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Abstract

[ take inspiration from ordinary objects and materials. Through photography, I
attempt to transcend the familiar to discover complexity within the bits and pieces of my
everyday life. Like other artistic representations, a photograph is a singular portrayal, not
an actualization of physical reality. My artistic exploration of this involves incorporating
elements of abstraction to point to the truth that all photographs are, by nature, an
abstraction of our physical reality based on perspective. The resulting images often share a
quality of impermanence, counterbalanced by the act of making a photographic document.
By evoking this temporal quality of photography and abstracting familiar materials and

surfaces, [ aim to create a playful tension in my imagery.

Key words: fine arts, photography, truth, reality, perception, perspective, representation,

abstraction, everyday, mundane, universe.



Introduction

"To me, photography is an art of observation. It's about finding something interesting in an
ordinary place... I've found it has little to do with the things you see and everything to do with
the way you see them." - Elliott Erwitt

Photography, as an act of seeing, is central to my art practice and my interaction
with the world. It wasn’t until I studied photography in college, however, that [ began
thinking of it as a medium to make art. Until then, photography, in my young mind, was a
way to capture and display personal memories. I still have and treasure the albums of
childhood pictures taken by mother to document family events and, as a teenager, |
frequently carried a camera of my own to take pictures of friends and places I visited.
When I took my first darkroom class in college, however, my relationship with
photography changed. I became less interested in making candid pictures of people.
Photography, instead, became a way to see and process the physical world. It was also the
first time I had studied the work of fine art photographers in depth. My experience of an
exhibition of Harry Callahan’s work during this time was particularly informative; [ was
struck by Callahan’s keen sense of transforming ordinary environments into compelling,
poetic black and white images. This was the way | wanted to make pictures.

) N L= ,
Fig. 1. Callahan, Grasses, Wisconsin, 1959

To explain the development of my photographs while at UNO, I'll provide a
background of my relationship with photography between my undergraduate and graduate
studies. I'll then explain influences, milestones and the work I choose for my thesis
exhibition at the UNO St. Claude gallery in March 2018.
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Background

After graduating with a BFA, I continued to make photographs with both manual
film and pinhole cameras. The slow nature of shooting this way, processing the film and
making silver prints created opportunities to look closer and think more deeply about the
nature of light when rendered in a photograph. During this time, [ was focused on the
technical and formal aspects of making a good picture. I got a job working in a
photography gallery in Atlanta and the exposure to a wide range of fine art photographers
and collectors fostered further introspection and careful looking. I was drawn to the work
of many Modernist photographers who played with formal qualities and abstraction while
also retaining a sense of physical reality in their images; some of those artists include
Andre Kertesz, Aaron Siskind, Edward Weston and Bill Brandt. I also responded to
contemporary photographers who drew inspiration from these artists, such as Vicki Ragan
and Abelardo Morell, who used light, shadow, perspective, scale and framing to play with
the viewer’s contextual perception of objects and bodies in relation to how they were

accustomed to experiencing them in the physical world.

Fig. 2. Kertesz, The Fork, Paris, 1928
2



Fig. 3. Kertesz, Martinique, 1972

Fig. 4. Siskind, Jerome 21, 1949 Fig. 5. Brandt, Nude Baie de Anges, 1959
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Fig. 6. Ragan, Recurring Visions 6, 1994




During this time, I also photographed commercially and eventually became
preoccupied with a career in making saleable pictures of architecture, interiors and
product. I was happy to be paid well to make these “beauty shots,” to visually articulate my
clients’ vision and to help them effectively grow their businesses by collaborating to
portray their brand and style. My study of light, shadow and composition informed this
work and the rapid pace and high level of output in the commercial setting strengthened
my technical skills. However, I was more personally interested in finding ways to make
pictures that had nothing to do with selling a product but were instead simple studies of
light and form. This is a picture I made in a parking garage while walking to my car after

work.

Fig. 9. Garage staircase, 2010.

After my second child was born and we moved to New Orleans, I had tired of the
shallowness of the marketing world. I was seeking a way to restore the joy of making

pictures into my daily life.



MFA Trajectory

When I first enrolled in the MFA program at UNO in the fall of 2015, [ was feeling
burnt out from years of managing a household, caring for young children and maintaining a
career. In the transition from making commercial work for clients to making art work for
myself, I grappled with finding a place to get started. To get the ball rolling, I decided to
start taking pictures while on my daily walks with my kids as an exercise in looking,

occasionally manipulating the environment.

—

Fig. 10 Untitled (fish), Fall 2015



Fig. 11 Untitled (green cup), Fall 2015

[ started looking at John Pfahl’s Altered Landscapes series, in which he playfully
manipulated the camera optics through perspective and strategically inserted manmade
materials. I also looked at photographs by Gabriel Orozco, a polymedia artist and master of
play. Both of these artists intrigued me with their playfulness and their ability to find
poetry within the ordinary.

| W M y N e
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Fig. 12. Pfahl, Australian Pmes Fort De Soto, Florlda 1977

Fig. 13. Orozco, Watermelons
and Cats, cibachrome print, 1992

Inspired by this, when shooting
furniture for a client during winter
break, I decided to insert part of my
lunch into the scene. I liked the contrast
between the gilded, perfectly
accessorized vignette and the reality of
the sloppy sandwich and took a picture
of it.

Fig. 14. Meatball sandwich, 2015




Later that semester, | was trying to create visual tension
with a playful set-up of a vase on the edge of the flat
surface. After years of making pleasing compositions, it
felt more fun to do the opposite and make an awkward
picture. The process of making this picture was an
important exercise in breaking out of my commercial

conditioning to make pleasing, salable images.

Fig. 15. Still Life, Spring, 2016

[ was also looking at Eileen Quinlan’s “Smoke and Mirrors” series during this time.
Relative to her background as an assistant to commercial photographers, she says of this
work: “I wanted it... to evoke the subtle, manipulative ways that abstraction is deployed in
advertising and mass media.”! I related to her desire to show the seams or acknowledge
the tricks used in this type of photography. I started creating abstract mood pictures by
folding and rephotographing appropriated magazine imagery. This was a first step toward
working with abstraction and playing with the tension between reality and photographic
representation. Quinlan’s perspective on this resonated; she notes, “[abstraction] is a
problematic term. Especially regarding photography. Obviously you could argue that all

photographs are abstractions of, or from, reality.”?

' “Eileen Quinlan and Walead Beshty.” Bomb - Artists in Conversation. September 2009.

Eileen Quinlan and Walead Beshty.” Bomb - Artists in Conversation. September 2009.
9
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Fig. 16. Quinlan, Smoke and Mirrors #21 and 23 (two works), 2005

i

Fig. 17. Magazine construction, 2016

[ began to work more intentionally, making pictures of pictures. I photographed materials
and surfaces I could find in my immediate surroundings, manipulating them in a variety of

10



ways to create imaginary spaces. In Houston, [ saw both James Turrell’s sculptural light
installations and an exhibition of Vera Lutter’s Inverted World. 1 was especially inspired by
Lutter’s use of the negative image to create a sort of parallel universe to the reality we

expect.

LT
ot

Fig. 18. Lutter, Cold Spring 111, 2013

[ began making imaginary spaces using familiar processes of reframing. I liked the
aspect of incorporating recognizable surfaces and decided to make pictures using the
textures and cracks of the sidewalks around my home. This idea was born from frequent,
slow walks around the neighborhood with my young children and served as a way to
physically interact with our environment together. Using graphite and newsprint, | made
rubbings of the cracks and textures of the sidewalk, an imprint or trace of the physical
world. Ithen made photographs of those rubbings, careful to include the borders of the

) “

paper, and later inverted some of the images. Related to Tom Gunning’s “truth claim” of
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photography, these images of rubbings (or visual traces) of the physical world served as a
sign of a representation (the rubbing) that is no longer there.?

While both watching and influencing the perceptive development of my children,
['ve become more attuned to the ways in which humans engage the senses to process the
physical world. And, because my children are not yet aware of the banal, they see the
world in a way that helps me to look again. As Picasso famously said, in thinking about new
perceptions, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow
up.” Slowing down to their pace affords opportunities to engage more deeply with
everyday surfaces and materials. By discussing the formal aspects of image making in this
process, my kids are provided with an introduction to a visual vocabulary and, by thinking
out loud, I connect the internal process to the external act. In this work, my aim was to
escape the pedestrian reality of the cracked concrete and to achieve this, I chose to
eliminate color, crop tightly, and accentuate tone, shadow, texture and angle. Later, I
discovered that the inverted versions of these pictures resembled images of space. I liked
that the borders were visible and [ began thinking about all of the little universes, the many

versions of individual perception that exist within each person.

Fig. 19. Pictures of Pictures (sidewalk crack), 2016

3 Gunning, Tom. “What’s the Point of an Index?”

12
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Fig. 20. Sidewalk Universe #8, 2016

During candidacy, the feedback from faculty was that my work read almost
exclusively as formal studies. It was clear that [ needed to hone my conceptual ideas and
find more effective ways to depict them. [ began reading Simulacra and Simulation, Jean
Baudrillard’s examination on the nature of reality and human understanding of existence
and truth. He writes, “The simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth—it is the
truth which conceals that there is none. The simulacrum is true.”* This idea resonated in
relation to my interests in individual perception and the false socialized authority
associated with the medium of photography. A photograph is a likeness or representation,
not a manifestation, of reality. Countless versions of the “truth” exist, each based on

individual perspective.

4 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation.
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Related to the “truth claim” of the medium, [ was drawn to writings with a
phenomenological approach, those that focused on the experience of the individual in the
making of, as well as viewing of, photographs. Roland Barthes’ shifted from first arguing
for the indexicality of photography in “The Photographic Message”> toward a more
phenomenological view In Camera Lucida (published twenty years later in 1981 and a year
before Simulacra and Simulation), emphasizing the experience of the individual (both
“operator” and “spectator”) as it relates to intentionality.® And, while I had been familiar
with Susan Sontag’s rejection of photography as an agent of truth in On Photography, her
writing on the role of the photographer and individual perception led me to look at work by
postmodern photographers such as Kenneth Josephson and Zeke Berman, who played with
perspective and illusion in their images to address the deceptive nature of the medium. I
responded to the way they employed visual devices to address the ideas of individual
perspective and shifting truth while also referencing the process of photography itself.
This way of thinking about photography and perception expanded my view of the medium

and critically informed the way I worked moving forward.

5 Barthes, The Photographic Message, 196-199.

8 Barthes, Camera lucida: Reflections on Photography, 76.
14



Fig. 22. Berman, Cubes, 1979

(AR . s P YO0 F)

Fig. 24.]Josephson, Chicago, 1970.
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[ was also informed by the work of Jan Groover, another photographer playing with
perspective. Specifically, I was looking at her “Kitchen Still Life” series, in which she
arranged commonplace kitchen tools into abstract still lifes. While the objects in these
images are recognizable as domestic tools, the reflective forms and lines divide up the
picture plane into essential shapes. While elevating domestic subject matter, Groover
rendered strong formal images by focusing on how the objects related to one another in
space. As MoMA curator Susan Kismaric surmises, ""The drama in Groover's pictures
arises from the tension between the form of the picture [Groover’s motto was “Formalism

is everything”] and the things we know to exist in the world."”

Fig. 25 Groover, Untitled, 1983.

! Grundberg, Andy. “Photography View, Taming Unruly Reality.”
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These were also ideas | wanted to explore with my photographs. Instead of making
images that read only as formal abstractions, [ wanted to incorporate elements of
abstraction to point to the truth that all photographs are, by nature, an abstraction of our
physical reality based on perspective. While still often thought of as an objective
document, they create a scaled and flattened likeness of three-dimensional space.

[ began making pictures of pictures: a crumpled rubbing of a sidewalk, an inverted
photograph reinserted and re-photographed, a simple drawing using sunlight and chalk.
These images share a quality of impermanence, counterbalanced by the act of making a
photographic document. To indicate that modifications were added in the physical space
and not made in Photoshop, I included elements of the scene’s construction: a paper clip,
tape, a stick of chalk, etc. These devices also serve as a means to emphasize the artifice of
photography. By abstracting the familiar, manipulating perspective and evoking the
temporal quality of photography, I was aiming to create a playful tension in my imagery

and reference the ideas I had studied around representation, truth and reality.

|
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Fig. 25. Pictures of Pictures (halk and sunlight), 2017
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Fig. 26. Pictures of Pictures (morning light), 2017
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Fig. 27 Pictures of Pictures (houseplant), 2016

19



Fig. 28 Pictures of Pictures (kitchen window), 2016

[ also wanted to address the relationship between our sensory experience of the physical
world and the means we use to make rectangular representations of it. Attempting to
explain concepts such as light, shadow, perspective and scale to my two young children
helps to expand my own understanding of perception. While equipped with the same
senses, | see that they uniquely observe and process their world, largely through the act of

play. Witnessing this, | marvel at their sensory and spatial development and, consequently,

20



the existence of individual consciousness. I wonder about their interior life, the little
universe that exists within. Because [ spend a lot of time in and around my home with
them, making pictures often serves as my own form of play, a respite from the pedestrian
reality of my domestic routine. By slowing down and looking closely, I discover novelty,
complexity and expanse within the bits and pieces of my everyday life.

This same approach also led me to experiment in the darkroom to make photograms
using everyday, domestic materials including dryer sheets, cling wrap, paper towels,
produce wrappers and other textured household surfaces. When layered together on the
paper, the dryer sheets yielded a bouldered, stonelike texture that resembled a mountain
range, creating a tension between illusion and reality as well as the reference to, what often
feels like, the enormity and the work I'm responsible for in raising children and running a
household. This process also allowed me to focus on the manipulation of the materials as

well as the process of darkroom printing, a respite from my everyday routine.

Fig. 29 Untitled (dryer sheets), photogram, 2017

21



Fig. 30. Detail - Untitled (dryer sheets), photogram, 2017

In this work, I take inspiration from Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy, who famously experimented with
elements of visual perception through his photograms in the early 20th century. He
advocated for artists to explore abstraction in photography as a means to see the world in a
new way, coining the term “the New Vision.” Moholy-Nagy looked for “new relationships
between the known and the as yet unknown,” transformation of the familiar into
something transcendent or mystical.

For my thesis show, | made more of the inverted sidewalk rubbings with varying
textures and manipulations (folding, tearing, taping) while thinking of them as individual
universes. [ played with the scale of the prints and enjoyed the difference of my relative
perceptual experience of them: I could become disoriented by the larger print while
simultaneously holding a small print in the palm of my hands. In all of these photographs, I
intentionally chose to include the edges of the rectangular newsprint rubbing as a way to
reference the indexical quality of photography, the traditional shape of two-dimensional art

and the customary conception of the boundless Universe.

22



In my thesis show, “The Everyday Universe,” [ included two photograms, the
wallpaper image of the sidewalk rubbing, several postcard sized universes and the five
“Pictures of Pictures.” The unifying aspects of this body of work include the use of everyday
materials (dryer sheets, houseplants, sidewalk concrete), a careful consideration of texture
and the formal use of monochrome. The rectangle, as a prescribed shape in which to make
and take pictures, is also a recurring element as a means to reference the camera’s viewing

frame.

the Everyday|

UNIVERSE

Ashley Hope

Fig. 31 - Thesis show installation
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Fig. 32 - Thesis show installation

Fig. 33 - Thesis show installation
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Fig. 34 - Thesis show installation
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Conclusion

Barthes’ and Sontag’s ideas on perception and truth, as they relate to photography,
are, more than ever, relevant because of the medium’s expanding influence on human
existence in the digital age. In “What’s the Point of an Index?,” Tom Gunning focuses on the
individual experience of photographs, arguing that they exceed the function of a sign and
open “up a passageway to it’s subject, not as a signification but as a world, multiple and
complex.” He also makes the case that the ease of manipulation in digital photography
decisively refutes the truth claim of the medium but that “the ‘delight’ of digitally
manipulated photographs depends on the photograph as potentially an accurate
representation.”® Photographs have a long history of being manipulated, but it was not as
apparent or understood before Photoshop. Even in the digital age, photographic imagery
retains a psychological quality of being a potentially accurate representation. The artists
and ideas I've studied over the last three years in the MFA program have addressed this
relationship between photography, truth and perception and directly informed the work I
made for my thesis show. Through this program, I've gained a deep understanding of the
technological, cultural and art-historical evolution of photography, providing me with a

fuller awareness of my place as an artist.

8 Gunning, Tom. “What’s the Point of an Index?”
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