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SIMPLE WONDERS

"7710 eye itse/f, pure vision, laecomes tired
o][ /ooLﬂing at solids. It needs to dream

of a]e][orming‘ ]f sr'g/ﬂ.‘ rca//y accepts the
][reec/om o/[ dreams, everyt/ﬂng melts in

a /iving intuition.”

—QGaston Bacllelarcl, Water and Dreams

Historica“y/ the camera has heen used
largely as an intercessionary device,

a disembodied “eye” that enables the
photog‘rapher to arrest a moment in
time. We assume the pl’l()tograpl'ler’s
view point; the tool itself, the camera,
falls away. To view the work of Debra
Sug‘erman, llowever, is to be acutely
aware of the tool. To view Sugerman’s
work closely is to recognize that the
character of the tool renders the artist’s

vision intelligible.

Sugerman has been using a Diana
camera almost exclusively in her personal
work since the early 1980’s. While she
was employe(l as an assistant to a fashion
pl’lotograpller, she piclee(l up the Diana
as an alternative to the lleavy and exact-
ing equipment she was requirecl to work
with every day. Origina“y introduced in
tlle 1950’s as an inexpensive toy, tlle
wlm“y plastic Diana is famous for the
vignetting, lig[nt leaks and lens deforma-
tions unique to each camera; results are
therefore never {‘ully predicta]ole. When
viewing a p11otograp11 taken with a
conventional camera, for example, we
tend to look first at what is most
sllarply defined. With the Diana, the
focal point varies as a function of the
uneven tautness of the film against the
pressure plate (wl1icl1 may shift every
time the film is a(lvancecl). T}xus, a
desired composition cannot always be
assured; often somet}ling else altoget}ler
assumes importance as the eye 1is drawn

toward the clearest imagery. As salience

“Dyer-Moor Plantation. ", 1998, letog‘mpll, 4 x4

oscillates between “focal point” and
“focused point", the intellect simultane-
ously strug‘g‘les for resolution, searching
for a place to land. Contraclictory inter-
pretations may arise, possi]oly sul)verting
the artist’s orig’inal intent but yielding’

a richer, if somewhat less fixed, reacling.
For the artist wi“ing to relinquisl'l full
control, em])racing and even manipulat-
ing the potential inherent in imprecision
and seren(lipity, the Diana can serve

as a lilverating device.

Sugerman’s choice of sul)ject matter, the
abstraction of form that results when
an ol)ject is relieved of its context, and
the absence of contemporary details all

contribute to a temporal muta})ility, a

certain timelessness to the images that
is underscored ])y the Diana’s inherent-
ly soft focus. With the lig‘}lt source
almost consistently at Sugerman'’s
back, the slay frequently becomes a
reflective plane muted ]')y the Diana’s
optics. This is old ligllt, dull with time,
evoleing‘ the atmospllere of images taken
during the gestational stages of pllotog—
raplly; it tempts us to situate
Sugerman’s work almost consistantly in
the past tense. (Interesting‘ly, Sug‘erman
has recently l)eg‘un to drop the year
from her titles insisting the date is, in
fact, irrelevant.) “Hannah iu the
Garden,” for example, cannot be dated

]oy any recogniza]ole feature. Indeed, it



seems to crystallize an arrested patri-
monic vision of childhood more appro-
priate to the mid- rather than the late-
20th century alttiougli it is one of her
more recent pieces. In her pl’lotograpli
of the ageless cl'iapel of “Christ, Dubina”
bands of liglit strike the crucified Jr.igure
within, illuminatingl it alone. This con-
junction of the metapliorical evidence
of God's presence (liglit) with the pl‘lysi~
cal embodiment (tlie Clirist) elegantly
conveys the essence of Gothic tl'iougl'it.
Here in this simple cliapel, heaven

and earth are joine(l ttiroug'll the

. 7 . .
artist's me(liation.

“1 cou/al not /ovc except IU/'IC'T(? Deat/7
Was ming/ing his with Bcauty's breath”

—Edgar Allen Poe

Tlie (lang'er ot l’)eing perceive(l as
simplistic exists in any presentation as
spare as Sugerman'’s. Her worle, liowever,
transcends a one dimensional reacling
to instead engage the poetic, the poetry
of what is evoked or remains as an
unspolzen query. We are compelle(l to
fill the narrative gaps, and in this way,
Sugerman's pllotograplis l)ecome specu-
lative, private clialogues between viewer,
pliotog'rapli and ptiotograplier that

are as plastic as the components of the
Diana itself. Almost an icon of small
town America with its white clapl)oar(l
taca(ie, “Cameron’s Sclioolllouse", for
example, suggests satety and continuity.
Yet two windows have been left open and
two remain closed. The interior l)eyon(l
the open sash is clarle, unknowable. It
emerges as an unliomely liouse, simul-
taneously inviting and menacing, more

=14

E(igar Allan Poe tl'ian Norman Roclewell.

This dark and liaunting amt)iguity
characterizes much of Sugerman'’s
most provocative work. “Noah Running
Around the Liglitliouse," an early

image (not in show), at first glance
appears to capture the joytul exuberance
of Cllil(ll’lOO(l, yet what lies behind the
lig‘litliouse, which is tenuously sited, is
croppe(i and unknown. The l)oy Is run-
ning toward this uncertainty. Likewise
the tig‘ure perclie(l on the roottop

in “Dyer-More Plantation” could be
celel)rating‘ the view or consi(iering a
suicidal leap: his face is upturne(i, his
expression is l’ii(l(len, and his posture
provi(les no clues. In “Boy”, perliaps
Sugerman’s most powertul image (it is
certainly her most (iisturl)ing), a child
stands with two cap pistols pointecl at
his head. Innocence and toret)ocling
again collide, here in a visually eloquent

commentary on American society that

recalls Diane Arbus” “Child with a Toy
Hand Grenade in Central Park, NYC.”
Even the seemingly positive image

of the millennial icon “Ang‘el" turns

his back on the viewer.

The ethereal l>eauty of Sugerman’s
1mages allude to a dream world that
often shares this unnerving simultaneity.
Her work renders this world impression-
istically legil)le, sul)jectively intelligil)le.
Exploring the walzing and (ireaming
worlds and 1'econcilir1g‘ the conscious
mind with its subconscious sil)ling' has
been a generative torce for Sugerman
just as it has for artists tlirougliout

the ages. Yet here it is a collal)oratively
creative relationsl'iip: Sugerman has
spoleen of the deliberate reconstruction
of singular visions that have appearecl
in her dreams. Similarly, repeate(lly
revisiting certain thematic motifs sug-
gests the subconscious’ desire to draw
the obscured arclietype into the ligtit.
Clearly, “Griffin,” with its mytl'lological
title, seeks an interpretation t)eyon(l the
arrested free fall of two jumpers, while

Jr‘allen leaves l)egin to trigger associations

and syml)olic connotations that again

transcend the pictorial.

Altliougti Sugerman would argue that
direct personal experience has not been
a motivating force in her worle, her
images LlO, nonetl'ieless, give it voice.
F‘ollowing the deaths of a number of
friends within the past few years, trees
have recently emerge(l as a sul)ject of
investigation in Sugerman’s pl’iotograpliy.
These are calm images, uiet, almost
meditative. Thoreau has clisplace(l Poe.
The juxtaposition of the tree (a life-
attirming‘ motit), branch, or a group
of trees, often with vast areas of sley

or water, ctlarg‘es these pl'iotograplls
with a dual message of liope and soli-
tucie, togetl'ier with an almost childlike
sense of reciiscovery underscored l)y the
show's title, “Simple Wonders.” It is a
reductive palette compose(l only of
primary elements: sley, water, flora. All

incidental matter has been eliminatecl.

This selective ecliting is, in fact, every-
where apparent in her porttolio. Despite
the unpre(lictal')ility of the Diana and
the often serenclipitous nature of
unstagecl ptiotog'rapl'iy, Sugerman’s
sut)ject matter is characterized t)y this
“distillation” clispiaying the artist’s
concern for clarity and an inherent
regar(i for a minimalist aesthetic.
Without visual competition, nottiing
else (leman(ls our attention; personal
speculation enters, tilling the residual
space. Ttirougll these images we are
urg’e(l to look tl'irougli the mind’s

eye of the artist; tlirougtl liers, we are

compelle(l to lOOl2 into our own.

Ju(iitli Bir(lsong
Nl.Arcli—Austin, Texas
August, 1999
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EDUCATION

The University of Texas at Austin, B.A.
in lelograpl)y.

New York University, International Center
for l’lmtograplw, New Ym'le, NY.

One semester cm11plete<l towards M.A.
in pllotog‘rap 1y.

GRANTS AND AWARDS

1994

1991

1986

San Antonio Museum of Art, Permanent
Collection, San Antonio, TX.

[ lonorable Mention, The Photo Review.
Honorable Mention, "Beyoml
I)llotograplly", Laguna Gloria Art
Muscum, Austin, TX.

Honorable Mention, "East Texas
International Plu’)tograpllic C()mpelition",

| ]untsville, X,

SOLO EXIIBITIONS

1999

1998

1994

1990

Simplc \Von(lers, Women & Their \‘{/orlc,
Austin, TX.

Debra Sugerman, Wally Workman
lelery, Austin, TX,

Indicators, Brent Gallery, Houston, TX.
Stuff I've Seen, Women & Their Work
Qallery, Austin, TX.

Ethereal Images Projex Art Gallery.
Austin, TX.

SELECTED EXHIBITIONS

1998

1996

1995

1994

1993

1992

Juror's Choice: The 1998 Member
Slm\v, Women & Their \‘\'701'l2, Austin,
TX. Jumr: L_vnn Herl)ert, Curator,

Contcmporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX,

The Dream Auction, Women & Their
\\Vm'l:', Austin, TX.

Reductive Visions, Helm Fine Art
Center, Austin, TX.

New American Talent: The 11th
Exlliljitinn, Austin Museum of Art,
Laguna Gloria, Austin, TX. (touring)
Juror: Chris Bruce, Senior Curator,
llem'y Arl Gallery, University of
\\%slﬂngton, Seattle, Wasllington.
American Photo 'raplly History in
Pictures, curated v Don Bacig‘alupi,
Director, San Antonio Museum of Art,
San Anlonio, TX.

Loop to Loop, Foster Freeman Gallery,
San Antonio, TX.

Texas Biennial Exhibition, Dallas, TX.
Jul‘iC(l Members Sl)ow, Houslon Center
for letograplly, Houston, TX.

The 20th Anniversary Invitational,
Texas Monlkl]ly Magazine,

The Bal‘-l)-quc Show Devil Dog Gallcry,
Houston, TX.

"C/n'ist, Du[)i:m, " 11.(l. letograpll, 5'x3.

Distinctive Dreams/Street Seen, Acnie
Art Gnllcry, Austin, TX,

Texas Rouncl-Up, Brent Gallcry,
Houston, TX.

African American Portfolio, Projex Art
Gallery, Austin, TX.

Beyon(l Pllologfrapll_v, Laguna Gloria
Museum, Austin, TX.

1991
1989  Dianas, Brownics and Pinlwoles, Sarrat
Gallery, Vanderbilt Universily,

Naslwille, Tennessee.

Summer Group Show, Wilkov-
Goldfedder Gallery, New York, N.Y.
Tlu'oug’ll a Plastic Lens, Nortlxliglll
Gallery, Arizona Stale l/rni\v'crsity,

Tempe, Arizona.

Collcg’iatc Show '87, Mllen Strect
Gallery, Dallas, TX.

Fast Texas International I)l'lol()g’mpllic

fps " a . .
Competition, Easl Texas State University

Gallcr_v. lluntsville, TX.
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Bohemia Beat Records, CD cover & insi(lc_
imagery, Michacl Fracasso, World in a Drop of
Water. 1998, Austin, TX

Mercury Records, CD cover &€ inside

imagery, Wammo, Fat Headed SLrangm‘, 1998,

Auslin, TX.

Scarobin Records, CD cover & inside Imagery,

Kim L\/lillt‘l', Child of the Big Slcy, 1996

Conde Nast TRAVELER, plmt()s pul’)lislw(l.
Ray Gun Magazine, Jon Spencer, Blues
Explosion, {eature slory, plml()s pul)lislle(l.
Turmoil to Turning‘point, Cover Pll()t(), 1996,
WYW Norton l)ul)lislling, New Yorla, N.Y.

This Old House Magazine, Fences, pllotos,
1996, New York, N.Y.

Wild Rides by Bia Lowe, Cover lel(), Harper
Collins Pulvlisl

American Statesman, 1994, review l»y Saundra
Goldman. Photo pul)lislle(l,

1ers.

Introduction to Government, Harper &€ Row,
1990-1991, AIDS photograph published.
Austin Cllroniclc, Fel).l()()?‘, pllolograpll
pul)lislle(l, Austin, TX.

American Statesman, l:elw.lg()o, pll()tograpll
pul)lislw(l, Austin, TX.

Sllots l\’[ag'azinc, l)an\r'ille, KY, lssue 19,
Jan./Feb. 1990, photographs published.

Art Papers, Volume 13, Number 6, Nov./Dec.
1989, Susan W. Knowles, review.

Nashville Business Journal, June 12-16,1989,
Ang‘ela \\'7il'>lcix1g, review.

COLLECTIONS=
1994 San Antouio Museum of Arl, Permanent
Colleclion, San Antonio, TX.
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Cover Pancls “Fork Trees " 1999, P[wlograph, 8" w3
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Now celebrating ils 2 1sL anniversary.
Women & Their Work presents over 50
events a year in visual arl, dance, thealer.
music. literature, and film. The gallery
[ealures on-going exhibitions of Texas
women arlists and brings artists of national
stature Lo Texas audiences. Since its found-
ing, Women & Their Work has presented
1586 arlists in 189 visual arl exhibilions,
94 music. dance, and theater events, 19
literary readings. 12 lilm feslivals, and 139
workshops, in programming that reflects
Lthe ethnic and cultural diversity of this
region. Nationally recognized, Women &
Their Work has been featured in Arl in
America. ArtForum and National Public
Radio and was the [irst organization in

Texas Lo receive a grant in visual arl [rom
the National Endowment for the Arts. Women
& Their Work reaches over 5,000 school
children and teachers cach year through
gallery Lours. gallery talks with exhibiting
artists, participatory workshops. in-school
performances. dance masler classes, and
teacher workshops.

Wouey & THetr Work
1710 LAVACSA ST.

AUSTIN. TEXAS 78701
[a12) 477-1064
Wiw@eden.com

WWw. al

stind6d. comfcommunity



