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Gothic: Specifically the grotesque
In general people use the word grotesque as an adjective or noun to describe
something disgusting, twisted and warped in appearance or perspective. All of these
definitions are correct, but stop short of the full meaning of the word. "The grotesque is
... something playfully gay and carelessly fantastic, but also something ominous and
sinister in the face of a world totally different from the familiar one - a world in which the
realm of inanimate things is no longer separated from those of plants, animals and human
beings, and where the laws of statistics, symmetry and proportion are no longer valid. " 1
It covers all realms of dream worlds, daydreams, fantasies and nightmares. I am trying to
convey the grotesque in my own way through photography. I hope to have a range of
images that encompass the whole realm of the grotesque.
Personal Statement:
I have always had a love of the darkroom process. The hands-on aspect of
working with the film, paper and chemicals is fascinating to me. Part of me will always
feel there is magic involved in the creation of an image from light. Watching a print
appear under the safelights is immensely satisfying. The time, effort and personal skill
involved in creating a traditional silver gelatin print adds to the beauty and artistry of a
work for me. My current body of work has all been created in the darkroom. I feel that
traditional wet darkroom work is important to my creative process. I love the look of a
silver print on fiber-based paper, which is one of the reasons I choose to use it for my
work. I double expose the paper to manipulate my images, thus creating an end result
with which I can be happy.
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I use the traditional idea of Grotesque, a combination of human with non-human
elements, for my inspiration. I have been drawn to grotesques in other artists' work for
years and wanted to find a way to make them my own. The images are printed larger
than life and layers of texture are laid on top of them to distort the face. I believe that
printing the faces at a larger scale will add an intimacy for the viewer. Normally you do
not have a chance to look so closely at a person's face. Personal space is usually an issue
in real life, but with my work the viewer is brought into close proximity with another
person's image.
Maintaining the classic idea of the Grotesque, I want my images to convey a
range of feelings. Each image is different and has a personality all its own. I try to have
a mix of: light, funny, disturbing, twisted, gruesome, dreamy, mystical, or even confusing
images. At times I have printed the same face with different textures overlaid to see how
much an image can be distorted simply by adding a second layer. In Still Not Broken
(figure 1) the effect results in a gruesome slash across the figure's face, while in Orbs
(figure 2) the same face has a comic appearance due to the different textural overlay. The
comparison of these two works shows the range of emotion that can be conveyed simply
by choice of texture.
I consider a piece to be successful if it evokes a reaction from the viewer. It is
important that a connection exists between the viewer and my work. I find grotesques
very unique because of the range of reactions they seem to evoke. I create these images
to encourage people to think, to wonder and maybe even to dream, but mostly I create
them for myself.
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Influences:
Southern Literature: Southern Gothic
Southern Literature has influenced my current photography work. Years of
reading about "freaks" or grotesques has prompted me to express these types of images
visually. One of the main components of grotesque work is the reaction from the
audience. Grotesques were created, in part, specifically to invoke a reaction.
Misfits/freaks/monsters are not the dominant characters in Southern Literature, but they
are key to every Southern novel. They reveal the deepest human characteristics
(characteristics we all share) in the pure form. Southern writers use these weird
messengers to draw our attention to something otherwise overlooked. These sorts of
characters are scattered throughout most cultures, but since I was born in Alabama,
Southern Literature is one of my main influences. The basic reoccurring themes in
Southern Literature are mystery, manners and the grotesque. I am interested in depicting
the grotesque in visual art with my own southern twist or feeling. Flannery 0' Connor is a
typical Southern writer. Her work is used as a standard for comparison to any new
writer's work. This is why I have chosen her for my standard example of Southern
Literature. Religion plays a large part in many of her writings and has a significant link to
religious grotesques in artwork created during the 14th-16th Centuries. I will not be
focusing on any religious content because that is a separate issue in itself. I feel the
comparisons to the 0riginal grotesques are sound without needing any further proof.
The basic reoccurring themes in O'Connor's writings are mystery, manners and
the grotesque. I feel these are wholly embodied in the grotesque or freak characters,
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which is why I have chosen to look only at the "freaks". Flannery O'Connor, when

discussing her work, commonly uses the term freak. It is merely a slang word to describe
the grotesque characters in her writing. I chose O'Connor because her characters seem to
offer the strongest relationship to visual art. The world of O'Connor's writing can be
summed up by Baumgaertner's statement " ... all the madness and perversity not only of
the world we inhabit but of the worlds we carry around in our skins, that inhabit us, that
is the territory that Flannery O'Connor works."2 Most of the dialogue has been done
from the literary point of view connecting it to visual art. The terminology used when
discussing O'Connor's characters is the same that might be used for a painting or
sculpture. Speaking of the experience of reading O'Connor's stories "we feel that we
have never known so well in our own lives that which the author has had us experience
. so vicariously and yet so completely in a literary text ... The more I read these stories, the
more I find to read and the more I feel I am read by them. " 3 This statement helps to
illustrate the physical experience generated by a literary work. This experience is very
much like one that would have been gained from a visual work of art. The longer one
looks at a work of art the more insight can be gained by the viewer.

Why abnormal characters are such an integral part of Southern culture?
It seems to me that typically Southern culture has hung onto parts of historically

influential times in an attempt to ally itself to past great societies. The use of Greek
columns in architecture, the creation of social hierarchy, southern belles, etc .. Gothic
ideas were also integrated into southern culture and adapted to become Southern gothic.
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We all have secrets or sides we keep hidden and they change and shape us. These
"freaks" are the actual physical embodiment of specific human emotions. These are the
sides of ourselves we wish to remain hidden. Not all of these characters are negative as
the term "freak" or grotesque may seem to imply. They just differ so vastly from regular
society they have become set apart. Many seem to lead an almost monastic or hermit-like
lifestyle. In the South these people are your neighbors, they are the cousins you only
whisper about, they are the 'talked about' more than 'talked to' people. They are
anywhere and everywhere like ghost stories come to life. They are living examples of
what happens when you live in a particular manner. The "freaks" are real life fables.
Many of the visual artists who have influenced me are from the South and create work
which, I feel, has a definite grotesque touch and a distinctive southern flare.
The grotesque character can be described best by the words of Gilbert H. Muller
from his book Nightmares and Visions: Flannery 0 'Connor. He stated "This character
frequently assumes recognizable postures: guilt, obsession, and madness are among his
peculiarities, and at his best he is simultaneously a rebel, rogue, and victim. He can also
be prankster, saint, demonist, fanatic, clown, moron, or any combination ofthese."4
Literary grotesques can be found in other types of texts besides work from the South.
The works of Edgar Allen Poe or Dante's "Divine Comedy" provide examples of other
literary grotesques. After the appearance of Grotesques in the visual arts there was a shift
to the literary world. This is extremely important to understand because the origin of
these images came from the visual arts and then influenced writers, who later had an
impact on visual artists again .• In this way the Grotesque character has come full circle.
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Gilbert H. Muller, Nightmares and Visions: Flannery 0 'Connor and the Catholic Grotesque (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1972), 6.

General Cultural Influences:
I believe I was drawn toward creating my own Grotesques partly because of the
culture in which I grew up. Southern literature was a standard requirement for all the
students in our high school. Looking back on the local artwork I see it now with new
eyes. What I took then for normal I now realize was connected to grotesques. One of my
favorite artists growing up was Frank Fleming. He had multiple pieces at the high school
I attended, the college I later attended, and a huge fountain commissioned by the city that
I viewed on a regular basis. Even if it was not conscious on my part, I was surrounded by
the grotesque everyday.
These grotesques live in their own world. As Wolfgang Kayser put it "The
Estranged World ... It is our world which has been transformed ... the fusion of realms
which we know to be separated, the abolition of the law of statistics, the loss of identity,
the distortion of"natural" size and shape, the suspension of the category of objects, the
destruction of the personality, and the fragmentation of the historical order ... The
grotesque is a play with the absurd ... an attempt to invoke and subdue the demonic
aspects of the world. " 5 This fantasy world is so intriguing because of the horror that
almost exists. As viewers we are outside and able to distance ourselves so that we can
experience the grotesque as almost pure horror, yet remain separate enough to see the
absurd comic value that also exists on the same plane with the monstrosity.
When discussing the history of the grotesque in modern terms, one must take pop
culture into account. My father loved horror movies and, since my mother hated them and
my brother couldn't watch them without having nightmares, my dad shared this love of
5
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scary movies with me. Horror movies revere some of the grotesque ideals, but are
somewhat limited to purely nightmarish imagery and killers. Pop bands, such as The
Cure, Nine Inch Nails and Marilyn Manson have been known to use the grotesque for
shock value in music videos, cover art and live performances. These modem examples of
the grotesque permeate society. They influence our culture on a daily basis.

Visual influences:
A lot of the visual artists I've been looking at for inspiration do not always
initially appear to have any connection to my own work. I believe inspiration can come
from a wide range of sources. While I recognized the connection between my own work
and that of Southern authors, I was not sure initially if this connection existed for other
visual artists working in the same cultural environment. I have since decided that even if
the artist was unaware of the connection to the grotesque in their work, many southern
artists are working in a grotesque style.
"The subject matter of the grotesque - the raw material which creates the vision is always potentially horrible, but the treatment of this material is comic: this explains the
peculiar complexity of tone, combining both horror and the ludicrous, which
characterizes the grotesque as an art form.'.6 I am not alone in creating grotesques. If
one looks at other visual artists working in the same area that I come from, the foundation
in the grotesque, the creation of"freaks", is obvious.
My undergraduate painting instructor Gary Chapman has a very distinct grotesque
style to his work. Of course he influenced me since he was my teacher. Gary has a series
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of paintings where body parts are distorted and replaced by parts that don't fit. It
becomes difficult to determine whether the people in the paintings are wearing
6
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prosthetics or if they are just horribly disfigured. After reviewing his painting Man with
New Voice (figure 3), I noticed a similarity to my own piece, Ira. Not only had we used

the same person as a model but we also both distorted his face. Gary added a jaw line
reminiscent of a partial flesh mask, while in my image the distortion extended beyond the
jaw to other areas of his face.
Frank Fleming, whom I mentioned earlier, is a locally famous sculptor in
Birmingham. I grew up seeing his work in prominent places all over town. In the 70's he
was commissioned to create a fountain, The Storyteller (figure 4), for the center of
Southside Birmingham. Fleming creates a more comic type of grotesque. He uses very
realistic combinations of human and animal parts to create his clay and bronze sculptures.
I was always fascinated with these mythical seeming creatures that looked so real they
could almost speak. They remind me of characters one might find in a children's
fairytale book. The cross between animal and human clearly puts Fleming' s work in the
category of the grotesque. The Walking Catfish (figure 5), Pig on Chaise or The
Storyteller are all excellent examples of the whimsical mix ofhuman and animal

characteristics, actions and personality.
A series by Melanie Parker titled Metamorphoses, was my inspiration for adding
physical elements to my images. For her series Parker placed thinly sliced fruit, feathers,
vegetables and other transparent objects in a negative carrier and exposed them as if they
were negatives. The results were beautiful black and white silhouettes: shapes that
reminded one of a painter's brushstrokes. While I attempted a similar method for my
own work and was unsuccessful, tHe results I received pushed me to continue trying to
distort images.

Danny Lyon, Diane Arbus and Ralph Eugene Meatyard all have created work that
I find inspirational. To me they all share certain stylistic qualities that I can appreciate
and relate to. Diane Arbus once said, "Freaks was a thing I photographed a lot ... There's
a quality of legend about freaks. " 7 Her odd photographs or photographs of odd people are
hard to describe. A good example of an Arbus image would be Puerto Rican Woman
(figure 6). She and Ralph Eugene Meatyard both were inspired by literature and visual
art other than photography. Arbus and Danny Lyon share a documentary style, which
varies so completely between them, it is hard to think of them in the same way. I have
been especially influenced by Lyon's series The Bikeriders. His image, Memorial day
run, Milwaukee (figure 7), is timeless. I manipulate my images in the darkroom, but each

of the above artists captured living grotesque characters in film.
Clarence John Laughlin was a New Orleans photographer greatly interested in
expressing Southern Gothic through photography. He seemed to focus specifically on
southern women and the masks they wear. Frequently his subjects veiled their faces or
wore actual masks. He supported the idea that as we wear social masks. They displace
our original characteristics and eventually grow together, becoming one face. This is
very much an idea I have tried to incorporate into my own work.
Technical Process and Inspiration Information:
I did not start out manipulating portraits. Some of my earliest work was fairly

straightforward portraiture. I was working with the large scale, intimate close ups that I
still maintain in my recent work, but I was not manipulating the images at all. I liked the
scale and the intimacy of the subjects, but not the final results. I felt there was something
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lacking. Not that the images were boring, just unfmished. There was a lack of interest or
a unique quality. I felt these straight images revealed nothing and lacked a purpose.
They lacked the ability to interest the viewer. This was when I started looking for
something to add to the image. I remembered Melanie Parker's show, mentioned earlier,
and decided to try adding physical elements to my own negatives to distort the final print.
So many people look at my work and wonder why I continue to use film and
traditional darkroom methods to manipulate my images instead of Adobe Photoshop. I
have to admit I did try working digitally, but was disappointed in the results. I ran
through multiple trials in color as well as black and white on the computer, but was not
able to achieve the same melding of images that I got from the darkroom. In addition to
inferior visual results, I had difficulty becoming excited about my images and suffered a
loss of creativity. I believe there are certain aspects of darkroom work that are lost on a
digital level.
I have gone through many process possibilities to achieve my final results. When
I first decided to distort portraits I was not sure about the best way to do it. I tried
layering or sandwiching two negatives together during the exposure process (example:

Can Be, figure 8), placing objects on top of the paper, placing objects on the negative,
placing objects in a separate negative carrier and exposing the paper twice (example:
Moment, figure 9), projecting textures onto the subject while I was shooting, and placing

two separate negatives in different enlargers and exposing the paper twice. The final
solution was to use two separate negatives in two separate enlargers and expose the same
paper twice (example: Sun Spots, figure 10).

•

Once I decided on the printing method, I had to perfect it to get the correct
exposure. When you double expose paper you run the risk of losing contrast, detail and
having an overall foggy gray look. This can be effective for certain images, but not for
all. To compensate for the exposure, I use contrast filters. The filters used vary for each
image so I have a rough idea of what I need, but I need to rely on test strips before
making the final prints. I feel this adds to the unknown darkroom variable, which allows
for happy accidents and printing differences that add to the creative process. The final
product is printed on llx14 or 16x20 warm toned fiber-based paper.
Conclusion:
I am satisfied with my current body of work, but, like all artists, I feel it is not
finished and will continue to grow and mature. Usually I like a print for a few weeks
following its creation, until the next set of favorites are created. It has taken three years
for my work to reach its current stage of development. I believe this is only a scratch on
the surface of what is to come. I do not see myself discarding the grotesque in the near
future. I hope to continue honing my ideas and techniques for better results. I am very
interested in continuing to pursue the idea of masks and other distortions of the face. It is
important to me that the separate layers blend together to form one whole piece. The face
should look as though the overlaying texture could be part of the skin and bone structure.
I believe I have been successful thus far in that endeavor. For the future, I want to create
striking images that are not easily forgotten or overlooked.
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Figure 1: Jennifer Spears Still Not Broken,
Fall2006, Silver Gelatin Print, 16x20.

Figure 2: Jennifer Spears Orbs
Fall 2006, Silver Gelatin Print, 16x20.

Figure 3: Gary Chapman Man with New Voice, 2002,
Oil and Gold Leaf on Canvas, 31.5x39.

•

Figure 4: Frank Fleming The Storyteller, Bronze Fountain.

Figure 5: Frank Fleming Walking Catfish, Bronze.

•
Figure 6: Diane Arbus Puerto Rican Woman, Silver Gelatin Print.

Figure 7: Danny Lyon Memorial day run, Milwaukee
1960's, Silver Gelatin Print.

•

•

•

Figure 8: Jennifer Spears Can Be,
Fall2005, Silver Gelatin Print, llxl4 .

Figure 9: Jennifer Spears Moment,
Fall2005, Silver Gelatin Print, llx14.

Figure 10: Jennifer Spears Sun Spots,
Spring 2006, Silver Gelatin Print, llx14 .
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