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Farrah

Karapetian

Although Farrah Karapetian abandoned
her camera nearly two decades ago, her
intermedial work continues to be discussed
in terms of experimental photography

or photography’s “expanded field.” After
all, the artist uses light-sensitive paper
and creates three-dimensional work that
she refers to as “sculptural negatives,”

Born 1978
Lives and works
in California

employing both strategies to create large-scale installations: Prints migrate from the
wall to the floor or fold into a tent, and steel frames reorganize architectural space.
More meaning might be gleaned, however, from the unusual medium description
that has accompanied many of Karapetian's images since 2009: “photogram from
performance!

Performance is key to Karapetian's process-based work. The artist’s studio
is a rehearsal space for protesters, soldiers, a drummer. Scuffling and striking in the
dark, they are arrested by a bright light—their bodies absorb the glow, while the area
around them develops into deep jewel tones of blue, purple, yellow, and orange.

The ephemeral performance leaves behind an indexical image; but, like the ancient
citizens of Pompeii, their bodily traces remain only as negative voids.

Critics frequently cite Karapetian's “rejection” of documentary photogra-
phy—specifically, the genre’s claim to truthful representation. For photograms such
as Riot Police (2011), Karapetian employs performers to rework images drawn from
mass media, bringing actions from public space into more intimate surroundings.

Yet the artist remains committed to an element of authenticity, understood as the
memory of lived experience in the body of the performer. Frequently, the performanc-
es grow out of firsthand experiences by original actors: an Egyptian revolutionary
(Flyer Photograph, 2011), war veterans (Muscle Memory, 2013), her musician father
(Stagecraft, 2014-15), clubgoers (Collective Memory, 2019).

As these are not strictly reenactments, Karapetian prefers the term enact-
ment. The performers engage with “props” provided by the artist, such as cast resin
sculptures of weapons or a glass drum kit, the transparency of which renders them
skeletal in the final image; the objects are then exhibited alongside the photograms.
Some works are still more layered, such as the installation Collective Memory: Using
notes and floorplans drawn by friends and former patrons, Karapetian re-created the
weekly trans night that took place at a recently defunct lesbian bar—a total mise-en-
scéne including a pool table, stripper pole, and barstools—and invited participation
from gallery visitors; over the course of the exhibition, she created new photograms

of these interactions, which in turn became part of the show.

Not every passing can be transformed into a joyous resurrection. The body 81

of work that comprises The Photograph Is Always Now (2020), was completed

shortly after the death of Karapetian's father. It combines single portraits—of the

artist and her father—with photograms of groups—hospital employees, grieving family
members. The exhibition closed early as COVID-19 slammed the US in March 2020,
and its themes and iconography are weirdly prescient: the ultimately solitary nature

of death, even when visitors are allowed; the community of mourning that develops

around loss; the toing and froing of front-line workers such as nurses and cleaners.
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The last year has separated Karapetian from collaborators, necessarily
altering her practice. For her latest project, she looks to the past, investigating
historical relationships. Her focus is on the women who were central to the artis-
tic, literary, and political movements of the interwar period—Négritude, Surrealism,
pan-Africanism, anti-fascism: among them, Lola Alvarez Bravo, Claude Cahun,
Suzanne Césaire, Frida Kahlo, Ida Kar, Jacqueline Lamba, Dora Maar, Lee Miller, and
the Nardal sisters. Relying solely on primary sources for her research, Karapetian will
reimagine the women's voices in a script and reproduce their material attributes and
environments—a cane, early modern furniture—as sculpture and installation. Despite
their contributions, many of these artists and writers have long been overshadowed
by husbands and lovers. As she maps out this proto-feminist network, Karapetian
hopes to bring these women further into the light.
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The Photograph is Always Now, 2020.
Installation view, photographs from digital drawings
and performance, and details. Photo: Marten Elder.

Collective Memory, 2019.

Installation views of photograms from performance
and source material at Von Lintel Gallery,

Los Angeles, CA. Photo: Marten Elder.
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Accessory to Protest, 2018.

Installation view, photographs from constructed
negatives and performance, and source
material at Garage Museum of Contemporary
Art, Moscow, Russia.
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The Gesture of Safe and Sanitary: ICE
(pillow), 2019. Single channel video with
sound, using constructed negative.

1 minute 16 seconds.

Security Studies, 2018.

Installation view of performance and
development details at New Holland Island,
St. Petersburg, Russia. Photo: Vadim Frolov.

“When you're doing this kind of... it's not statutory
construction, but construction of the terms of a consent
decree, | think the first thing you do, your honor, is you turn
to just the plain meaning. Just what's the plain meaning?
And | think sanitary is an adjective. It generally means to be
free from dangers to one’s health.”

United States Circut Judge of the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit
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