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Courtesy of M+B Gallery and Galerie Christophe Gaillard
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LIVING WITH PHOTOGRAPHY

Hannah Whitaker

By Charlotte Cotton
October 2013

My first experience of Hannah Whitaker’s photographic practice happened in 2006 when she was a
graduating student from the conceptually driven, eminently interesting MFA program headed by
Nayland Blake at the ICP/Bard in New York. | was immediately taken with the ways in which Whitaker
photographs invite the viewer to project meaning, analogy and symbolism into her acute and gorgeously
rendered depictions of her subjects. | recently went to Whitaker’s studio between Brooklyn Queens
Expressway and the East River’s Navy Yard to see her, hours before their shipping to her first solo
exhibition in Paris at the Galerie Christophe Gaillard. Whitaker is a fluent French speaker, having spent
two years teaching English and learning French while in Paris after graduating from Yale University in
2002. Whitaker made a circuitous route to art in her Yale undergraduate program, alerted to the
possibilities of contemporary art photography by the presence of the well-known MFA photography
program and its students that included Mark Wyse, Walead Besthy and Shannon Ebner while Whitaker
was an undergraduate.

When we meet, Hannah Whitaker reflects on how essential her experience of the ICP/Bard graduate
program was to her development of a critical framework for her photographic practice. Frustrated by
her own efforts to make photographs while in Paris (“l was locked in the landscape mode of
photography “) using 4 x 5 format film (which she uses to this day), the “very conceptual” emphasis of
her MFA program offered her the intellectual nourishment to push her photographic practice into
untested terrain. Looking around her studio walls, it is clear to me that Whitaker has not stopped
innovating and pushing since we last met, using her exhibition opening deadlines to propel her ideas
into new material photographic forms.

Whitaker describes her experience since graduation from ICP/Bard as unusual in that she has shown her
work in exhibitions annually commenting, “Without an exhibition, | don’t know how | would realise the
final state of my work”. Whitaker exhibits her photographs ‘non-serially’, creating dynamic installations
of singular pictures that narrate her artistic proposal about the profound illegibility of the supposedly
explicit and easily read medium of photography. Whitaker cites Roni Horn’s 1999 exhibition Pi, held at
the Matthew Marks Gallery in New York as an early touchstone for her own exploration of combining
seemingly disparate photographic subjects into a powerful exhibition whole. She also reminds me of
what an important trailblazer American artist Roe Ethridge has been in the 2000’s for her and her
contemporaries in his vivid combining of ostensibly separate photographic genres, “I’'m very interested



in the codification that goes on when you place a photograph in a frame on the wall of a gallery. Itis
very important to me that the art work overtly addresses that coding of photography.”

Whitaker’s most recent change of gear has been to complicate her picture-making processes and their
optical effect. Many of the photographs pinned up in her studio on my visit meld clearly photographic
images with graphic disruptions created with hand-cut thick paper masks of idiosyncratic geometric
patterns that go into the dark slide with her 4 x 5 film for exposure, creating images that Whitaker can
anticipate but cannot fully control. As she explains, “ | have always been looking critically at the formal
quality of a photograph but I’'ve been doing this much more actively in my recent work by combining a
‘straight’ photograph with hand-made elements”. The viewing experience is undoubtedly intense with
each graphic and photographic combination carrying its own character and collectively creating a
dynamic of connections and juxtapositions on the wall. Whitaker’s work is generous in that the viewer
has ownership of the experience, able to elect to see the photographic and the hand-rendered devices
as a quasi-optical game. In some of the works, the photographic image wins out over Whitakers manual
gestures. In others, the conscious references to Modern Art (for instance, Whitaker knowingly puts
artists including Bridget Riley, Wassily Kandinsky into an visual conversation with the geometric patterns
of traditional quilt design) force the photographic image into being a material deployed in an optical
scheme. Whitaker acknowledges that her current working processes have shifted the extent of her
control of her photographic images, “There is a degree to which | am submitting to the process. Even
though | am knowingly creating permeations on different techniques, there is an undetermined aspect
to the process and of me having to let something unfold.”



