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Familial Relationships: Intimacy through Gesture

In most familial relationships, intimacy and connection are expressed, and that is what I am exploring in my work. There are many ways to describe what the word “family” means. One way to define family is through ties based on blood and marriage; parents and children living in the same home. In some cultures, the extended family members are an integral part of one’s daily life. Others believe that family is a social group that share common values and living space. A saying that is true for many people, “Friends are the family you create for yourself.” Regardless of the definition that matches one’s family experience, intimacy and deep knowledge of someone describes what is most desired to form relationships. I believe to be a part of a familial group, one develops these bonds of intimacy over time. I am interested in examining my images and looking at other photographers’ work in the context of how gestures convey intimacy within family relationships. 
In my family, nature and solitude are a large part of our culture. I have found intimacy in the quiet spaces of my life, often when alone, and many times while at the beach or taking a walk. In these moments, I have felt connected to nature and to all life. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, professor of Claremont Graduate University in Claremont, California, writes, “If being alone is seen as a chance to accomplish goals that cannot be reached in the company of others, then instead of feeling lonely, a person will enjoy solitude and might be able to learn new skills in the process” (175).

To examine the intimate connection of familial relationships, I looked at the work of Keith Carter and Sally Mann, whose images I thought would offer perspective on my work. I examined the gestures of the people in a number of my images and in the images of these artists and tried to interpret what they communicated about familial relationships.
Larry Sultan, in his essay Pictures from Home, discusses with his parents their awareness of the camera in front of them and the way they pose themselves. I read that there were a number of influencing factors that affected what he captured in his images of his parents. One was interaction between himself and his parents, and who was in control. Another was how they wanted to see themselves, thus the posing. Finally, it came down to what the photographer is trying to express. When photographing his family, Larry was “looking for something more private, in what happens between events—that brief moment between thoughts when you forget yourself” (Sultan 9).

Each person gestures in a unique manner; it is the way people physically move to convey an idea or give importance to their expression. We learn most of our physical gestures when we are children, imitating adults as we see them using gestures to speak to one another. Gestures, like behavioral patterns, are repeated. Sometimes we are aware of this posturing, and other times these movements are unconscious. I believe whether we are aware of it or not, the photograph captures the subject’s gestures and begins to give the viewer a way to connect with the person being photographed.

In my own photographs, the image of my grandmother holding salt in her hands is a powerful use of gesture. Salt is a basic mineral found in the earth and in the human body; it can be understood to be an element that is essential for all life. The volume the she holds in her hands represents the amount of salt that a woman sacrifices to produce a child. The long exposure used for this image reveals very slow gestural movement of cradling the salt. Creating this image was my attempt to show the viewer the importance of having children and nurturing the women in my family share. 
 A recent image that portrays gesture in my own photographs is the image of the men in my family out back, as they practice shooting targets. James, who is five years old, stands in front of the group, aiming his shotgun at the target. His feet are apart in a wide stance like his grandfather behind him. His grandfather looks down to watch his every move. At the same time, the grandfather is holding the stock of his own gun with one hand with the barrel pointed to the sky. Behind both of them is James’s dad, who is also a part of this male bonding ritual. To the viewers not familiar with this subculture, the gestures may not convey intimate relationships, yet within my family, this is how men bond. Together they enjoy the solace of nature, and on occasion they hunt for the food we eat.
Another of my images shows my niece, Natalie, posing while wearing heels. Ever since she could walk, she has practiced wearing shoes with heels. In the beginning, it was her princess clap shoes that were three inches longer than her feet. Now she has relishes wearing her grandmother’s high heels. She is standing in the doorway of the kitchen, with her arms behind her back. One toe is pointed as she puts her weight on her other foot. She is only nine years old, but her body posture suggests a gesture that will be repeated many times in her adolescent and adult life.   

What I have attempted to do with my work is to express the essence of what makes us human, by capturing what we have in common. Roland Barthes, in attempting to discover what makes a photograph stand out from all others, stated, “With the Photograph, my certainty is immediate: no one in the world can undeceive me. The Photograph then becomes . . . a temporal hallucination, so to speak, a modest shared hallucination” (115). Through my work, I want the viewer to recognize the gestures in my images and recall their own moments. My intent is provoke the viewer into attention with an emotional response that will lead them into their own experiences.  

In Keith Carter’s photographs, I see a deep connection to his environment through the portrayal of his people and their land. The most expressive one to me is Open Arms (1993): as I observe this image, I look through the smoke, fire, and pass over the white fence to see the boy in this photograph. My eyes travel up the man disappearing in the darkness—the strong horizontal element of his open arms spanning the width of the image. I enter the yard in this image into the lives of the man and boy; I fall into Roland Barthes hallucination, and in my interpretation of this scene, I wonder about sacrifice, the man’s protectiveness for the boy, and participate in their relationship.

Carter is best when he is closest to home; his sense of place is especially strong in his images of the region where he was raised. As historian Dean MacCannell writes, “It is only when a person makes an effort to penetrate into the real life of the areas . . . that he ends up in places especially designed to generate feelings of intimacy and experience that can be talked about as ‘participation’” (106). Raymond (1991) is a rich image consisting of a man whose portrait is cropped close, sunlight cutting across his chest with three baby kittens crawling up his torso. His head is down, watching over the fragile kittens in his care. His gesture is his gaze. The camera brings us in close to this intimate moment.

Sally Mann states in her book, entitled Immediate Family, that the images are “photographs of my children living their lives . . . Many of these pictures are intimate, some are fictions and some are fantastic, but most are of ordinary things, every posture every mother has seen– a wet bed, a bloody nose, candy cigarettes. They dress up, they pout and posture, they paint their bodies, they dive like otters in the dark river” (Mann n.p.). Her images are about family relationships, her children, and growing up. Taken over time, they make me experience what it was to grow up in that space. 

The New Mothers (1989) and Gorjus (1989) show the play-acting we all do in preparing for adult life. The children in these images gesture and pose, rehearsing for their roles as parents. Mann’s children trusted and worked with her; creating the images was the result of a partnership built on trust. She respected their boundaries as well, as is evident in the image of Emmett titled The Last Time Emmett Modeled Nude (1987).  

I love the image of The Two Virginias #4 (1991). The photograph shows the connection of the two women, one with silvery white hair that we see from behind, and with the child Virginia laying across her lap, asleep. The gown the child wore is also lit to show its silky folds, alluding to and connecting with the hair of the older Virginia. Most important is the repetition of the hands up in the air: the two older arthritic hands hold the space of the image; within this space the child sleeps, one hand raised slightly off center. This image speaks to me of intimate connection and familial relationships.
These artists depict gestures that represent or reveal the lives and culture of their subjects. Robert Adams says that “photography is by nature on intimate terms with old familiar subject matter; all that remains now is for us to create new illusions in the service of truth” (86). In my photography, it is important for me to feel connected to the place and the people I am working with. To do this, I spend time with the people I photograph before creating my images. It is not important to me that people viewing my images know my story or my emotion. What is most important is that I create a space for pause and exploration. I am looking for the fine thread that connects us and allows each person who is looking at my images to weave their memories with mine.

Works Cited

Adams, Robert. Beauty in Photography: Essays in Defense of Traditional Values. New York: Aperture, 1996.

Barthes, Roland. Camera Lucida: Reflections of Photography. New York: Hill and Wang, 1980.

Carter, Keith. Photographs: Twenty-Five Years. Austin: University of Texas, 1997.

Csikzentmihalyi, Mihaly. Flow. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1990.

Sultan, Larry. “Pictures From Home.”  The Familial Gaze. Ed. Marianne Hirsch. New Hampshire: University Press of New England, 1999. 3-13.

MacCannell, Dean. The Tourist. New York: Schocken, 1976.

Mann, Sally. Immediate Family. New York: Aperture, 1992
