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PUSH-BACK

    A conversation between B. Ingrid Olson and 
    Lucas Blalock

B. Ingrid Olson lives in Chicago and her practice 
spans a range of media, though here we talk mostly 
about her photographs. These photographic works 
deftly employ the apparatus of the framed picture – 
mat board, Plexiglas, photograph – in a manner that 
elides expectation without collapsing the space of the 
pictures themselves. They have a beguiling presence 
that begs an engagement both cerebral and bodily. I 
am happy to have had the opportunity to email with 
Olson this past summer. Our exchange is published 
below. 

Lucas Blalock: In the photographic works in your 
show double-ended arrow at Simone Subal in New 
York, ‘the body’, in this case your body, played a cen-
tral role. Can you talk about the relationships you’re 
drawing between the body, the camera and the pho-
tograph?

B. Ingrid Olson: The body and the photograph are 
both means to address the dynamic of ‘subject’ and 
‘object’, specifically the jump between an interior, 
direct experience and an exterior, pictured existence. 
Because I hold the camera pressed up to my face, the 
perspective within the images is primarily subjective, 
as seen through my eyes. As I’m taking the photo-
graphs, I simultaneously insert various parts of my 
body in front of the lens (my hand, my legs, my torso, 
my feet), which reinforces the camera’s location as a 
stand-in for my vision. Alternately, there are instances 
when the viewpoint shifts to capture my body’s re-
flection in a mirror, making me also the subject, the 
figure, or focal point of the images. In addition to 
my body’s placement within the images, the ideas of 
subject and object are related to the way in which the 
physical photographic prints are layered into and onto 
one another. The collaged superimposition of multi-
ple printed photographs hinders the composition’s 
ability to become a single, continuous image. When 
your eye hits the edge of one image to find the edge 
of another image, there’s a kind of push-back, creating 
an awareness of looking rather than seeing. This very 
denial of immersion in the image, by way of the actual 
objectification of the photograph (the highlighting of 
the photographic print as a physical, material thing), 

repositions the images, which depict my body and my 
perspective, within the realm of the object and the 
‘exterior’ for the viewer, even though the individual 
images may picture the opposite. In this situation, the 
viewer is invited to share my eyes, even to enter into 
my body to see what I see, but then the photographic 
constructions – as reflexive objects – don’t allow this, 
denying entry, even forcibly kicking the viewer out.

    LB I really like this tension you’re speaking of 
between the embodied object, the body proper, and 
the photograph. I’m curious to know whether you 
started with photography and its limits to arrive at 
this place, or whether you came to it another way.
    BIO I have a background in drawing, which con-
tinues to influence the way I think about making im-
ages. However, the particularities of the photographic 
process have been the primary force in shaping my 
recent work. A kind of warmth, touch, imagination 
and revision are implicated in the act of drawing, to 
which photography has provided a degree of distance, 
a quickened speed and a static sensibility to fight 
against.
    LB I’m really interested in photography as a stat-
ic sensibility that can be approached as a problem in 
its own right. It reminds me of something Deleuze 
wrote about painting: that it’s a misnomer that the 
painter starts with a blank canvas and that in actuality 
the starting point is already crowded in by all of the 
previous gestures and clichés that make up painting’s 
history. There’s a way in which this can be applied 
very straightforwardly to photography’s history as 
well, but I think turning it into a question of how 
we understand photographic pictures to ‘act’ is more 
exciting. 
    BIO A precedent can be overcome by invention or 
even a slight modification. Gerhard Richter wrote this 
in an introduction to a book that I’m reading right 
now: ‘The classic photograph invents in that it re-
cords an already existing presence while at the same 
time causing this other or this otherness to be there 
in the object world as a form of production, perfor-
mance, and manipulation.’ Do you think the ability 
of the photographic image to ‘act’ is an extension of 
this kind of invention or otherness?
    LB Yes, I think I do. Kaja Silverman talks about 
this through analogy – a photograph being of a specif-
ic type of analogy that cannot be separated from the 
thing analogised or pictured. 
I do wonder what Richter means by ‘classic’! 
I want to try and do a better job of answering your 
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question though. I like the sense in Richter’s quote 
that the photograph is adding a term and a thing to 
the world; a thing with relationships to other things, 
but also a thing that can’t be reduced to a representa-
tion of something else. I think it’s Craig Owens who 
talks about how the relationships in a photograph are 
actually invented by and only exist within the pho-
tograph. What I was really trying to get at when I 
brought up this idea of ‘acting’ was the sense that 
photograph is highly legible and at the same time very 
plastic. The viewer brings a lot to it and for me this 
has set up a situation where play becomes very avail-
able. What kind of activity is out of bounds in this 
contract with the viewer? And why? What isn’t but 
seems like it should be? I feel as if your work is taking 
up this play. Is it a fair way to talk about it?
    BIO I don’t think of anything as being necessar-
ily out of bounds to the viewer, as I don’t see their 
viewership as a fixed contract. My biggest concern in 
regards to the viewer is deciding what information to 
make available and what to purposefully occlude. The 
meaning of an artwork, like a sentence, can change 
entirely by adding one thing and subtracting another. 
Though I avoid the term ‘narrative’, there are obvi-
ously elements that take the work beyond pure in-
formation and beyond process. The photographs are 
specified by each plastic decision made, but in the 
end, my primary focus – in relationship to commu-
nication – is leaving room for inference and interpre-
tation. Mis-reading, crude understandings, tangents 
and inconclusive ideas are all part of a seed or spark 
for new thought. I hope that some elements in my 
work will allow for this energy in the viewers. I don’t 
consider my work inconclusive or totally open, but 
I am hoping the works can evoke something like an 
ellipsis, or a statement that almost turns into a ques-
tion.
    LB I like this distinction you made earlier be-
tween ‘looking’ and ‘seeing’, which could be said to 
be the point at which a photograph’s pictorial quali-
ties begin to overwhelm its informational ones. These 
works continue this pictorial activity through a num-
ber of extra-photographic framing mechanisms – the 
mat boards, inlays, etc. Can you talk about how the 
logic of the pictures is continued through these devic-
es? I’m really curious whether, for you, the weight of 
them is located more within the (albeit accentuated) 
photographic space or if the work is the manufacture 
of an object that’s part photograph.
    BIO Rather than giving emphasis to the photo-
graph over the constructed object or vice versa, for 

me, it’s a matter of how both come together to create a 
hybrid space. I think a lot about the ‘aside’ in writing, 
moments in which an author breaks the fourth wall, 
addressing the reader directly, or when a footnote is 
used to expand on a facet of an idea, as a visibly sep-
arate explication or a tangent alongside the primary 
text. These stylistic and formal structures are relat-
ed to the material aberrations in my work: the inset, 
mounted and stacked photographs. They exist as an 
ancillary pull away from the centre, a secondary ele-
ment that expands the context and the content of the 
work.
    LB I want to change stream a little, because as 
much as I can see all the concerns you’re describing 
in the works, when I think back to walking into the 
show, my own entry point was less formal. I imme-
diately started thinking about feminist practice of a 
generation or two back, about the body and its rela-
tionship to technology/ies, and about the usefulness 
of the body as a stake with which to interrogate those 
relationships. It’s an awkwardly forward question, but 
are you thinking about these things? Is there a set of 
personal or political impulses that you start from?
    BIO I’m interested in qualities of femaleness ver-
sus maleness, often symbolically, like stereotypes of 
material or elemental and energetic associations – a 
straight line versus a curve, hard metal versus soft fab-
ric, or even a brash personality versus an apologetic 
one. And I understand the potential of my gender to 
code or shape how the bodily aspects of my work are 
received and interpreted. I can appear platonic in one 
situation and invitingly sexualised in another. When 
my body is doing one thing, it’s at the same time not 
doing another thing. Images of my body bear traces 
of choice: clothed or naked, closed or open, vertical or 
flat. Of course, in some cases, I’m consciously think-
ing about the potential for gendered readings, while at 
other times, when the work is more process-oriented, 
structural or personally associative, the fact of my be-
ing a woman can be more automatic or default, not 
highlighted or underscored. I’m still coming to terms 
with the potential power, and also the pitfalls, of im-
aging my own body as a female body taking a stance.
    LB All these binaries make me think of Jeff 
Wall’s ‘Photography and Liquid Intelligence’ essay. 
In a lot of recent photographic practice, process itself 
has been the flow crystallised in the photograph. But 
I feel really strongly that these works of yours aren’t 
functioning in the weightless combinatorial economy 
of images. Instead, they’re grounded in the body and 
that they draw a lot of power from that insistence.  
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p11 Loop, strip, slide, light, 2014, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery. Photo: Roberto Apa, p12 
A big round room with a high arched roof, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p13 A detail 
from the image on page 12, p14 tie knots not bows, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, 
p15 Shell and covering object, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p16-17 Installation 
view, double ended-arrow, Simone Subal Gallery, Photo: Joerg Lohse, p18 axiomatic, fingered and bent, 2014, 
courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p19 Perfect Spectator and Sex Question, 2015, courtesy of 
the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p20 (1) Hard and Sheer Organ, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone 
Subal Gallery (2) Installation view, double ended-arrow, Simone Subal Gallery, Photo: Joerg Lohse, p21 day, 
year, glass, stone, wood, bone, plastic, 2014, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p22 Diagram, 
2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p23 A detail from the installation on page 22, p24 
Errata, dry drawing, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery, p25 A detail from the image on 
page 25, p26 Tip, rim, fold, center, four panes, 2015, courtesy of the artist and Simone Subal Gallery. 

Do you feel as if your pictures relate to ‘selfie culture’ 
or a ‘culture of images’ more generally? Or more to 
drawings and paintings? Or scrapbooks? I have the 
sense that the compilation of decisions in these later 
formats are categorically different from the former, 
but I also have the suspicion that someone like the 
artist Helen Marten might disagree with me.
    BIO I agree with you that the work is grounded 
in the body – not only my body in the images but, I 
hope, in the viewers’ bodies as well. I want viewers to 
consider the work and their relationship to it as they 
approach it, as they stand in front of it, and again as 
they leave it. This seems more related to painting or 
sculpture – moving in the space around an artwork, 
considering it from far away and up close, inspecting 
its sides and its surface – than to the endless scroll of 
selfie culture. I’d say my work relates to selfie culture 
about as much as anything that incorporates self-por-
traiture does. But, I don’t think that’s very interesting.
 If I were to think through Wall’s essay, then 
perhaps, in my own work, the body can be a kind of 
substitute for this ‘liquid intelligence’. A representa-
tion of a person can hold similar symbolic weight to 
a flow of liquid as something irreducible, erratic and 
changeable that exists in a kind of opposition to – 
but is also complemented by – the rigid mechanism 
of the camera. However, I don’t consider any subject 
or process in my work to be crystallised or finished 
through photography, regardless of the specificity of 
the pictorial or manufactured elements. 
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DOUBLE LABOUR

    A Skype conversation between Objektiv,  Dragana 
Vujanovic, Chief  Curator at Hasselblad Founda-
tion, and Ann-Christin Bertrand, Curator at C/O 
 Berlin Foundation. 

Nina Strand: This issue is  inspired by the conference, 
Fast Forward – Women in Photography. First of all, do 
you have any thoughts on who you’d like to fast for-
ward or rediscover? 

Dragana Vujanovic: The Norwegian photographers 
Berg & Høeg come to mind, whose private photo-
graphs from the end of the nineteenth century were 
discovered in the 1990s. The remarkable images show 
Marie Høeg exploring gender identities, with Bolette 
Berg behind the camera. The duo remains relatively 
unknown outside of Scandinavia. A few new prints 
are part of our collection and were recently included 
in the exhibition Framing Bodies. They drew a lot of 
attention from a wide audience. I’d also like to men-
tion Erna Hasselblad, co-founder of the Hasselblad 
Foundation, a driving force in the Hasselblad com-
pany, but historically over-shadowed by her husband 
Victor. One of our ongoing projects is to highlight 
her position and draw more attention to her contri-
butions.

Ann-Christin Bertrand: I’d like to fast forward in a 
more contemporary direction. I think it’s very inter-
esting to see how digitalisation and the Internet have 
changed the way we contextualise photography. We’ve 
just presented the exhibition Marriage is a Lie/Fried 

Chicken by Victoria Binschtok at C/O Berlin. Since 
2001, she’s been tracking the changes regarding our 
use, perception and distribution of photography in 
regard to the Internet in a very smart way. But if I  
look into the past, I’d fast forward the recently re-dis-
covered photographer Lore Krüger, a former student 
of Florence Henri, whose work we presented at the 
beginning of this year. The exhibition A Suitcase Full 
of Pictures was a real discovery and had immense suc-
cess, both in the media as well as for our audience.

Florence Henri, Ritratto di Lore Krüger, 1937.

Bolette Berg & Marie Høeg, 1895-1903 Courtesy of Preus Museum, Horten

   DV It’s important not only to bring forth pho-
tographers from the past, but also to think about rep-
resentation in our work today. Being part of an insti-
tution, I feel a great responsibility to bear this in mind 
and evaluate our practice in terms of representation. 
One of the first things I did when I started working 
here five years ago was to look at the exhibition his-
tory and at the poor representation of women among 
Hasselblad award winners. Since 2010 we’ve organ-
ized fourteen solo shows with women, and eleven 
with men. In group shows we also strive to achieve a 
balance, if not 50/50, then at least 40/60. 
   ACB At C/O Berlin, however, we look at the qual-
ity of the work first, and only as a second step whether 
the work is done by a male or female artist. For us, 
quality is the most important argument. 
   DV The work always comes first, and in my 
opinion, quality isn’t compromised by taking equality 
into account. One doesn’t exclude the other. 
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