Hannah Whitaker, Blue Paper (Albers), 2014.
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Hannah Whitaker, Cutouts (Orange), 2014, archival pigment print.




english text—
Hannah Whitaker: Light Tones

Vil

The visual can be deceptive:

a photograph you see is not
necessarily so "flat". From
incomplete theorems to

logic through controlling the
chemistry of lights on film,
photographer Hannah Whitaker
extends the spirit of artisan-
craftsmanship. By CHEYNE LU

Hannah Whitaker was born in 1980. She has

a Bachelor's degree in Art from Yale, and a
Masters in Fine Arts from ICP/Bard. In 2012,
her work was nominated Discovery Award (Prix
decouverte) for Arles Photo Festival. Now, she
is living and working in Brooklyn. She will have
some work on view at the NADA art fair in New
York with Galerie Christophe Gaillard in May.

Whitaker's first photo book "“Imaginary
Landscapes No.1" borrowed the organizational
principle from John Cage. She has also
interests in Austrian mathematician, logician
and philosopher Kurt Godel. "l found Godel's
ideas to be interesting because they are about
the limits of what is possible to be deduced
using logic—that certain things will remain
unknowable. Lack of certitude, this sounds are
more like art than math."

The photographer is not interested in
presenting common landscape in perfect
lights. The focus of the work is not the
"decisive moment" of pressing the shutter.

Her re-creation of film exposure attributes can
be seen as an artisan style. The game of the
photographer seems to be disrupt the viewers
from the source, through changing layers of
the original image to replace the ordinary photo
production process with physical manipulation
of hand-cut cardboard screen and chemical
operation of multiple exposure.

In the "Cutouts" series, Whitaker
photographed leftover scraps of paper
after cutout work, layered them on top of
green, orange and pink paper background
respectively, and established a connection
with the material in a number of works. In
reality, stacked sheets add volume and after
being arranged, they produce the line effect
similar to Miro or Mondrian's painting, with
round, triangular, and irregularly shapes add
a sense of amusement. Her way dealing with
female portrait has nothing to do with softness
or feminine. Light dots all over the picture of
"Portrait-with-Sweater (Orange) ", "Red 666,
2013", and "Untitled (Blue Shirt), 2013" are
reminiscent of Picasso's "Nude Descending a
Staircase".

For the "Cold Wave" exhibition held at
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Los Angeles M+B Gallery until the end of this
April, Whitaker demonstrated her interests

in Kurt Godel, and such interests became

an extension of her visual experiment.

The scientist's most famous "Gddel's
incompleteness theorem" is a paradox - "many
things are true but not necessarily provable".
Whitaker studied film plane as a formal
system. The system comprises a finite set of
variables and a specific mode of operation. As
a result, duplicated graphics change tones on
the same image.

Numéro : The first time | saw your work,

| thought it was just a collage. Do you
mind people regard your work as simple
collage?

It is important to me that people know that
the work is photographic, rather than collage.
| am interested in the relationship between
the photographic and the material; or in other
words, the relationship between what the
photograph is of and what the photograph is
made of. For me, this tension is important in
exploring the ontology of a photograph.

For example, "Blue Paper" (Albers), is a
photograph of a blank piece of blue paper.
The white shapes don't exist in the real world.
They were made using screens and double
exposing them on top of the photograph of
the blue paper. One aspect of this process is
interesting to me is that the screens block light,
so they disrupt the taking of the photograph.
So, they are destructive of the photograph, but
they are generative of something else.

Can you please introduce your method of
photography? | know the composition is
done with a 4x5 camera? Do you do post-
editing or not?

| use screens made of black cardstock paper
that | insert into a 4x5 view camera as | shoot.
They mask out certain parts of the film so that
any given exposure only exposes part of the
film. To expose the whole sheet | film, | have to
shoot the same sheet of film repeatedly, each
time with a different screen. | do scan the film
and print digitally. | don't do major changes

to the image in Photoshop—I mostly remove

dust and other minor things.

In the period of digitalization, do you think
hand-made is somehow a little nostalgic ?
Is it your point of departure? As our main
theme of magazine is HAND, would you
please talk more about your concept

of hand-made? Is the spirit of artisan-
craftsmanship still exists?

| don't think the work is nostalgic nor is my
use of film meant to celebrate the analog. | use
film because | find it helpful to limit the field

of possibilities, as opposed to the unlimited
possibilities of Photoshop. | like to think of

the film plane as a formal system, one with

a limited set of variables, and to work within
these limitations.

I'm very interested in artists who are task-
based and repetitive like Hanne Darboven

and Vija Celmins. My hand becomes
automated and mechanized like the camera
itself. Accordingly, making the screens
involves making the same cuts repeatedly.

It's extremely labor-intensive. When you see

a print enlarged, you can see the mistakes
that | made cutting and the little fibers of the
paper. The hand-made quality becomes very
apparent.

Do you set rules for your image
composition?

| do have rules but they change for each
picture. | am constantly changing my methods
so | can maintain a sense of experimentation.
Though this way | can continue to be surprised
by the results of a picture. | find it very exciting
to transfer my own agency to a particular
process that | decide on in advance.

If you treat the film plane as a formal
system, in a very mathematic and logical
way, so how do you think about the
emotion in the film? We always attract
firstly by the emotion hidden by the picture.
This is a part of the duality of photography that
is really fascinating to me. It is inherently an
impassive mechanical instrument, but that has
nothing to do with how we as humans beings
ever experience a photograph. The reason |
titled my show at M+B Cold Wave was partly
to shift the emphasis back toward the content

of the photographs. That, despite stressing

a way of thinking and making them, the real
experience of looking at the photographs is
rooted in what they are of. | took them during
this unusual and extremely cold winter we
had in New York (a few were shot in Finland)
and | think that winteriness is evident in the
photographs—people are wearing sweaters
and there is snow on the ground. Ultimately,
the content of the photographs is bound up in
the people, places, and things that | happen
to have access to, however arbitrarily. But,
despite this, that's was the meaning resides.

| also like that you can think of a machine as
"cold" in the sense of lacking emotion.

Do you have an assistant? Or do you work
alone?

| don't have an assistant. | love working in

my studio alone. | started experimenting with
screens a few years ago when | accidentally
allowed light to leak onto my film. That gave
me the idea of trying to control the film in
multiple ways, not just controlling what the
photograph is of but also how the fim is
treated. This allows me to map different kinds
of visual languages on top of one another.
Many of the screens are draw from 20th
century abstract artists. Which one inspire
you the most?

There are so many comtemporary
photographers | admire! | love the work of
Shannon Ebner and Torbjorn Rodland in
particular. Recently, | have been very interested
in Anni Albers. She studied at the Bauhaus
school, and is mostly known as a textile
designer. | am interested in the geometry

of her work because it often established an
internal logic and defied this logic at the same
time. For example, she would limit her visual
language 1o, say, a grid of triangles, which
seem then to be assembled randomly. But

a closer look reveals that they adhere to a
strange logic.

Hannah Whitaker, "Cold Wave", M+B Gallery, Los
Angeles, ran from 15th March — 26th April 2014.
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