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Hannah Whitaker

Interview by Frédéric Caillard, April 2017

Hannah, can you please describe in your
own words your practice & your work?

Even though they might look not traditional, |
actually do rmake traditional photographs in the
sense that they're made through purely optical
means, | shoot with a view camera onto 4x5
sheet-film. The photographs are exposed
repeatedly onto the some sheet of film, and
each exposure is shot through a handmade
screen. Eoch of the screens are conceived as a
part of a set, which all go into the making of
just one photograph.

Where do you physically put the screens?
The screens are pressed up against the film
inside the holder, which is how they can create
a hard edge. If they were in any other position,
the edge would be fuzzy.

And what about your subject matter?

| often combine a limited set of subjects in a
given photagraph: silhouetted bodies; blocks of
colors, which are out-of-focus sheets of colored
paper; and black and white objects, like metal
grates or blinds.

American, b. 1980 in Washington, D.C.,
based in New York, NY.

At first  glance, Hannah  Whitaker's
photographs might ssem like they are the
product of cut and paste Photashop coliage,
but she creates her images entirely in
camera, favoring analogue experimentation
1o digital manipulation. In her new body of
work, instead of deconstructing existing
images, she mixes the conventions of
photography and  abstract art  with
silhouettes, geometric shapes and colors that
play with the ideas of handmade and
automated processes.

Hannah holds @ MFA from The International
Center of Photogrophy and a BA from Yale
University.

“l asked myself how to
automate a photograph,
how to remove the artist’s
expressive voice as much as
possible”

Your work seems to be moving away from
classical photography. A few years ago your
compositions included recognizable
landscapes or full bodies, and you used
effects that are quite widespread like light
reflections. In your last few shows, colors
are getting flatter and body parts are
mainly reduced to their shape.

Yes, definitely. My work has evolved over the
past few years to become more mechanical
locking. Part of that has to do with an interest |
developed owver the vyears in  forms of
automation, the history of computing, and in a
screen-based visual culture. | ask myself how to
automate a photograph, or how to remove the
artist’s expressive wvoice as much as possible,
and if it is possible to program a photograph as
one does a computer. Photography is already
an art form dependent on a machine, For me,
once the initial idea is conceived and the visual
schematic is thought through, the process
becomes very automatic. Making a photograph
requires painstaking execution and
recordkeeping - a kind of automated system
takes over. | have a coding system to keep track
of which screens | have already exposed onto
which sheets of film. There is very little room for
spontanecus expression.

Caillard, Frederic. “Hannah Whitaker.” Abstract Room, April 2017.



Hannah Whitaker, Stride 1 2014 / archival pigment print /128 x 102 em / edition of 2ex + 2 AP,
@ Hannah Whitaker, Courtesy Galerie Christophe Gaillord.

Hannah Whitaker prepared geornetrical cut-out screens to mask her analogic 4x5 film before shooting each
section of Stride 1. She exposed the same film numerous times and mixed colored surfaces and desexualized
fernale body parts as elements of this hybrid compaosition.

Calillard, Frederic. “Hannah Whitaker.” Abstract Room, April 2017.



In the literature about your work, there are
many references to early abstraction
masters, like Matisse, Arp or Anni Albers.

A lot of people bring up Matisse to me, but that
is not an association that | would offer. | do love
Matisse but he doesn’t directly influence my
work. | think one reason that people bring him
up is because of his cut-outs. | am also applying
blade to paper in making my screens but to a

“Bodies in my photographs are
very desexualized”

very different end. Matisse's cut-outs are very
elegantly representational, and mine are
resolutely not representationol - they provide
the armature for the content. | am dealing with
an inherently representational medium and |
am allowing the photographic process to do
that representing for me.

Hannah Whitaker, Verbs, exhibition view.

In Stride 1 the window shape of Matisse is
referenced as well. | also see some formal
similarities between your work and the work
of Peter Klasen, from the narrative
figuration movement, even though the
works are very different in the atmosphere
they convey.

| agree that the resulting effect is very different.
One of the primary differences is thot the
bodies in my photographs are very desexualized.
Even though they are clearly female body parts,
which you could think of as highly sexually
charged territory, | make it a point to present
my bodies in this very deadpan, very flat way.
Just from the work of Peter Klasen | am seeing
here, it looks like he is employing the female
figure very similerly te how you might see it in
advertising.

Courtesy Galerie Christophe Gaillard. Phota: Rebecca Fanuele.
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On top of being desexualized, the bedy
parts in your work are shaded, inaccessible,
often hidden behind shapes or patterns.
Why is that?

it is a visual language that | have developed. |
didn't always photograph bodies this way and |
am sure | won't permanently, For the time being
| am interested in being able to reduce a human
form te a graphic system that has a lot of
associations. It makes me think about clip art
and highly reduced semiotic forms like Emojis.
The bodies are deployed in this repetitious
manner tc refer back to the histories of
autornation and computation that inform its
making. | also think it is interesting in an
intuitive sense to see these hard edge forms
butt up against what is recognizable as a
hurman form. As far removed that | get from a
conventional photographic process, | still think
the photographic detail that is provided by a
4x5 negative can be really powerful. For
example | shot some works recently where the
body was wearing black tights and when | got
the film back the forms were perfectly
silhouetted. You could not see any details on her
feet or legs: no skin, no hair, no veins. Even
though the photographs took me weeks to
make, | had to start over and reshoot them all
with bare legs. Seeing these human details is an
essential part of the experience of locking at the
resulting photographs.

| am not sure that people who enly see your
work on the internet can realize this.
Everyone says this about their work, but when
you see the work in person it looks pretty
different than how it looks in jpeg form. This is
why | make the prints large enough to actually
experience those photogrophic details. When
you look at the work in jpeg form, the forms
become so reduced thot they become almost
indistinguishable from their source imagery.
That tension between the elegance of
photographic representation and the crudeness
of a jagged cut on paper is lost.

Can you tell us about your future projects or
about new directions that your work is
taking?

One of the newer aspects of the work in a
recent show is the intreduction of seemingly
spontaneous scribbling. The photographs have
more wavy lines and organic forms than | had
been using before, The process is the same as
before, so this purported looseness is only an
image of looseness. The forms are as
painstakingly  preplanned and  repeatedly
redrawn (in the rmaking of the sereens) os in the
previous work., Conceptually | likened it to the
automated voice that you get when you call a
customer service line, how that voice has these
preset mistakes, they say oh, or maoke strange
vocal flourishes, or use idioms that make them
sound more human. But ultimately their
responses are all programmed and that
spontaneity is a total fagade, B

Selected recent exhibitions
Live Agent, M+B, Los Angeles, 2017
Veerbs, Galerie Christophe Gaillard, Paris, 2014

Metamorphosis - H. Whitaker, R, van Beek, J. Cockburn, Flowers, Londen, 2015

Cold Wave, M+B, Los Angeles, 2014
Limonene, Locust Projects, Miami, FL, 2013

Les Rencontres d'Arles, Discovery Award, Arles, France, 2012
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frieze

Construction Sight

PHOTOGRAPHY

How a generation of artists is re-ordering the building blocks of
photography

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



Noémie Goudal, Observatoire VIII (Observatory VIIL), 2014, Lambda print on Baryta paper,

1.5 x 1.2 m. Courtesy: the artist, Edel Assanti, London, and Galerie des Filles du Calvaire, Paris

Given the shape-shifting flexibility images have acquired in the digital age,
photographic content should have gained prominence over photographic form.
Indeed, as photographs migrate with ever-greater ease from the camera to the
screen, to the internet, to print, to the increasingly relevant photo-book and to
mass-media outlets, their physical properties fluctuate. So much so that many
artists working with photography are focusing less on how a photograph is made
than why.

For these artists, photography is defined more as a medium in the most
fundamental and intangible sense of the word — as a means by which something
is communicated or expressed — rather than as a singular object or substance in
its own right. But a number of young artists in recent years have been countering
this definition. As the artist and writer Chris Wiley noted in his essay ‘Depth of
Focus’ (published in frieze in late 2011), they are choosing to foreground the
formerly ‘repressed’ aspects of the medium — ‘the physical support upon which
the image is registered, myriad chemical and technical processes, as well as the
numerous choices that were made by the photographer in capturing the image’.
These artists were born in the late 1970s and early-"80s and were the last to be
educated primarily in darkrooms and photographic studios, spellbound early on
by the alchemical magic and intimate physical connection to the photograph that
these environments provided. They were also the first to mature alongside a
rapidly evolving and increasingly ethereal digital medium, which has rendered
the darkroom — along with nearly all of the analogue machines, methods and
materials associated with it — practically obsolete.

A remarkable shift has occurred in the years since the publication of Wiley’s text.
Many of the artists he cited — including Michele Abeles, Walead Beshty, Lucas
Blalock and Mariah Robertson — have become increasingly visible and fluent in
this new-found language. In tandem, many of the recent discussions within both
art and photographic circles have revolved around photography’s formal
properties, material processes and technical histories. A growing number of
artists working with photography are successfully countering both the
deconstructionist tendencies of 20th-century postmodernism and the increasing
ubiquity of digital imagery. Loosely gathered under the banner of ‘constructed
photography’, their work makes the scaffolding of the photographic medium

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



explicit and intricate. In so doing, it is re-establishing and, as the term implies,
re-building photography as both a technical endeavour and a physical medium.

Chris Wiley, Dingbat (12), 2014, archival inkjet print mounted on aluminium; artist frame with

faux ostrich leather, 106 x 71 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Nicelle Beauchene Gallery, New York

But with this emphasis on photographic form, certain fundamental structures
upon which the medium is built — and which these construetions still contain —
have perhaps been obscured. Several exhibitions in 2014 — including ‘What is a

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



Photograph?’ at the International Center of Photography, ‘Fixed Variable’ at
Hauser & Wirth New York and ‘Under Construction’ at Amsterdam’s Foam
Photography Museum, amongst others — centred upon formal and material
concerns to such an extent that content outside of these aspects was often
rendered secondary or even superfluous; so much so that the introduction to
‘Fixed Variable’ confidently stated: “These works are not about the content of
the photograph.’

In the face of a dominant digital culture, it is certainly valid to recognize and
reassert the formal potential of the photographic medium. But, no matter how
introspective, process-driven or structurally focused it is, photography is
foremost a medium based on seeing; it is always about content, even if that
content is photography itself.

Looking at the latest output of some of the contemporary artists working with
constructed photography, it becomes apparent that their content is not arbitrary;
rather, it is often precisely what determines its form. Furthermore, much of these
artists’ work continues to reflect upon traditions established within the medium
long ago. It remains a ‘window onto the world’, albeit one that explicitly calls
attention to the window-frame itself, and often bears partially obscured,
shattered, distorted, stained or digitally etched — rather than transparent — glass.

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.
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Hannah Whitaker, Portrait with Sweater (Albers), 2014, archival pigment print, 64 x 51 cm.

Courtesy: M+B, Los Angeles

Wiley’s own recent series, ‘Dingbats’ (2013—14), comprises frames made of
materials ranging from faux ostrich leather to seashells to carpeting to corrugated
steel. Within these frames are elegantly abstracted, closely cropped images of
various urban corners, surfaces and architectural details found throughout Los
Angeles. The framing, in fact, complements and powerfully emphasizes the
photographs’ potent textural qualities, as well as their rigorous compositions. The

matte tactility of the faux ostrich leather frame that surrounds Dingbat
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(12) (2014), for example, is not simply an ostentatious gesture; it emphasizes the
rough finish of the sun-drenched red stucco, concrete and chipboard seen within
the image, and intensifies its glistening redness to almost blinding levels.
Reminiscent of canonical works by figures such as Paul Strand and Minor White,
‘Dingbats’ is a concentrated meditation on how physical spaces can be creatively
seen and lyrically constructed within the photographic frame — aspects amplified
by the eccentric framing.

Daniel Gordon, Skull and Seashells, 2014, e-type print, 1.5 x 1.7 m. Courtesy: the artist and

Wallspace, New York

Hannah Whitaker’s ‘Cold Wave’ (2014), an exhibition held at Los Angeles’s M+B
gallery, was inspired by the logician Kurt Godel’s notions of incompleteness and
unknowability. Here, Whitaker presented works that used hand-cut geometric
interruptions in the film plane to prismatic and kaleidoscopic effect,
transforming a selection of landscapes, portraits and still lifes into complex and
disorientating structures. Her idiosyncratic, yet seemingly systematic, processes
are certainly foregrounded, complicating the conventionally straight
photographic images that underpin them. A snowy wood at dusk is filtered
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through a cut-paper illusion of stacked cubes (Artic Landscape (Pink Sky), 2014);
a serene portrait of a young woman in an intricately woven, woollen jumper is
scattered into an irregular pattern of small rough triangles (Portrait with
Sweater (Albers), 2014). But, rather than entirely obscuring or abstracting the
view, Whitaker draws our eye ever-deeper into her richly detailed works via the
picture plane itself. Recognizing the photographic material at their core, we
instinetually attempt to piece together the dispersed, but not entirely disparate,
parts — eager to make sense of these visual puzzles.

Similarly, Daniel Gordon's series of still lives, exhibited in ‘Screen Selections and
Still Lifes’ at Wallspace gallery in New York in 2014, determinedly rejects the
transparency and clarity of the traditional picture plane. But rather than
interrupting the structure of the images via the camera or print itself, Gordon
borrows photographs from the internet and digitally manipulates, enhances,
repeats and prints them. He then builds elaborate studio sets out of them, which
echo traditional still-life compositions, and ultimately photographs the sets
themselves to create a dizzyingly multilayered yet singular image. The works
explicitly reference the painterly approaches of Paul Cézanne, Henri Matisse and
Pablo Picasso (amongst others), in which classical perspective and realism are
ignored and relationships between objects take precedence. Yet, because Gordon
has originally culled each element from an ever-growing online archive of digital
images, his is a new vision of our contemporary visual landscape: one in which
photographic representations, rather than objects themselves, are the subject of
composition and contemplation; one where images have become symbiotic with,
rather than symbolic of, the physical world itself.

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



Matt Lipps, Art, 2013, from the series ‘Library’, 2013—14, c-type print, 1.8 x 1.2 m. Courtesy: the
artist, Jessica Silverman Gallery, San Francisco, Josh Lilley Gallery, London, and Marc Selwyn

Fine Art, Los Angeles
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Artists such as Sara Cwynar and Matt Lipps also use pre-existing photographic
imagery in their work, but they gather it from pre-digital sources that reference
analogue photography. Lipps’s series ‘Library’ (2013—14) draws from the 17-
volume set of books published by Time-Life in the early 1970s, Library of
Photography, which once served as a practical and historical guide to the
medium. Lipps takes images featured in these educational publications and turns
them into small, cardboard cut-out totems or souvenirs of photography’s past —
which he then places on shelves within a photographic cabinet of curiosities lined
with colour-toned images from his own back catalogue. ‘Library’ exhibits the
ways in which photography was once taught and understood, and how the world
at large was once categorized within the confines of photography.

Similarly, Cwynar’s interest lies primarily in dated darkroom manuals and pre-
digital commercial photographic culture. In her series ‘Flat Death’ (2014) she
applies forms of collage, sculptural construction, re-photography and
manipulation to images that once served to glamourize and fetishize what they
depicted. Mid-2oth-century stock images, such as that seen in Display Stand
No. 64 cons h. 8 ¥a”w. 24" D. 16 V27, featuring a shop display of breath mints
and chewing gum, are dismantled and then refreshed through Cwynar’s various
processes. These highlight the antiquated trickery, waning effect and underlying
banality of the images and, at the same time, accentuate their renewed
contemporary value as forms of vintage curiosity and kitsch. Both Cwynar and
Lipps make their methods explicit, yet the subjects within each work — in these
particular cases, photographs themselves — are what captivate us.

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



No. 64 CONS. H.8%" W. 24" D.16%"

Sara Cwynar, Display Stand No. 64 H. 8 1/4” W. 24" D. 16 1/2”, 2014, chromogenic print,
76 x 91 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Foxy Production, New York

Rather than addressing particular histories, Asger Carlsen’s ‘Hester’ (2011—12)
and Noémie Goudal's ‘Observatoires’ (Observatories, 2013—14) take on the
familiar photographic tropes of the female nude and architectural typology,
respectively. Both artists apply contemporary techniques to well-worn territories
in a bid to reinvigorate them. Carlsen’s deformed, excessively limbed and
headless nude bodies — created entirely on screen but bearing the influence of
artists such as Hans Bellmer - take full advantage of photography’s digital
flexibility and seamlessness. Carlsen’s manipulation is so upfront and extreme
that it's impossible to ignore — and yet the raw, physical presence of these figures
is powerful enough to introduce an entirely new photographic perspective on the
human form. Goudal also invents realistic yet fictional photographic
constructions through the amalgamation of existing ones — in her case, by
digitally aggregating fragments from images of concrete architecture found
throughout Europe. She then reworks them into large-scale photographic
backdrops that she re-photographs within barren landscapes or seascapes. The
series reflects the influence of Bernd and Hilla Becher, yet catalogues a group of
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imagined rather than real post-industrial architectural monuments, which
nevertheless convey a sense of rigour, purposefulness and stature.

Asger Carlsen from the series ‘Hester’, 2012, pigment print, 50 x 70 em. Courtesy: the artist and

V1 Gallery, Copenhagen

Lorenzo Vitturi’s cycle of work, ‘Dalston Anatomy’ (2013), is an evocative
exploration of London’s Ridley Road Market, an area threatened with rapid
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gentrification. Vitturi attempts to preserve the spirit of the market and the
neighbourhood by redefining the role of the traditional photographic
documentarian. In making this series, Vitturi not only photographed on site in a
traditional documentary manner, but also brought debris from the market into
his nearby studio to create precarious and exotically imaginative sculptures and
intricate collages, which he then re-photographed. Small towers of artificial
flowers, hair extensions, potatoes, pig’s trotters and powdery pigments are held
together in a slapdash manner by long nails, strings and skewers; photographic
portraits of market-goers are littered with, and obscured by, colourful dust and
detritus that chimes with their outfits. Blatantly manhandled and multilayered,
‘Dalston Anatomy’ places the emphasis on its own making, but the content of
these pictures also indicates a profound desire to commune with and
communicate the world outside of the limits of photographic production. As
Vitturi explained in a 2013 interview: ‘These images [...] were not just simply the
result of my secret imagination, but were, in fact, deeply connected with a wider
reality.’

Lorenzo Vitturi, Yellow Chalk #1, 2013, from the series ‘Dalston Anatomy’, archival pigment print

mounted on aluminium with coloured wood subframe, 1 x 1.5 m. Courtesy: the artist and Yossi
Milo Gallery, New York
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Edward Weston — the celebrated practitioner and champion of photography as a
distinct art form — wrote in his 1943 essay ‘Seeing Photographically’: “The
photographer’s most important and likewise most difficult task is not learning to
manage his camera, or to develop, or to print. It is learning to see
photographically.’ By contorting, Twister-like, across the realms of the darkroom
and the studio, the analogueand the digital, the artistic and the vernacular, and
the historical and contemporary, these artists collectively reflect the seismic
changes that have occurred within photography, and culture at large, during the
rise of their generation. Keeping up with revolutionary shifts in technology, they
have had to learn and then relearn their medium over and over again and, in so
doing, are experimenting with, and stretching the reach of, its processes and
properties. But in creating work that blatantly bears the marks of its making, and
wears its structural form like an exoskeleton, they have also cleverly established
new ways in which the content at photography’s core can be represented and
understood. In renovating and rebuilding photographic form, they are also
constructing new ways to see, and to learn to see, photographically.

Aaron Schuman

is an artist, writer and curator based in the UK. He recently served as the chief curator of
Krakow Photomonth 2014’s exhibition programme, ‘Re:Search’. Schuman is also a senior
lecturer in photography at the University of Brighton, UK, and is the founder and editor

of SeeSaw Magazine.

Schuman, Aaron. “Construction Sight,” Frieze, April 2015.



1000 Words

or an artist to toy with the material qualities of photography is a common

device, even at a time when that materiality is becoming increasing

anachronistic. The great majority of photographs have been abstracted out
of existence, transformed into reams of code. The original, material forms of
photography, like film, are now almost solely the domain of artists and
photographers with a point to make.

Hannah Whitaker’s Peer to Peer published by Morel Books uses a combination of
collage, in camera masking and other forms of manipulation to shatter the surface
of her analogue imagery, in the process disintegrating them into many parts. This
might seem like a well-worn path, were it not for the way these bits are organised to
form distinetive patterns appearing to the viewer like a lost visual code. Indeed
even the pictures in their arrangement across the pages seem to hint at some form
of eypher, with empty areas occupied with an almost imperceptible varnish which
echoes the shape of absent photographs.

The subjects of Whitaker’s photographs (a mixture of portraits, still lives,
landscapes and nudes) seem in many cases much less important than the patterns,
which dominate and overwhelm the images below. The shapes and forms used
create a powerful over-riding mood, with mosaics of dots and squares forming a
calm, stable pattern reminiscent of Morse code, while the more anarchic triangular
breakdowns prove enticingly aggressive. Vertical lines create the effect of a bar
code or zoetrope, and the image beneath takes on a strangely powerful sense of
motion.

The result of these experiments then is more than a nostalgic exercise in collage
and old-fashioned photography. Instead Peer to Peer is a bo mingly with one
foot in the material past, and with the other in the ever mor aterialised
present. It is a book that plays with the codes and conventions of photography and
abstract art, and does it fittingly enough, with the very material of photographs
themselves.

— Lewis Bush

All images courtesy of Morel Books. © Hannah Whitaker
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Bush, Lewis. “Peer to Peer.” 1000wordsmag.com, February 2015.
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Hannah Whitaker; (Untitled) Blue Shirt

Bold, experimental photography from American artist Hannah Whitaker
Posted by Alex Hawkins, Wednesday 27 May 2015
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At first glance you might mistake the puzzle-like, optical quality of Hannah Whitaker’s photographs for the work of Photoshop, but her experimental
images are surprisingly physical. A far cry from a nostalgic experiment with film, Hannah plays with ideas about the technical and the handmade as
much as she confuses the conventions of photography and abstract art. Throughout her work, grids and mosaics of dots and triangles appear across
wintery landscapes and still-lifes.

Shooting through hand-cut paper she places inside the camera, Hannah pokes holes in the film holder or uses light leaks and multiple exposures o
create geometric patterns over her subjects. These surprisingly simple methods produce layered, fragmented photographs that reference Bauhaus
textiles like those of Anni Albers and remind us an image can still be a very material thing. There are always telltale signs of her in-camera
techniques, as in Blue Paper (Albers) where the corner of a blank piece of paper folds back over itself and breaks with the pattern superimposed over
it.

Last year the Washington native was one of 21 photographers selected for Foam Talent — one of the industry’s leading international contests and
platforms for young photographers — and exhibited at Amsterdam’s Unseen Photo Fair. Since then she has released a book of her distinctive
compositions with Morel Books, Peer to Peer and is currently part of a group exhibition at London’s Flowers Gallery 20 May — 27 June.

Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”
It’s Nice That, May 2015.
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Hannah Whirtaker: Arctic Landscape (Pink Sky)

Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”
It’s Nice That, May 2015.



Hannah Whitaker: Limonene 15

Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”
It's Nice That, May 2015.



Hannah Whitaker: Winter Landscapes (ML Bendolph)

Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”
It's Nice That, May 2015.



Hannah Whitaker: Limonene 23
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Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”



Hannah Whitaker: Blue Paper (Albers)

Further reading:

www . hwhitaker.com
www flowersgallery.com

Posted by Alex Hawkins

Alex joined It’s Nice That as a Freelance Editorial Assistant in May 2015 after graduating in History of Art from Goldsmiths College in 2014. He
interned at Dazed & Confused, NOWNESS and the MAD Agency and was staff writer at Avaunt magazine before joining us.

arh@ itsnicethat.com »
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Hawkins, Alex. “Bold, Experimental photograpy from American artist Hannah Whitaker.”
It’s Nice That, May 2015.



ArtReview

Fixed Unknowns

Taymour Grahne, New York 14 July— 6September

The title of the summer groupechibition at
Tayrmanr Grahne, Fivad [Inknows £ cnrated

b arrise Ava Ansan and Molly Kleiman, depury
editor at the online magazine and noaprofit
meed & organisation Triple Camapy, provides a
framework for understanding the show, which
fearures the work of three very di fferen: arsiyes:
nrooe Arm, $himma Shahbazi wnd Hanmh
Whitaker. Each offers a clear lens through

whic

L

to view their works — nods toart hisoory

or relferences 1o the physical world, for cxample
while st thesame dme denying any under

standing of how they are made or what they

aify. In essence they are mamer-cf-fac

cunicsicies thatask vou 1o puzzle over them.
Shirana Shehbax stande out for

Knarp c-print on alumin-

iz that looks like |='ﬂ'r1l inem a woedd in
which gigantic colourful spheres have replaced
planets in the dark wimoum of space. Although
the image looks digieally manipalaned, it was
oreared usicg an analogue amera. Shahbazi
wurned the spheres berween exposures to creare
rounded edaes. She plays with the viewer's

perception in ather works to lesesr effect

Karmparicta sout| (2011, 3 monochrame

pelagin silver pring on aluminum thatappears
o be i collage of geometric sripd of paper,
would kook athome in the stevile boardroom of
2 hedge fan out | [2o11) 15 2 pring
that hangs high up on the wall 35if o rick

i, And [Duweras

the eye into believing s something more than
a surakghnforwand docemensary phowsgraph
of adiver midflighe

Iranian-born Kimroos Aram has lived in

the United Stabes for mode of kis life but remainag

fascinazed by konography plucked from Persian
and Arabculneee and used in medern consexts,
Thewall-based scalpoure Ancitnr Threngh Modera:
Mawmpstent to the Sidk Mot of Emsope 20 4) looks
likea cenotaph - three small nens 2re placed
m:.'l.'l'luln.-m m broave ol an abstract camvas thar
recalls borh Constructivism and the panem
ot 3 Persian crpet. Shuck ingo this canvas e
rwognkl. filigreed Perstan exmrings, The work
supgests more than inreveals. just whe the

“sich man of Ewrope” s today remains a mysieny
brut the association of the urns amd jewellery

with funarary rites would be Bamiliar to tchool
v about ancient oulares

Hanrah Whitaker ereates ber photogrzphs
by irserting paper cutouts mite the body of 245
view camera and using them to create optical
puzzles. Blre Peper(Albers) (2014) looks ke an
imtage of an Anni Albers teitile prinved on a pisee

children lesrnir

of paper il colliged on top of a plece of woed
Trnahes suarimg ot from the shde wo be gonvineed

that this is 2 Rz photograph. Shisof Thew

corsists of 16 black-and-whits framed printathat

resemble the photopramsof Liszla Moholy-Magy
The title refers to the conservation paradox posed
by Pluzarch im the first centuny: if all of the pans
of aghipare replaced, he isked, is i sl thesame
£hip? It's not clear what exactly these photo

ving ‘realiny’ would he
rer honw Whittaker

graphi are replacing - arg
= haar even just puzzling
created thelayersd surfaces m asingle print
provides enodgh food for thoughs. Her works
are the kighpoint in an éxhibition that enlivens
the stick, sterile interior of Taymour Grshne
with aroworks rich enough o inspire mone than
just cursory contemplation.  Beenme Walsd

ihirard Shahlas, [Kasspan

v o3, 2w, £-pHE SR alur i

Courery the amiag and Taymour Girskne, New York

3 REG R

Walsh, Brienne. “Fixed Unknowns.” Art Review, October 2014.
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Balhetchet, Sophie. “Cold Wave Hannah Whitaker.” Hotshoe, June 2014.
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Balhetchet, Sophie. “Cold Wave Hannah Whitaker.” Hotshoe, June 2014.
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Balhetchet, Sophie. “Cold Wave Hannah Whitaker.” Hotshoe, June 2014.
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HANNAH WHITAKER

"EVERYTHING
THAT YOU PHOTOGRAPH
IS AT LEAST
SEMI-ARBITRARY; MEANING,
WE PHOTOGRAPH THE
PEOPLE, PLACES, AND THINGS
THAT WE HAPPEN
TO HAVE ACCESS TO IN
OUR LIVES."

Cold Wave, Hannah Whitaker's new body of work. combines
different image systems to produce optical puzzles;
layered, manipulated images that merge the photographic
representation of real referents in the world ..

.- the nude. the portrait, trees. water — with In-camera
machanical interventions — bars, light laaks, matts. masks
of geometric shapes. The images are all contalned within
the rectangle in a 4 1o & ratic proscribed by the view
camera, the literal boundary that provides the conceptual
framawark for Whitakers explorations.

Whitaker calls the images shown iogether in Cold Wove
a sat, not a series They belong to a closed system in
which every element links and comiments on every other
— pletorially and matariafly, Tha use of the tarm "saf” may
be in homage to Kurt Gédel, the celebrated Austrian
loglclan Whitaker cites as & kay influance. Coid

could be sean as an artsts responsae, with ‘peeudo-

m

mathematical manipulations”. as Whitaker jekingly puts It.
ta Ghdaels theory of o constructibla universe as a modal
of gat theory In which the only sets that exist are those
than can be canstructed from simpler sets Godel was
regponsible for introducing the notion of unknowability
to mathematlcs — a proposition doubtess appeakng

to an artlst Interrogating the dlalectics of the medium
of photagraphy,

Waoking {Green) 2004 — 15 an image contalning & female
nude whe appesrs to ba In motion In tha act of descending
— Bke & pavsed lenticular. The ground is acid green; the
figure Iz interrupted by vertlcal and horizontal black bars.
Whittaker creatas the Image by inserting hand made papar

Paortfola

COLD WAVE

screens Into the film holder placad in the camera, shooting
mattiple scraens and multiple sxposures thet expass only
part of the film a2 a time and ahvays on the same sheet

of film. The black parts of the phetograph correspond

1o the light being blocked by paper with the pholograph
accordingly revealed — a pracess with some paralisls to
silk gcreen printing and Fthography.

Portralt with sweater (Green) 2014 s of a woman with fang
halr wearing a bobble-stach top, apparently overlald with
regularly spaced bright spots of green light Thess are
produced by small, controlled light lzaka, made with pin
pricks in the film holder_ 'l held the fim holder against the
papar that the cutowt stil ifa 15 on, Tha papar casts fts
ghow and accounts for the colour, So, the process destroys
parts of the image but creates something el = an imprint
of & colour. | hope the repetition of her lace, with its slight
shifts in her facial padition, echo the movement that. in
other pictures, it contained in a tingle image.”

These Imagas contaln, within s single shaat of film, many
maments In time — and an Imprint of metion,

*| think 8o much more about the conditions for making a
picture than | do about what the effect of it is In the and”
says Whitsker, 1 think about the film plans a5 & farmal
system, really focusing on these few inches — the interest
not in what the picture is of, but in the grid iself — these
tew inches of material.

*| foel more of an affinity with artizts who are task-oriented,
rube-based. and repetitve, and who establish & rapport
betwaen & mechanlsed hand and crestive autput and or
analytical thought” In fact, Whitaker takes many of the
screent from patterns in the work of other artists such
s David Bomberg and Anni Abers, and quilt-makers

like Annia Bendalph.

i Three Winter Landscapes 20M and Sorcroft {Toeuber-
Arp) 20U, photographe taken by Whitaker of a vista, of
bbare brenched trees of the reflections of the seting sun
in lake water_ provide components of the final pictures
The black bar scroens are the interruptions in the first
plcture, and the circle patiern borrowed from Sophis
Tagubar-Arg, the masks in Barcroft. The Images ere
about the Imposition of a hand-crafted graphic system,
a geametric logic, on the familiar images and subjscts
of representational photography.

But Cofd Wowve includes other pictures that have no real-
world referents at all. Gutours (Pink)} 2074 and Cutouts
(Green) 2004 are images of scattered geometric black
paper forms on coloured papers. They are the re-
purposed surrounds of the cut-outs Whitaker has ussd
1o make her goreens. ‘For me geometric shapes nvoke

a lot of things — modernism and the history of geometric
abstraction, Indusirialism and the standardisation of tha
shapes of things; consumerism and the exguisite gecmetry
of all the crappy products in our lives {that's partly what
this project was abowt); mathematics and the abstraction
fram the world that this way of thinking offers: pattarning
and |tz relaticnshlp to decoratlen {and its histerical
opposition to conceptuaksml; mnimeism and its emphasis
on gridding things cut — for me all of these things stand
in stark conirast to the de ﬂdpﬁﬂ mimetic repraseniation
that phategraphic depletion prasents”

The*cut-outs” pictures are one of the staging posts In
‘Whitakers clesed system — rafarancing other works in

Horvrmh Whitsker

the set, and ewsting literally a3 parts of them. They presant
to the viewsr the materiality of paper on paper mada by
exposing light that results in an image on paper — the alpha
and amega of the physical process of phoiography.

Hannah Whitaker's intedectual framewsrk is rigercus.

but there's a playful side. 4 like to foster corfision” the
‘5ays, confounding the viewer with "How did she do that™
quastions. Purple Poper 2014 has no real refarent to the
warkd, The abstract shapes on the paper ground are
produced entirely throwgh optical mesns. There is nothing
in the image that exiats in real life — o the forms are
created through masking and lght. it iz In & literel sense,
an Image of an abstraction,

Coird Wove does everything possibie to re-focus our
peroeplions to re-wire the pativways of how we read and
relate to images Yet, Whitaker completely owns that the
toe-holds she provides by way of the imagery not only resd
as reslity, but are the habltual sublect-matter of the medlum.
and will ba the tethering ropa by which many find thelr wiy
acrass the coentours of her warld, She refutes however, afl
representational atirbutes to the Screens, pir-pricks or
other manufectured interventions she makes. Mor doss she
ascribe to her colour paletts (here black & white and acids)
ary peychotogesally Inflactad function. Har chalees rmay

be described as purpaseful but not prescriptive. The bars
are not intended 1o be read as “prison bars"; circles are
o1 symbaolic of scmething else; Blee iz not calm: pink is not
shorthand for flesh, Even the way the bars appear to frame
ripple and crotch are not interded to camment ¢n nec
Induce & sexually inflected reading of the famale nuds.

“Vam very interested in how human beings make meaning
out of photographs — hew a photograph mythologises

ita subject,” explaing Whitaker 1 love how everything thet
wou photograph |s at least semi-arbitrary; maaning, we
phetegraph the people. placas, and things that we hagpan to
have access to in our lives” To this extent her image bank is
wery personal ‘Despite ry own smphatis on the conditions
for making the photographs. it is what they are of that is
really going 1o connest with people = the tiny bit of Besh or
tree or what have you. This is partly why | dacided to call
the show Cold Wave, 1o acknowledge what the photographs
arg of. which Is clearly something cold and wintery.”

Whitaker's work is visual cotnter-peint a fugue. |t delights
in systemas and patterns and seguensing. which throw
up occaslonally unexpected varlants and provoke
unpredictable responses, and where chance plays a
ranclomising rofe.

SOPHIE BALHE MCHET

which apans in Ak 2018

Balhetchet, Sophie. “Cold Wave Hannah Whitaker.” Hotshoe, June 2014.
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Hannah Whitaker
Untitled

Sales, Liz. “Open Systems.” Foam, August 2014.
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1 Whitnher

- Liz Sales

Sales, Liz. “Open Systems.” Foam, August 2014.
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Thie strevetuire of o pliogograph is ofien in-
auidibles, ruffiod by the Imege it depiors.
Hinomalh Whitaher momplifies this edifice,
often working within strict, sell“imposed
structures deried from systems suel as
ok ol minthematics: the resulting
work purposefully tndermines its own
logie by eanbraming ehanee and humnn e
ron, e light-based, in-camera work puts.
the material flitness of the photogmph at
ackils with (e diswensionality of her un-
dierlying, figurative photographic repee
sentntions, The agpeegoto of ambiguits
ereated by Uhese prradoxes diminishes the
certainties of photographic signification
arkd conipels s 1o conternplaie the naiuire
ol photography,

Limonene s a body of wark that Whitiker
cremed early last year, with a sl Tevel
site and matertal specificity, for installa-

tion u Lowust Projects. o non-profic exii-
hition spoce in Miarma. She states, ‘T weat
it it piraject drsine whast wouild pean-
spire, | found o bunch of plasrie licks sl
bt ot nogesther, they cemsindd me of a
Kandinshy pairting” With an interest in
exploring the formal qualities of hese
recogiizable objects, Whitaker utifized
the geamotric shopes and vivid color of
consumer waste, foraged from Miomi
streets, o creste s seres of still-ife com-
pesations that form o vsible connection
between mags produetion and o

Whitaker picked up her ttle, Limgnene,
from the strecs of Miami oy well. 4 red
plastic eap included in o still life armnge
ment that appears several times through-
aul L spietls out the exhibition’s
e Limanen (50 remdysmade title,
the mrtist expluins, T redees s e clm -
el natarally seourring, in citeis foi
1= exiracied and used 1o mask the smell of
eleaning products, So. Limonens is o
wetrd contbination of the gl ard the
wyithetic.”

Minmi Finds its way into Limonene mary
tirnes ovars aftor dhioting her detrins
assembslages. Whitaker created inten
viomal fight leaks i ber equipmen in
ardet to re-mipose portions of the filin
directly 1o e Mismi s, Wihitokes
explains. ‘| started doing in-ramern work
with thie film jtself after on experiencs
where gormo of my filim hid pecidenial
ligght leiks. The leaks ervated an interest
irig tension botween (he marerial of the
Filry s whint wasss actunlly depicied pho:
tagraphically. So, Estarted thinking shout
different ways 1o take awnership of it

| becare very interested in mining thee

territory. that spoce in between the
photographic plane and the actua| plane
of the filme | peked holes i the film holder.
which created hot-spots on the film itsell,
which became interosting 10 me as o the-
orotical proposition - they desiro e
imenge, bt are simultaneousky gererntive
of samething else”

Similarly, Whitaker nlso exposed multiple
inages oo single sheets of Bl layering,
fiar esarnaplie. in Limonere 18,0 geametr-
cal pattern of trianghes across an fm-
parampin still-fife imige of o roll of reel-
to-reel tape stiung through a compic
dise on the steeet. These ol el dr-cam-
crn technigues add o formal laver of
mirk-mnking that calls attention o both
the llatrwess of the pholagrmphic frame
and the dimensiorality sxpressed by the

[y, Rigurat v reprssental fon

Burned into her negatives i simple
graphic configurations (dots arranged in
u grad, for examplel. these experiments
crented o formal conmectivity across
Limgiierre far Whitaker to further compli
ware, | shot five or so frames of film ol
wach arvangement of abjects, isunlly tak-
ing the eeact sami picture, and then

| crentod o umigue Inver of marks on each of
therse five sheets of film, often with direct
sunlight. When | got all te Tilm back.

| dhecheded pon 1o edit, 1o use all the imoges
nstead of selecting one | renhized tt,
togeeher, th images ereated o rhythm
through the repetition af the same ar-
rargoments of objects over and over
apgin, with po two pictares actually boing
the same” Repeating each figurstive rep-
wesentation of found abjects. which them-
selves contain repeitive shapes god col -

99
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airs, as woll as each configuration of light
leades, created & complon multi-layer
rhythm across the installation, ikin o

i multi-instrument musical score,

Whitaher entithed ber solo exhibition at
Galerie Christophe Guiltard in Paris The
Fifth Hammer.afier the story of Pythago-
rs, the historicol sourse of Western mu-
wcal theory who discovered the mathe-
matical principles of musical tuning,
Pythagorns is said to have tested  black-
smith's hammers, renlizing that rhe ham-
miers that were hinemenious with each
other had a simple mathematical relation
ship, Thee fifih barmemier was discordan
with all the others, so Pyhagoras destroyed
it Whitokes's choice points to the limits
of uny mtempt to quantify sesthetic expe
rienee, and congruently, her exhibition
disrupts the lngic af provimsly dsereet
hodies of work.

In the spirit of the fifth hammer. Whitaker
included work from Limonese, s well os
work made for her artist books fraginary
Landscape Noud und Red, thus disrupting
the intermal logic of thess previously dis-
creet bodies of work. Whitaker explains,
“Fwanted to mix ol the projects up becayss
[ fokt like ehey were all dealing with similar
Issuies in different ways. So, | thought that
threads in previeus work could be compii-
cated by their proximity io one another.

[ i interested in the malleability of the
photographic image. Our experience of
uny given image in n book is entirely dif-
foront from our experience of o conven-
tiomally frimed photograph. | wanted to
sre specific images re-substantinted for
the exhibition in Paris.” Imaginaey Land-

seagre Mo, [ appropriates the tile and
100

structure of john Cage’s historic 1939
scare, fmaginary Landscape Ve, | is
aboust borrowing a preexisting onganiza-
tiomal structure, s not about visunlizing
his music. The experience of looking at
the photographs has nothing to do with
thie experience of listening to Cage's cors-
pusition. It's a borrowing of his structursl
approach to composing music,’ This visual
stratogy s echoed ncross The Fifth Ham-
mer in works like 6 Antpopes, in which
A6 points of light complicate the depth
and textire of § rass of tropical foliage.
or, conversely, in works like fean Lafite, in
which Whitaher's optically shaded cubic
pratterm cresites o untform depth ncrossa
shallow landscape. tmaginary Landscape
No, [ expresses Coge's musical notation
atop conventional landscupe photograpl
Tk linear perspoctive strikes o palpabls
tengian once overlain with o grd com-
prised of paints of light, each ressmbling
adistinet sun.

Whitaker's uther pulilication, Red, is the
first in a seriesof artist books entitbed
Visible Spectrum, in which each partici
pating artist was assigned o color from
the spectrusm fo manifest in book form.
Whitaker's project tokes a single photo-
graph, shot by her in 2006, showing a
young woman inared jumpsaat, which she

re-photographed 36 times. Each iteration
employs o number of lght -based inter-
ventions that are huilt upon a soglatricn af
numbers that culminmed at the tirty-
sinth integor

Thinew thit Tshould plan o make the
bwook either 24 or 36 pages becnuse of
how boaks are made. Sa, | used the poge
court as 8 limitation snd a starting peint.’
She emplayed 8 mmerie sequence con-
sisting of 36 numbers, Each integer is
ndded tothenext (1 =243, 1 +2+3=6,
ete.), The sum of all the Integers from |

to 36 s 666, | love the sbsurdity of this
Incredibly pregrnnt mumber thar has cul-
Ll associations with the color red.”
Calling to mind Marco Breuer's simple
mathematic system For material interrup-
tion, uach itertion of the image mrticu-
lates its place in this mimeric sequence

by employing light bosed mark-making
techiiques, ochaing thase utilizod in the
creation of Limancne,

Reorganized into an exhibition, it becomes
mare apparent thit o soft red circle is evi-
dent in the wop- left corner of each image
from Red, and that this idiosynerasy is ot
an intentional intervention bui the pho
tographer's aut-of foeus thumb in from
af the lens, T've alwoys loved that sbout
this photograph.’ Whitaker laughs,

[ am interested in the
malleability of the
photographic image.
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[ like the idea of
forcing your eye to
move across pnoto-
graphs like they do

when you read.

‘berause accidently photographing one's
thaurmty I the dumbest mistake a photog-
rapher can make,” Whitaker's visunl wit is
echwed in Colren's Fashion Optical, in
which aslit in Whitsher's negative carrier
allowed for o white-hot streak down the
center of her Frame that reads like o rip in
space-time or a portal to snother uni-
verse. This drama is humorously staged in
stark comtrast to the advertisement for
eye-glasses depicted within the frome,
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‘fmaginary Landsepe No. | and Red
coincided with a growing interest in
appilying the overarching structures of
miusic, lmguage, and mathematics o pho-
tographs, | was interested in using the
houok farm as a way to place limitations on
a particular group of photographs. Mak-
ing an artist book forced finearity into the
process. Also, | like the e of forcing
your eye 1o mive aoross photographs like
thiey do when you read. Including these
projects in The Fifth Hummer allowed
Whitssher 1o revise them for the wall and
create new poirits of triangulation among
previously self-contained projects.

For Cold Wave, Whitnker's sobo exhibition
at M+B i Los Angeles sarlier this yeor,
the artist inverted the expansive approseh
she sdopted for The Fifth Hammer in
favar of constructing a more insalar body

of work, “When | got back from Pars in
November, | wanted (o approach the nex
show differently and conceive of it from
A to B as o discrete exhibition.” While this
wark s distinetive, it also expands on pre-
vious themes, emploving ropetitative
shapes, pattorms, objocts, figlres, amd
sowrs, both within single im el
arross miltiple photographs, and binds
{tsell through an even more complex
mmterinl cornactiviey.

Bie Paper, which ot first glonce appears
ta ba the source of the geometrical poe
torn of trinngles ncross severul other: im-
nges in Cold Wave, reveals itsell 10 the
careful observer. The patiern oontinues
jusi past ane cormer of the paper indicat -
ing that it is not sctually printed on the
paper but sxposed over i, Cutours

(Green ), Curoirs (Pink), and Culouss
(@range) ave three sl lifes comprised of
the seraps Whitaker cut out 6f her dark
slides in order to ereate the 47 x 5" masks
used in morking the other photographs in
the exhibition with light. She areanged
and photographed the cutouis an thres
colored poper backgrounds, esublishing a
material conmection across the exhibition
and creating & closed systom with o sort
of internal logic.

The images that comprise Cold Wave are,
on the whale, formally darkes than Whi-
Aekier’s enrfier work, with black space
wcvupying lirge arvas of the artist’s

franie, Despite these vast territorics of
ional . the inch

ot
of Whitaker's initial subject is stways reso-
lutely legible, Snow-covered landscapes,
portraits, and still lifes peek from behined
dark geometry, recognizable despite gaps
in their representation

Col! Wave strikes o difficult balance,
articulating itsell pictorially while simultn
neously bringing its edifios for articuls-
thon into sharper focus. '@ tithod the shaw
Cold Wave, | wantod to ackrowledge the
winteriness that, in spite of an emphasis
on the conceptual framesork, must come
through, Theere is @ certain futility o
ascriting fixed msaming o photogrophic
worh becosse so much of o photographys
liternl content is artitrary, | use what |
have secess to, what hoppons to be ji oy
lifie, whire | happen to go, But, sven when
werecognize this futility, we don't lose the
impuilse 1o look at an imajge and creato
meaning, * Here. kying hare the photo-
graphin apparatus cotnter-intuitively also
heightens the viewer's atiention to the
representational images.

Hurman beangs are evolutionarily hard:
wired 1o seeh out human faces, Hence, in
255, the light-based grid that ohscures
the: subject’s gaze serves to intensify it.
Likewise, in Torso, a work that recalls
Jarmes Welling's photogrsm series, the
viewer can easily piece together a female
form Trom fifteen interlaced exposures.
Meweover, dinmond-shaped gaps in the
black laver: obscuring Untitfed (Blie
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Shirt) reveal selections of one woman's
face from multiple vantage-points, with
only slivers of her defining features visible.
‘I find it interesting that when we see a
person, even if part of their face is ob-
scured, the expression they're making and
their bodily gestures are still legible.
That's what we're wired to look for in a
picture. It doesn't take much. | can mask
out most of an image, and the tiny re-
maining sliver is all you need to make

a human connection.’
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All imvagges in the current portlolio
fromm the sevies Sth Hammer, Cold
Wave and Limonene © Honnah
Whitaker, courtesy af the artist

HANNAH WHITAKER (b, 1980,
United States) is a New York based
artist and photographer. She re
ceived her BA from Yale University
and her MFA from the International
Center of Photography /Bard Col
lege, Whitaker is a contributing
editor for Triple Canopy, she has
co-cirated The Ceyseal Chain,

a group exhibition at Invisible
Exports, and co-edited Issue 45

of BlindSpot. She has shown her
work at Thierry Goldberg Gallery
and Casey Kaplan, New York; Pepin
Moore, Los Aﬂgvh"i. and mter-
nationally. She is represented by
Galerie Christophe Gaillard in Paris
aod M+ B Gallery in Los Angeles

LIZ SALES (United States) is an
artist, writer, and teacher who
currently lives and works in New
York City. She graduated with-a
MFA in Advanced Photographic
Studies from the ICP-Bard College
Program and with a BA from The
Evergreen State College. Her back
gl'uuﬂ!l s mol i.lPIl lm'lnrr CanMEa
technician endorses her work, as
she deals primarily with the rel-
tinnship between technology and
perception. She has written articles
for various publications, including
International Street Photogra-
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Magazine: she is also the editor of
Canvevor Magazine,
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Los Angeles Times

Review: Hannah Whitaker plays deftly with experimental photography

Aprit 11, 2014
By Leah Oliman

Hannah Whitaker employs a variety of means to produce her large photographic
prints — multiple exposures, for instance, and shooting through cut-paper shapes
- but the how matters less than the memorable what, Her first L A, solo show,
at M+B, abounds in interesting complications, interruptions, interferences in the
field.

Based in Brooklyn, Whitaker regards the straight phetograph as a mere starting
point, an image to be maniputated, an ilusion to be subvered. She plays deft-
ly with concealment and revelation, structure and chance, shooting landscapes
and a female figure through opague, cage-like screens. Dark bars turn each
single, continuous image info a halting, splintered spread, infroducing a filmic
sense of duration and stop-motion thythm,

In “Arctic Landscape (Pink Sky)," a snowy scene reads doubly as a faceted plane
of stacked cubes. llusion layers upon illusion and each fragment serves as an
integral companent of two diverse representational systems.

Whitaker adopls mathematical schema, Gee's Bend quilt patterns and the forms
of jazzy, hard-edge absiraction to add conceptual dimensionality to photographs,
which are already conceptually complex by nature, at once indexes and interpre-
tations, windows, mirmors and opaque objects,

There are a few facile dips here, but overall Whitaker's work makes a smart,
sprightly coninbution to the present era of experimentation and expansivenass

in photography.

M+B, 612 N. Almont rive, (310) 550-0050, through April 26,

|
Hannah Whitaker's "Arctic Landscape (Pink Sky)" at M+B

Ollman, Leah. “Review: Hannah Whitaker plays deftly with experimental photography.”
Los Angeles Times, April 2014.



-dj]mup-

EXPOSITION HANNAH WHITAKER.
PROFONDEUR DE CHANTS

Far Clémentine Morcier
— 3 janvier 201U 3 20:26
Sélectionnée au prix découverte des Rencontres d’Arles en 2012, Hannah
B , * i i h, = f PARTAGER W TWEETER
Whitaker inaugure sa premiére exposition personnelle 4 Paris, i la
galerie Christophe Gaillard. La jeune Américaine née en 1980 compose = o

ses photographies comme on éerirait de la musique. Le titre de

son exposition, «The Fifth Hammer», évoque Pythagore : le philosophe,
écoutant résonner une enclume frappée par des marteaux de masses
différentes, inventa les gammes et jeta les bases de I'harmonie. Whitaker
s'inspire de ses théories pour composer ses images ; elle explore la
matiére i 'aide de motifs, en papier découpé par exemple, qu'elle intégre
a sa chambre photographique. Un dispositif logique se greffe alors 4 des
paysages de jungle, de caves et de détritus trouvés dans la rue pour créer
des compositions en plusieurs dimensions. Les couleurs et les formes
vibrent. On pense 4 des textiles, 4 la technique du quilt. Comme dans

36 Antipopes (photos), des trous de lumiéres font chanter le tout,
Quelques couacs font la saveur de ces images, ils sont un contrepoint

nécessaire dans une partition trés maitrisée. f PARTAGER W TWEETER

Mercier, Clementine. “Exposition Hannah Whitaker Profondeur de Chants.” Liberation, January 2014.
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FIELD NOTES

THE COMPOSED IMAGE
HANNAH WHITAKER AND NOISE

CHELSEY MORELL DENNY AND LEIF HURON

In the spirit of exploring contemporary photography’s place in a broad
cultural context,Field Notes draws parallels between the photographic medium
and technology, science, music and the humanities. In this issue, we discuss
elements of chance, repetition, and the everyday in the work of photographer
Hannah Whitaker and composers William Basinski and Richard Chartier.

Imaginary Landscape No. I, composed by John Cage in 1939, marks
an early milestone in his exploration of extended techniques, a
non-traditional methodology used in the pursuit of new or unusual
sounds. As a student of Arnold Schoenberg, Cage first encountered
a self-described inability to work within the logical strucrure of
musical harmony. His carcer spans a decades-long proclivity for
reimagining the role of instruments and non-musical objects in
his work. Hannah Whiraker’s recent project borrows the title of
this composition and translates Cage's unconventional musical
notation into an artist book, also titled Imaginary Landscape No.
1. Whitaker’s ability to apply Cage’s working methods—which
have no inherently visual basis—to the creation of phorographic
imagery is a testament to the legacy of Cage’s influence, which spans
generations and crosses artistic disciplines.

Whitaker's Imaginary Landscape No. 1 consists of rraditional
landscape photographs overlaid with pinpoints of light in various
geometric configurations. To create this effect, Whitaker constructs
hand-made masks, which allow light to leak onto the film’s surface
during the time of exposure. The specific arrangement of the
light patterns Whitaker creates references and visually traces the
compositional structure of Cage’s original piece. By taking Cage's
work as the starting point for her Imaginary Lmdsmpe No. I,
Whitaker references both the reimagining of the everyday and the
deliberate circumvention of logic thar comprise Cage’s legacy. The
format of the book mimics the thythm of the original composition:

the four phrases are divided into four scctions, cach scparated
by a blank spread, which visually suggests an audible pause. The
rigor with which Whitaker translates the structured framework
of musical notation into her own visual language is critical to her
artistic process, but it still leaves room for the element of chance to
introduce varying and unexpected results in the final form.

The link to Cage in Whitaker's work is direct bur the process of
cranslating his ideas into images requires a healthy dose of creative
license, as Whitaker clearly demonstrates. One of Cage’s most
significant contributions to sound art in particular is his dogged
pursuit of the boundaries and margins of the medium and its
traditions. Cages work offers inspiration w the generations of
composers who follow him o break the constraines of both medium
and formar, providing fertile ground for experimentation and the
license to do so wholeheartedly. With Cage’s ideas and influence as a
linchpin, the collaborative wark of composers William Basinski and
Richard Charder is born from the same cultivated environment of

boundary-bending as Whitaker's work.

Individually, cheir arristic backgrounds are wastly different:
Basinski is classically trained whereas Chartier actively eschews
musical theory in his work. The combination of their divergent
methodologies—especially viewed in light of John Cage’s carly
struggles with harmony— are reflective of the common ground
that exists berween structure and dissonance, a balance both Cage

Denny, Chelsey Morell and Leif Huron. “The Composed Image Hannah Whitaker and
Noise.” Conveyor Magazine, December 2013.
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and Whiraker search for in their own works. Basinski and Chartier's
compositions are a form of dialecric favoring intuition over reason,
constructed through impulse and improvisation. They describe
Awrora Liminalis, their sccond collaborative work, as “the aural
equivalent of undulating trails of light” and the the album’s single,
45-minure track can not be easily labeled as music; it functions more
as an extended experience within a carefully constructed aural space,

Aurora Liminalis eases open with a spare arrangement of sound
forming the firmament upon which the piece rests, with subtle
chimes permeating the background. The transition from silence
as the album begins is fuzzy and indistinct, and this is a quality
that carries throughout the length of the work. The piece progresses
and evolves slowly with barely-thawed scillness. Moments of sharp,
focused sound are dotted throughout the work and prick through
the haziness but immediately dissolve into the background. Layers
and loops are collaged in crystalline, overlapping patterns. ‘The
overall impression is one of a suspended, glacial churning; we are

left with ghostly echoes derached from their source.

It's impossible to describe the work metaphorically; the work
doesn't sound “like” anything recognizable. This is a deliberate, if

somewhart unachievable effort. Basinski says, “1 am trying to remove
the obvious cues in much of my worl, bur ir's an impessibility. Our
senses make connections with rangible experiences, memories, erc.”
The experience of listening is, however, undiminished. Charticr
adds that, recognizable or not, “all sound is real. This is why sound
interests me. It’s not an illusion.” What results is a tangible aural
space in which the listener is offered a densely ambiguous experience.
To draw a stark contrast: there is no element of the guided verse-
chorus-verse formula present in most pop music and therefore there
is an overwhelming degree of choice in how the work is consumed
by the listener. Without being told how ta listen, the choice o
follow one thread or another is lefr open. Rather than a rigid set
of directions, the listener is offered faded blueprints. Nowhere is
this more evident than in the creation of the piece itself, described
by Chartier as "an improvisational session, revisited over the years,
reworked, recomposed, extracted, pushed, and pulled until we were
bath happy with it. We do not subscribe to a right or wrong way in

process. Things just evolve.”

The cyclical narure of all three of these artists’ works invites patient
and medirative contemplation without the promise of resolution.
Their use of loops and repeated imagery raises the possibility that

Denny, Chelsey Morell and Leif Huron. “The Composed Image Hannah Whitaker and
Noise.” Conveyor Magazine, December 2013.
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no two experiences are identical, and small shifts and changes in
the work slowly move into the foreground of our experience over
time. If an answer does come, it is the realization thar whar is
vital and what is distracting may in fact be the same. Whitaker's
work frequenty relies on the use of repetition—she often includes
multiple variations of the same base composition within a body
of work. Limenene depicts familiar, everyday objects in unnatural
and unusual compositions. As a result, these objects—borile caps,
straws, plastic bags—become unhinged from their intended sertings
and hang suspended in the picture plane as strange visual echoes of
the objects we encounter all the time, distorted by the process of

being collected and photographed.

No matter how effectively Whiraker reconfigures the latent meaning
in the objects she collects, they are never rendered unrecognizable.
Her vision of these objects does not blot out our memory of their
former lives. This recycling of culrural material is a form of eyclical
repetition—a marerialistic loop. As wirh Basinski and Charrier,
the experience of the work lies not in the singular image or sound
passage but in the layering and repetition that comprises the work
as a whole. Each cycle of the leop, and each variation of the image
implies the possibili:y ofa unique vision of the work, each iteration
a subtle burt distinctly different version than the nexr.

Layered loops figure heavily in both the individual and collaborative
works of Basinski and Chartier. Chartier says, “Earlyon, | would base
everything around a rhythmic track and then by the end the rhythm
was completely excised ... so they just became ghost thythms.”
Their work pushes the threshold of the listeners’ perceptions as well.
Basinski’s worl is at times hazy and subsumed within layers of itself,
passages are often looped in overlapping patterns, and individual
tones dissolve into one another. Chartier’s work is characteristically
reducrive, minimalist, electronic, and at times, strangely hyperreal.
Despite their seemingly disparate approaches, the work of both
artists has the unique ability to push and strerch the expetience of
time and durarion for the atcentive listener, ol:r"ering alternatives to
our standard notion of linear time.

Art has the unique capacity o challenge traditional logic and
loosen the grip of the technology-driven routine we have imposed
on ourselves. [t can provide a space to pause and listen to the
background noise around us. As artists, Basinski, Chartier, and
Whitaker embrace the static and sensory clutter thar we might
otherwise have ignored. Their use of layering and looping in the
work suggests thar 2 bricf encounter is not cnough. and thar
patience and duration are more important than a quick read.

The nuanced choreography berween Basinski and Chartier stands
in stark conrrast to our overstimulared environment; we filter our
the majority of our sensory experiences in order to navigate through

Denny, Chelsey Morell and Leif Huron. “The Composed Image Hannah Whitaker and
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our everyday lives. As the rate of sensory -exchangcx increases, we

are more likely 1o miss or ignore the small changes and background
information that linger in the margins of our culturc. Basinski and
Chartier offer listeners a space to engage at length with subtle and
delicate sounds which are increasingly absent from our daily lives.
Basinski observes that there is “a growing appreciation for the work,
particularly amongst artists, writers, and creative people who need
to fall out of time for extended periods.”

Whitaker addresses our hecric post-industrial lives by embracing
visual dissonance. Her work explores the tension that exists berween
order, familiaricy, and interruprion. She uses systematic—somerimes
impenetrable—puzzles that challenge conventional photographic
logic and demand thoughtful contempladon, “The work, in it
most abstract, is about defying [reason],” she explains. “In essence,
noise is a kind of partern defied.” Whitaker finds a kinship berween
absurdity and logic by simulraneously inventing and undermining

rational systems. This strategy is apparent in works like Canon Per

Tonos, in which a series of images of photographic screens imply
the existence of an object that appears to skirt the laws of physics.
Despite being construcred our of simple marerials—Ilighr, film,

.'!I'Id H(_'I'ttli!{'—llit‘ L'(]TTI['.IlFﬁlliiUI'I sim Ll][i!11CII11$|}-’ L'l?l'l[-l rms I-]l“_l (]CI'IiCS

the photographic capacity for indexical authenriciry. As Whicaker
points cur, this collision “creates an impossible visual realm which
is antithetical to whart a photograph is supposed to do.”

As sound ardsts, William Basinski and Richard Chartier are
descendants of John Cage, who continues to shape and influence
the work of the generations of composers that follow him. His work
playfully ignored the boundaries between musical compositon
and studio art practice. Yer in a broader context, the work of
contemporary visual artists like Hannah Whitaker offers testimony
to the fact that his influence is scarcely limited o the wotld of sound.
While Cage was a crirical player in reshaping the way art operares
within the tradition of music, he was, more broadly, a prescient
iconoclast who did not subscribe to a clean division berween high
art and the substance of ¢

ily life, a stance which remains viral and
relevant across artistic disciplines nearly a century later.

Photographs Courtesy of M+B Gallery, Los
Angeles and Galerie Christophe Gaillard, Paris
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Imagingry Landscape: For records of constant and varlable
frequency, lurge Chinese cymbol, string piono. John Cage. 1937,
Holograph in ink. Courtesy of Music Division, The New York Public
Library for the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden

Imaginary Landscape No. 1, 2012
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Hannah Whitaker

By Charlotte Cotton
October 2013

My first experience of Hannah Whitaker's photographic practice happened in 2006 when she was a
graduating student from the conceptually driven, eminently interesting MFA program headed by
Nayland Blake at the ICP/Bard in New York. | was immediately taken with the ways in which Whitaker
photographs invite the viewer to project meaning, analogy and symbolism into her acute and gorgeously
rendered depictions of her subjects. | recently went to Whitaker’s studio between Brooklyn Queens
Expressway and the East River’s Navy Yard to see her, hours before their shipping to her first solo
exhibition in Paris at the Galerie Christophe Gaillard. Whitaker is a fluent French speaker, having spent
two years teaching English and learning French while in Paris after graduating from Yale University in
2002, Whitaker made a circuitous route to art in her Yale undergraduate program, alerted to the
possibilities of contemporary art photography by the presence of the well-known MFA photography
program and its students that included Mark Wyse, Walead Besthy and Shannon Ebner while Whitaker
was an undergraduate.

When we meet, Hannah Whitaker reflects on how essential her experience of the ICP/Bard graduate
program was to her development of a critical framework for her photographic practice. Frustrated by
her own efforts to make photographs while in Paris (“l was locked in the landscape mode of
photography “ ) using 4 x 5 format film (which she uses to this day), the “very conceptual” emphasis of
her MFA program offered her the intellectual nourishment to push her photographic practice into
untested terrain. Looking around her studio walls, it is clear to me that Whitaker has not stopped
innovating and pushing since we last met, using her exhibition opening deadlines to propel her ideas
into new material photographic forms.

Whitaker describes her experience since graduation from ICP/Bard as unusual in that she has shown her
work in exhibitions annually commenting, “Without an exhibition, | don’t know how | would realise the
final state of my work”. Whitaker exhibits her photographs ‘non-serially’, creating dynamic installations
of singular pictures that narrate her artistic proposal about the profound illegibility of the supposedly
explicit and easily read medium of photography. Whitaker cites Roni Horn’s 1999 exhibition Pi, held at
the Matthew Marks Gallery in New York as an early touchstone for her own exploration of combining
seemingly disparate photographic subjects into a powerful exhibition whole. She also reminds me of
what an important trailblazer American artist Roe Ethridge has been in the 2000's for her and her
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contemporaries in his vivid combining of ostensibly separate photographic genres, “I'm very interested
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in the codification that goes on when you place a photograph in a frame on the wall of a gallery. Itis
very important to me that the art work overtly addresses that coding of photography.”

Whitaker’s most recent change of gear has been to complicate her picture-making processes and their
optical effect. Many of the photographs pinned up in her studio on my visit meld clearly photographic
images with graphic disruptions created with hand-cut thick paper masks of idiosyncratic geometric
patterns that go into the dark slide with her 4 x 5 film for exposure, creating images that Whitaker can
anticipate but cannot fully control. As she explains, “ | have always been looking critically at the formal
quality of a photograph but I've been doing this much more actively in my recent work by combining a
‘straight’ photograph with hand-made elements”. The viewing experience is undoubtedly intense with
each graphic and photographic combination carrying its own character and collectively creating a
dynamic of connections and juxtapositions on the wall. Whitaker’s work is generous in that the viewer
has ownership of the experience, able to elect to see the photographic and the hand-rendered devices
as a quasi-optical game. In some of the works, the photographic image wins out over Whitakers manual
gestures. In others, the conscious references to Modern Art (for instance, Whitaker knowingly puts
artists including Bridget Riley, Wassily Kandinsky into an visual conversation with the geometric patterns
of traditional quilt design) force the photographic image into being a material deployed in an optical
scheme. Whitaker acknowledges that her current working processes have shifted the extent of her
control of her photographic images, “There is a degree to which | am submitting to the process. Even
though | am knowingly creating permeations on different techniques, there is an undetermined aspect
to the process and of me having to let something unfold.”
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