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I IMAGINE THAT ANYONE reading this has, at one time or another, shot
their family. Shooting photographs and home videos of our relatives and
partners is one of our most pervasive and enduring social customs—one
that, with the advent of digital photography and the e-mailing of pictures,
has become ever more entangled in the fabric of our daily life. Like the
rest of us, no doubt, most of the artists whose works have been selected
for this exhibition have also taken part in these familiar rituals. But the
photographs and videos presented in Shoot the Family bear little resem-
blance to the genres of the family snapshot or portrait, which are primarily
concerned with preserving the likeness of loved ones. Instead, they dem-
onstrate a wide range of motives and interests involved while exploring the
split seams between our public and private lives. In these works, in other
words, the familial image is not an end in itself so much as a conceptual
starting point.

As this exhibition’s title suggests, much of the art presented here
reflects on the consequences and complexities of working with such a
loaded subject. Though once an emblem of domestic order and tradition,
the family has in recent decades assumed an increasingly unsettled status.
Collective convictions about its internal makeup, social role, and durabil-
ity have become uncertain, defined in radically diverse ways by different
groups of people. To some extent, many of the works in this show are pred-
icated on, or extrapolate from, a sense of this unstable significance—of the
contemporary family’s cultural position as a moving target too elusive to
define in any single frame.

Yet the meaning of these works hinges on our awareness of the specific
connection between artist and subject. Whether directly or indirectly, they
comment on the charged relationship between the person taking the pic-
ture and those portrayed, while undermining, or at least significantly com-
plicating, the voyeuristic allure with which photographs so often appeal to
us. In fashioning images of their own relatives and partners, most of the art-
ists confront ambivalent or double-edged attitudes that color their famil-
ial relationships. Some, in taking on this intimate enterprise, examine its
potentially invasive aspects, while others address the contract of trust such
work involves. Still others draw attention to the ambiguous effects of their
position as “participant-observers” (to borrow an anthropological term).
And more than a few of these artists highlight the risk that by making—and
making public—pictures of their family members, they almost inevitably
reveal intimate aspects of their own private lives.



At the same time, the works in this exhibition insist that family mat-
ters are never simply personal. Indeed, most make reference to events
and developments in the world at large, including economic and political
realities that affect family life in myriad ways, and with regard to which
the family often appears not as a refuge or safe harbor but as something
extremely vulnerable, and even fragile. These works explore the porous-
ness of families, how their character is shaped and altered, endangered and
enriched, by powerful collective forces. They consider the family not just
in biographical terms, but as an entity in which the personal and the social
are deeply entangled.

Many of the works in this exhibition also shoot holes in our con-
ventional assumptions about family portraiture. Given the sense of per-
sonal closeness that imbues so many of them, it is perhaps surprising that
these photographs and videos are equally engaged with the rhetoric of
image-making. But in drawing on approaches influenced by the legacy of
Conceptual art, they challenge and expand our notions of how familial pic-
tures communicate and what they can tell us—including what they reveal
about the process of making, and reading, images. At the same time, many
of these works comprise an extended form of social portraiture that seeks to
make visible the blurred boundaries and intersecting relationships among
individual, family, and society. Along the way, they hint atan exploded field
of identity where our sense of self is always profoundly and inextricably
entangled in our connections with the world around us.

DESPITE THE UNIVERSALITY of the subject of this show, the focus on rela-
tives and domestic partners in contemporary art did not become widely

established until the 1980s. In photography, this development was first
significantly surveyed in 1991, in the exhibition Pleasures and Terrors of
Domestic Comfort at the Museum of Modern Art, which included pictures by

Tina Barney, Philip-Lorca diCorcia, and Larry Sultan, among many others.
Inflected with a carefully calibrated ambiguity, most of these works con-
veyed a “postmodern” ambivalence toward family life that distinguished

them from conventional domestic imagery. In contrast, the exhibition’s

curator, Peter Galassi, noted that previous generations of photographers

and artists, when making pictures of family members, had either cre-
ated portraits so aesthetically refined as to be “drained of domesticity,” or
had made images that were “essentially snapshots, quarantined from the

demands and opportunities of the photographer’s art.” *



Though overlooking
substantial contributions to
this area made in the 1970s
by artists as diverse as pho-
tographer Robert Frank and
Conceptual artist Adrian
Piper,* Galassi’s comments
call attention to a curiously
widespread lack of inter-
est among earlier contem-
porary artists in making art
using images of their own
families. Even as traditional
family structures were being
challenged and remodeled

throughout Western societ-

ies during the 1960s and ’70s,

contemporary artists pro-

duced few memorable works that intimately explored

this subject. This may be partly attributable to the

more abstract concerns driving many artists during

those years, as well as to their suspicion of emotionally

charged, biographical contentin art. Such potentially manipulative subject

matter could only undermine (or so it then seemed) the ideal of ideological

transparency thatinformed much of the innovative art from that period.
Yet the groundwork for developments to come was already being laid in

the 1970s by artists whose practices incorporated socially oriented modes

of self-investigation. Piper, Vito Acconci, Mary Kelly, and Joan Jonas,

among others, made works that questioned how cultural conventions

form and frame our subjectivity and self-image. By

the 1980s, a growing number of artists, working in a

broad range of mediums, were critically exploring the

familial arena, many of them drawing on approaches

that emphasized the ways in which notions of
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1 Two of the more influential of these

identity are informed by stereotypes relating to gender, ethnicity, and sex-
uality. A decade later, meanwhile, in the wake of Pleasures and Terrors of
Domestic Comfort, several family-focused photography exhibitions sought
to further explore both the inner dynamics of familial relations and the
unexamined ideological underpinnings of traditional family portraits.3

BUILDING ON THESE EARLIER HISTORIES, the works in Shoot the Family
probe an expanded social landscape. In doing so, they draw on elements
of documentary and diaristic photography as well as narrative and perfor-
mative practices. No matter what their aesthetic or conceptual approach,
however, these artists inevitably direct our attention to the unseen relation-
ship between the person taking the picture and those portrayed, and our
reading of their images is filtered through our knowledge of that familial
connection. When someone gazes back at the camera in one of these images,
we have to take into account that they are exchanging a look with a specific
partner or relative that may tell us about their respective roles and reveal
crucial information about their relationship. In place of the photograph’s
patina of objective observation, then, these works reveal various ways in
which they are implicated within, and structured by, a web of interpersonal
relationships and desires. As Sultan has suggested, photography tends to
make this state of affairs more evident than other visual art forms, as its
production is more likely to influence, and in turn be influenced by, social
relationships. (In the text to his landmark 1992 book Pictures from Home,
Sultan relates how his project of photographing his parents involved con-
stant back-and-forth discussions about the direction and nature of the work
he was making.)+

Thus, these pictures function as intersubjective documents and, on
occasion, as the medium through which familial bonds are negotiated and
made visible. This is especially evident in several of Ari Marcopoulos’s
photographs of his wife and two sons, which, as though an antidote to the
happy moments commemorated in most family albums, chronicle trau-
mas of injury and illness. Nosebleed, 2003 (coven), presents a tight close-up of
a young boy’s face, his upper lip and cheek bearing traces of blood. With
wide-eyed and unquestioning trust, he peers straight up into the camera, as

and The Famiial Gaze at the Hood 4 See Larry Sulan, Picrares fram Home
exhibitions were Who's Looking at the Muscum, Dartmouth College, New (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1992).

3 : : 4 6. curate
Fumily? at the Barbican Art Gallery, Hampshire, 1996, curated by
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Carol Brown, and Brgitte Lardinos;



if finding comfort in its invasive hovering. Most parents, I imagine, would

find the idea of shooting pictures of their wounded or sick children to be
“inappropriate”; and in doing just that, Marcopoulos would seem to trade in

a “good father” role for something darker and more ambiguous. Yet, more

than anything else, Nosebleed (along with other photos in this series) con-
veys a strong feeling of familial connection. An equally intense intimacy

runs through the visual exchanges captured in Marcopoulos’s portraits of
his wife. In the work Hospital Diptych, 2002 (eacx 13), she appears in a hospital

bed with an I.V. attached to one arm, raising her gown to reveal a bandage

on her lower belly. Although she seems utterly drained, her quietly stoic

gaze—aimed directly at the camera—conveys an implicit acknowledgment

and acceptance of the person looking at her, including his need to make pic-
tures such as this one.

In contrast, Richard Billingham’s video projection Ray in Bed, 2000
(eacs 16-17), which portrays his elderly father, conjures a chilling sense of dis-
connection. Billingham appears to have unlimited physical access to his
subject: the camera scrutinizes him in his bedroom as he wakes up and, in
detailed close-ups, scans his wrinkled visage and clouded eyes and records
his unsteady breathing. All the while, Ray remains remarkably oblivious
to the fact that he is being filmed; indeed, he never seems to recognize the
presence of either the camera or his son behind it. This apparent unrespon-
siveness speaks volumes about the relationship between father and son,
and it transforms a portrait whose subtext might otherwise have been an
old man’s mortality into a harrowing reflection on the difference between
physical proximity and emotional intimacy.

In bringing attention to the unseen context surrounding their pro-
duction, works such as these depart from conventional portraiture, which
typically solicits our identification with a “neutral” point of view that gives
us unfettered access to the picture’s meaning. In the process, they subvert
the voyeuristic mechanisms of photography and engage us in a three-way
transaction where meaning is suspended among the perspectives of subject,
artist, and viewer.

These concerns converge in interlocking layers in British artist Darren
Almond’s three-screen DVD projection Traction, 1999 (racrs 18-19). The
screen at the right shows Almond’s father, ensconced in his local pub,
as he engages in a real-time dialogue with his son (behind the camera) about
an extraordinary series of physical accidents, sustained mainly through
his work as a laborer, that have befallen him over the course of his life.
The screen at the left shows the artist’s mother in her kitchen as she listens















to a recording of this account of shattered bones and concussions, her
expression veering from dismay and disbelief to a sudden shedding of
tears at the end. And on the middle screen we find a slow-motion view
of a mechanical digger ripping up a street—both an allegorical image of
Almond’s enterprise of unearthing hidden histories, and an emblem of
the industrial culture in the north of England that so heavily taxed his
father’s body.

On one level, Traction is a harrowing tale of vulnerability and resilience,
of the violent impact of social conditions (and some bad luck) on the life of
a working-class man. But the unsettling intimacy of this work derives from
the way that Almond grounds this gruesome history in the responses of
his mother, and in his own gentle but intently probing attitude. Thus we
read the father through both the mother and the son—or perhaps more
accurately, our understanding of each is refracted through a sense of how
they connect with one another. The result is not so much a portrait of an
individual, but a picturing of how the identities of three family members
are entangled with one another, and with the outside world as well. In frac-
turing our focus, Traction’s three-screen format also reminds us that any
single perspective is only part of the story, and that we can approach the
truth of an individual only by understanding how their role is defined
through, and embedded in, their relationships with others.

The contingent character of familial biogra- |
phy is also explored in Jonathan Monk’s slide pro-
jection One Moment in Time (kitchen), 2002 (xcr 21). it
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You with a friend in Los Angeles

Me and Ben (my dog) at home







To make this work, Monk asked his sister to describe the collection of post-
cards, photographs, and family mementos that his mother displays on her
kitchen wall; he then made photographic images of her transcribed state-
ments. These texts, projected as slides, detail a haphazard assortment of
family-related events, including weddings, honeymoons, pregnancies, trips
abroad, and visits by various relatives. Occasionally, they incorporate com-
mentaries on the appearances and histories of particular family members.
“You wearing stupid glasses,” reads one; “Dad and uncle Sonny (the Jazz
days),” reads another. Presenting a mother’s visual chronicle of her fam-
ily as verbally reinterpreted in a sister’s comments to her brother, and then
rendered as a work addressing a public audience by the artist/brother/son,
One Moment in Time (kitchen) engages us in deciphering overlapping pro-
cesses of translation. In the process, it offers an oblique portrait of the rela-
tionships between Monk and his family members, while shrewdly evoking
the intersubjective and mediated nature of our family histories, which
typically evolve and take form through the melding of different voices
and viewpoints.

That our individual identity is intractably linked with those of our
family members is a notion examined by several other artists here, in works
that explore familial ties that conjure a shared or conflated identity, or a
closeness that potentially clouds and obscures our sense of individual-
ity. The punning title of Janine Antoni’s photograph Momme, 1995 @wacr 22),
evokes precisely this state, merging the words “mom” and “me.” The image

Yiniive Kbk shows Antoni’s mother seated on a sofa, with Antoni hiding
‘/'l"""l"- 1995 beneath her skirts and directly visible only as a stray foot
Cibachrome print

resting on the floor between her mother’s legs. Inasmuch as
Mrs. Antoni’s swollen profile calls to mind a pregnant belly, this work seems
to picture a regressive return-to-the-womb fantasy, presumably fueled
by separation anxiety. But as the title suggests, it is also a joint portrait of
mother and daughter/artist, and as such alludes to that nurturing bond
through which culture is transmitted from one generation to the next.

The potentially claustrophobic—or even suffocating—aspect of that
relationship is highlighted in Annee¢ Olofsson’s photograph I put my foot
deep in the tracks that you made, 2000 @acr :5). It depicts Olofsson’s mother as
she stands before a mirror studying her full-length reflection. Theatrically
lit, the photograph is taken from behind, with her solid, black-clad figure
blotting out the left half of the picture. Staring back at us from the sur-
rounding darkness, the mirror image of her illuminated face is framed
not only by her own graying hair but also, somewhat eerily, by the bright















blond tresses of her daughter, whose body otherwise remains hidden by the
mother’s imposing form. As in Antoni’s Mommze, this photograph pictures
a mother obliterating the visible presence of her daughter, butit, too, is an
ambiguous image. Besides conjuring a somber specter of parental domina-
tion, Olofsson’s highly manicured photograph also suggests the vulnerabil-
ity of an aging mother who fantasizes about reliving her own youth through
that of her child.

The strong emotional and psychological ties that connect us to fam-
ily members are often visually reiterated on the level of physical sim-
ilarity—the result of sharing a specific genetic heritage. Describing a
photograph of his 15-year-old son from his Dusk series, 2002 (races 26-27),
Hai Bo has commented, “Sometimes it seems that he is me and I am him.”s
Bo’s statement is presumably a poetic exaggeration, but it suggests the pos-
sibility of considering an artist’s pictures of his or her family as an indirect
form of self-portraiture—or more accurately, as a kind of extended portrait
that surveys the concatenated identities of artist and kin.

In her Album series, Gillian Wearing explores this notion by posing
in photographs as various members of her immediate family. Drawing
on the tools of theatrical transformation—including makeup, prosthetic
devices, and wardrobe—Wearing meticulously mimics the appearance of
her closest relatives while reinventing particular family snapshots. Living
up to its paradoxical title, Self-Portrait as My Brother Richard Wearing, 2003
(race 20), shows her as a tattooed and shirtless young man, brushing his long
hair in his bedroom. From his awkward posture and grungy sweatpants to
his skeptical glance toward the camera, he appearsas (.., \vearing
a credible character who is at once self-consciousand ~ Se/f-Porrrait as My Brother
ill-at-ease. Indeed, Wearing’s portrayal is so precisely |y e 2%
and acutely observed that, even though we know that
they are her eyes that stare back at us from behind a prosthetic mask, we
cannot completely suspend our disbelief, and we end up feeling as if our
ability to distinguish the outlines of a particular individual has been pecu-
liarly compromised.

Probing the uncanniness of familial resemblance—that ambiguous
state of being connected yet separate—Wearing’s A/bum pictures comprise
a meditation on difference and sameness, and the ways in which our sense
of identity is suspended in the tension between them. Malerie Marder’s

Digital chromogenic print

5 Hai Bo, quoted i a press release tor
his solo exhibition at the Max Protetch

Gallery New York, June 11-July 30, 2004















PREVIOUS SPREAD double portrait The Marder Sisters, 2000 (vacrs 30-31),
)'/"‘\','”\i'i”\'l‘,') ... explores similar territory while mixing aspects of sta ged
Chromogenic print photography and everyday realism in a picture that
shows the artist and her sister Carrie kneeling side by
side. Both are naked: stripped of distinctive clothing, their youthful bod-
ies appear almost interchangeable, an impression reinforced by their
nearly identical positions. We have the impression that they are used to
posing together—as if a single unit—for family photos (this status as joint
entity is echoed in the work’s title). Their correspondingly muted expres-
sions, meanwhile, suggest a shared psychological state. Yet even while
each tranquilly offers herself to the camera, the picture engineers a sub-
tly jarring dissonance. Their visual similarity has a close-but-not-quite
quality, like that of celebrity look-alikes; it irritates and unsettles our judg-
ment, because their congruence is something that we may perceive as being
obvious with one glance, and then elusive with the next. That the lighter-
haired Carrie is more fully lit, while Malerie’s torso is heavily shadowed,
only serves to exacerbate the disconcerting mix of difference and similarity.
In The Marder Sisters and in Diane Marder and Victor Marder (photo-
graphs of her mother and father, v\ 3:), Marder portrays her subjects in
the nude. Besides evoking sexual fantasies that flourish below the surface
of family life, the nudity in these portraits conveys not just a sense of indi-
vidual vulnerability but also heightened artifice—the nakedness always
clearly being contrived for the camera. Miguel Calderon’s Family Portrait,
2000 (racrs 34-35), which shows thirteen family members in various states of
undress, strikes a more comical note while likewise playing off associations
of vulnerability and exposure. The humor in Calderdn’s portrait derives
in part from the contrast between the photograph’s ostensible formality
and heroic scale, and the somewhat ridiculously undignified appearance of

Maderic Marder its half-clad subjects. Besides engineering an awkward
Diane Marder, 2000 intimacy, the fact that they all appear in their underwear
Chromogenic print . o ¥ ’ . o1
creates an equalizing effect, leveling signs of familial and
Victor Maner, 2000 generational hierarchy that might typically structure a

Chromogenic print

semi-official portrait of this kind. At the same time, the
“unnaturalness” of their appearance (“unnatural” in terms of the genre’s
conventions) also calls attention to the directorial role of the artist and the
staging of family photographs.
In making and exhibiting images of their family members, artists
almost inevitably confront issues related to exposure, in terms of the public
uncovering of private relationships. Moreover, some artists also implicate

<

‘s
ol















-

Ot

\drian Paci familial life in broader public contexts, often reflecting on
i|i‘l/ e the family’s vulnerability to powerful social and economic
Single-channelvideo— forees. In these works, which chart the intersection of
WU personal and collective histories, the nuclear family is
portrayed not as an autonomous unit but as an entity inseparably enmeshed
in the events and culture of the society to which it belongs.
Adrian Paci’s video work A Real Gamre, 2000 (wwovs), tells a tale of immi-
gration and displacement through a dialogue between the artist (who
remains offscreen behind the camera) and his young daughter, Jola, shown
sitting on her bed. In response to her father’s questions, Jola describes the
differences in their lives and circumstances that occurred when they moved
from Albania, where both parents were university professors, to Italy,
where her mother has worked as a house-cleaner and baby-sitter, while her
father earned an income as an art restorer. Her answers touch on their pre-
carious predicament as immigrants subject to the whims of government
agencies and bureaucrats. By filtering the tensions and anxieties of their sit-
uation through his daughter’s open and innocent delivery, Paci intensifies
our sense of his family’s susceptibility to external forces beyond their con-
trol. Paci’s portrait The Princess, 2003 (aces 36-37), which shows a slightly older
Jola dressed for the title role and posing in a Renaissance palace, is a kind of
companion piece to A Real Game that grew out of Paci’s work as a restorer.?



On one level it represents a young girl’s wish fulfillment, but its fantasy
scenario also evokes the desire for conspicuous display embraced by many
adult immigrants in response to the constant threat of economic failure
that haunts their lives.

Examining the impact of an actual financial collapse, Mitch Epstein’s
photo-book Family Business, 2003, along with additional photographs from
the series and a video installation, details the closing of the retail furniture-
and-appliance outlet and deteriorating real-estate business run by his father
in Holyoke, Massachusetts. As the book’s written narrative makes plain, the
demise of these family-owned enterprises is related to regional and even
global socio-economic changes: the decline of the area’s paper industry, an
influx of unskilled immigrants, and the growth of international retail fran-
chises such as Ikea all played a part. In the video Circles for Dots, 2004 ¢ 42,
E-pstein contrasts footage of his father marking items for

- . 3 2 . - 1 titch Enste
a final tag sale at his furniture store with images from his /" e

Dud’s Briefease, 20

parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary, at which his father — Chromozenic prins

6 In an e-matl to the author, November thing she saw there, and when we were promised her that for one day | could

g, Paci explained the back stary , and we went back 1}

1w asked me: ‘Daddy, could
to this photograph: “One dav lola came you promise me somethmg® Can vou and plaved her game
to see the palace where T was working as buy this palace for me so | can be the

s restorer. She was fasemated by evern princess here?' Ir was a big deal, but |
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tellingly presented plaques to
both his wife and his two favorite
employees, revealing the extent to
which his personal life and business
relationships were inextricably
enmeshed. In Dad, Hampton Ponds
I11, 2002 (¢rcrs 4o-41), his appearance
is more obviously frail: taken after
he had suffered a stroke, the pho-
tograph depicts him cautiously emerging from
the dark waters of a pond, isolated and barely
able to keep his balance, as if swamped by the rising pressures of his world.

Like Epstein, Chris Verene draws on several traditions of documentary
photography, but Verene’s pictures are far more firmly rooted in storytell-
ing. Since the late 1980s, Verene has photographed relatives and friends in
his hometown of Galesburg, Illinois, fashioning narratives that trace the
trajectories of intersecting lives. As in much of this work, his photographs
of his cousin Steve combine deadpan images with Verene’s tersely telling
captions in ink written on the actual prints. My Cousin Steve with One of His
Daughters, 1992 (sxar 33, set in the bare interior of a McDonald’s restaurant,
shows Steve uncomfortably looking away from the camera while his small
daughter stares straight ahead with numb blue eyes. “His wife had just left
them,” reads the second part of the caption, dramatically recasting this
quotidian image into a portrait of a shattered family. In subsequent photo-
graphs of his cousin, Verene sympathetically constructs a narrative of iso-
lation, vulnerability, and ambiguous menace while carefully grounding his
subject in the physical details of his immediate environment. Throughout
this series, in fact, Verene deftly contrasts the mundane surfaces of domes-
tic life in a small Midwestern town with the emotionally spiked drama of
his cousin’s troubled life.

Though less specifically descriptive, Hai Bo’s triptychs portraying
members of his family, from 2002, nevertheless also suggestively link his
subjects to particular places and historical moments. The first two panels
of the triptych Dusk No. 4—6 (vscrs 26-22) show his ancient-looking father
asleep, his wrinkled face dappled by late afternoon sunlight, and the final
panel—an archival photograph—shifts to a rural road from his father’s
hometown, traversed by a worker dressed in a Mao suit. Framed as if to
suggest a memory, this last image conjures the interweaving of collec-
tive and personal identity in Communist China. Dusk No. 7-9 (eaces 26-27)
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portrays the artist’s teenage son sitting quietly in a dimly lit room, with a
third image showing a bleak twilight cityscape that includes a view of the

Chris Verene anonymous apartment building where his
i o i N family lives. Acutely contemplative in tone,
vogs: My Tein Consin and Me i the Gt these photographs may call to mind the
g B oo v e Romantic trope of a lone onlooker poised
1005 Now All Alme. Steve Maedin before a natural vista—except that here, a
;)',-I./'/ﬁ,l,l,;Q)","dﬁ"-I;;/t/h/;'..,,,-l,’ "’,,I,),,/, Py close connection is insinuated between the
His for Muny Years, 2003 individual and the social environment. At

Chromogenic prints with ol nscriptions— the same time, by shooting individual rela-
tives by themselves, Hai Bo implicitly alludes to the recent breakdown of
the cross-generational family, which has always been a staple of traditional
Chinese life.

While our mythical pictures of family life usually evoke a self-con-
tained sanctuary from the troubles of the world, in reality the family arena
is the theater in which the dramas of injury and disease, and ultimately
death, are most meaningfully played out. It is here that the effects of our
infirmities impact not only ourselves, but also those we live with and are
closest to.

Mortality—or at least the precariousness of familial existence—is
the implicit subject of Zhang Huan’s Foam series, 1998 (aces 46-47). In these
large-format photographs, Zhang’s face appears in close-up, his gap-
ing mouth holding within it a single family photo (of his wife, parents,
brothers, or uncles) that he appears to be on the verge of devouring,
while his features are partially covered by a bubbly white foam that gives
them a grotesque appearance, as though he were disfigured or deformed.
Inasmuch as foam possesses neither size nor shape and constantly changes
form, it evocatively serves here as an emblem of volatility. Elaborating on
this visceral metaphor, Zhang’s photographs conjure the susceptibility of
familial ties to being swallowed up in a world where, as in contemporary
China, unpredictable and accelerated change have become the norm.

Constituting a type of social portraiture, many of the works in this
exhibition connect the artist’s family members to particular places and his-
tories, or frame them in revealing cultural contexts. Some of these works,
such as Yasser Aggour’s Tea Party (Family Portrait), 1999 (vsces 48-40), also
deal with pervasive cultural stereotypes that reflect the times in which
we live. Aggour’s large color photograph depicts what might normally
resemble a routine domestic ritual: a mother having tea with her three sons
(one of whom is the artist) in a nicely appointed suburban home. But the















<1

1 &

laughing faces of these family members are covered with black nylon
stockings, calling to mind the favored costume of bank robbers or, more
topically, terrorists. Uneasily suspended between the genres of family
photograph and criminal portrait, 7ez Party cannily plays against stereo-
types related to class, gender roles, and ethnicity (Aggour’s family is of
Egyptian heritage). At the same time, it seemingly pictures the effects of
an ideological home invasion in which a society’s hysterical prejudices are
brought to bear on a family’s self-image.

In pictures that portray various family members by showing us the
backs of their heads, Lyle Ashton Harris likewise presents a kind of dena-
tured family portrait that simultaneously evokes a legacy of racist repre-
sentation (eaces 11,51-52). 1 he routinely centered framing of each head, along
with the evenly regulated lighting and “chocolate” sepia tones of these
large-format Polaroid prints, bring to mind images from the early history
of ethnographic photography, and in particular, from the ersatz science of
phrenology (which attempted to classify, and pathologize, anatomical dif-
ferences, especially the size and shape of skulls). Denying us the illusory
face-to-face encounter we expect and desire when looking at photographs,
these pictures seem, in any case, to function as depersonalized portraits. On
further inspection, though, Harris’s closely observed photographs evince
an unexpected, if muted, intimacy, rewarding our attention with distinctive
details that hint at the character of each of his sitters. However, they ulti-
mately leave us poised on the threshold of recognition. As family portraits,
they remain provocatively enigmatic, and remind us that there are aspects
of those whom we know that remain a mystery to us.

Harris’s photographs—like so many of the other works in Shoot the
Family—transform the familiar image into something unfamiliar, or
vaguely uncanny. This is not just a result of reversing pictorial conven-
tions or up-ending stereotypes (although these approaches certainly con-
tribute to the uncanniness of many of the images in this exhibition). But
there is also a general sense in which the family portraits in the exhibition
appear haunted. This is most evident in images that portray single indi-
viduals. Because we see them in light of their relationship to that unseen
person—their relative or partner—who is taking the picture, these figures
never seem completely isolated or alone. Or, to put it another way, their
image appears haunted by an off-screen presence.

In making intelligible this ghostly connection, these works induce us
to take into account the way that information outside the picture frame
shapes and informs our reading of what is visibly represented within it.









At the same time, they denature our concept of the autonomous individual
as it is typically conveyed in portraits that conjure a subjectivity indepen-
dent of the surrounding world. In its place, they offer a picture of individual
identity as it is embedded within a complex, intertwined, and intersubjec-
tive field of relationships. Making visible this tissue of social connectivity,
such works provoke us to reflect on the extent to which our sense of self
does not exist in a vacuum, but is refracted, or translated, through the roles
T WL we take on within a group. In the end, the family
:fll’l“""l)‘] #54 Dienno oot js not so much the subject of the artin this exhi-

bition as it is a kind of medium, or conceptual
filter, through which the artists examine the interplay of identity and rela-
tionship, and scrutinize the ambiguous character of the social exchanges
and communications that emerge from this entangled matrix.

In producing images that draw on the currency of their familial rela-
tions, these artists also set an example in negotiating the blurred lines
between public and private. Indeed, besides addressing the more abstract
concerns described above, many of their works comprise a quest to learn
about and deepen, or even somehow redeem, the artist’s relationships with
specific family members. As Epstein concludes near the end of Family
Business: “’This project, then, while an act of conceptual ambition and intel-
lectual curiosity, was also... my attempt to overcome my alienation: very
simply, to know my father.”” Although this aspect of the work may seem
to be of personal value only, it is in fact inseparably linked to the over-
all approach embraced by these artists. In using their art as an instrument
for navigating the labyrinth of familial intimacy, they link, in a very con-
crete way, the processes of self-examination and social investigation. And
in prompting us to pay closer attention to intersections between the per-
sonal and the collective, they ultimately encourage us to venture more
deeply, and more curiously, into that shared social space where our linked
identities ineluctably lead us. In the process, their works transform that
most familiar artifact—the family portrait—into a vehicle for engaging
what may be contemporary art’s central task: to illuminate the nature of our
connections both to those with whom we live and to the world at large.

= Miteh Epstemn, Fannly Business (Gomngen

CGiers: Steidl Publishing, 2003), p. 291
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