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In her first series of domestic still-life photographs (“Morning, and Melancholia,” 2002–), Laura Letinsky
put the contemporary kitchen countertop and the traditions of seventeenth-century Dutch paintings under
analysis, as it were, revealing them both to be purveyors of deep-seated cultural meanings. In Letinsky’s
subsequent bodies of work, the white tablecloth—traditionally a sign of cleanliness and elegance—figures
as a screen on which a culture’s ideas surrounding food, desire, and sustenance are projected and
consumed.
Succulence and decay, desire and the sense of repulsion that often follows satiety, are competing forces in
the artist’s latest exhibition, a magnificently concise selection of five large-format color photographs culled
from a new series titled “The Dog and the Wolf,” 2008–2009. These grimly elegiac images, all shot in the
artist’s studio during the velvety gray hours of twilight, foreground to a greater extent than before the
serene abjection at the heart of Letinsky’s project without sacrificing any of the exquisitely controlled
formalism for which she is known.
The artfully strewn cellophane wrappers and fast-food packaging of her 2006 series “To Say It Isn’t So”
have been replaced by a dead rabbit and pigeon, a pile of scooped-out oyster shells, and various minute
scraps of organic detritus placed so precisely on the table’s surface as to suggest an excavation site rather
than an abandoned meal. Shot from a range of perspectives, all of them somewhat disorienting, Letinsky’s
dining table no longer appears as a deserted gathering spot. Now it seems more like a precipice, its contents
pushed precariously close to the edge with nowhere left to go.

!

Laura Letinsky: Untitled #17,
from the series “The Dog and the
Wolf,” 2009, C-print, 25 3 4 by 40
inches; at Carroll and Sons.
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Eight tabletop still lifes of leftover foodstuff, decorative trimmings and flowers
made up Chicago-based photographer
Laura Letinsky’s first solo exhibition at
Carroll and Sons. The show’s title, “Hot
and Cold All Over,” suggested the dichotomous nature of these pictures (dating from
2002 to 2009), which juxtapose positive
and negative space, light and shadow, and
themes of purity and corruption. Letinsky
(b. 1962) uses a large-format camera to
create her images to scale, and employs
slow film speeds and long exposure times
to manipulate color, tone and contrast.
The resulting compositions evoke both
17th-century Dutch still-life painting and
the commercial photography found in food
and home decor magazines.
Letinsky has been focusing on everyday objects since 1997 (though her
interest in issues of desire and satiation
first appeared in her 1990-96 “Venus
Inferred” series, featuring couples, variously clothed and unclothed, in domestic
settings). Untitled #64 (2002), from the
series “Hardly More than Ever”—titled
after a phrase from Gertrude Stein’s 1914

prose-poem “Tender Buttons”—depicts a
seemingly haphazard arrangement of an
overripe peach, a split-open peach pit and
a zested half of an orange. The fruits are
positioned precariously along the edges of
a soiled white plastic cutting board, which
itself balances on a counter-type surface
covered in a white sheet. A robin egg
blue mug, its interior ringed with brown,
stands beside the cutting board. Contrasting colors and bright spots of sunlight are
brought together in a composition much
greater than its mundane parts.
Letinsky’s meditations on light are most
dramatic when her formal setups are
spare, as in Untitled #1 (2008), from the
“Fall” series. At the center of this vertical
image, one deep-red cherry serves as the
nucleus of a small gathering of cherry pits
and stems on a white laminate surface.
The tabletop, floor and bare walls, struck
by varying amounts of sunlight, produce
an almost musical arrangement of shifting
zones of white.
Recently, in a series titled “The Dog
and the Wolf” (referring both to Aesop’s
fable and to a French phrase signifying
twilight), Letinsky’s pictures have become
darker, richer and more complex. Untitled
#17 (2009) features a shattered glass vase

whose orchids lie toppled on a wet and
rumpled gray tablecloth. Nearby rests a
graceful tangle of purple ribbon, while a
group of chocolates and empty wrappers
inhabits a seemingly deep gray space
at the back of the table. For this body of
work, Letinsky used extremely long exposures—sometimes overnight—to capture
the diminished light of the period just after
sunset. The effect is of a dim, otherworldly
place in which ordinary objects take on a
melancholic cast.
—Francine Koslow Miller
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!
Can you talk about your formative years as a photographer?
!

After leaving high school I went to an art school thinking I was going to be a painter and in my first year of art school I ended up moving to photography, partially because the medium of painting was
too seductive and too luscious. I didn’t know how to negotiate the materials, I found them too compelling. Photography facilitated a kind of distance between me, the world and the making of the art
work. That distance helped me process what I was doing. I really was amazed by the kind of transformation that the photograph performed on the world, how the photograph was completely proximate
to it and yet completely separate from it. And that has continued to be really engaging for me. I did come back to painting and sculpture as an undergraduate when I was in college. I actually did a lot of
ceramics. I really like ceramics because there is a similar transformation that happens with the materials - there is this element of control and surprise that I really love. I love gardening too, because the
garden turns out in some way related to what you planned but it has a life on its own. You kind of manage it and control it but have to learn to deal with what you can control and what you can’t. Also
related is the materiality of the mediation; for me, photography.

!
!

Why did you move from photographing people to photographing objects?
How did it change your work process?

!

When I first started making pictures I only photographed people for a very long time. I was interested in the way photography gives you permission to stare at the world. I felt that by photographing I
could stare unabashedly and there was something revelatory about that for me. Being able to watch people was really engaging. But as time went on I became less intrigued and smitten with the
possibility of what photographs of people reveal, and the kinds of limitations of that photographic encounter. I was working on picturing couples and I found the limitations of the romance narrative
frustrating. The romance is about a promise, a utopian vision, but like all utopias it is mired in failure, its demise. I also felt that that the pretence that you had the thing in the picture was doomed for
disappointment in that it is an illusion. So I wanted to get away from that, realizing that the objects that people surround themselves with reveals more than their unavoidable performance in front of the
camera.

!

In terms of my work process, I think I moved more towards what one would associate with a painterly process. The photographs became slower for me. I started working with a large format camera,
alone in the studio. I put everything that I wanted to be in the picture in front of the camera, whereas when photographing people there was the sense of reacting to what was in front of me. As I worked
with still life projects I’ve become acutely aware of the balance between what one brings to the work as opposed to what one responds to. I also think a lot about perception - whether we only see
things we already know, or how we might see something, experience something new. Is it possible to be surprised, have a revelation?

!
Where do get your inspiration?
!

When I first started working with still life I had the sense that I needed to use original scenes so I worked from what had begun as an actual meal. But over time my engagement with individual objects,
like a particular deformed fruit or colour relationship, and increasingly, the described photographic space became most important.

!
"Ill Form and Void Full” is your latest series of photographs in which you mix real objects with cut outs of objects– can you talk about the concept behind it and elaborate on the title.
!

This work has been a substantial shift for me in that I’m working with pre-existing images as well as three-dimensional objects, so it’s a different way of thinking about making a picture. It’s being
responsive to what I’m seeing in a picture that’s already made, and thinking about how it relates to other objects and other pictures, including the one I’m making. Now I’m very conscious that I’m
structuring the event, the circumstance of the photograph so it feels akin to drawing. I now realize this was always the way I worked, but before I was less aware of this. It was more subconscious than
it is now.

!

In this recent work I wanted to get away from the ideas I explored before – the romance, the promise, wanting and not having, mourning and melancholia. I felt that it was self-feeding, like a snake
eating its tail and I needed to get outside of all that. So I stopped working for about a year as I struggled to sort out what I really wanted to articulate. When I began making pictures again, I was
thinking about the categories of good and bad. Diane Arbus talked once about how sometimes good form is good and sometimes bad form is good. I wanted to explore this, to get away from a kind of
elegance that is for me a well-exercised muscle. A void and what is full is an oxymoron; the void implies absence or emptiness but what is it when you’re full of this? Formally and metaphorically, the
photograph is theorized as a window and as a mirror, and in my interest in this tension of the illusion of converse or concave space is about this contradiction.

!
You described yourself as a modernist, but your latest work is very post modern – is that also a shift in your approach?
!

!

For me, it’s both modern and post modern as the terms are pretty inter-dependent. I am a modernist in the sense that I believe that form makes meaning and that the thing that you’re looking at and its material
manifestation is what it is. At the same time, my photographs are very much about this medium, its self referentiality whose meaning spins out into the world. As with post-modern ideas about signification, what
is seen and how it is pictured sets up a chain of signification that is dependent upon its viewer(s). I don’t believe that as an artist its possible to make a completely definitive statement, that is, meaning is always
dependent upon the context of its reception. So, am I a modern post-modernist or a post-modern modernist, I don’t know. When I think about post-modernism, it’s often associated with a kind of elusiveness,
sometimes cynicism or irony that I don’t feel or put into my work. My work suffers in digital reproductions as it looks cleaner and more designed whereas really it’s quite physical. I show them without glazing
because I want the viewer to have a sense of their physicality without the interruption of the reflected surface. I’m really invested in its sense of the tactile and its presence as an object. I print so that the objects
seem like they are on a one-to-one scale so that they invite the viewer to breach the picture space. I’m very particular about the size - I don’t want to show them at any other size as I want an acute tension
between what is in the picture—the image, what is name-able—and its status as an object. They are definitive in their phrasing of a set of questions.

!
!

Your work refers to the tradition of Vanitas paintings, can you talk about the symbolism in your still life photographs. In my earlier work I was definitely more driven by the 17th century paintings. I was more
interested in the metaphoric and formal relationships that could be drawn through the objects and their description. This is different than looking to the objects as symbols. I don’t think its possible for us to rely
upon symbols anymore because we live in this post global world and thus don’t have a shared lexicon upon which to draw.

!

In my recent work I wanted to start a different conversation. I wanted to shift from the proposition engaged through my early way of working, from the idea of there being an origin, a place from which the image
was generated, thinking rather of a nexus of ideas upon which we use to make meaning. Instead, I looked to writers and other artists whose work really struck me. Especially Gertrude Stein for her use of
language, also Diane Williams, David Foster Wallace, Deleuze, St. Augustine, Anne Carson, Lydia Davis. And artists like Cy Twombly, Jessica Stockholder and Richard Tuttle. I also observed something that
interests me in music - artists like Nick Cave, Joanna Newsom, Will Oldham, and many others who refer to traditional forms in their building of something that is new and surprising. I was looking less towards
visual work and I was trying to find things I love in whether they were words, music, or whatever, and trying to figure out what it is in this work that moves me so that I could make my pictures resonate in this
way.

!
There is an element of detachment and sadness in your photographs, certain nostalgia…
!

I would totally agree with you with work prior 2010, but I think since then my work is about a different type of engagement. From 1997 through 2009 I was really invested in that sense of longing. On one hand,
I think this is endemic to photography in that photography is always about, to paraphrase Barthes, the “that was and will never be again.”

!

But the new work is about forming when you don’t know what the outcome is going to be and are trying to make a world that is without the same kind of preconditions. It’s about trying to find form yet in the
knowledge that all you have is what has come before and vitally, what comes through figuration can be something other…

!
In “To say it isn’t so” you used everyday disposable objects - can you talk about the idea behind it?
!

I wanted to speak about the overwhelming appearance of the mass produced stuff. Even fruit and vegetables are mass produced – we think of them as being natural, but they are as much a product of culture as is
McDonald’s hamburger bag. I put these things in the same space to speak of them as produced and defined. I tried to create formally ambiguous images to ask if it’s possible to look at them and forget for a
moment that you are looking at a grocery store logo. That’s the problem with the photograph - on one hand you see a peach or a grape or a person or a landscape and what you are really seeing are dye or silver
gelatine dots, black, grey, colour... Yet when we talk about a photograph we describe what is represented and seem to put on hold its formal and material presence. There is a tension between what the picture is
of, and the picture itself.

!
Also, as with all my work, I am interested in how the photograph makes everything beautiful, a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.
!
What profession other than your own would you like to attempt?
!
Right now if I switched, I’d be a farmer. If I had to do it again, a private detective. I would love to be a private eye.

