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“ Fear makes storytellers of us all.”

In the past few months, I have been thinking about fear and anxiety in my own childhood. Specifically, I have been searching for what I thought supported me during my early years, what enabled me to cope with seemingly insurmountable circumstances. As I examined my childhood and my fascination of frightening fairytales, scary movies, and later psychological thrillers, I began to wonder if these stories provided a strategy for me to be brave, to persevere, and survive. With recent turmoil in my immediate family, I began to examine modes of communication and how mental illness and addiction has been dealt with in my family. I want to know how my images reflect these issues. 

Intimate photography is a reconstitution of the subtexts in our family snaps. We can all find signs of the undercurrents of specific family relationships in our private photographs. . . . Intimate photography is an exercise in pathology, an editing and sequencing of seemingly unguarded private moments that reveal the origins and manifestations of the subjects emotional lives.” (Cotton 138) 

As I examine my family dynamics, bringing together psychology and myth, I attempt to blend my new awareness into an adult tale of family relationships where the image subtly reveals the surreal vision of my own childhood. 

In Linda Green’s article, Fear as a Way of Life, she writes about her experiences of fear and terror in Guatemala. 


Fear is elusive as a concept; yet you know it when it has you in its grips. Fear, like pain, is overwhelmingly present to the person experiencing it, but it may be barely perceptible to anyone else. . . . The eerie calm I felt most days, an unease that lies just below the surface of everyday life. (Green 230-231) 

I began this investigation early this term with my egg images. This series follows a cliché, “walking on eggshells,” a saying that echoed in my head throughout my teenage years and stays with me even now. At the same time, the story that ran parallel in my mind was of Hansel and Gretel. I was thinking of the ways the children left a trail to find their way home and substituted sticks for their fingers to avoid being eaten.  I also My exploration of the creation of these images was not to follow either the story or the cliché, but rather to get a sense of what it felt like for me as a child. How a child might escape the wrath of the witch. 

One of the comments from a friend in my blog led me to look at the work of Arthur Tress and his book The Dream Catcher. After viewing his images online, I purchased the book, coincidentally when it arrived the description on the front cover by Popular Photography describes his work as “likely to revive many of your own childhood nightmares. It’s as if the technological age had blended with the stories of the Brothers Grimm to produce a new kind of hobgoblin in our dreams.” (Minahan) His images are of children’s dreams, but skewed toward the dark side of their nightmares. I am drawn into his images through the imaginations of the children he works with. He records their voices describing their dreams and asks them to act them out. His images are black and white, dark, and full of contrast, some exceedingly so. In his book, The Dream Catcher, the image of the bedroom monster, a shadow cast on the screen reminds me of my fears at night that bad people that would break into my room. Another photograph that I connect to even more is an image where a small child is enveloped by a great tree. I can see it in a nurturing perspective as the trunk cradles the child looking up into the light and yet at the same time becomes ominous as the branches loom over his head. Arthur’s images seep into both our nightmares and daydreams: “He hasn’t yet drawn the indelible line between illusion and reality.” (Minahan)   

Raymond Meeks is another photographer whose images convey the impression of this dreamlike space, a place between story and myth, between dream and reality. When he creates, his inspiration is based on story and poetry. Even without the words, the images begin to build narratives in my mind. 


And to not be afraid of the greatest terror, 

becoming stranded between the two,

to move fearlessly, just-born, 

among the illumination of some things ancient, 

and others seeming so new as to be just-made, 

with each traveler 

a lone cast of light penetrating the darkness. 

–Rick Bass (Meeks)


Anna Gaskell’s images are often based on her modification of children’s stories, particularly in her body of work Wonder, reminiscent of Alice in Wonderland. What intrigues me about her images is that they are not a direct interpretation of a story or dream, but are evocative and layered with meaning. She creates a story within a story. Bonnie Clearwater writes, “Gaskell is attracted to the malleable qualities of fiction: narratives hold open multiple possibilities while facts in true life cannot be changed.” (Clearwater 9)  It is this transparency between fiction and life, reality and illusion that interest me. Images like Anna’s allow me to go with her into those shadowed places of uncertainty. 


It is this uncertainty that obscured my vision of the reality of my childhood. In my home, what was fact and what was fiction wavered from week to week, day to day, and sometimes minute by minute. As I research the mental illness I observe in my family, I begin to understand my desire as a child to use of stories to guide me out of the chaos of my family life. Like Hansel and Gretel, I was searching the forest floor for the trail of breadcrumbs to lead me to a more stable life. Dealing with family members who have mental health issues like obsessive-compulsive behaviors, schizophrenia, and addiction, reality is fluid. The reality that is lived, the reality that is spoken, and the reality we show to the world are all very different things. 

Kafka observed that “We photograph things in order to drive them out of our minds”; hence Barthes’ conclusion that in order to see a photograph well, it is best to look away or close your eyes. It is in the photographs seen with the closed eyes of narrative–Hirsch’s prose pictures–that the presence of a wound, the pressure of the unspeakable, becomes visible. (Minghelli 170)
I need to create images of the things from my childhood that remain unspoken and need to be released. I am moving forward in creating images that blend both aspects of my family dynamics with the stories that I was drawn to as a child. These stories provided a means to escape frightful circumstances, sometimes providing a foil to the reality of family life. These images will not be accurate illustrations, but an attempt to create a narrative of what it felt like to experience these moments. It is also important to me that I can create these images using people other than my family members, enabling me to work from home. As my work begins to communicate more sensitive concepts and honest reflections of my family dynamics it is beneficial for my creative process to set these scenarios without family input. I can count on my hand the times I have had a lucid conversation with my family members with mental illness; at these times, I am full of fear and anxiety. Whenever they begin to sound and act like functioning adults, I brace myself for the fall. I know the rollercoaster ride, and it feels like we have just come to the top but we are hanging over looking at the bottom, waiting to drop.  

http://www.flickr.com/photos/7934911@N07/sets/72157608129533181/show/
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