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Untitled #45, III Form Void series, 2013 © Laura Letinsky 
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Neither Natural nor Necessary 
Selections from Ill Form & Void Full

Canadian fine art photographer and professor at the University of 
Chicago, Laura Letinsky, presented a selection of works from her series 
Ill Form & Void Full at The Muse in Kala Ghoda. At first glance, the 
works depict crumbling, half-eaten cakes and tablecloths stained after a 
raucous meal. Dirty spoons, empty cantaloupe rinds, half-eaten lollipops 
and clumsily cut slices of bread are her trade. Upon closer examination, 
however, the depictions are in fact, just that, pictures of pictures. In this 
piece, FOCUS gives an introduction to her practice and the artist shares a 
personal note that ponders upon how photography changes the ways we 
see. 

Laura Letinsky
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Photography has become omnipresent in 
our daily lives, shaping the way we view and 
experience the world. Since the beginning 
of her career, Laura Letinsky has been 
reflecting on – and dissecting – what a 
photograph is and what it tells us, probing 
its complicated relationship to reality. Drawn 
to the overlooked details of the everyday, 
her practice has shifted from photographing 
people to concentrating on objects in the 
form of the still life, and the relationship 
between production and consumption that 
dictates our society. 

Influenced by the 17th century still life, 
her large-scale, carefully crafted set-ups 
often focus on the remnants of a meal or 
a party; quiet scenes filled with decaying 
leftovers and stained tablecloths that recall 
the pleasure and decadence of the night 
before. Time, desire and melancholy play 

key roles in the frame as mundane and 
domestic objects are transformed by the 
photographic moment, invoking the social 
customs and behaviour of our time. Working 
with a large-format camera in a studio, 
Letinsky does not strive for perfection. 
Rather, her formal arrangements undo the 
illusion of perfection, seducing the viewer 
into a complex and layered picture plane 
that dishevels their personal sense of space 
and encourages them to consider the 
photographic image in more depth. 

For her recent work Ill Form & Void Full, 
the tension between material and image 
is explored as the artist extracts bits and 
pieces from already existing imagery in 
magazines of food and domestic wares, 
calling to attention the mediated way we 
now experience reality. 

Untitled #3, III Form Void series, 2010 © Laura Letinsky 
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“Don’t look now. Don’t look away. Who 
you lookin’ at? In love and all I’ve got is a 
photograph. A picture’s what’s left of a 
look, the stare you were too bashful for 
and really couldn’t anyway because we are 
subject to double vision. Seeing isn’t flat 
except for in rare, sometimes unfortunate 
conditions, or monstrous, like Cyclops 
whose world is maybe flat but never still.  
My body perambulates alongside other 
bodies, buildings, and things. Seeing is 
not touching but is from the same part 
of the brain, ‘not just mental fluff’ says 
scientist Damasio, using fMRI to predict just 
this. ‘Seeing, touching, tasting are in the 
deceived’, believed St. Thomas Aquinas, but 
truth was in God’s whisperings even while 
Catholicism’s Latin fell on illiterate ears 
thereby guaranteeing the visual supreme.

Plato’s dancing shadows, the mistaken 
emissions of those not yet dazzled by the 
beautiful and just and good in their truth, 
is, wrote Sontag, our fancying that we 
already dwell apart in the Islands of the 
Blest. Unaccustomed to the dark, or turned 
from darkness to the day’s excess of light?  
Mama told me not to look into the eyes of 
the sun. Even when the moon is blocking 
out almost all but a tiny sliver of the sun 
it’s still bright enough to carve out pieces 
of your retina but too small to cause pain. 
Woody Allen’s Rabbi’s blindness: a gift or, 
not living in the real? Those who feed from 
sun-energy are free from appetite. Pictures 
need more pictures like wishes and fishes 
and candies and parties must be pictured.  
Facebook, Youtube, Instagram; who wants 
most smartest real stories extreme keeping 
up with true life starting over and over with 
who’s your daddy? Trust me (can you?). 

Neither Natural nor Necessary, installation view © FOCUS
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What kind of precious do pictures avail? 
Or, demand? Reveal, or, revelation? Their 
meaning is a tangle of what, how, where, 
when, and who (photographer and ‘looker’).

I pose, and counterpoise, photography’s 
promiscuity making me a prude dancing the 
pole. Seduction, cuckoldry, and proposition 
to call into question understandings 
wrought through the senses and more.  
What can only be held together in 
experience now remembered, their material 
and pictorial tensions whispering of the 
pang between what was and what is. My 
pictures’ mash-up of high to low, domestic 
to the public, personal to social, is, when 
photographed, rendered as… photograph, 
no more, no less than object and image, a 
still life.”

Untitled #49, III Form Void series, 2014 © Laura Letinsky 



25

Untitled #54, Hardly More Than Ever series, 2002 © Laura Letinsky 

Untitled #8, Fall series, 2009 © Laura Letinsky 


