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Seeking Truth 

I seek to reveal truths with my art. Working with photographic portraits I try to show 

more than just a pretty face; I try to unveil the subjects both to themselves and to the viewer. I 

want to boil down their essences to the core and convey their true selves. I try to show the duality 

of the subjects' personalities. One side of that personality is what photographer Nelli Palomaki 

calls your "mirror face" 1
; this is the face you choose to put out into the world and illustrates the 

way in which you would like to be perceived. I like to juxtapose this image, the "mirror face," 

with an image of the true self; the self you do not always like to show the world, the one that you 

only truly reveal when alone. 

I show this dichotomy by displaying the two portraits together. Shown side by side, the 

divide between actuality and the desired self can be better seen, by raising many questions for 

• the viewer and for me. For instance, if both images are of the same person, aren't they both then 

reality? What keeps the subject from becoming that desired version of self? Or is that just part of 

• 

who they already are? Or more importantly, is the "mirror face" a mask? My photographs give 

rise to these questions, but I choose to let the viewer draw his/her own conclusions. The viewer 

should decide from their own thoughts, feelings, and past experiences; he/she will bring their 

own baggage to an image and subsequently have a different relationship to the subject. 

I want my photographs to provide introspection. I want the viewer to be able to look at 

the subject and the juxtaposition of these two parts of a person that make a whole, and start to 

then reflect on themselves. When presented with an image of another human being, one cannot 

help but begin to make comparisons. So when this dichotomy of self is then presented, I want the 

viewer to reflect on their own division of self. What sort of hypocrisy lies under one's own skin? 
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Inspiration for my photographs comes from a variety of sources: the media, people in my 

life, television, women's psychology, and the stage. However there are a few photographers that 

I often look to for inspiration; each is different from the other and they seem to almost build on 

one another in my mind. 

Julia Margaret Cameron is someone that I discovered early on in my photographic 

exploration and her portraits and studio setups are always in the 

forefront of my mind when I work. Cameron had an ability to 

take a portrait of an ordinary individual and somehow allow the 

soul of the person to seep through to the viewer. Her soft focus 

from the movement of the model and the intentional out-of-

focus lens add to this effect by creating a halo-like glow around 

most of her subjects.2 A good example of this haloed 

appearance is in her photograph Beatrice (Fig. 1 ). Figure 1. Julia Margaret Cameron 
Beatrice 1864 

Cameron photographed most of her portraits in a converted glass chicken house where 

she was able to regulate the natural light flowing in. 3 This lighting technique is one of the things 

I like best about her work. The way she manipulates the light adds depth to her photos and shows 

the unique features of her models. Her lighting techniques are something that I always keep in 

mind when I am setting up my space and my subjects. 

It was Cameron who brought me around to the idea of doing portraiture. Cameron made 

me want to study people. I wanted to study their features, their mannerisms, and their essence. 

Her portraits made me wonder more about the people in the picture. From this, I became 

obsessed with collecting old photographic portraits. I would scour through giant stacks in the 
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• antique shops wondering who each person was and where they ended up in their lifetime (not to 

mention how these photos came to be in my possession instead of with their families). In the end, 

Cameron gave me wonder and I use that to my advantage in my photographs. 

Another inspiration of mine is the work of 

postmodern photographer Cindy Sherman. Her ability to 

turn herself into any character through makeup, costuming, 

sets, body language, and facial expressions is brilliant. She 

deals in a false truth in her images and I find that 

intoxicating. Each image that she takes is a self-portrayal. 

These characters she creates are seemingly nothing like her 

and lend nothing to the viewer about her persona. By the 

same token, it is her art; she is the model, photographer, and the director, so in a sense it can tell 

us even more about her. 

Figure 3. Cindy Sherman Untitled 
#474 200R 

Sherman's characters have an overdramatized look to them, 

but through the images I can gain a sense of these characters ' 

temperaments. Untitled #479 (Fig. 2) and Untitled #474 (Fig. 3) 

are from her newest series and are some of the best examples of 

her work where this over dramatization is particularly evident. She 

displays herself as these aging beauty socialites and you can see 

they are fighting aging and at the same time trying to age with 

grace. 4 In reality, Sherman herself is a very youthful person 

seemingly without a single gray hair. This is where she shows that 
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false sense of truth that I love so much in her work. Where Cameron provided me with a sense of 

wonder, Sherman has taught me the value of performance. 

My current working series comes as a progression from one of my past series. This new 

series delves further into personal identity more than any of the 

others. In the fall of 2011 , I was working on a series inspired by 

Cameron' s portrait called The Astronomer (Fig.4) This is a 

seemingly simple portrait of a man, but upon further inspection 

one will notice the wild eyes and the tousled hair. Looking at 

the man in the photograph, I would have never guessed that he 

was an astronomer. I was judging the book by its cover, as 

many are prone to do. I wanted to explore that idea of Figure 4. Julia Margaret Cameron The 
Astronomer 1867 

prejudgment by creating a series of portraits that told the story of the women in them. Looking at 

just the portrait, most would first judge and then upon further inspection ofthe image, they 

would see the stories written there and then let their emotions take over. 

The whole series was created based on my models and 

their individual personalities. I chose a few select friends and 

assigned them all a title I thought suited them. For instance, 

one of my closest friends lost her mother to breast cancer and I 

assigned her the title The Activist (Fig. 5). This title was based 

on the amount of work she does for the Susan G Komen 

Foundation and The American Cancer Society. I then had her 

Figure 5. Ricki Gibson The Activist 2011 write a simple statement that she felt embodied herself as this 

title. I overlaid this statement, in her handwriting onto the images. The images themselves had a 
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• lot of similarities to those of Cameron's The Astronomer, namely the unfocused nature that 

medium format provided for me. The viewer was meant to see the image and make a 

prejudgment, then read the title, and begin reading the statement overlaid. It was my hope that 

this would either give the viewer a little jolt of surprise, or make them feel a bit of empathy for 

the subject. 

To guide each of my artistic decisions in my current series I am working much in the 

same way; I always turn to the models. For models I mainly use close female friends. I use my 

friends because they seem to drop their guard more than a paid model does and they are not 

afraid to take my direction because they know they can trust me and be comfortable with the 

outcome. I pick specific friends because of their introspective natures and their background 

stories. Each photo shoot always differs from the one before because it is dictated by the subject. 

• To start off each new set I assign an exercise; I give the models ajournaling assignment. The 

assignment is filled with very personal questions that force the subjects to be more introspective 

• 

in nature. By reading these journals I can gain a good idea about how the subjects see themselves 

and what they are like when no one else is watching. From here I devise the ideas for the 

juxtaposed pair of images, planning out the locations and different setups. Each set of photos is 

different in the way the people are photographed, and the photographic techniques I use to 

represent them. 

I have always worked with women in the past because I was interested in dealing 

photographically with the problems women face. In this series I continue to use women because I 

find them multifaceted. Women, in general, always seem to be fighting many different inward 

battles. Being a woman, I understand the female mind and can see the battles my friends are 
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• fighting. I have empathy for them, and by dealing with these issues as an artist I feel that I can 

help people work through these issues or in the very least bring awareness to them. 

• 

• 

When I began choosing my models for my final exhibition works I chose the women in 

my life that I felt truly embodied my ideas. These were the ones I knew that were fighting inward 

battles or were just more introspective than most. My first model and always my first choice for 

any series is Bailey. She is twenty-two and about to become a college graduate with the world at 

her fingertips. So when she wrote about herself in the journal she described her future goals as 

this: 

"I have no idea what I want to do with my life. I want to do everything I possibly can, 
and I fear complacency like nothing else! I want to work in a publishing house, I want to paint 
for a living, I want to star in a movie with Joseph Gordon-Levitt (haha), and I want to write 
(more like finish) a book. None of my future plans or goals seem like stable means of living, 
which is scary, but I want to at least say that I tested these things out." 

She also described her biggest fear as becoming a "loser." She used the quote from the 

movie Little Miss Sunshine to describe her definition of this word: "A real loser is someone 

who's so afraid of not winning he doesn't even try."5 Ironically enough, this fear is right at her 

heels; she needs to find a way to make her dreams happen. She has always sort of defined herself 

as the younger sister and the less dominant personality in the family. So now when she is ready 

to stretch her wings, she says the one thing her current self is lacking, that her ideal image of self 

has, is confidence. This was a surprise to me as she always seems like this exotic beauty who 

appears as if she could be anyone and do anything. 

Bailey's statement on confidence immediately told me where we needed to go 

photographically (Fig. 6). I envisioned her in a power suit with bright red lipstick. Red is a 

severe choice of lip color and only the most confident people dare to draw that much attention to 

their mouths. I chose the power suit because that is how I see a confident and professional 
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• woman in my mind. To take it a little further I put her in a suit that was a little big for her and 

added a man's tie into the mix. In doing this, I felt that I was 

dabbling into a commentary on the gender domination of the 

workplace. I wanted her to seem as if she were as confident as 

the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. To increase the 

effectiveness, I also wanted to show her as fearless; in my mind a 

fearless person is someone who is not afraid to be a little 

reckless. To achieve this look I gave her a hot red chili pepper 

that matched her red lipstick to "munch" on during the shoot. In 
Figure 6. Ricki Gibson Confidence 2012 

addition, I used upbeat high key lighting for the shoot and photographed her from down below. 

By having Bailey raise her chin up and look down on the viewer it gave her a position of power 

and the upper hand between the two. I also chose to tightly photograph her in the composition; to 

have her fill up the picture frame. This makes her seem almost larger than life. The end result I 

entitled Confidence (Fig. 6). To make sure that Bailey got what she wanted out of the shoot and 

to be sure that it really epitomized her ideal self I let her help pick out which image I should use 

for the final work. 

Since all of my work is in sets of twos I went back to the drawing board to devise an 

image of Bailey's true self. She describes herself (and really is at heart) as sort of a loner. 

Although she enjoys spending time with others, she really enjoys her alone time. For instance, 

she spends almost every day during lunch alone, up on the third floor of a building on Indiana 

University's campus sitting on the floor. She leans against an empty, abandoned dresser in a 

hallway, reading while she eats. 
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So when it came time to show her true self we headed to a library (Fig. 7). As an English 

major she is a lover of the written word and often frequents the library. While there she likes to 

find little nooks to hide in to read 

undisturbed. So when we entered the 

library we found a place where she 

could do just that. There was really no 

set up necessary for this shoot. All I 

did was place her near a window so I was able to utilize the natural light. I photographed her 

from all angles while she sat and read. When taking the photos, I chose to use a wider view 

because I wanted to give a sense of space. I also wanted to make the viewer understand her core 

personality; she loves that she is surrounded by nothing but books, without another soul in sight. 

I left the photograph relatively untouched. With Confidence I airbrushed her face and 

made her look as if she could be on the cover of a magazine. With this photograph, 02/26/2012, I 

had her wear what she normally wore to school or out with friends. She also kept her hair and 

make-up in their normal state. I chose this picture of her to use because of the depth it showed: 

not only did the books and the chair in the background create space; the table to her left and in 

front of the viewer gave a barrier. This barrier distances the viewer from her little niche and 

furthers the look of seclusion. The window also gives us an insight into Bailey's mind, she likes 

to watch but not always be seen. 

My next model of choice was Raven (Fig. 8), who has quite a bit in common with Bailey. 

She, too, is still in college and is aiming for a degree in the arts. Raven is pursuing a Bachelor of 

Fine Arts at the Herron School of Art and Design. Like Bailey, her biggest fear is failing; she is 

afraid to complete her Arts degree and have no job waiting out there for her. Although Raven has 
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• a supportive family, she at times feels like they do not believe in her; that she will not achieve 

her goals as an artist. She states that when she 

looks in the mirror she still sees the scared little 

girl that she used to be and that is the way her 

family still sees her as well. So when it came 

time to show Raven in her true state I used this 

as inspiration. Although this is more of a 

psychological representation of true self, one that only Raven and her family see, I thought this 

would be a fascinating avenue to explore. Making Raven look and feel like a little girl was a task 

photographically, as she is a twenty-one year old beauty. So what I did was dress Raven in her 

most doll-like clothes and I put her into the childish setting of a kindergarten classroom. A 

kindergarten classroom, in particular, gave us the advantage of size; the chairs and the tables 

there are obscenely tiny. In the classroom, I arranged the chairs in a semi-circle as if it was story 

time and the viewer is the storyteller. Raven, in turn, looks disinterested in what the storyteller 

has to offer her. I felt that this showed her as an adult who has outgrown these childish things. I 

had her exhibit her best detached pouty face for the image. In addition, I had her rest her elbows 

on her knees and bow out her legs to emphasize her stature in the room. The irony of the image 

is that she is obviously too big for the situation, but yet this is where she still sees herself being 

in life. 
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On the opposite end of the spectrum we have her desired image of self (Fig. 9). In this 

Figure 9. Ricki Gibson Ownership 2012 

image she is shown as a successful artist entrepreneur. One of 

her dreams is to own a tattoo parlor, so I made this dream come 

true photographically. I took her on location to a very popular 

local tattoo parlor and told her to dress, "the way she would 

dress to go to work every day if she owned the place." She did 

not disappoint with her wardrobe choices, they were bold, 

outgoing, and wonderfully different. She said that this gave her a 

lot of freedom with her wardrobe; she dressed in the way that 

she is at times afraid to dress. She also said that at times she feels 

like when she is seen as "too artsy" her family and friends feel like she is not "black" enough. 

The idea of racial issues getting in the way of who she really is can be a foreign concept to a lot 

of people. For the shoot she wore black lipstick that looked almost blue on her skin tone and 

pulled her hair up into an elaborate hair wrap. Her clothing and jewelry were very 

unconventional and fit the setting perfectly. In the final photo Ownership, Raven is seated near 

the front of the parlor in the waiting area - the tattoo examples are seen on the wall behind her as 

is the neon "open" sign glowing in the window. Here she looks at the viewer with confidence 

and almost pierces the viewer with her stare. 

Another portrait in my series is 

03/29/2012 (Fig. 1 0); this portrait is of Rachel. 

She is very like my other models; an ambitious 

college student. She is a freshman at Butler 

University and has her whole college career Figure 10. Ricki Gibson 0312912012 2012 
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ahead of her. Rachel wrote in her journal about having debilitating anxiety and fairly severe 

insomnia. As a result she spends the majority of her time at the local Starbucks on campus, going 

there upwards of three times per day sipping a cup of tea to calm her nerves. While there she gets 

a chance to study and read, and she does not bother her roommate when she has trouble sleeping. 

So this seemed like the most obvious place to take the photograph of her true self. This is where 

she goes to be alone, not to socialize like many of the other patrons are doing. I took this photo 

from a higher angle so that it seemed like the viewer is a patron walking into the Starbucks and 

just passing by this young woman studying. The photo is relatively untouched, save for the 

lighting shift I did in the background. It looks like Rachel has carved out her own little nook and 

it seems as if she is in her own world. 

The second image of Rachel (Fig.ll) is set in Chicago. 

Rachel's dream is to move to a big city; she hopes that all of her 

hard school work will pay off and she will be able to make her 

way there. For the final image, Rachel dressed in business casual

as if she is on her way to work. She is on a bridge overlooking a 

city street in Chicago and it allows the viewer a chance to see 

more of the city and see what she desires in life. She looks 

backward towards the viewer with a contented smile on her face. 

Since I began this series, I have seen a marked change in these women. Bailey has finally 

made the leap and is moving to Los Angeles in October. She says that she knows if she does not 

make the move now, she will never again have the nerve to do so. Raven has gone out and 

bought her first tattoo gun. She is currently practicing her art. Rachel is far from picking out an 

apartment in New York City, but she has chosen to study abroad in London in two years ' time. I 
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• cannot help but think that this process has been therapeutic for them and it has helped them see 

the necessary changes they need to make in their lives in order to embody their ideal self. As a 

friend, this was my goal and there is not much more I can ask for. As an artist, I love that my art 

has had an impact on the models and I hope that the images and their stories can help inspire the 

viewers as well. I hope that the work encourages the viewers' start to think of their own lives and 

maybe they will look at themselves in a new light and make the moves to achieve their own 

goals . 

• 

• 
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