Woodburn 5

Rachel Woodburn

Oscar Palacio

Semester Summary

1 December 2008

The month after the June residency, I spent time in rural Michigan continuing my Everyday Project. I took time to write and reflect on my experiences and the feedback I received during critiques. I played and explored with my photography looking for threads that may lead me to the focus of my masters program. 

In August, I finished my residency summary. I researched and listed on my blog some of the books I read and the artists I looked at during the term. I continued my Everyday Project, and looked forward to narrowing it down and finding the detail that I want to communicate about my family culture. I also finalized my mentor, Christopher James. I trusted that he would guide me in finding what it was I wanted to focus on in my photography, my primary goal this term. We met and discussed my work a number of times, and continued to connect regarding my work.  

I traveled to San Diego and to LA, visiting a few museums in California. I stopped in La Jolla at the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego. Then I headed into LA and visited the Getty Museum. It was the best museum I have ever been to. The Getty has fabulous sculpture gardens, fountains, and café-type places to eat and read books and brochures, events for all ages, and the architecture is such that there are many buildings that house different subject matter, so that you can wander from building to building or floor to floor, looking at the diverse art they present there. The whole experience is a journey. The grounds and buildings are designed for your experience and immersion into the world of art. 

Almost as impressive was the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, seeing A Thousand Polaroids by Philip-Lorca diCorcia. I was frustrated by the signage at LACMA, wanting to know more about the specifics of production of the Philip-Lorca’s large prints that were part of the show. They also had an interesting interview with him that was unavailable for sale that would have been beneficial to hear more than once.

In September I was challenged. It came from many directions. My family issues overshadowed most of the month and I struggled for direction. I felt increasingly blocked, leading to a slow down in my production. So I read and continued to research. My sister Becca, who is schizophrenic and has addiction issues was hospitalized three times that month. Times like these bring back so many issues for all of us in my family. Things that we thought we had come to terms with, things that were swept under the rug only to be brought up again when the rug is moved.

In order to create a community of artists for feedback and support I enrolled in an advanced workshop that met regularly. The advanced critiques were extremely helpful, giving me an audience to show work and to get feedback weekly throughout the term. When I showed images and discussed my struggles, our instructor Carol Panaro-Smith recognized a thread that ran through the breadth of my work. The thread she saw captured the moment just before the fall, the feeling of everything appears normal but something is not quite right, or something just happened. When my images contained secondary players, these people seem oblivious. 

The turmoil in my family had begun to take its toll on my health, both mentally and physically. At this time, I wanted to remove myself from any concepts relating to my family. I was worn down and physically ill. I felt I could not dig any deeper with my family.

In October, I flew back east to take more family photographs, talk with my mentor, and continue to clarify my direction this term. I started feeling good again about the focus of my work and after talking with Christopher. I felt that I was headed in the right direction for me. We talked about what happening in some of my images and reviewed some of the strengths that I felt were missing from so many of the images in my Everyday Project. He reinforced some of the feedback that I had received from both my advisor Oscar and colleague Carol.

What I needed was a way, without traveling thousands of miles, to explore my childhood memories, family relationships, and dysfunctional family behaviors. While still exploring what it is that is so surreal in my family dynamics, I struggled to know the difference between truth and fiction. I needed a new method to create images of these moments where most everything appears normal but in this photographed reality something is askew.   

I continued to look at anxiety and fear and the role that fairy tales, scary movies, and psychological thrillers play in providing comfort and support for a child in an unstable family life. I looked at other artists who are creating images in narrative form based on stories. I read about Arthur Tress, specifically his Dream Collector series. His process was recreating children's dreams with them that were often full of dread. I related to his imagery and the childhood story he told. It felt like childhood dreams on the verge of nightmares. I also read about Anna Gaskell and purchased some of her books. These artists have utilized story and myth, used props, set the stage, and create an environment of anxiety, fear, and apprehension.

I have been waiting for Novembers First Friday to see France Scully Oysterman’s show, Nature’s Second Course. I wanted to see her Bed and Sleep images; I especially looked at how viewers responded to her work done in Wet Plate Collodion interpreted in the salt printing process. Oysterman’s large images were scanned, reproduced digitally, and some were printed on Japanese rice paper. What I realized is that the photographic process only comes into question when it becomes more important than the image and how appropriate it is for the support of the concept.

I have been struggling with media and choices artists make regarding tools while creating their art. I have gone outside the box to try to express some of those issues in my family that are not talked about. I had gathered up items that became traces of an event. Discarded items like letters, knitted pieces, empty shell casings, and white paper targets all reflected some element of my family culture. This outlet has been supportive for my photography; it has given me a chance to create without intention, to intuitively play, and allow for the interpretation of the art to come with reflection. For me, these exercises in creating sculpture, collage, and painting began to relate and support my work and exploration into my family relationships, childhood memories, and helped me dig deeper into my childhood fears that were never looked at nor spoken about. 

I have been wondering why I didn’t know what this fear and anxiety in my family looked like? I thought I should have known, but then I realized my eyes hadn’t really been open. Last time I was home, I experienced a moment of confrontation and stress. It was then I realized that I did not look, as my family members looked away. I see this reflected in many of my photographs that include two or more people. We stared at the wall, we stared at the ground, and only shadows crept into my peripheral vision. 

By the end of the term, my sister Becca has been in and out of the hospital more times than I can ever remember--this year I have actually lost count. As with anyone who has suicidal tendencies, we all fear the worst possible outcome. For my family, it becomes especially stressful during the holidays. I anticipate her meds will be effective when she is released from the hospital. I hope she won’t be hearing voices, experience her manic highs and lows, or believe and act on her delusions. 

As I look forward to January’s residency and what next term will hold for me, I feel I have so much more to read and research in the area of family dysfunction. I need to know more about what this looks like, and I will accomplish this by reading of case studies and other people’s experiences. I know what it feels like, but I have not been observing. I need to really look at what has been lurking on the edge of my peripheral vision. I want to look a myth and story to understand the meanings and symbolism used in these stories and how they may be used in my images to communicate a more universal message. In combination with these symbols, I want to convey the memories of my childhood that hold fear but also reveal what sustained me through these experiences giving me strength and courage. I want my images to reflect the fluid reality that I experienced as a child.

