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Interview with Gina Osterloh
June 15, 2018

What follows is an interview conducted by
email between experimental writer Janis Butler
Holm and multimedia artist Gina Osterloh. The
occasion is Osterloh's show ZONES, currently
on display at Silverlens Galleries in Manila.

HOLM

Much of your past work has subverted the conventions of
portraiture--with masked or otherwise hidden faces, figures
that seem to blend into their backgrounds, flat cardboard cut-
outs without distinguishing features, etc. What has motivated
you to reject historical traditions of identity and subject as
found in mainstream representations of personhood? I'm
thinking here of facial focus, centered and foregrounded
bodies, directed lighting, and so forth.

OSTERLOH

Your question brings me back to the racialization, othering,
and alienation | experienced growing up mixed-race in Ohio.
From grade school through high school, | had no idea what
was going on--as a youngster, you simply register experiences.
There was always the question “What are you?" or "Where
are you from?” | would respond with “My mother is from

the Philippines, and my father is fifth-generation German-
American.” As the identity questions persisted even after
| moved to California, | found | wanted to respond with a
“blank”--sometimes in the form of an awkward pause.

| became conscious that the person asking the question felt
the need to situate me in terms of race, ethnicity, gender,
sexuality--all of these categories--in order to feel “fixed”
or stable in her/his own identity by establishing our relative
positions in a social hierarchy.

Though | picked up a 35mm film camera when | was an
undergrad at DePaul University, it really wasn’t until grad school
at UC Irvine that | realized photography is the perfect medium
for addressing what social theorists call “interpellation”--
this call-and-response relationship between larger social
constructs and my body, my identity.

Traditional portraiture sets up a similar relationship between
viewers and the subject in a photograph. When viewers look
at a portrait, they expect to see a face--a socially learned
primary marker of identity--that can in turn “locate” their
own positions in the world. The masked or hidden faces in my
earlier work--and the flat cardboard cut-outs without facial
features--were an attempt to interrupt this viewing dynamic. |
wanted to present bodies that refuse to be named.
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edition of 3
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Follicle Folly 2

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm)
edition of 3

Follicle Folly 1

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm)
edition of 3
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Leg Hair Road

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3

Porous

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3
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HOLM

Though you have worked in a variety of media (video,
photography, drawing, performance), it is possible to trace a
movement from figure to abstraction, such that viewers
have fewer and fewer overt clues as to how to interpret your
work. This new show, for example, is a series of photographs
of drawings in which dots, dashes, circles, lines, and comma
shapes appear inside and outside delineated frameworks.
How is this work continuous with your previous work? How
is it different?

OSTERLOH

Concisely put, the drawings are visual digests of symbols that
have appeared in my work over the past decade: the room,
the void, the body, the skin, the orifice. They are abstractions
in the sense of having been abstracted from more pictorial
versions of these things.

But those who are familiar with my earlier pieces might also
choose to see these drawings as conceptual abstractions, as
abstract images that both embody and trigger the processes
involved in identity formation or--as is more likely in my
work--in the cancellation of signifiers that inform notions of
identity. These new pieces evoke some of my earlier strategies
for thwarting identification: camouflage, pattern repetition,
the absence of identity markers that tell the viewer how to
read the work. For those who have the larger context, it will
be clear that questions of perception, particularly of self and
other, continue to drive my projects.

Yet these new pieces offer the viewer an even greater
interpretive freedom than I've offered before--perhaps to an
uncomfortable degree.



HOLM

Some of the drawings suggest room-Llike structures very similar
to those in your earlier photographs. How did you develop the
frames and patterns in this new work? Why did you choose

to show photographs of the drawings instead of the drawings
themselves?

OSTERLOH

From my large-scale photo tableau work to my photographs
with walls and floors to the images included in ZONES,
everything has begun with drawing in sketchbooks. For ZONES
| transferred selections from my sketches to larger drawings
on photo backdrop paper, which | then photographed
with large-format film. Why did | make photographs of the
drawings? In my work, photography has always been a stand-
in, a reminder, of the formative constructs we are born
into--language, gesture, posture, identity--the visible and
invisible frameworks that continually shape us.

For the project that yielded pieces for this show, | chose to
compress many of the visual metaphors crucial to my work
(especially hair, rooms, orifices) into schemata of uniform
dimensions, such that | could imply conceptual movement,
symbols in flux, from piece to piece. For me, each image is
a portal, a passageway to the next--suggesting, | hope, the
fluidity of our perceptive processes and associations.

There’s a purposeful order to the sequence of photographs I'm
sharing in the Silverlens Galleries. For this show, I’'m particularly
interested in the spaces women occupy, socially and privately.

My hope is that visitors to the gallery will take the time to
sit with each image and to examine it closely. The patterns in
some of the photographs involve hundreds of tiny dots. These
can’t be seen from afar and won’t manifest in a tiny cell-phone
image. For all the ZONES pieces, scale matters.
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Hair Hallway Boogie, blue

2017

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3

Hair Hallway Boogie, gray

2017

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3
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Analog

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3

Dot Hallway

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm)
edition of 3
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Dot Frame

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3

Orifice, blue (Holding space)

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3
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HOLM

How did you decide on the colors of the background paper--
blue, ocher, gray?

OSTERLOH

My relationship to color choices has always been intuitive.
(I see intuition as a form of knowledge that we hold in our
bodies, often without its surfacing in verbal language.) At the
beginning of my project, | simply loved how the black lines
interact with backdrop blue and gray. The third color was a
tougher decision. | wanted something that would contrast
with the blue, so | chose a warm color, a yellow/ocher.

\




HOLM

Which artists have influenced this most recent work? What
features do these photos share with other contemporary art?
In what ways do they differ?

OSTERLOH

Of all my work, ZONES is the most "graphic." All the black lines
have been drawn with the same mass-produced black marker.
Two colleagues, Suzanne Silver and Todd Slaughter (who teach
with me at Ohio State University), were quick to mention
similarities to the work of Jim Nutt, who founded the Chicago
Imagists art movement. I'm excited by this comparison—with
Nutt’s odd, surreal, beyond-funky ways of rendering figures

and space. Some folks have mentioned Pop artists such as
Keith Haring. (I've been a Keith Haring fan since | was in high
school.) But whereas Haring's kinetic marks and shapes seem
to jump off the wall, ZONES is more meditative and quiet.

| have also been inspired by painters such as Agnes Martin,
Mary Heilmann, and Rebecca Morse, and by other artists who
seek to disrupt binary notions of identity and false archetypes,
such as Suné Woods, Antonia Wright, and Nao Bustamante.
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HOLM

On a more personal note, do you have a definable work
pattern? That is, are there specific steps to your creative
process? For example, do you have pre-work “rituals,” things
you do to put yourself in working mode?

OSTERLOH

Typically, | need quiet--I can’t listen to music when I'm
working. But during my work on this project, | sometimes
listened to Buddhist talks on Dharma Seed, an online teaching
site. I'm not a Buddhist, but talks by Jack Kornfield that
address connections between psychology, being, personhood,
and sense of self kept me very present for each mark | made.
Before and during my drawing on the photo backdrop paper,
| sat still. When | created the line work, | felt a very crisp and
clear connection between my hand and my breath. After
completing a few drawings, | rolled them up and took them
to a lighting studio, where | photographed them. | then waited
for the contact sheets to come back from the photo lab.
Only after a set of contact sheets was returned and carefully
inspected did | repeat the process.
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Orifice, gray (Holding space)

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3

Legs and ...

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm)
edition of 3
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Hair Part Wide

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm)
edition of 3
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Electro Hallway

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3



37

O
on



38

Electro Wall and Floor

2018

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3
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XY1

2018

glossy archival inkjet print
34h x 35.50w in

(86.36h x 90.177w cm)
edition of 3



Hair Part Curtain

201

archival pigment print
34h x 35.50w in
(86.36h x 90.17w cm
edition of 3




HOLM

If you were asked to describe your work
in just a few words, what would you say?

OSTERLOH

Pressing against.
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GINA OSTERLOH
Bio

Gina Osterloh’s photography, film, and performance based art
work depicts mark-making and her own body traversing, tracing,
and puncturing photographic space in a quest to interrogate

the boundaries of abody and expand notions of identity.
Osterloh’s printed photographs depict large scale photo tableaux

envir aswellasc ing on photo backdrop paper, that

expand our g of portrai and what photography

canbe. Symbolic t] and formal such as the void,
orifice, and the grid, in addition to a heightened awareness of
color and repetitive pattern appear throughout Osterloh’s oeuvre.
Osterloh cites her experience of growing up mixed-race in Ohio
as a set of formative experiences that led her to photography and

larger questions of how a viewer perceives difference.
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Through its artist representation, institutional
collaborations, art consultancy, and exhibition
programming including art fairs and gallery
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artists within the broader framework of the
contemporary art dialogue. Its continuing efforts
to transcend borders across art communities in
Asia have earned it recognition from both artists
and collectors as one of the leading contemporary
art galleries in Southeast Asia. SILVERLENS was
founded by Isa Lorenzo and Rachel Rillo in 2004.



