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The exhibition What Photography Is comes from the eponymous title of James Elkins’ 
2011 publication. Elkins’ book argues that photography is about meaninglessness in its 
endless capacity to show us things that we do not want or need to see. He also asserts 
that photography is about pain in the way that extremely powerful images can sear 
permanently into our consciousness. In Elkins’ harsh ontological musing of photography 
as a sterile and painful medium, he attempts to strip the human dimension away from 
it. However, in attempting to do this, he uncovers a beautiful truth of photography 
instead: Photography is able to disclose that which is not immediately available to 
the conscious eye or mind. He reveals the medium as a brilliant magician which can 
render the ruffling, the tiny details, the half-hidden movements of a moment, and can 
give voice to a silent–and powerful–experience.

It is my hope that recalling this title can encompass the strange and alluring essence 
of photography as a medium that can uncover truths. The 10 artists in this exhibition 
open us up to truths that are personal, historical, and collective by looking at both 
analog and digital mediums in new and exciting ways. From cyanotype and gumoil 
portraiture to photographic reliefs and re-photographed collages, each artist has 
employed their material to consider how a photographic object can transform critical 
consciousness. By utilizing the power of photographic experience, these artists confront 
issues surrounding race and gender ideologies, ecological grief, and the passage of 
time.

There is a theme of representation, or better re-presentation, that runs throughout the 
work in this exhibition. Here I am thinking about the representation of truth in each 
artwork not as that which is re-presented or rendered correctly, but as something 
that is brought to light anew. Each artist opens up a space that allows us to consider 
that which would have not been otherwise possible. Mary Zompetti re-uses animal 
remains to contemplate nature’s life cycles by freezing time and place, while Julia 
Wilson re-assembles and dissects language to combat the contemporary climate of 
information-driven screen sharing with imagery that eludes direct interpretation. Emily 
Margarit Mason re-presents their own photographs that have been meticulously cut and 
reassembled to suggest that the natural world is not just to be seen but also felt.

In the same vein, artists Amy Elkins, Sama Alshaibi, and Klea McKenna re-present 
portraiture to assess how their own archive of images and objects can affect collective 
memory and culture. Amy Elkins conflates several issues through an overwhelming grid 

Amy Elkins
Anxious Pleasures: April 5, 2020, 2020
Cyanotype on cotton, 11 x 8.5”
Courtesy of the artist



of cyanotype portraits created during indefinite isolation. Each day during the global 
pandemic she would re-purpose a different object (think latex gloves, a sack leftover 
from tangerines, the end of a toilet paper roll) to create a self-portrait. Through this 
repetitious ritual, each portrait, more than the next, comes to resemble that of a martyr 
with weary, tired eyes, bearing the weight of American capitalism. Akin to Elkins, Sama 
Alshaibi utilizes self-portraiture to assess the societal impact of unequal power relations 
between the West and the Middle East. She amplifies Western stereotypes portrayed in 
early 20th century Western photographs that frame ‘oriental’ women in exotic fantasy 
as objects. Using the historical portraits as a parting point, Alshaibi confronts issues 
of representation and human rights through a feminist and post-colonial lens. Finally, 
Klea McKenna creates photographic reliefs with women’s textiles from the last two 
centuries, objects that carry a rich legacy of touch—from the labor of their making to 
signs of wear. Not portraiture in the traditional sense, though each textile poetically 
paints a portrait of its maker, then pressed into a new and strange reality on the surface 
of photographic paper.

What Photography Is is a celebration of an absurd, magical, and didactic medium. It 
reclaims James Elkins’ sterile images to invest in the teaching power of all photographs, 
even when the method is more evasive or metaphorical. While he was focused on 
photography as a sterile representation of life without life, his obsession with a sense of 
something uninterpretable and beyond within photography could nevertheless be seen 
to fit very well within the scope of this exhibition. The artists in this show bring life into 
their images by investing in photography’s ability to expand vision. They are recycling 
found objects, re-using historical archives, and re-presenting the world around us to 
teach with the material, through their work. They are looking intently at every aspect 
of the process of photographic representation and putting many questions back on 
the table. The works in this exhibition direct one to slow down, and think critically, to 
consider the many layers of our lives and the history that has brought us here.  

Kyra Schmidt
Guest Curator, What Photography Is

Amy Elkins
Anxious Pleasures: April 3, 2020, 2020

Cyanotype on cotton, 11 x 8.5”
Courtesy of the artist



Mary Zompetti
Two Small Frozen Frogs Washed Ashore from Lake Champlain; 
December 15, 2019 – January 26, 2020, Grand Isle, VT, 2020
Silver gelatin print from a cameraless negative, 14 x 11”
Courtesy of the artist

Mary Zompetti
Cardinal in the First Snow; November 1-9, 2019, Grand Isle, VT, 2019

Silver gelatin print from a cameraless negative, 14 x 11”
Courtesy of the artist



Emily Margarit Mason
cloud break, 2017
Archival pigment print, 30 x 20”
Courtesy of the artist

Emily Margarit Mason
dryground, 2016

Archival pigment print, 16 x 12”
Courtesy of the artist



Emily Sheffer
Common Chickweed, 2019
Cyanotype, 12 x 9”
Courtesy of the artist

Emily Sheffer
A Short History of Cyanotype, 2019

Artist book, ed. of 10, 11 x 8.5”
Courtesy of the artist



Julia Wilson
The Birds, 2016

Archival inkjet print, 32 x 40”
Courtesy of the artist

Julia Wilson
I’m so sorry it’s not what you had in mind, 2015
Archival inkjet print, 32 x 40”
Courtesy of the artist



Nicki Klepper
The Last Formal Portrait, 2021
Unfixed lumen print, 10 x 8”
Courtesy of the artist

Nicki Klepper
Recognize/Unrecognizable, 2021

Archival c-print from lumen print scan, 8 x 10”
Courtesy of the artist



Em White
Pony Pasture, 2021

Archival pigment print from collodion glass negative, 32 x 40”
Courtesy of the artist

Em White
Glittering Plane, 2021
Tintypes, 21.5 x 30.5”
Courtesy of the artist



Meghann Riepenhoff
Chronograph #1 (San Francisco Camerawork, San Francisco, CA. 12.10.15-
02.06.16, Thirty-Two Pages for Thirty-Two Days), 2015 - 2016
Thirty-two page hand-bound cyanotype accordion book, 19 x 384” fully open
Courtesy of Yossi Milo Gallery, New York

Meghann Riepenhoff
Chronograph #1 (San Francisco Camerawork, San Francisco, CA. 12.10.15-

02.06.16, Thirty-Two Pages for Thirty-Two Days), 2015 - 2016
Thirty-two page hand-bound cyanotype accordion book, 19 x 384” fully open

Courtesy of Yossi Milo Gallery, New York



Klea McKenna
Anonymous (2), 2018

Gelatin silver print; unique, embossed photogram. Impression of a hand 
embroidered cutwork sampler. United States, 1910s. 14 x 11”

© Klea McKenna, courtesy Gitterman Gallery and Euqinom Gallery

Klea McKenna
Imperfect Offering (2), 2018
Gelatin silver print; unique, embossed photogram. Impression of a fragment of 
silk tapestry embroidered with gold-wrapped thread. China, 1890s. 71 x 40”
© Klea McKenna, courtesy Gitterman Gallery and Euqinom Gallery



Sama Alshaibi
Sheesha, from the project Carry Over, 2018
Gumoil on cotton rag, 20.5 x 13.75”
Courtesy of the artist

Sama Alshaibi
Eternal Love Song, 2019

Photogravure blind embossing with transparent ink 
relief rolled on Stonehenge White Rag, 25 x 20”

Courtesy of the artist



Exhibition Checklist

All works courtesy of their respective artists 
unless otherwise noted.

Sama Alshaibi
Justice, 2019. Photogravure blind 
embossing with transparent ink relief 
rolled on Stonehenge White Rag, 25 x 
20”
Eternal Love Song, 2019. Photogravure 
blind embossing with transparent ink 
relief rolled on Stonehenge White Rag,
25 x 20”
Crown, from the project Carry Over, 
2018. Gumoil on cotton rag, unique 
print,
20.5 x 13.75”
Sheesha, from the project Carry Over, 
2018. Gumoil on cotton rag, unique 
print, 20.5 x 13.75”

Carry Over was supported in part by the Arab 
Fund for Arts and Culture (Beirut), Arizona 
Commission of the Arts (Phoenix), the Project 
Development 1st Prize Award from The Center 
(Santa Fe), and Artpace International Artist 
Residency (San Antonio).

Emily Sheffer
Eclipse of the Sun, 2017. Artist book, 
edition of 100, 5 x 7”
Winter Solstice, 2018. Artist book, 
edition of 30, 4 x 6”
Spring Equinox, 2018. Artist book, 
edition of 30, 4 x 6”

A Short History of Cyanotype, 2019. 
Artist book, edition of 10, 11 x 8.5”
Lady Fern, 2019. Cyanotype, 12 x 9”
Common Chickweed, 2019. Cyanotype,
12 x 9”

Em White
Glittering Plane, 2021. Tintypes, 21.5 x 
30.5”
Pony Pasture, 2021. Archival pigment 
print from collodion glass negative, 32 x 
40”
Wayside (Chesapeake), 2021. 
Ambrotype, 8 x 10”

Amy Elkins
Anxious Pleasures, 2020. Cyanotypes 
on cotton, 11 x 8.5” each

Nicki Klepper
A small world after all (Eleanor’s song), 
2021. Lumen print, 10 x 8”
The Last Formal Portrait, 2021. Unfixed 
lumen print, 10 x 8”
Recognize/Unrecognizable, 2021. 
Archival c-print from lumen print scan,
8 x 10”

Emily Margarit Mason
cloud break, 2017. Archival pigment 
print, 30 x 20”
set sun, 2016. Archival pigment print,
30 x 20”

Meghann Riepenhoff
Chronograph #1 (San Francisco 
Camerawork, San Francisco, CA. 
12.10.15-02.06.16, Thirty-Two Pages 
for Thirty-Two Days), 2015 - 2016. 
Thirty-two page hand-bound cyanotype 
accordion book, 19 x 384” fully opened. 
Courtesy of Yossi Milo Gallery, New York.

Klea McKenna
Anonymous (2), 2018. Gelatin silver 
print; unique, embossed photogram, 
14 x 11”. Impression of a hand 
embroidered cutwork sampler. United 
States, 1910s.
Imperfect Offering (2), 2018. Gelatin 
silver print; unique, embossed 
photogram, 71 x 40”. Impression of a 
fragment of silk tapestry embroidered 
with gold-wrapped thread. China, 
1890s. © Klea McKenna, courtesy 
Gitterman Gallery and Euqinom Gallery.

Julia Wilson
I’m so sorry it’s not what you had in 
mind, 2015. Archival inkjet print 1/4, 32 
x 40”
The Birds, 2016. Archival inkjet print 
1/4, 32 x 40”

Mary Zompetti
Cardinal in the First Snow; November 
1-9, 2019, Grand Isle, VT
Two Small Frozen Frogs Washed Ashore 

from Lake Champlain; December 15, 
2019 – January 26, 2020, Grand Isle, 
VT
Rose of Sharon, Heatwave and No Rain;
July 16, 2021 – August 11, 2021, 
Roanoke, VA
Large Mushroom, Pressing into the Soil 
of the Apartment Garden; August 15, 
2020 – September 18, 2021, Roanoke, 
VA
Sparrow, with Garden Flowers Gone By;
November 1, 2019 – November 24, 
2019, Grand Isle, VT
Large Frozen Frog Washed Ashore from 
Lake Champlain; December 15, 2019 – 
January 26, 2020, Grand Isle, VT,
2019-2020. Silver gelatin prints from 
cameraless negatives, 14 x 11”



“the aesthetic object does not represent something… 
it is something, an object with an indwelling spirit, a 
trace in matter of the activity of the immaterial.”

W.T.J. Mitchell
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