                                      Space Between


The concept of “1+1=3 or more” seemed to say a lot that I could never, but had in the past few years, become aware of, and more recently, truly “seen”.  As we are almost constantly interacting with and between objects, I began to think about the affect that the spatial dynamics of objects have on us all the time, perhaps some more than others, perhaps some not at all. It seemed that the concept was also tied to the concepts of polarity I had been exploring, and this idea of harmonious and simultaneously opposing balance. I engaged those ideas in 3 dimensions for the first time in the last altar I made for winter quarter, with the two candles in the front, separated and balancing, the same with the rocks on the next row back. That was based in the fact that two shapes in relation to one another, unless touching, always create a space between them. This space divides, yet also seems to be able to blend. The space between things became an undeniably dynamic, crucial and potentially highly overlooked place that I could no longer ignore, or stop recognizing. 

In the fall the last image I made in the dark room was one foil “non-shape” print and it excited me unlike any other I had made all quarter. The way it stood alone on the page, ambiguous, surrounded by white that bled into and extinguished the boarder. I felt that in that white space around it, there was something else. An empty space that wasn’t void. It was a space between that foil image and everything else and it was not empty. It was, most simply put, a space between. 


This entire spring project was a direct result of the study of spaces and places, all the metaphor of domestic space and spatial interaction dynamics. The past ten weeks have been a period to finally be able to explore this space between, and now in the end of that last week I can say where I’ve been, what I have seen, what I have learned, and perhaps share a bit of what happened between. I have never had the opportunity, prompt, enthusiasm, or attention span to endeavor on aesthetic body of work such as the one I have created this quarter. I set out with the aim to attempt to replicate in some way what had been defined in Envisioning Information about Josef Albers concepts of  “1+1=3 or more”. Aside from exactly duplicating the images presented in the book, or making something very similar, I had few leads on how or where to start this process, except for the notion of introducing white space. I began with a set of negatives I had shot over spring break. The image of the grass in the shallow dark water seemed to me to be very a polar image, with the long, vertical white grass coming up out of dark, shallow, horizontally pooling water. I tore up pieces of mat board and started safely introducing white space in the corners and along edges. I then made duplicates, always duplicates. I have found that repetition has strange and interesting ways of interacting with the eye and perception. For example, Michael Snow’s 1967 film, Wavelength, is a single shot of a room with two sets of windows, the camera zooms in for just over forty minutes until it comes to rest on a black and white photograph between the windows of ripples on a body of water, then cuts to all white and ends. The repetition of the imagery and the consistency of the scene, takes an otherwise very ordinary room to abstraction. The film is focused on that moment, the act of slowly approaching an image on a wall, then drawing it out in such a way that creates what I find to be a very meaningful space between; a space between the viewer and the image, between the viewer and the room. There is so much to consider in the slow movement of the lens through the room. The film evokes almost a certain level of discomfort by moving so slowly. In my artwork I feel something that I would call similar. The imagery is pretty unrecognizable, which then raises not only the question of “what am I seeing”, but then “where am I in relation to this image”.

 My aim is that through abstraction and little to no visual reference, it encourages approaching the pieces as perhaps something more dimensional, not just a thing, but maybe a space, if not for a body, at least the eye. I have attempted to create images for the eye to wander through, that induce movement and fluidity. Our skin is the only way we can truly “feel” sensation, but I have come to recognize that vision is the closest the eye can come to “feeling” anything. As people we are taught to recognize and “read” symbols, numbers, text and signs, but after reading George Nelson’s How To See, I have come to realize that in industrial societies the need to be taught to visually explore is highly under-emphasized. In elementary school children are taught through literature how to infer, or read between the lines of what is actually written, and it is expected of them from there out. Does a visual equivalent exist? I wanted to fully engage such an equivalent, but I felt that it would need to be a sort of space. An engaging space created by illuminating absence; where the viewer’s role is no longer to look at an image and see what is there, but to see what is not there. And maybe find in that space where “there is nothing”, that there actually is. I have found that blank space can contain a vastness not unlike silence, a pitch-black night, or the ocean; spaces that seem to be made up of so much “nothing”, yet are still most definitely something. 


Although the work I have created this quarter is by no means on par with anything as vast as a body of water or the night sky, these are conclusions I have arrived at. I have a newfound respect for what is not there. I believe that “what is not”, deserves as much attention from the eye as what is, because what is not there is defined by, or defining what is. 

That being said, attempting to create and essentially working to introduce “empty space” where it was not initially proved to be a difficult and unusual task. The first few weeks I spent mostly experimenting with what was possible, what kind of dimensionality I could create in an abstract two-dimensional image with only two colors. I also experimented with technique. I tried layering cropped photographs over printing paper, having the image transferred on to my intentional print. I also experimented a bit with trying to develop photographs underwater, and then trying to capture on paper just the movement of the water and light above it. Those were ideas I was very enthusiastic about but which I could never quite execute how I had imagined. 

At that point it was about week five and I felt as if I had hit a wall, a writers block of sorts. The direction I thought I would be moving in suddenly proved to be a dead end and my time experimenting began to feel stale. In any other circumstance I probably would have left the dark room alone for a while and perhaps picked up again where I had left off later, or maybe not at all. Then the cyanotypes came in. The only thing I really know about cyanotypes at this point is that they are a very old form of photographic development in which the sun is used as the exposure light and the prints must be processed and handled using only red light bulbs. For me, this meant going from working in what had been relatively bright light, arranging and maneuvering objects in very particular and calculated ways, to not even being able to see my hands ten inches away from my face. I was no longer able to bring small pieces of paper or cutouts into the darkroom to create white space and see what I was doing. That is when I brought in tiles and made Piece Five. The tiles were big enough to arrange by touch and reflected a bit of light so that I could see roughly where they were laid on the printing paper. Every tile in that piece was arranged by touch and was slightly off as I no longer felt I was necessary to achieve identical proportion or ratio in each print. At that point I had come to fully appreciate things in “slight disproportion” and the potential in uneven lines and unaligned edges. The inconsistent borders and incongruent white polygons were the   “empty space” I was trying to create. Naturally occurring, in a way. 


After I had worked with the tiles thoroughly through an entire set of images, the next step seemed to be, while still in the almost absolute darkness of my enlarger booth, to manipulate the negatives. Working with negatives was something I could do outside of the darkroom on a light table, seeing everything perfectly, then take into the darkroom and print normally without arranging anything on the easel. I began by cutting one 35mm negative lengthwise into eight uneven, tiny little splinters, then using tape to pick them up by the edges off the light table. The print Piece Seven is several of these little strips together in the negative carrier. The print Piece Six is one of these splinters alone in the negative carrier. I feel that this was a much more deliberate technique, as I knew exactly what was going to occur on the print and that nothing else would at all. I was introducing blank space into the negatives themselves rather than on top of the images they create on the printing paper. 


The next week I manipulated my negatives again, this time only cutting the negative in half, arched diagonally. The result was Piece Eight, which are the same image just arranged in an opposite fashion. I used the other half of that same negative to create Piece Nine. Together the non-black side of these prints are two halves of the same whole image. In working more simply with the source of my images I feel that my pieces began to look cleaner, a bit more minimalist, and concise. I also began to feel that I knew more precisely what I was doing, how the piece would look, and how they would be arranged, as opposed to earlier in the quarter when I often thought about how the prints could be arranged. 


Which brings me to the last two prints. I took the last roll of film as the two before, focusing on patterns and textures. I was shooting not just based on image content, but considering what could be put on top of it, accentuating and utilizing certain features, to use it as a background almost. After I had processed the film and was looking at the negatives on the light table for the first time, I noticed something that I had not while seeing the images the first time through the lens. Some of the images needed no empty space introduced into them at all. I had captured on film, naturally occurring, what I had been seeing and creating throughout this process. Piece Eleven is a photograph of a set of stairs in direct afternoon sunlight, looking down as I tilted the camera so that the cast shadow cut diagonally across the frame. The bright white made the illuminated half of the stairs bleed into the border of the print, as on the other side where the shadow and sun meet the light produced an almost glowing effect, especially when paired and repeated. 

The last piece of the quarter is a straight-on photograph of the same set of stairs, the sun making the white space on the run of the step, and the black space being made by the shadow on rise. The photograph was right on. The print embodies everything I’ve been speaking about in the most simple way yet. It is it. When I saw that print the first time out of the dark room I felt a circle close, as if something truly cyclic had occurred. The work I did this quarter started off chaotic, sort of bottomed out for a moment and then picked up with a great amount of momentum, leaving me at a point in which I have more concisely and effectively conveyed my emphasis on the space between through more direct, essential and consequently simpler pieces of work. I think that aesthetically my process has resulted in work that looks like the meaning I am trying to convey. I have been attempting to convey spaces that are rather common, subtle and simple, yet complex and rather profound for the same reasons.  I began this project calling it “Things Unseen”, soon to realize that although what I was focusing on was often overlooked, it was not invisible. I have learned through seeking, studying, and creating “space between” that the distance between things is sometimes as objective as the things. Sometimes the “something” is in the “nothing”. Sometimes the meaning lies not in things, but in the space between them. 

