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Disembodiment is a kind of terrorism, 
and the threat of it alters the orbit of 
all our lives, and like terrorism, this 
distortion is intentional. 

— Ta-Nehisi Coates,  
Between the World and Me 

Who is heard and who is not defines 
the status quo. Those who embody 
it, often at the cost of extraordinary 
silences with themselves, move to 
the center; those who embody what 
is not heard or what violates those 
who rise on silence are cast out. By 
redefining whose voice is valued, we 
redefine our society and its values. 

— Rebecca Solnit,  
“A Short History of Silence”

Embodiment, or to be fully 
present within one’s own body and 
empowered to move through the 
world without fear, is a necessary and 
basic freedom that is actively denied 
to a great many people living in the 
United States today. Yet, as Rebecca 
Solnit so eloquently points out, it 
is imperative that the voices in the 
margins are heard. Only in this way 
can we redefine who and what is 
prioritized in our society.

In 2016, Lisa DeGrace, the executive 
director of Blue Sky Gallery, noticed 
that many of our scheduled exhibiting 
artists were using photography to 

engage these questions of self, 
belonging, and the body from 
standpoints outside of dominant 
cultural narratives. We created the 
Embodied: Asserting Self exhibition 
series to have the opportunity to 
explore these questions more fully. 

The camera is a powerful tool that, 
in certain hands, can magnify power 
dynamics and ultimately deny 
subjects the agency to control their 
own representations and identity. 
However, the artists featured in 
Embodied assert ownership of 
experiences that have either been 
ignored or misrepresented in 
dominant culture. To further shift 
perspectives and perceptions, 
these artists are also bending 
strict definitions of photography, 
incorporating performance, 
drawing, painting, collage, and 
direct manipulation of the image to 
reinterpret traditional portraiture. 
In short, each artist is using 
photography to embody the reality 
they wish to see.

In his series Nigerian Identity, Ima 
Mfon challenges preconceptions 
of what it means to be a Nigerian 
living in the United States. Mfon 
moved here for his undergraduate 
studies and immediately noticed that 
“regardless of my unique heritage,  

I am reduced to being just black.”1  
He decided to process this experience 
by photographing other Nigerians 
living in this country. Using high-
contrast light and postproduction 
manipulation, Mfon alters the shade 
of each subject’s skin to the same 
dark tone. For the artist, this is a way 
to celebrate blackness while allowing 
his subjects’ unique facial features to 
come to the forefront. In his interview 
with writer and scholar Derrais Carter 
(pp. 12–20), Mfon explains that 
he wants to emphasize that each 
individual is more than what their skin 
color may signify. 

Like Mfon’s Nigerian Identity, 
Ervin A. Johnson’s ongoing series 
#InHonor is an homage to blackness 
as a multifaceted identity, making 
visually explicit the violence and 
destruction caused by police brutality. 
The series began in response to 
the protests following the deaths 
of Trayvon Martin and Eric Garner, 
which the artist felt conflicted 
about attending, particularly as a 
gay black man. He started taking 
portraits of young African Americans 
and making larger-than-life prints 
of them as a way of honoring their 
struggle and participating in protest. 
He uses various solvents to remove 
pigments from each print’s surface 
before reintroducing acrylic paints 
and inks, further abstracting the 
subject’s skin tone and facial features. 
Through these portraits, Johnson 

1 Ima Mfon, “Nigerian Identity” (artist statement, Blue Sky Gallery, Portland, OR, 2016).

reinforces the notion that skin color 
is an arbitrary signifier, while also 
highlighting his subjects’ resilience  
in the face of the constant threat  
of violence.

The complexity of black queer 
identity that informs Johnson’s 
ambivalence toward embodied 
activism ties in with Kris Sanford’s 
series Through the Lens of Desire,  
in which she exposes the obstacles  
to intimacy for queer individuals 
within public spaces. In her essay 
for this publication (pp. 32–35), 
visual artist and arts writer Jennifer 
Rabin delves into how both artists’ 
manipulation of photographic 
images resists white, heteronormative 
narratives that “straight” 
photography can perpetuate. 

Sanford envisions an imaginary 
queer past in found black-and-white 
snapshots of men together or women 
together, dating from the 1920s to 
the 1950s. She crops each image 
to isolate the points of physical 
contact between the two subjects. 
The circular shape of her selections 
reinforces the act of looking closer, as 
if through a microscope, to glean new 
information about these unknown 
pairs, yet her edits purposefully leave 
out the individuals’ faces and other 
defining features. Although their 
gestures are often subtle and may be 
expressions of platonic intimacy, the 
anonymity of these unknown figures 

Zemie Barr, Blue Sky Gallery Exhibitions Manager

Introduction



8   9INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION

allows them to embody Sanford’s  
own desires and experiences.

This desire to see oneself reflected 
in mainstream visual culture is also 
relevant to Nakeya Brown’s work, 
which is focused on black female 
identity, specifically hair politics and 
the many ways African American 
women navigate white-centric 
standards of beauty. In her essay 
examining Brown’s and Sanford’s 
work, curator and arts writer Ashley 
Stull Meyers unpacks strategies of 
physical conformity—of appearance, 
gesture, or behavior—and the 
resulting aesthetics of compromise 
that each artist questions in her work 
(pp. 46–49).

Brown’s photography is staged, 
performative, and references the 
visual language of still-life painting as 
well as advertising, telling stories that 
might otherwise be left out of the 
art-historical canon and mainstream 
media. In the six series of images on 
view at Blue Sky, Brown pays homage 
to historically black feminine spaces 
of self-care, while also acknowledging 
the labor involved in conforming to 
dominant beauty standards. Brown 
explores her own family’s hair rituals 
through conceptual portraiture 
and still life. She also questions the 
consumption of racialized standards 
of beauty through performative 
portraiture and still-life compositions 

2 “Artist Statement – Observatory,” on Lauren Semivan’s official website, accessed November 6, 
2017, http://www.laurensemivan.com/about/.

of hair-care products. Brown employs 
everyday domestic objects as props 
“to recall America’s lengthy and 
complex history through the construct 
of black womanhood.” In this way, 
they become symbols that embody 
unrecognized labor as well as Brown’s 
own experience of this history.

Like Brown, Lauren Semivan is 
constructing performative, staged 
images, but her focus in Observatory 
is to make her dreamlike interior 
narratives concrete. Semivan 
visualizes the tension between  
the life of the mind and the material 
world, or what she calls the  
“irrational and physical worlds.”2  
Her process is interdisciplinary  
and exploratory, bringing together 
the visual languages of drawing, 
painting, and dance within the 
two-dimensional space of her black-
and-white images. Using charcoal, 
graphite, and paint, Semivan  
makes gestural marks on large 
backdrops, setting the emotional 
tone and also leaving traces of 
her presence. When she appears 
in the image, she pointedly turns 
away from the camera, resisting the 
viewer’s gaze. Semivan rejects a 
straightforward approach to self-
portraiture and instead invites us  
into these dreamscapes of her 
making, embodying an inner  
world that previously existed  
only in conceptual form. 

Sylwia Kowalczyk’s Lethe also focuses 
on the life of the mind, specifically on 
the grief of losing friends and family 
and the memories that go with them. 
She visualizes the often disjointed, 
piecemeal process of recalling the 
past by layering cut and torn portraits 
and landscapes from her personal 
archive on top of one another.  
She then re-photographs and 
enlarges these collages, revealing 
the texture of the paper, the rips 
and tears done by hand, and dots 
of ink now visible as a result of the 
magnification. Lethe illustrates how, 
over time, some information can 
become compressed while other facts 
are enlarged, yet all is interpreted 
as truth. Kowalczyk’s aesthetic 
focus on texture, the tactility of her 
materials, the traces of her hand, and 
the prominence of the human figure 
suggest that the key to remembering 
is tied to sensory experience and the 
body. Through this symbolic process 
of fleshing out the past, Kowalczyk 
reminds us of the importance of 
remembering, even if what is recalled 
is flawed or incomplete.

In my essay for this book, I look at 
Semivan’s work alongside Kowalczyk’s 
and expand upon how both artists 
take a layered and materials-driven 
approach to visualizing memories 
and dreams that are often left 
uncommunicated or unexplored (pp. 
70–75). This exploration is particularly 

3 “#1 Must Have,” MP3 audio, track 6 on Sleater-Kinney, All Hands on the Bad One, Kill Rock Stars, 
2000.

important when considering gender, 
as the female body and sexuality has 
long been prioritized as a subject 
in photography and other genres 
of fine art, with little credit given to 
the interior life of women. During a 
time when we are inundated with an 
overwhelming amount of imagery and  
information, both artists’ focus on the  
life of the mind and how it is inherently 
intertwined with our lived, bodily 
experiences is refreshing and inspiring.

By bringing these artists and 
writers together through the 
Embodied exhibition series and this 
publication, our hope is that this is 
just the beginning of many inspired 
conversations and exhibitions of 
artists envisioning the world that they 
wish to see. The voices of Nakeya 
Brown, Ervin A. Johnson, Sylwia 
Kowalczyk, Ima Mfon, Kris Sanford, 
and Lauren Semivan, as well as the 
scholarly interpretations of their work 
by Derrais Carter, Jennifer Rabin, 
and Ashley Stull Meyers have already 
greatly expanded Blue Sky’s curatorial 
vision. As we push back against 
the realities of our current cultural, 
political, and economic systems, 
artists dedicated to imagining and 
embodying new possibilities through 
photography are needed now more 
than ever. In the eternally relevant 
words of Sleater-Kinney, “Now is the 
time to invent.”3
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And I, stepping from this skin 
Of old bandages, boredoms, old faces 
 
Step to you from the black car of Lethe, 
Pure as a baby.

—Sylvia Plath 

In the poem “Getting There,” Sylvia 
Plath describes her narrator’s drive 
toward the disembodiment of death 
and the subsequent unburdening of 
life’s memories in the reincarnating 
waters of Lethe, one of the five 
rivers in the underworld of Hades. In 
her series also called Lethe, Sylwia 
Kowalczyk ponders the forgetting 
associated with death, yet her focus 
shifts from relief to grief, and the 
desire to remember experiences 
as well as those who have already 
passed through those mythical 
waters. She fears that as these 
recollections begin to fade, “the past 
becomes a vast, blank territory where 
even the most important memories 
from childhood are erased. If we do 
not remember them, perhaps these 
might as well not have happened 
in the first place.”1 Through her 
layered, photo-based collages, 
Kowalczyk visualizes this loss and the 
disjointed—but necessary—process 

1 “Lethe,” on Sylwia Kowalczyk’s official website, accessed November 6, 2017, http://www.
sylwiakowalczyk.com/lethe-2/.

2 “Artist Statement – Observatory,” on Lauren Semivan’s official website, accessed November 6, 
2017, http://www.laurensemivan.com/about/.

of recalling the past. 

In her series Observatory, Lauren 
Semivan also tackles the challenge 
of bringing the interior world to 
life. Semivan makes her dream-
based narratives concrete in her 
staged large-format black-and-
white photographs. Like Kowalczyk, 
her focus is on remembering: 
“Photographs allow me to access 
the extraordinary, to keep a record 
of dreams, and to employ the 
unknown,” she writes.2 

Both artists seek to make tangible 
their most private selves—the 
emotions, memories, and dreams that 
are often left uncommunicated or 
unexplored. Kowalczyk and Semivan 
share an approach to image-making 
that draws attention to the materiality 
of their photographs and pushes 
us to see their images as concrete 
manifestations of abstract concepts, 
despite the two-dimensionality typical 
of the medium. This exploration 
of the tension between one’s inner 
life and the physical experience of 
self is particularly significant from 
a female perspective, as the role 
that women often embody within 
mainstream media is that of a sexual 

object, without much attention 
given to the merit of their inner 
thoughts and desires. But both 
Lethe and Observatory prioritize 
intellectual concerns without shying 
away from physicality. By using the 
camera, a tool often used to record 
“objectively,” both Kowalczyk and 
Semivan make room for imaginative, 
experimental, and subjective 
approaches to photography that 
reflect their embodied connections  
to their inner worlds.

Kowalczyk creates her collage-
based work using layers of partial 
portraits and landscapes that she 
pieces together, re-photographs, 
and enlarges. Although the images 
in Lethe are not self-portraits in the 

traditional sense, they are informed 
by the artist’s own experiences and 
serve as tactile reminders of the past. 
The images she uses are all from her 
personal archive and include portraits 
of family and friends as well as the 
landscapes of Poland and Scotland, 
her former and current homes.  
In her newer iteration of the series, 
Kowalczyk has begun to attach torn 
and cut prints of objects directly  
to the subject she is photographing, 
using the body, rather than a printed 
portrait, as a live element in her 
collages. Although they are known 
to the artist, many of the individuals 
featured in Lethe remain outwardly 
anonymous, with their faces  
obscured by their poses or other 
visual elements. 

Zemie Barr, Blue Sky Gallery Exhibitions Manager

Embodying Inner Worlds

Untitled, 2016, p. 82 Untitled, 2016, p. 83
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The final prints in the series are 
all reproductions of original 
compositions, yet the originals no 
longer exist; the pieces that make 
up each collage are not permanently 
affixed in any way, and in some 
cases, the same imagery appears in 
multiple photographs. In this way, 
Kowalczyk’s photographic prints 
mimic the uncanny experience of 
the simulacrum, or the copy that has 
become the original. Similarly, the 
anonymity of each portrait suggests a 
similar replication of the people who 
come and go throughout our lives. 
As Kowalczyk noted in her artist talk 
at Blue Sky, we frequently see echoes 
of the mannerisms, facial features, 
or personalities of loved ones in new 
friends, or even in strangers on the 
street.3 Thus our memories and our 
present, the known and the unknown, 
merge to form a peculiar new vision. 

Kowalczyk pushes her viewers 
to grasp the material reality of 
the simulacra she has created, 
which is exposed in the way she 
constructs and photographs her 
compositions. Many of the edges 
of these layers are noticeably 
torn rather than cut, making the 
artist’s hand in the process readily 
apparent. The magnification that 
happens in the process of re-
photographing is also substantial, 
with the nooks and crannies of the 
original pieces of paper revealed 
alongside the now-visible dots of 

3 Sylwia Kowalczyk, “Journey to Lethe” (lecture, Blue Sky Gallery, Portland, OR, November 4, 2017).

ink resting on the surface of the 
paper. Finally, Kowalczyk’s lighting of 
her photographs creates dramatic 
shadows between the pieced-
together layers, creating the optical 
illusion of three-dimensionality 
within a flat photographic print. This 
flattening through photographing 
mimics the way that memories can be 
condensed or distorted by the mind 
over time. It also draws attention to 
the fact that how we see the world 
is determined by a combination of 
mental and physical factors; our past 
experiences inform what our eyes are 
able to transmit to the brain. 

Semivan’s staged images in 
Observatory present multiple, layered 
dimensions of texture, gestures, 
and information, also within the 
deceptively flat, two-dimensional 
space of her photographs. She 
begins with cloth backdrops that she 
spends days covering in ink, paint, 
and charcoal markings, making lines 
that are “evidence for an event,” or 
something that happened before the 
shutter clicked.4 Objects, swaths of 
fabric, and lengths of string that have 
been scavenged from thrift stores 
or combed from the natural world 
provide additional texture and visual 
layers to her carefully constructed 
sets. Looking closely at these images, 
it becomes clear that paint drips 
and fabric drapes in all directions, 
seemingly defying the law of gravity or 
exposing a weather system specific to 
Semivan’s studio. In the aptly named 
Wind #2 from 2012, the artist’s hair and 
paint move across the frame from right 
to left as if propelled by a strong gale, 
but the drips remain suspiciously  
horizontal, without any downward 
movement toward the floor. Much 
like Kowalczyk’s torn paper, these 
objects and gestures add tactility 
and a trace of the artist’s intervention 
to these scenes, while also making 
viewers conscious of the fact that 
they are looking at a photograph in 
which conventions of time and space 
do not apply. Instead, it is a world of 

4 April Baer, “The Ethereal and the Infernal: Photographers Tara Sellios and Lauren Semivan,” State 
of Wonder, OPB, March 4, 2017, http://www.opb.org/radio/programs/state-of-wonder/article/
photographer-tara-sellios-lauren-semivan/.

Semivan’s invention—one that, until 
now, existed only in dreams. 

Because these dreamscapes come 
from such a personal place, it’s no 
surprise that Semivan’s own body 
features prominently in her work, 
both in front of the camera as well as 
behind the scenes as the machine’s 
operator. Along with the rest of 
the photograph’s components, her 
posture often suggests movement,  
yet she works with an 8x10 view 
camera that requires deliberate, 
static poses. Her insistence on using 
nineteenth-century analog technology 
to create large-format negatives is 
inherently tied to the manual work 
required by this process. Semivan 
notes that as a photography student 
she “was taught to appreciate these 
labor-intensive methods… I felt that 
the lack of precision and the amount 
of physical and emotional energy 
that went into their production also 

Untitled, 2016, p. 79

Wind #2, 2012, p. 63
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somehow added value.”5 Very little 
of the final product comes near a 
computer, except when Semivan scans 
and enlarges her negatives to print 
digitally. Even when printed from a 
digital scan, her photographs tangibly 
connect viewers with the dreamworlds 
she inhabits, which, when sized to 
forty by fifty inches, seem almost 
large enough to step inside.

Although she chooses to photograph 
herself, Semivan consistently resists 
identification by obscuring her face 
or turning away from the camera. 
In this way her presence is not only 
abstracted as a formal element in the 
composition, but is also anonymous, 

5 Alessandro Trabucco, “Cosmologies of the Inner World: Interview with Lauren Semivan,” 
Or Not Magazine, accessed November 6, 2017, http://www.ornotmagazine.com/?mtheme_
portfolio=interview-lauren-semivan.

rejecting a straightforward approach 
to self-portraiture and pointedly 
refusing to return our gaze. This refusal 
is particularly significant considering 
that we are viewing a woman; in 
addition, she is not overtly sexualized. 
In many cases Semivan is wearing 
dark clothing, like a stagehand in a 
performance, or just her shoulders, 
face, and/or arms are visible. Her body 
is simply a physical casing, an integral 
part of the image that is informed 
by her gender but not limited by 
preconceptions or expectationsof 
it. Instead, the emphasis is on the 
imagined worlds that she has created 
in front of her camera and how she 
chooses to actively embody them.  
For those of us willing to make the 
mental leap, Semivan’s anonymity 
provides an opportunity for viewers to 
envision ourselves as the protagonist 
in these dreamscapes as well. 

Although the aesthetics and specific 
processes of their work differ, 
Semivan and Kowalczyk share a 
tactile, labor-intensive approach to 
their photography that allows aspects 
of their interior lives to materialize 
through embodied representation. 
Both artists leave visual traces of 
their manipulation of materials while 
playing with the three-dimensional 
space that is at once flattened and 
illuminated by the camera, ultimately 
drawing attention to the physicality 
of their photographs and the hands 
that made them. Through these 
explorations, the abstract thoughts, 
memories, and dreams of these two 
female artists are made concrete, 
occupying space both visually and 
philosophically. At a time when we 
are constantly inundated with images 
and information to consume without 
an opportunity for introspection, it 
is particularly inspiring to encounter 
visual work by artists that demands 
prolonged contemplation and  
pushes us to connect our inner and 
outer worlds.

Cassiopeia, 2014, p. 68 Labyrinth, 2010, p. 61
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