Teaching Images to Speak

Some thoughts on Laura Padgett’s work 

Laura Padgett once said that upon arriving in a country foreign to her, she would use her camera as a means of defence. In the meantime, it has become much more of a body extension, which she implements to orient herself in the chaotic world of things and places.

This book documents work from the past several years. The principle of the diptych is a primary characteristic: some photographic pairs are seamlessly presented while others have a thin space separating the two images. (Written)language, placed in dialectical opposition to the photographic image, continues to be a significant element of Padgett’s work. She implements short statements as equivalents - in combination with her photography - that describe a condition. The size of the text, its character, style and placement on the wall are all relevant to the composition. The text does not serve as a caption, but evokes visual imagery in the mind’s eye, just as the photographs invoke literary ideas. The reader / viewer is meant to bring text and image together.  In contrast to artists of the older generation, for example Lawrence Wiener, who work with text as an independent form of art production, Laura Padgett links both levels and invites the viewer / reader to begin an investigation, to begin to fundamentally consider the meaning of image and text.
In her recent diptychs, Laura Padgett combines two images of different connotation. The viewer’s eye travels from one image to the next and tries to name what it sees. It is about processes of understanding in which identity and difference play a role. The image offers a story that the viewer must decode. I once spoke about this work in reference to the viewer taking on the role of a detective. In this process lies the “punctum” of the work, as Roland Barthes would have said. These “foreign” objects are probed for their names. The significance and sublimity of these images lies in the fact that they are hermetic and cannot be completely decoded, offering us a multiplicity of answers at one and the same time.

