memory. Harvey’s painting does not need to incite a response for that is a job that has already been done by Hindley’s appalling crime, the mugshot itself and its codification through media channels. The mugshot by the time of Harvey’s painting had already become ‘a portrait’ through a process independent of whatever impetus Harvey’s painting could bring to it. The image had already been endowed with preternatural strength through the preceding 30-plus years of media activity and developments in the case, as a result of which the photo has had successive and continual viewings. Never allowed to settle into dotage, the photo needed only the slightest provocation to be hauled out of the archives for another round of point-blank civic artillery fire. 

Harvey’s painting needed only a clear-cut representation of the mugshot to ensure a volatile reaction. So what then is the public responding to in the painting? Is it the painting itself? Does Harvey reveal anything new about painting? Or anything new about Hindley the woman or Hindley the monster? Apparently not, as the painting is, if anything, mainly noted for its silence on its subject mirroring the loathed silence and lack of contrition portrayed by Hindley during her trial. Does so-called silence (or ambiguity) in meaning act as an invitation for the viewer to engage with the content of the painting which in turn reveals a profound aesthetic significance? Is it a message through omission, by absence, in silence from which confusion rather than clarity is projected? Harvey cannot have it all ways. Harvey claims he is fascinated by the ambiguity of the photo and his artistic authenticity is located in his attempt to de-contextualise the event and Myra Hindley as a person and simply focus on the ‘photographic image’.


With this in mind, Harvey adheres to the claim regarding his strictly pure intention of only painting a representation of the mugshot. He emphatically claims that he has no fascination for the trial, the surrounding media frenzy, or (it would seem) the material effects of the crimes of which Hindley has been found guilty. This would seem to be true for if he had availed himself of even the most superficial pieces of evidence resulting from the trial and subsequent items revealed in the press over the years, he would know that some of his claims about Hindley are inaccurate, false and naively uninformed. Defending his intentions while admitting a gaping ignorance, Harvey puts forward this explanation for his preoccupation with the photograph:
I know enough to know that she [Hindley] probably didn't do any of the murders, that she was just in a relationship where she was probably too attached to the man who was doing it to extricate herself. That her life was probably too dull and boring to throw the relationship away ... I don't believe that's 30-years-worth of reputation as one of the most vile and notorious murderers in British criminal history… This is the crucial issue: she didn't do the murdering, but she was a female who ignored her motherly instincts. That is her great crime.
  

Harvey’s attempt at defending Hindley by portraying her as a ‘pawn’ or a ‘dupe’
 victimised by Brady’s will, reads more like an apology. On his account we are introduced to Hindley as a woman embroiled in the context of her individual life. He, in fact, reclaims Hindley from her symbolic status as an icon of evil and replaces her in the human realm of a victimised woman who has done a ‘monstrous thing’. His last point accurately represents the underlying cause for the public’s unprecedented hatred towards Hindley. Still, Harvey cannot extricate himself so neatly from having performed an act of self-interested exploitation. Despite what appears to be an erotic crush on a woman who has been treated unfairly and thus scapegoated, his painting, I think, tells a different story. A story in fact, that enshrines Myra Hindley more deeply than before in a position of unique depravity. 

4.
Harvey’s imprint:  the mugshot modified


Considering Harvey’s own testimonial, engaging a critical dialogue about a painting such as Myra only one access point is available: to reflect singly upon the material evidence. Despite Harvey’s proclamations of being solely interested in the mugshot quite apart from its subject and her context, he has made some modifications that indicate that he has at least some superficial knowledge of Hindley and her deeds despite his flagrant ignorance. Firstly, he has significantly added to its impact by cropping the photo and substantially increasing the size of the image. The custodial photograph has been grotesquely enlarged more in line with fitting the dimensions of a monument, a feature that is usually reserved for national heroes and heroines conventionally addressed on plinths in city centres and squares. The size of the painting is a staggering 9 by 11 feet, making Hindley’s unforgettable vacant stare substantially more piercing. Added to that, the size reflects a kind of unstoppable destructive drive inflicted initially by the photograph and not only seconded but enhanced by the painting, an effect that the original photograph does not possess. If the mugshot and its media by-lines of ‘monster’ and ‘evil’ were ever ambiguous (which is doubtful), the proportions of Harvey’s painting remove any question of the subject’s mythical scale of destructiveness. Hindley’s fate is sealed, monumentally and monstrously, consigning her to a further wasteland of bitter reproach. If Harvey’s intention was to isolate the photograph from Hindley and her crime, he has badly failed in the first round of this vicious dialectic.  

Secondly, Harvey has realised his painting through a tonal representation of pixellated dots achieved by deploying a small prosthetic child’s hand in place of an artist’s paintbrush. This addition to the mugshot programs the viewer to make a very clear association between Hindley, children and the nature of her crimes. Harvey’s intervention of scaling up little hands to re-create Hindley’s mugshot ensures that the victims’ families (some of whom are still alive) and other families suffering from a similar tragedy, are re-reminded of their loss and the distressing nature of that loss. The affect is even more poignant as there still remains a final little body buried in an unmarked grave on the moor. The little hands in the portrait prompt a visceral effect of little hands perpetually clawing for freedom from a long-forgotten burial. Harvey makes it patently clear that there is little chance of forgetting that Hindley and others like her symbolise an omnipresent power of horrific interference in the lives of the innocent. The small handprints creating the structure of the painting embed Hindley ever more deeply within her crime. By adding the handprint detail, Harvey’s painting fails a second time to support his denial of infatuation with the ‘terrifying image’ and his further implicit claim to liberate Hindley the woman from Hindley the monster.
Thirdly, finally, and most seriously, Harvey interferes with the photo in one final gripping way. This last alteration is the most subtle and indeed has not been accounted for by other commentators. Harvey imposes an attitude onto Hindley, one that the mugshot does not possess in itself. Harvey has removed the tilt and straightened Hindley’s bearing. For this reason Harvey’s claim of de-contextualising the custodial image of Hindley from Hindley’s biography does not match the plain visual evidence. The image has been glamorised by Harvey to de-sublimate an erotic fantasy springing from the already unfathomable confusing of the roles of nurturer and destroyer that Hindley has brought about. Harvey has linked Hindley not only to being a child torturer and murderer but also an alluring sexual consort. This remedial modification on the part of Harvey, and its notable absence in other commentaries, points to a detail of the portrait/painting Myra that I think has been overlooked. We do not simply see the image of Hindley. Her image cannot be seen without the context in which it is so inseparably embedded. If Harvey had really wanted to do a cover version of the mugshot then his pixellated result would have included the ‘tilt’, thus reflecting what appears awkward and uncontrolled. Instead the woman in Harvey’s painting has a tucked chin and fixes her viewer as a sovereign dispassionately regards (and judges) her subjects.
 

5.
Concluding remarks


Myra Hindley committed a series of heinous crimes addressed at the time of her trial through judicial authority. After serving the requisite time as her punishment she was refused her rightful freedom. Public hatred was still running at a high pitch and, under pressure from the Home Secretary, precluded the court from releasing Hindley. Instead Hindley remained in prison and finally died still incarcerated in 2002. She is seen as a woman who had breached the social and cultural taboos surrounding the role that women traditionally hold within the secure structure of family life.  Civic duty demands that Hindley be regarded with the utmost contempt that can be mobilised towards any one person. Sheer hatred is not too harsh a response. Of course the hostility has partly been augmented through the activities of the media. Hindley’s crimes live just beneath civic appearances and need only a slight provocation to provoke mob frenzy. Any re-printing of the mugshot taken at the moment of her capture sparks a knee-jerk reaction of hostility.  

Marcus Harvey’s portrait of Myra Hindley is introduced atop an endlessly provocative and deeply disturbing myth. Presenting Hindley in portrait form is not transgressive in the true sense of the word. Hindley herself has guaranteed that her image will conjure an apocalyptic response. Harvey’s portrait can ride that tide of perpetually renewable exposure and attention. In Harvey’s own words he defends his position of retrieving Hindley’s individualism by placing her in the context of being a woman passively following the demands of a deviant boyfriend. His defence seems disingenuous next to his modifications of the mugshot to realise the painting. As discussed in my paper the greatest error he has committed is standing non-commitally beside his painting, defending his silence by offering the public the chance to express its own opinion - largely an opinion that does not need to be negotiated because it is patently clear. Taking a position at odds with the one prescribed by the media and those who have genuinely suffered losses at the hands of Hindley (and others like her) is akin to deliberating over the attributes of other cold-blooded monsters. There is no ambiguity here; Harvey need not pretend that the public requests this opportunity. Instead, the public is struck dumb, and doubly so by a kind of resurgent déj déà vu. Adding to her attitude, the gruesome detail of having her image scaled up in little child’s hands secures the status of Hindley as a hated and loathed criminal, in shocking opposition to the natural characteristics that society demands of her gender.

Notes

� See Chris Jenks, Transgression (London and New York: Routledge, 2003);


  Elisabeth Storrs, ‘Mothers, Mothering and Christianity: Exploring the


  connections between the Virgin Mary, Myra Hindley and Rosemary West,’


  Feminist Theology, Vol. 14, No. 2 (January 2006), 237-254.


� A monster embodies a distortion either of body (abnormally strong) or mind


   (sociopathic disregard for the autonomy of others).  The impurity ranks the     


   monster as life-threatening. The public has no problem identifying Hindley


   as impure and indeed life-threatening.  Secondly, a monster straddles


   two categories but fits into neither. Hindley is tragically seen as being both


   nurturer and destroyer. See Noel Carroll, ‘Horror and Humor,’ The Journal


    of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 57, No. 2 (Spring 1999), 145-60. 


� See Julian Stallabrass, ‘High Art Lite at the Royal Academy’ [review of


  ‘Sensation’ exhibition], Third Text, No. 42 (Spring 1998), 79-84.


� Quote is attributed to D. H. Lawrence.


� Kieran Cashell, ‘Carte Blanche,’ Aftershock: The Ethics of Contemporary


   Transgressive Art (London and New York: E.B. Tauris, 2009), 51-85, (53,


   62).


� Marcus Harvey, cited in, Gordon Burn, ‘The Hand That Rocked the


   Academy,’ The Guardian Weekend (September 6, 1997), 14-21,


   � HYPERLINK http://www.whitecube.com/artists/harvey/texts/97/ ��http://www.whitecube.com/artists/harvey/texts/97/�.


� Storrs, Feminist Theology, 243.


� Kieran Cashell claims the ‘woman in the photograph [mugshot] is silently


   judging us’. [author’s emphasis]. Cashell, Aftershock, 62. I, instead,


   claim Hindley’s mugshot looks defiant, remorseless and confrontational –


   so does Ian Brady’s and so indeed do most mugshots.  I put forward that


   her bearing is stiff and rigid; and, I would say scared to death.  It is in


   Harvey’s portrait, where the tilt has been removed, that her bearing and


   vacant stare clutch the viewer by a vice-like judgement.
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