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The residency in January was the culmination of my long struggle that began last July and continued until we arrived in Boston. My photography earlier in the term laid the foundation and informed my work, but only came to its full realization in those last weeks of December and early January. As fall term started, my images were broad in concept; by end of the term, my work had become very specific, my perspective of my experiences relating to mental illness and the effects it had on me as a child.
During the midterm, I dealt with extreme family dynamics and felt I needed to find a way to process these issues. In order to feel free to express my personal voice, expression, and experiences, to not be drawn into the dysfunction of my immediate family life, it was vital to move forward without involving my family members. I explored my empty spaces and memories of being alone; both physically and emotionally. I continued to explore boundaries in my family, investigating fears and anxieties through the use of props and traditional border markers. I examined my childhood experiences that left scars on my sisters and I, finding methods to visualize the traces left behind. I began to work with rope and various forms of string to reflect how I felt as an emotionally confined child. 

At the end of the term, I continued my work on my missing me and loss pieces, in which I used the remainder 8.5” x 11” paper used as targets for shotgun practice by some of my family members. These pieces began to represent some of my anger, grief, and the loss of my childhood. I hope to move forward this term, using myself and other collected images and either mask them with my own targets or make the images into targets, communicating my anger, and what it is that I have missed.  

During the critiques, I was amazed at how many faculty and students walking by my space would pause to look at my images. A number of them stopped to say how powerful they were. Some of the more advanced students saw dramatic evolution in my work. It was important for me to hear that they connected on an intuitive level, and that my images elicited a strong emotion or reaction. I had hoped that some of what I was intending to express had been communicated. Initially I hung the images of scarring and the missing me shotgun pieces together as a series. This pulled attention away from some of the other photographs that I wanted feedback on. I rearranged my space a number of times in order to generate more conversation. Some of the comments I received on my earlier, more symbolic images suggested that they were heavy-handed and obvious. I am conscious of the difficulty I have in finding the delicate balance, like the photograph the girl sitting on the steps in front of the locked door and the image of the hand with the string attached. Through the process of critique and feedback my awareness has been heightened and my ability to discern the difference has become more sensitive. Discussion with faculty pushed the question as to whether all of my images needed to include a person in order to communicate the intent. Could I have captured the image of isolated spaces, the home falling apart, and the traces of family dysfunction without including people, like the image of the discarded object of the bitten Styrofoam cup. The concept of home started showing up in my photos relatively late in the term. I discovered this while grouping and sequencing my images for my portfolio. Only then did I realize that I had also unconsciously made a secondary group of images. 

A great deal of the discussion focused on the holes, punctures, and the shot from the shotgun. Using my shotgun along with the exploration of any other mark-making tools that reference mental illness and the fracturing of the self will be a new layer in my imagery. I was advised to research artists that were affected by mental illness and in particular to examine their mark-making. I will also need to research the use of the gun and how it has been used to create art, whether through performance art or as with mine, shooting the art work itself. Others offered a possibility; while I express my specific story through scarring and mark-making, at the same time I am also beginning to communicate the concepts of the fractured self, disintegration, falling apart, or the futility to keep something together that can’t be kept together. During the critiques I realized the duality that occurs while I create images that are extremely specific to me while at the same time, as I express broad fundamental concepts opening the door to a multitude of interpretations.  

In addition to the critiques at the residency were the special topic seminars and critical theory. Group three students were required to attend professional development taught by Laurel Sparks–– rightly so, as I found this seminar indispensable. This dynamic and interactive seminar started with us sharing and discussing our artist statements, resume, or curriculum vitae, and ended with us all doing the one-minute elevator introduction. We also visited Judi Rotenberg Gallery, learning about the artist/gallery relationship while viewing the art of Zack Storm and Douglas Weathersby. The handouts created by Carrie Moyer and updated by Laurel were full of tons of details, from creating an artist statement to building relationships and marketing yourself. These specifics, along with discussions on social etiquette, were all designed to support us in presenting ourselves in the most professional way possible. As I expected, critical theory readings were daunting, but Sunanda Sanyal’s discussions were engaging and insightful. Through the discussions of the readings and the various perspectives brought forward in class, I felt like I was able to come to an understanding of the assigned readings. 

January’s residency was my most rewarding. I enjoyed critical theory discussion and found the professional development seminar provided invaluable tools that I can begin to apply now and some that will be vital in the future. Feedback from critiques gave me valuable information. As I question my work it is good to see where others agree, where I can take in new insights, and even when I can be exposed to perspectives much different than my own. This term I found a way forward to finally express myself using contemporary tools, while beginning to create art that is rooted in my family culture and reflective of my experiences. At this residency, I felt my voice, which had been silent, speak in my images. 
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