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Abstract	

This	project	consists	of	two	parts.	The	first	part	is	a	photo	book,	which	includes	my	

photographs	of	children	and	an	accompanying	text	of	individual	stories	of	childhood,	including	

my	own.	The	second	part	is	an	analytical	essay,	which	explores	my	process	in	creating	and	

editing	my	photographs	in	the	larger	context	of	how	other	artists	have	approached	the	

depiction	of	childhood.		Specifically,	I	look	at	the	work	of	photographers	Wendy	Ewald,	Sally	

Mann	and	Olive	Pierce,	as	each	of	these	artists	chose	to	depict	the	days	of	childhood	by	giving	

individual	voice	to	the	children	who	are	most	often	overlooked	or	ignored.		

Over	the	summer	of	2015,	I	worked	with	and	photographed	children	in	an	orphanage	

school	in	China.	I	continued	to	make	photographs	of	children	in	Durham,	North	Carolina	and	in	

Cuba	in	2015	and	2016.	As	the	photographs	pulled	me	back	to	the	past	of	my	own	childhood,	I	

discovered	that	in	a	child’s	world,	ordinary	things	became	magical	vehicles	and	that	childhood	

is	often	about	the	awkward	process	of	learning	to	inhabit	a	newly	bulky,	changed	body	with	

aggressive	needs	and	intensified	fantasies.	As	a	photographer,	I	am	drawn	to	the	beauty	and	

pathos	of	the	moments,	when,	for	example,	a	boy,	in	his	games,	becomes	a	pirate,	a	soldier,	or	

a	sailor,	or	a	little	girl	plays	with	a	doll	and	imagines	she	is	the	princess.	I	have	tried	to	capture	

and	evoke	the	daydreams	and	the	feelings	of	being	lost	that	are	specific	to	childhood.	With	my	

writing	and	in	my	photo	book	project,	I	have	also	tried	to	create	spaces	in	which	I	allow	other’s	

perceptions	to	surface	with	my	own.	
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The	Analytical	Essay---How	Other	Photographers	Approached	the	Idea	of	

	Depicting	“Childhood”	

 

Timothy Dow Adams stated in his book Light Writing and Life Writing: Photography in 

Autobiography that “sophisticated theorists of photography, imagery, and semiotics have 

repeatedly demonstrated, in a history remarkably similar to that of autobiography, that 

photography is equally problematic in terms of referentiality, that the old notions that 

photographs never lie…and that photography…is an objective ‘naturally mechanical’ process of 

reproducing reality are much more complicated than they might first appear” (465). 

This summer at home in China, I sifted through our old family album. I organized it 

intuitively based on their compositional rhythms and on my obscure memory, even imaginative 

narratives. The recurring themes emerged as whimsy, tenderness, and solitude. What surprised 

me is how, through those yellow stained photographs, my parents and I come across as children 

at the same time.  

        

   My father. China, 1974          My mother with her oldest sister. China,1978         Portrait of me. China, 2002 
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These three photographs were taken when my parents and I were each about 11 years old.  

Looking at them, I find my parents are somehow unfamiliar to me. Seeing my young 

father staring back at the camera and my young mother smiling, I began to wonder about the 

small village where they used to live, about the only food arranged on their plate, their house, 

their ragged clothes, and their farming tools, none of which I’ve ever seen. And I wondered 

about my parents themselves when they were children, whom I just briefly “meet” in these 

photographs. When I close my eyes and think very hard, the likeness between my parents as 

children and adults comes back to me, but only vaguely. Yet my parents are always here, in my 

life, in their magnificent stories, and in the weaving they make of my life with theirs. Clearly, I 

can’t touch, experience or feel their childhoods and their pasts directly, but their lovely, lyrical 

existence is right here, in those old photographs. 

As I reviewed broader memories of my family over time, I found photographs which 

appeared not only to be of the visual world but also aligned with qualities and experiences that I 

had difficulty expressing in any other way. The notion of “reality” and “truth” in photography 

stand up to me as something important. Does a photograph mirror reality? To what degree? Do 

photographs lie? Just as photographer Sam Abell once said: “I see something special and show it 

to the camera. The moment is held until someone sees it. Then it is theirs” (Richardson 65). So 

when photographs stand as some immutable photographic texts in this fast changing world, and 

yet were and will always be interpreted and reinterpreted by flesh and blood viewers, the 

questions are: if your way of seeing is different from mine, does that mean that photographs can 

lie? What is the truth? Do photographs help us clarify life or complicate it? 

I’m not sure about the answer, but I do understand that each of my family’s photographs 

appears to be a proof of the existence of my parents’ pasts, their childhoods as well as mine.	
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Some of them are intimate enough to resonate powerfully as voices from the past, but some are 

distant enough to merely stir my curiosity. 

After taking photographs in China, Cuba, and the United States, I tried to use my pictures 

of children to construct an autobiographical narrative of “childhood” that accesses a variety of 

sources, including memory, family albums, photographs, oral histories, and interviews. I’m 

interested in using photographs of “childhood” to evoke other people’s own feelings and 

memories. As I tried to reconstruct my parents’ childhood stories, and mine, I found out that the 

notion of “truth” came to my mind very often. Did that thing really happen? How can I make 

sure that my or another’s memory didn’t lie? As photographer Alex Harris described in his 

introduction to the book A World Unsuspected: “it is now difficult for me to remember what was 

real and what was fantasy, what I lived and what I dreamed”(Xiv). Like Harris, I kept 

questioning the notion of “truth” in my stories, yet simultaneously I relied on the sources that I 

had called into question in order to document and create a context for my photographs and 

stories. Beyond that, I’m also interested in inviting other childhood stories to engage with mine. 

Therefore, my accompanying writing worked as another layer in that engagement, one that draws 

together the different childhood stories divided by time and space. 

As I attempted to capture and make a series of photographs of children that reveal 

something about their specific experience of being in the world and to write the accompanying 

text that included individual stories of childhood, including my own, it became clear that it was 

also very important for me to attempt to place those stories and my process of creating and 

editing those photographs within the larger context of how other artists have approached the 

depiction of childhood. 
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1. Olive	Pierce--“It	requires	constant	vigilance	to	see	people	as	they	are.”	

• The Portraits of the Jefferson Park Housing Project in Cambridge and No Easy Roses  

I looked through Olive Pierce’s two collections from 1973 to 1985: The Portraits of the 

Jefferson Park Housing Project in Cambridge and No Easy Roses, which are photographs of 

students at the Cambridge school where she worked. Here childhood is portrayed through 

photographs taken in and around the large urban high school in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 

through students’ testimonies. I feel I could have known each person in her photographs, as 

though they could be me, someone I know in real life, or some characters I once read about in 

books.  

I have heard it said, “A good story of real importance is at once a presentation and an 

invitation.” And I think for photographs, an invitation means creating the possibility for a viewer 

to have an imaginative response to the existence captured by the photographer. Good 

photographs invite viewers to find their own connection to the story and coax them into the 

imaginative realm where they can fully participate in the life of another. After poring over Olive 

Pierce’s works, the stories written or implied in those photographs made me feel as if they were 

mine. Olive Pierce captures the vivid moments of children smoking, socializing, dating and 

learning. Her photographs deal with flesh and blood, as those children are trying out adult roles 

while struggling to be true to themselves.  



																																																																												 Geng	73	

	
Girl	in	window,	1964 

 
 The girl in the photograph is reminiscent of a picture I took in Cuba, where a girl is 

also looking out at the window.  
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The	girl	behind	the	door.	Havana,	Cuba,	January	13,	2016	

 
Both of the girls in the photographs are lost in their thoughts. Their eyes are fixating 

somewhere and they are daydreamers, staring themselves into a scene and consciously wishing 

for something to happen. There is a slight sense of vulnerability and sadness flickering in their 

faces, and in both photographs, these girls’ pale, haggard faces are gentle and sensible and their 

brown eyes have warm, kindly twinkles. The darkness behind them forms a stark contrast with 

the lightness before them, which left me thinking that this background could be the 

circumstances they are trapped in at that time. Maybe both of these girls were standing at a 

crossroads in their life, maybe for the very first time, where the darkness and lightness juncture.  

Maybe the truth is that all of us were once dreamers but few of us dream anymore after 

growing up. Most of us tend to be overtaken by the day to day routines. We work hard constantly 

in pursuit of wealth and success, but we often fail to live in the present and instead dream about 

who we are and where we intend to go. Yet in childhood one’s dreams can be attended by 
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powerful desires and idealistic goals, and then the dream serves the purpose of gratification, 

control and reinvention of oneself and the world. Like the two girls in the photographs, I was 

once just like that. It was in childhood that I encountered for the first time the emotions of 

uncertainty, the betrayal of expectations, forgiveness, love unrequited or offered, and I did so 

usually on terms I would not have chosen. I never thought of myself as beautiful at that time 

because of the pain of learning within growing up. Ironically, behind every beautiful thing, there 

is some kind of pain. 

 

 

Cooking	Class,	1983	
 

There is a sense of humor emerging in the picture above, as the boy has covered his face 

with a piece of tissue. We could not know what his face looks like, nor do we know his inner 
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thoughts. He is immersed into his own world, and we are not allowed to enter. Unlike other 

pictures by Olive Pierce, there is no eagerness to be seen in this photograph; on the contrary, it 

conveys a feeling of insecurity and insulation. 

Even though Olive Pierce is attentive to capture many details in her photographs, we find 

here that there is something that she could not capture. There are two worlds existing in this 

picture, one is what we can see as she presents it to us, and the other world is in this boy’s mind. 

The coexistence of these two spaces left me in a position wondering that what is at heart of this 

boy’s life? Clearly, it is not about the cooking class, the teacher behind him, or the classmates sit 

over him. After all, this world we see surrounding him is only related to his own. 

 
	

In	the	hall,	1983	
 

I would not call “ In the hall, 1983” a beautiful photograph, because it gives me a feeling of 

antipathy. It reminds me of the concept of “freaks” in photographer Diane Arbus’s collections, as 
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this image lacks warmth and compassion to me. Looking at this picture, I feel that everybody 

who sees them would know right away what labels to use: a bully and a victim.  

In this photograph, the girl who has been “captured” appears reluctant and wooden; her tilted 

body shows she feels uncomfortable being grabbed by both arms. The boy, who is staring 

straight at the camera, shows a cheerful smile with a sense of pride. They both knew that they 

were being photographed. And we can feel the visibility of the photographer in this picture as 

well. Like the boy who is standing in the background of the picture, Olive Pierce is one of these 

onlookers. 

One thing I find interesting about Pierce’s photographs is that there are the obvious images 

of the "privileged" characters in school cultures—athletes, cheerleaders, gifted students and kids 

who know how to play the system. However, at the same time, she also shows us some things 

that are less “glamorous”: the cliquishness that marginalizes the poor, the disabled and the 

differently gifted young people, and those considered “freaks” who are afraid that they cannot 

find a way to fit into this world. And it gives me a feeling that the photographer was not so much 

photographing the school, the basketball games, or the cheerleaders and the bullies, but the 

relationship of all walks of life, as they were thrown into this world called “school” and trying so 

hard to live their own lives while interacting with each other. 
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Glynis	and	Natasha,	1983	
	

After reading the testimonies in the book of No Easy Roses, I came to know the story of 

Glynis and her baby girl Natasha. She is one of the teenage moms who got pregnant at an early 

age and she also had two brothers who were born with intellectual impairment, thus Glynis’s 

mother babysits three “children” during the day while Glynis is in school.  

It is not hard to imagine the heartbreak Glynis went through when her boyfriend said he did 

not want the baby, or the great difficulty of raising a baby on her own. She is only 15 years old. 

However, I do not see impatience or self-pity on her face. This is a moment about intimacy and 

reliance between a mother and a daughter, and the story behind the picture opens up a universal 

truth that love can be the source of power and healing.
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										Girl	with	a	baby.	Havana,	Cuba,	January	12,	2016		
	

While the photograph Glynis and Natasha reminds me of the photograph I took in Cuba, 

there are important differences. Beyond my first sympathetic reaction, I found there is something 

substantial in each of these two photographs, something worthy of holding on to. In the Glynis 

and Natasha photograph, Glynis is holding Natasha’s little hands, as if she found some precious 

treasure. In the photograph I took in Havana, the girl seems to bear a burden of loss and 

frustration because of her confused look. This young girl is 12 years old. She told me she misses 

her friends at school, that her parents made her drop out of school because her belly will soon 

become too “big”. She was very shy, so when I took up my camera, she looked away when I 

clicked the shutter. When I was talking to her, I found out that her darkened eyes were vacant 

while also being sorrowful. I could almost hear her saying to herself: why did all this happen? I 
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wanted to sit down with her, listen to her story, but her English words were limited, so we shared 

one bag of snacks I had purchased from one of the government assigned grocery stores before I 

said goodbye and left. 

If I had been able to ask, she may have told me that she had a wonderful childhood before 

she became pregnant, before the innocent days of the past appeared like dreams in front of her, 

that she did not know why suddenly everything changed and that the loneliness of not being able 

to attend school and meet her friends is like a sharp arrow struck deeply into her heart.  

 
	

Hanging	out,	1979	
	

There are two couples immersed in looking at each other. The girls open their eyes wide, but 

I can’t see the boy’s face. I imagine their eyes are closed and their faces are enchanted, as if they 

left time behind and the world around them became quiet. They are lost in “love” because they 
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found each other. To me, this photograph feels like such a gift, as it exposes me to something 

that, while common, I never would have been aware of. And it left me thinking that I will never 

want to forget about the great time I had growing up, because I worry that one day I'll become 

one of those adults who couldn't relate to their kids because they simply can’t remember having 

been teenagers themselves. I want to remember the flowers that the boy gave to me when no 

other boy would, and the goofy poems my first boyfriend paid his friends to write and passed 

along to me as his originals. It is a time when we have such an appetite for words, for love and 

the energy to pursue a world of questions. In photography, there is a term: “the decisive moment.” 

This is when the photographer captures a vivid and magical scene and that scene is fixed and 

becomes a masterpiece. While looking at Olive Pierce’s work, I thought there must be a decisive 

moment for love as well, and it happens when we are young. You somehow master the most 

significant code of intimacy with someone, the code that resists translation.  

The most fascinating thing about this photograph is the relationship that must have 

developed between the photographer and her subjects. This photograph, however, mostly 

presents an eagerness to be seen. To produce such intimate photographs, Pierce must have spent 

a long time with the children and students in Cambridge, becoming quite familiar with the 

community. It is clear that in these two collections Olive Pierce became an insider and she 

almost became “invisible.” Through the lens of Olive Pierce, these photographs remind me of the 

truth about what courage is, what love and friendship look like, and what it means to be “young 

at heart.” The photographic texts make their personal stories jump alive. Those faceless statistics 

in my head become real people, and that’s the magic of these photographs. 

 

• Portraits taken of Iraqi children in Baghdad and Basrah in 1999 
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Writer Michael Ignatieff once said, “Memory heals the scars of time. Photography 

documents the wounds.”1 In 1999, Olive Pierce went to Iraq to take pictures of Iraqi children. 

She was an outsider in Iraqi, with both the language and cultural barrier, and she managed to 

document the life those Iraqi children were leading at that time, when sanctions were imposed 

after the Gulf War, and people were suffering in a difficult time. Iraqi Children is a powerful 

selection of photographs because it presents an intersectional and nuanced evaluation of Iraqi 

children, while bringing together the themes of poverty, suffering, war, identity and nation in one 

collection. I am stuck by how moving and diverse this selection is. Each photograph serves as a 

witness to the incisive wounds after the War in Iraqi, but also it portrays the humanity of Iraqi 

children which are in common with all the children around the world, and they fill the gaps in 

people’s understanding of the life and imagination of Iraqi.  

    
	

Girl’s	classroom,	Center	for	Internally	Displaced,	Basrah,	1999	

																																																													
1	“Online	ghosts-an	old	photograph,	Moldavanka,	and	a	little	girl,”	Odessasecrets:	the	1905	pogrom.	07	Oct	2015.	04	Mar	2016	
<https://odessasecrets.wordpress.com/category/photographs/page/2/>	
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The girl’s classroom is one of my favorites in the collection of Iraqi Children. I was 

amazed by how different those girls’ facial expressions are and how some of them present 

eagerness to be seen and some do not. 

In one photograph, there are so many different emotions and expressions revealed: the 

tilted chin, the proud face, the terrified look, the praying eyes, the guarded arms, and the jauntily 

held-back hair with a ribbon or a band. These girls delivered whatever emotions and meanings 

they had at that moment for the photographer and the camera, reminding us that each photograph 

snatches a moment out of time and arrests it. Given that it is notoriously difficult to draw out 

people’s emotions, photography's ability to depict them effortlessly is one of its great attractions 

to me.	By photographing these girls sitting in a classroom, somehow the world of Iraqi children 

was cut to the scale of a classroom. 

These girls remind me of the children I met in the orphanage school of China. They 

remind me of how their classrooms are decrepit and old, how they are wearing ragged shoes 

without socks, and how they often told me that they want something that they can lay claim to, 

like books of their own--softcovers, books they could give to friends, doodle in the margins of, 

or in which they could mark the paragraphs they liked and wanted to remember. Once I saw the 

connection between the orphanage children and Iraqi children, I couldn’t seem to see them 

separately. Every time I look at Pierce’s photograph of “Girl’s Classroom” and my own 

photograph “Blackboard”, it strikes that today we have higher buildings and wider highways in 

the city, but narrower points of view and fewer expectations for life. There are delicate houses 

built in the process of modernization, but more broken homes where people are trapped 

economically, and more children who are entombed in obscurity. 
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 Blackboard.	Yangxinzhuang	Orphange,	China,	August	20,	2015	
	

My feelings are that I had found some nobility in the hard lives that these children led. It 

seems that these girls and boys have been accepted and loved, but it also leads me to ask what 

would happen to them if they were growing in a place that had been traumatized by war or 

poverty? What future would they have? What kind of friends, education, professional 

possibilities and work would be available to them? What would their life be? I find myself 

asking these questions that no one can answer. In fact many of us in the world often overlook the 

fact that such post-war and left-behind children exist.  
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																																																		Girl	selling	seeds,	Safaafir	Market,	Baghdad,	1999	
	

This image, like every other photograph in this collection, stops time and drags us back to 

the ordinary events in our life. I imagine Olive Pierce was standing in front of the little girl, not 

very far, not very close, watching the passing crowd, and waiting for the right moment to click 

the shutter. The girl was dressed in a black robe and looking directly into the camera. She is 

comfortable and a slightly mysterious smile rather than nervousness shows in her face. On the 

contrary, from what I see, Pierce’s camera is a vehicle for her and through it she says to the 

viewer, “Come and buy some seeds, please. If I had enough money, I could go back to school 

and I’ll choose a better way to live.”  
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In Iraqi Children, children stare into the camera, study in the classroom, play in the street, 

yank at each other, and, in the most interesting picture, stops on a street corner in Safaafir Market 

to sell the seeds and give you an “unreturnable gaze”. 

     
	

Five	children,	Basrah,	1999	
	

After looking at the work of Iraqi Children, I wondered how much the war and violence 

impacted these children and just how many have been affected. When searching “children in 

Iraq”, a presentation given in the Dialogue sessions of the Kuala Lumpur War Crimes Tribunal, 

May 2012 came up.“…Line up the bodies of the children, the thousands of children — the 

infants, the toddlers, the school kids — whose bodies were torn to pieces, burned alive or riddled 

with bullets during the American invasion and occupation of Iraq. Line them up in the desert 

sand, walk past them, mile after mile, all those twisted corpses, those scraps of torn flesh and 

seeping viscera, those blank faces, those staring eyes fixed forever on nothingness. This is the 
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reality of what happened in Iraq; there is no other reality….”2 The presentation made my heart 

tremble. It is not hard to imagine how the daily hardships -- bomb blasts, gunfire, killings of 

family members and sectarian violence have wrecked the lives of Iraq's children. 

When poring over all the photographs in Olive Pierce’s work carefully, I do feel the land 

of Iraq's heavy breathing, with the wounds of the war and the pressure of economic development. 

However, at the same time Iraqi Children is not entirely about despair, war and decline. There is 

a sense of brightness, freedom and peacefulness that belongs to the time of “childhood” and 

reveals itself even in the midst of the uprising tension of Iraq. Maybe Olive Pierce decided to let 

memory heals the scars of time, but using photography to document these children’s sorrow and 

joy to raise our awareness, that we are all children once, that we are all human beings. 

 

2. Wendy	Ewald--“Their	eloquence	with	the	camera	was	a	passage	of	childhood.”	

When photographing other people, to some degree we have to intrude on them and 

sometimes on their lives. The question, however, is in what way do we intervene on their lives? 

That is to say, what kind of vision do we impose on the subjects when we are photographing 

them or asking them to photograph things? And how honest can this vision be when an outsider 

presents his or her subjects? 

Some people, such as the anthropologist Jay Ruby, have come to the conclusion that only 

self-reflexive documentary, “giving the camera” to those represented, evades authoritarian 

distortion (Ballerini 175). Even when the camera remains entirely in the hands of professionals, 

photographers often make claims of hoping to avoid accusations of authoritarianism and 

subjection. Olive Pierce may have felt the need of shying away from the accusation of 

																																																													
2	Bie	Kentane.	“The	Children	of	Iraq:	‘Was	the	Price	Worth	It?’	“	Global	Research.	19	Feb	2013.	Web.	22	Feb	2016	
<http://www.globalresearch.ca/the-children-of-iraq-was-the-price-worth-it/30760>	
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authoritarianism, so she provided the student’s testimonies in the book as material evidence that 

her photographs are telling the real stories. As a matter of fact, I found out that in the process of 

editing my own photographs and stories, I couldn’t help but somehow emphasize that, “it was 

truly my story and their stories together.”  

What Wendy Ewald does with her work is give the camerass to the children while guiding 

and informing them, therefore imposing some of her own vision on them and combining the two 

visions (hers and theirs) together to create something that is closer to what those children’s 

worlds are like. As she stated in one of her interviews: “I began thinking how amazingly children 

can get involved so deeply in their fantasy play, and I was wondering how I could access that 

visually. So I thought that they could get the sense that they can actually create an image, that 

photography is not just finding images, but that they could control and create one.”3 Therefore, 

when Ewald’s images are placed on equal footing with those of her students, we experience her 

voice as one among many. We are required to guess who is the photographer. This approach 

keeps the question of authorship in the foreground. It destabilizes viewer’s expectations. We 

cannot take for granted who is seeing and who is being seen. It is also not clear who is the 

teacher and who is the student (Hyde 172).  

 

• Portraits and Dreams: Photographs and Stories by Children of the Appalachians (1985) 

In the book Portraits and Dreams, Wendy Ewald asked children between the ages of six and 

fourteen to photograph their dreams and fantasies. As those photographs compel viewers to see 

the lives of those children, it also serves as an interpretation of a story about the photographer’s 

own emotional journey.  

																																																													
3	“Photographer	Wendy	Ewald.”	PBS	Newshour	March	2002.	03	Mar	2015	<	http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/entertainment-
jan-june02-ewald_3-7/>	
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In the beginning, Ewald’s emphasis on idyllic Appalachia was its “ties to the land, families 

and community, rooted in a cultural past and bound to nature’s rhythms of birth, growth and 

decay and where most families tend gardens and keep a few animals.” Within its isolated 

mountain culture, the notion of family and community is a relatively strong bond to everyone’s 

existence. However, although she hardly mentions the extreme poverty in her work, through 

those children’s photographs, we can see that the place is one of the most brutally exploited 

places in the United States, rife with disease and hunger.  

Gradually, Ewald found out that her intervention did little to change their lives, as she wrote 

in the conclusion of her introduction to the book. By admitting that “almost all my young 

students finally lost interest in photography, even though, unlike some other projects, the 

inexpensive cameras they were using were theirs to keep.” She accepted the truth that “those 

children became mountain men and women with the limitation and protection of their society. 

One girl quit school to get married, one boy joined the army, and another girl who wanted to be a 

lawyer is a waitress at the local Pizza Hut.” She leaves the reader with a nostalgic note about a 

boy, now a grown man, bringing his wife back to visit the darkroom where they used to make 

photographs. As she wrote in the book:“ I realized I was trying to hold on to a period of their 

lives that they had let go of. (Those children) their eloquence with the camera was a passage of 

childhood” (Ewald 20).  
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Denise	Dixon.	Self-portrait	reaching	for	the	Red	Star	sky	
	

This photograph is one of my favorite image in Portraits and Dreams. The thin horizon, the 

dancing figure, the weight of the brick wall on the left, and the pale and dazzling sunshine 

squeezing out in the right corner worked as a strange magic of balance and perspective in this 

photograph. Denise is dancing in her bathing suit while reaching for the red star sky. As she says 

in the book: “I told my girlfriend, Michelle, how far away to stand and to take the picture when I 

said. I like people in action, and I always look for a certain time to take a picture” (Ewald 114).   

Denise was one of Ewald’s favorite students in the community, as Ewald’s described that 

“she had a distinctive and original sense of composition, and she never ran out of ideas as some 

of others did” (18). Unfortunately, she quit photography class when she hit puberty. “She had 

lost her interest but couldn’t explain why” (19). This gets me to thinking that even though Denise 
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must have grown up and her time of photographing was ended, the pictures remain, and the time 

when she was vivid and lithe and seemed to laugh in the face of suffering and death and to 

struggle for her personal power remain. Maybe that’s part of the magic about photographs. It 

records some moments and then the moments become part of the history in people’s lives, 

revised and revisited by others as time goes by.

 

Denise	Collins---My	little	sister	and	my	dolls 
 

In this photograph, the little girl and the three dolls are sitting side by side. There is a 

small distance between the doll and the girl that distinguishes the girl from the group of dolls that 

compels viewers to look closer. When the girl is placed with those dolls, it seems like she is one 

of them, decorating the table with imagination and fantasies, and also some plain and direct 

humor. However, when I stare at the photograph longer, my eyes are caught by the little girl’s 
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frightened look, her twisted gesture, the contour of the small body, and the crease in her flesh. 

The photograph shows us these things, but only we get to decide what they mean. I wonder what 

the little girl was thinking at that time, why she seems a little afraid, and what is at the heart of 

her world. Then I considered that though the exterior world we see is different from the interior 

world, “Maybe childhood is painful for all of us sometimes and that’s what some of us 

remember…and if you have direct access to expressing it, maybe that’s what comes out” (Hyde 

174). 

 

    

																						Denise	Dixon---A	dream	about	my	doll	
 

Looking at the photographs of the dolls in Portraits and Dreams, reminds me of the 

photograph I took in the Yangxinzhuang Orphange of China, where there is a little girl who had 

dreams with her doll. 
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Zhaoyang	with	her	doll.	Yangxinzhuang	Orphange,	China,	August	19,	2015 

The blue doll the girl is hugging in the photograph is the only thing her mother left for her. 

Her mother left her father for another man when she was little, and her father migrated to big 

cities to find a job. She said sometimes she dreams of her mother as she disappeared from the 

bus station and it is hard to see her face since what was left of her mother in the dream was often 

just the color of her blue dress filling in the spaces of crowded people. Gradually, the doll 
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became her lucky charm because when she hugs it to sleep, sometimes she gets to see her mother 

and father in her dreams. 

 One day, her father called the school and said he might come home for this year’s spring 

festival. Later that day, she was all happy and joyful. The next morning before we got up from 

bed, she crawled over to the side of bed where I was sleeping and told me she had a dream about 

her father. “My father was back. He was a little taller and stronger. No wonder grandpa always 

says food in big cities like Beijing will make people that way. He shook my grandfather’s 

reluctant hands after stepping into the house. Then he saw me hiding from my grandfather, and 

he said, ‘what’s wrong with you? Come here and give me a hug.’ He asked me with a big smile 

on his face and grandfather said, ‘Oh, she talks about you all the time, now she is just too shy to 

come forward.’ ‘Zhaoyang, it’s me, your father, I’m back.’ Then his stubbly face was in front of 

me, and his thumb was tracing a circle on my cheek.”  

Everything was too real to be believed in that dream and when she told me, her eyes were 

drowned in tears because her time with her father had just ended. 
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Denise	Dixon---I	dreamt	the	twins	tried	to	kill	each	other 
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“I like to take picture from my dreams, from television, or just from my imagination. I like 

those kinds of pictures because they are scary. If I didn’t know how I took them. I’d be scared by 

them” (Ewald 114). This is the photograph Denise took with her twin brothers. One day she had 

a dream about them being killed and then she asked her brothers to lie down and act like they 

were dead. She also put make-up on their faces in order to make the scene look real.  

These two photographs make me uncomfortable. When looking at them, I find myself 

questioning why a little girl would be this “crazy” voyeur who is longing to see the moments 

when her brothers are hurting each other. However, the scene of the boy lying quietly and 

peacefully in the second picture also provides viewers with a sense of calmness and beauty. 

Looking at this photograph it is easy to imagine the little boy stiffening on the ground next to 

you and somehow the broken wood and the dirty ground become his semi-public and semi-secret 

sanctuary. 

Photography historian Miles Orvell writes: “The camera has woven itself into the texture of 

our lives so completely that we can hardly conceive of an event ‘happening’ unless it has been 

photographically recorded. So also with our sense of ourselves, our ancestors, and our families: 

we know them, we know ourselves, through the images that we and others have taken. We study 

them, we ruminate about them, we remember them, and they constitute, in a way, the silent 

narrative of our lives” (Orvell 161).  

Portraits and Dreams tells stories about other children’s families, friendships, dreams, death, 

love and identity. When one of boys tells a story about how he had a fight with his best friend in 

reality and then he dreamt that he killed his friend, it reminds me of the story of my childhood 

friend, and my dreams about him.   
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He was my adult neighbor and the king of the kids in our community because he liked to 

hang out with kids and everyone in the neighborhood just loved him. He would drive the pick-up 

car from the construction site and take us down to the market and buy us popcorn and candies. 

He was one of my best friends at that time. We shared a area behind our house that his two 

daughters and I liked to play in. Most of the time it was fun. Occasionally we would squabble 

over a jar of jam or a doll, but whenever my parents’ quarreling sounds began to raise the roof, 

my father would open the back door and basically chuck me out on that playground without a 

word. That was the part I hated.  

My neighbor was very tall and I was small so he had to stoop slightly to talk to me. When he 

started to talk, he gazed at you with these sharp and lightened eyes. He was a construction 

worker and his wife worked as a nurse in the local hospital. They were a happy family, I 

remembered thinking, because there was always bread in the basket and tea in the mugs at their 

home, and they often welcomed me to eat dinner with them when my parents were having huge 

fights. They would tell each other jokes in a high giggle, as the wife tangled her fingers in their 

young daughter’s unruly hair. In that lovely home they allowed me to escape what was 

happening in the home next door where I lived, and they made me feel as if I belonged because 

their love for each other was so deep and settled that they somehow could manage to hold me in 

it for a while as well.	

He liked to read people’s palms, and he always said the same thing to the people he met for 

the first time: if you want to learn about your life, you should have your palms read. He said that 

the woman who lived across the street had long and curvy palm lines, which is not good for 

marriage. Once I asked him to read my palms; he refused. He said I was too young and that my 

palm lines weren’t grown completely yet. 
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After I turned 12, I began to realize that the whole palm reading thing was bizarre and 

unjustified. Only on TV, I thought, are people willing to believe their palm readers will help 

them find their true love or guide them to seize their fate as if there are any concrete steps. You 

don’t want to live your life surrounded with a fantasy that was told to you by someone else as a 

reality. However, my neighbor said palm reading is not superstitious but scientific. He said 

everything is fated and everything happens for a reason. The reason was written down on your 

palms.  

There was one day that my father was so mad at my mother that he slammed the refrigerator 

door so hard that the milk exploded, and he turned around and told my mom to shut up or he 

would punch her in the face. I don’t know if he did it or not, but I remember my mother was 

choking with tears. I was extremely angry and sad at the same time but all I could do was rush 

out of the door.  

   When I ran into my neighbor taking his two daughters out for grocery, I gulped down a 

sob and tried to smile at them. They asked me if I wanted to join them. I remember he touched 

my head while I was nodding. 

   One day he was taking us, me and his two daughters out for a drive. His wife was at work. 

I was sitting in the backseat, and watching out the window as suddenly two cats bolted out from 

one side of the road and dashed towards the car as he braked. After he steered around and pulled 

over, we found one cat lying in the middle of the road looking just fine--except it was dead. The 

other one was bleeding, but it was hard to tell from where exactly because blood was all over its 

body. The cat kept breathing for a few minutes before it stopped. It had tire tread marks through 

its middle. The younger girl wouldn’t stop crying and my neighbor just kept saying he didn’t see 

the cat and he was very sorry. 
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When I got back home that night and sat at the dinner table with my parents, I felt like 

throwing up. My mother asked me where did I go and I said I was over at our neighbor’s house. 

She asked if I was ok, I said yes, but I went to bed crying, thinking that we killed two cats.   

After I turned 15, we moved to a bigger house with white walls and fancy furniture. I heard 

people saying that my old neighbor had a new baby. But his baby was born with down’s 

syndrome. I heard that when he asked the doctor to see the baby, and when he moved the fold of 

cloth to look upon his tiny face, he gasped. I remember watching him holding the baby 

embarrassed and sad outside in the crowd. I was on my way to school and passing through the 

old neighborhood. Once I went over and said hi. He smiled and asked me if I wanted to see the 

boy. There was a sense of pain flickering over his face when he tried to talk to him. “Hi, it’s your 

big sister who used to live next door coming to see you, smile.” He sighed because he knew that 

his son’s life would be a succession of heartbreaks since there would be no opportunities, no 

assistance and no hope for kids with down’s syndrome in that small town of China. 

 
	

Allen	Shepherd---I	dreamt	I	killed	my	best	friend,	Ricky	Dixon	
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That is probably the last time I saw my neighbor, when he still had the dreams of buying a 

new house, of curing his baby’s illness, of growing old with his family. One year later, he died, 

with his baby.  

It was years after his death before I heard from my mother and other people that he had been 

sick for a long time. Depression is what turned him into such a sad person. He began to spend 

most of his time at the bedroom window looking out and he stopped working and reading other 

people’s palms. I guess the medication he took never actually helped him. He said in his will that 

he felt sorry for everything. But he hated his baby being sick forever, that he couldn’t sleep at 

night, that he wanted to seize fate or the universe by the throat and make it leave his baby alone. 

I never saw his wife but I met his two daughters once in the old neighborhood, the sisters 

with whom I once shared laughter and friendship. As my eyes locked on them, I manage to 

remember nothing about their father but to talk about school, clothes, everything except for their 

loss. After he died, I wrote about him in my diary and kept having dreams of fire time to time for 

several weeks.  

 

He is dead. One of my childhood best friends died at the age of 38. The fire ran all over his 

body, and the poor baby, who hasn’t had the chance to see the world carefully, also died. He 

gave the poison to his child first, and then splashed gas all over his body. That’s what I heard. I 

feel sad, really sad. He was such a nice person and the baby was so innocent. My friends now 

became girls without a father. 

                                                                                                                        August 13th, 2004 
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Fire.	Durham,	2014	
 

I wondered if physical suffering was more transitory for him than his emotional sufferings. 

Sometimes I thought about those cats too. Maybe death is not really all that cruel or enduring. I 

wondered if he ever read his own palms. I wondered what did his fate tell him. 
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Scott	Huff---My	spaceship	was	taking	off	
	

I have always known that not all photographs touch all the people and different people are 

touched for different reasons. Therefore, I don’t know what other people would make out of this 

photograph, but I find myself immersed in the picture and it is impossible to say why.  

All I know from the photograph is this boy named Scott Huff imagined himself on a 

spaceship and it was about to take off. His head seems to be sticking directly out of the 

photograph towards me, as his stubby legs remain closely entangled in the branches of the tree. I 

imagine stepping into the space and standing in front of him, and feel the strong wind shifting 

under my feet, my legs and my hair, just like what it feels like when an airplane is taking off. I 

don’t know this boy, but that doesn’t get in the way of me projecting my own imagination onto 

him and his photograph. I find myself looking at him so carefully, and because of his undivided 
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attention I follow his stare, focus on his move, and forget it is just a scene from this boy’s 

imagination.  

In the book, a girl named Darlene Watts writes: “I’ve gotten lonely before, and I stayed out 

in the yard and just listened to the birds. Then imagined that they came down and played with me. 

I sat there and dreamt all day. I’d imagine there were bears that lived around here that would 

come down and play with me. It seems they were real people and they found the best clothes 

they could to wear. The bluebirds found the best color of blue. We played and drank tea”(Ewald 

95). All of these beautiful dreams and imaginings draw me to the beauty and pathos of the 

moments when, for example, a boy in his gamess becomes a pilot, a soldier, or a friend with 

animals, or a little girl plays with a doll and imagines she is Dolly Parton.  

As I pored over the book Portraits and Dreams, I found myself asking whether these 

photographs taken by these children are good art? If not, then what makes a photograph a piece 

of art? Clearly, these children were not professional photographers, they hadn’t been trained to 

look at the world through a machine and a frame before Ewald trained them in a relatively short 

time, some of them had never held a camera before they met Ewald, but is that a sufficient 

reason to deny that they have made art of their fantastic and sometimes grotesque imagination 

and dreams?  

There is an old Chinese saying that says, “a good photograph borrows from life.” Through 

the lens of children in the Appalachian Mountains, I came to understand their life and their 

relationship with the land where they play like children and hunt like adults, where animals are 

both their friends and dinner. Maybe in Portraits and Dreams, the camera became less an 

instrument for art, but more a way of expressing feelings, a vent for these children’s delightful 

self-representation. 
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Ewald is genuinely committed to her work. “In fact, she often displays an almost missionary 

zeal in speaking about her collaborations with underprivileged children. She has given years of 

her life, and at times her private financial resources, to carry out her project. Her work is not 

shoot-and-run ventures” (Ballerini 163). By spending a long time with the children, just like 

Olive Pierce, Ewald also was given access and became part of this community. In fact, through 

means only made available by the camera, every child presented an eagerness to be seen in their 

own photographs. As Ewald wrote in the book, “working with the children in Kentucky was like 

having accomplices in a secret game, that we were both looking at things very hard, and 

photographing things, which the adults didn’t really understand was going on” (13).  

The written texts in Wendy Ewald’s collaboration work with children in the Appalachian 

Mountains also play an important role. The narratives or captions assist and guide viewers of the 

photographs to know what we are to see and how we are to see it. The written and visual 

languages inform and strengthen each other. The narratives also create the external conditions 

that provide the photograph with an explicit meaning and story.  

To me, Portraits and Dreams provides human context to social conditions and complicates 

the simple idea of what childhood looks like. “The poverty in the community where Ewald 

worked is evident in the barren yards, rundown houses, and equally rundown bodies of the adults 

who are coal miners, but the foregrounding of the imaginary puts such actualities into an 

insignificant and negligible background” (Ballerini 180).  

Although I found some of the photographs in Portraits and Dreams made me uncomfortable 

at first, in terms of those imaginative, sometimes scary and ominous photographs, the truth is that 

I saw pictures with a quality of “stickiness”. They are sticky because they make you feel. And it 

was because of that “stickiness” that stories that Ewald tries to tell were remembered. She 
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manages to undermine the categorical notions about childhood as “simple and carefree”, and to 

reconsider the traumas, dreams and fantasies of these youth. Her work does not fall into the 

common rut of simplifying the complicated relationships children have with their friends and 

family into a few short and plain words that are dismissive of their complexity and individuality, 

but instead invites viewers to see children as the emotionally complicated human beings that they 

are. 

 

3. Sally	Mann--“Photographs	open	doors	into	the	past,	but	they	also	allow	a	look	into	the	

future.”		

• Immediate Family, 1992 

Immediate Family deftly portrays Mann’s three children, while navigating the elusive breach 

between reality and dreams, facts and fiction in her photographs. Sally Mann selected 

photographs of her children, which are made from their birth to the time they were growns up, 

editing them to create a highly personal and interesting body of work. “Many of these pictures 

are intimate, some are fictions and some are fantastic, but most are of ordinary things every 

mother has seen—a wet bed, a bloody nose, candy cigarettes. They dress up, they pout and 

posture, they paint their bodies, they dive like otters in the dark river” (Mann 7). As Mann tried 

to record and represent the ordinary moments of children in her photographs, some critics 

pointed out that “Mann staked in her photographs an astonishingly authoritative, intensely 

personal claim.”4 As concerns include the sale of such provocative works, assumptions about a 

mother’s protective role, and the consent of the children have been brought up: “the very scope 

of issues that Mann’s photographs raised indicated their success in confounding viewer’s 

																																																													
4	Vince	Aletti.	“Child	world,”	The	Village	Voice.	37.21(1992):	106	
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expectations, arousing unmentionable fears, and challenging assumptions about childhood 

innocence” (Bussard 79). As the title of this work implies, Mann managed to emphasize her 

physical proximity and immediacy of feelings with her subjects, both her children and the place, 

the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in southwestern Virginia, where she and her children 

have grown up. “Even though I take pictures of my children, they’re still about here. It exerts a 

hold on me that I can’t define” (Mann 5). Mann’s photographs are also rooted in her past, for she 

was herself photographed nude by her father, Robert Munger, a Lexington doctor and amateur 

photographer.  

Personally, I can’t well imagine that Mann’s children will regret their mother has seen or 

arranged parts of their past and lives. To the contrary, I think what they’ll have all their lives is a 

very precious opportunity to look back at their past, their childhood, their awkward, bitter and 

happy moments, and to study the existence of those memories and their meanings. As Eric 

Ormsby wrote in the article “Childhood House”: “somehow I had assumed that the past stood 

still, in perfected effigies of itself, and that what we had once possessed remained our possession 

forever, and that at least the past, our past, our childhood, waited, always available, at the touch 

of a nerve, did not deteriorate like the untended house of an aging mother, but stood in pristine 

perfection, as in our remembrances,”5 so if our past and childhood are always available to us but 

only in need of a touch to a nerve, then clearly photography is one way to recollect the dispersed 

pieces of memories, no matter if it is for a remarkable or unremarkable person, a forgotten story 

or something worthy. Photography is the bridge connecting them to us. Sally Mann, with her 

work, built that bridge and tries to bring herself, her children and the viewers back to a lost 

paradise, a forgotten landscape and a pristine memory. 

																																																													
5	Eric	Ormsby.	“Childhood	house,”	The	New	Yorker	Jan	1993.	20	Mar	2015<	
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1993/01/25/childhood-house>	
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																								The	Two	Virginias	#1,	1989	
	

At the very first glance, this little girl, Virginia, caught my eyes. She is pale, her expression 

caught somewhere between shock, denial, anger and prayer. Her hair falls to the line of her chin, 

then bluntly stops short. Feelings of gentleness, vertiginousness and fear all emerged in this 

photograph at the same time. 

The elderly lady sitting next to the little girl is the older Virginia. She is an African 

American woman who helped raise Mann and her two brothers in Lexington, Virginia. "My 

parents were important but Virginia may have been the single most important person in my 
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life,"6 says Mann in an interview. She named her youngest daughter after Virginia. The older 

Virginia is in a peasant skirt; one of her hands is rubbing the little girl’s hair. She is propped 

against the white wooden door, and her posture shows a sense of fatigue and calm.   

It is just another ordinary afternoon. Older Virginia’s hands reach out, hours will be 

consumed and voices won’t go dim in the night. “Ninety-three years separate the two Virginias, 

My daughter and the big woman who raised me. The dark, powerful arms are shrunken, even as 

the tight skin of my daughter’s arms pucker with abundance.” 

This photograph suggests that the re-imagination of the worlds of childhood and adulthood, 

and the line between these two worlds, can become unclear and blurry. By looking at it, I find 

myself wondering: Who would ever know what could go on in this young girl’s mind? How 

much can we know what is at heart of the world of this old lady who sits next to her? 

																																																													
6	“Sally	Mann:	the	two	Virginias,”	Art	21	Exclusive	Sep	2014.	12	Feb	2015	<http://www.art21.org/videos/short-sally-mann-the-
two-virginias>	
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The	Two	Virginias	#4,	1991	
	

This photograph is full of contrasts. The old Virginia’s gray hair and flabby body cast a stark 

contrast with this young Virginia’s wrinkle-free face and sturdy body. They are looking in the 

same direction, but they are heading for different paths of life. When one gets old, it means his or 

her journey of life is about to end. In this picture, I imagine old Virginia wrinkles her brows into 

deep concentration, and her body posture is stiff and static. She may not know how many days 

she has been given to spend, but she may feel her hands are getting empty and that thousands of 

days have already slid away from her, like a drop of water disappearing into the ocean. Her days 

are dropping into the stream of time, soundless and traceless. And now, already her hair is gray, 

and the wrinkles climb up on her face, her hands and her body. 
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While the young girl’s open arms convey feelings of vigor and vitality. Her eyes are full of 

curiosity, as if life has given her too many questions and she finds no answers yet. These series 

of contrasts within the picture form a unique beauty to me. 

By putting the two Virginias in the same space and frame, these photographs got me to 

thinking that the old Virginia’s past could be the young Virginia’s present. The young and old 

Virginias in the photograph somehow constitute these two-fold realities. As these two worlds 

conflict with each other, they produce an odd kind of vitality. The young girl may be the 

“spitting image” of the older Virginia, and also a reflection of the photographer, a virtual replica 

of her mother and older Virginia. It is not hard to imagine that this young girl’s access to adult 

experience and feelings could be condensed and borrowed from the old Virginia.  
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Easter	Dress,	1986	
	

As these photographs capture the ordinary life routine and extend the story of Mann’s 

relationship with her children as well as the notion of “family”, Mann managed to constitute a 

reflective and detailed narrative to her own life, her past and childhood as well. 

In the photograph, Mann’s daughter Jessie is wearing a white Easter dress and looking at the 

camera. Her titled head, dramatic gesture and subtle smile show the innocence and faithfulness 

of childhood. 

Although this photograph shows the girl, the landscape, the kids behind the fence, and a 

plethora of other things, it refuses to explain any of them. There is only the caption “Easter 

dress”. Through research, I found out that this Easter dress was made for Mann when she was six 
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by her mother and her grandmother, Jessie Adams. “When Jessie Mann, thirty years later, 

spreads out that skirt, the hills that surround her are the same modest ones of our home,” says 

Mann in the text of Immediate Family (3).  

It strikes me that not only does this Easter dress bear the memory of the two-generations, but 

it is still demanding attention and insisting on its presence in the photograph now. Just as Mann 

wrote in the book, “Memory is the primary instrument, the inexhaustible nutriment source. 

Photographs open doors into the past but they also allow a look into the future” (7).  

 

          

Blowing	Bubbles.1987	
	



																																																																												 Geng	113	

I have heard childhood described as bubbles, in the sense that whenever we venture out in 

the world, we feel there is a bubble surrounding us, a bubble of privilege, which keeps us from 

interacting with the outside world.  

             

Bubbles.	Havana,	Cuba,	January	11,	2016	
	

Looking at the photograph I took in Cuba, I have realized that my parents were once my 

bubbles. They kept me happy, satisfied and safe from the chaotic and complicated world. When I 

was little, my parents are how I spent my time. When I was a teen, they helped define me, telling 

me the hard truth that not every couple is meant to be together. Now that I am finally grown up, 

they bring me back to my own memories by unveiling some of theirs.  

Maybe Mann was once her children’s bubble as well; maybe when they grow up, they will 

be thankful for what Mann did with their childhood moments by turning them into the journey 

that they’ll share with her in the future. Mann, the bubbles of their privilege, at a certain point, 
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may become the materials of their narrative, the image of their old house, the flowers on the 

porch, and the story of their life. 

When poring over the Immediate Family, I ask the same questions the writer Reynolds Price 

asks in his afterword to the book: “Do the pictures of others coincide with what you believe to be 

your memories, and to what extent have the pictures created those memories for you or merely 

served as reminders of them?”(Price 75) For me, some of the Mann’s photographs do serve as 

the reminder of my memories.  

 

        

Damaged	Child,	1984	

Since I was a child, I have always understood that love is a fragile thing and can be easily 

lost, the heart easily broken. After my parent’s official separation, I should have known that once 
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someone gets a little escape velocity going, she or he hardly ever comes back. But my real 

problem is my desperate insecurity and the resulting need for love and affirmation. It is this that 

puts me in a tough spot because I somehow fail to accept the truth that not everyone will love me. 

I pretend I don’t have to pretend that I am proud and secure. I choose to believe I can be who I 

am and people will like me for it and give me the affirmation I want. It’s a predicament. Because 

sometimes no one shows up. 

 As Mann indicated in her book, “there’s the paradox: we see beauty and we see the dark 

side of things. And how is it that we must hold what we love tight to us, against our very bones, 

knowing we must also, when the time comes, let it go?”(7) 

 

Venus	After	School,	1992	

I remember sitting on a sofa like the one in the photograph on an afternoon after class, not 

naked, but among my furry puppets and colored clothes, among my books and newspapers. In 
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the spare quiet moments before my mother came back from work, I closed my eyes and threw 

my head back against the sofa. At that time, I knew that there was something deep down my 

heart longing to be changed. I wanted to mar the perfection of my grades, to make my mother 

less able to do all that she did, by which I meant, less able to make me practice piano, read books 

and take up my space all the time. I wanted to be cool and fun, just like my friend, Xiao. 

She was the girl I met in junior high, who was usually sitting in the front of the whole class. 

She was taller, thinner, and prettier than me. She smiled a lot and that was what most set her 

apart from others. She had a lot of friends following her here and there, and I didn’t know why 

she saved a table for me in the cafeteria at lunch. Maybe I seemed lost as I tried to find a place to 

sit. However, that was the beginning of our friendship. 

Looking at it then, I was happy that I had Xiao as my friend. I was happy about the way she 

told me the truth as we floated together, happily. At least I was feeling safe and secure. Until one 

day on my birthday party, when I waited at home patiently for Xiao and others to come to my 

party, and she stood me up. In fact, she showed up with my other friends at another girl’s party.  

I don’t know why she didn’t come. I thought to myself: What did I do wrong? She didn’t 

even try, and our friendship didn’t concern her. 
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                                                                 			1983-1985	

The next morning I called in sick to school. During the afternoon, Xiao called me. She said 

she was sorry but she couldn’t be my only friend and I shouldn’t be jealous of other girls with 

whom she also played because, she said, friendship cannot be noosed in or demanded from 

someone as I tried to do with her. She said I needed too much from her and she couldn’t afford to 

give it to me. 

I was in enraged. I yelled at her, said I felt betrayed and hung up the phone. When you take a 

stand on a friendship, in rage, you make it clear, this friendship is over. Until then, I didn’t 

realize how big the empty space in my heart felt, how my need for friendship and my 

understanding of it somehow pushed my friends away.  

My mother talked to me afterwards, and said she understood how hard it was for me but I 

had to be careful about whom I chose to be my friends so I didn’t get hurt.  
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“I felt confused.” 

“ I know.” 

“I felt betrayed.” 

“ I know that too.” 

“Don’t I deserve someone to be my real friend? Someone who really cares about me?” 

“Oh, of course you do. You know sometimes the meaning of the word changes, but not your 

longings for it.” 

I didn’t understand what my mother meant at that time, but years later one night after my 

boyfriend broke up with me I finally knew what she meant. Sometimes I am too caring, even 

possessive when it comes to love. I want to give all my love and attention to the one I care about 

while ignoring their needs and feelings. I want to be more than I actually am, and I want 

someone to notice. I always think that if you love something or someone well enough, you never 

let it go. But when my failure to forgive, to make time, to communicate, to engage, became a 

terrible threat to the way I care and love, I knew I had to change.  

 

 



																																																																												 Geng	119	

         

Emmett,	Jessie	and	Virginia.	1989	

There are many nude photographs of children taken by Mann, and all of them are composed 

beautifully and unleash a sense of nostalgia. As her three children merely stare dead straight at 

the camera, proud, earnest, and defiant of any command to smile, this photograph recalls one of 

my favorite Chinese poems to my mind.  

 

Those bygone days have been disappeared as smoke by a light wind,  

Or have been evaporated as a mist by the morning sun. 

Those that have gone have gone for good, 

Those come keep coming 

Yet in between, what is left in such a rush? 
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What traces have I left behind me? Have I ever left behind any gossamer traces at all in this 

world? 

I have come to this world, stark naked,  

Am I going back, in a blink, in the same stark-nakedness? 

 

The truth is indicated in the poem. We have come to this world, starkly naked, and when we 

go, we are back in the same stark-nakedness because we can’t take anything away with us. 

Therefore, maybe Mann was trying to embrace the uncertain nature of time and the complicated 

views of her hometown in her work, as she had described--“in this confluence of past and future, 

reality and symbol, are Emmett, Jessie, and Virginia. Their strength and confidence, there to be 

seen in their eyes are compelling—for nothing is so seductive as a gift casually possessed. They 

are substantial; their green present is irreducibly complex. The withering perspective of past, the 

predictable treacheries of the future, for the moment, those familiar complications of time all 

play harmlessly around them as dancing shadows beneath the great oak” (7).  

After reviewing the large body of Mann’s work, somehow deep down in my heart I wish 

more of my childhood was recorded. During the time when I was growing up, “don’t move and 

smile” was the watchword for studio photographers. My parents took me to the photography 

studio to take birthday photographs every year until I went to high school. They said in their 

generation, photographs are such luxuries that they were only made to commemorate the very 

special occasions, when a baby was born or dying or a man or a woman is getting married. 

Therefore, when the cost of making photographs fell, they realized the importance for me to take 

photographs to record some of my life. Despite my eagerness to please my parents, I didn’t like 
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the idea because every birthday snapshot of me turned out to be the “same”, with my grim eyes, 

“cheese” smile, and awkward posture.  

Sally Mann’s work made me realize that there were scary, awkward, heartbreaking, ordinary 

moments in my childhood as well, but none of those moments were recorded. As I ask the 

question why wasn’t more of my interesting and messy childhood experience recorded, I realize 

that what Mann did with her work is use photography as a vehicle to represent personal 

experience, that sometimes memory is a locked sanctum filled with treasure and secrets, and 

photography can become the key to the mysterious place. We search it, explore it and somehow 

it brings us a lot of our own belongings we have almost lost. As photography historian Douglas 

Nickel has noted, when “the means by which people regarded their own histories changed; the 

way lives were lived became entangled in the way lives were now represented”(Douglas 11).  

Sally Mann’s blurred, gritty photographs, sometimes compositionally askew, are very 

different from the clear, elegantly composed images of Olive Pierce’s work. To some degree, 

those photographs are similar to Wendy Ewald’s work in its grotesque and dreamy 

characteristics, but within a different approach. Mann’s photographs of her children are often 

tinged with a sense of nostalgia. They are portraits of a separate and surreal world of childhood 

that is long distant and beyond touch. Such effects of nostalgia and ambiguity are often achieved 

by the means of the light, “as the nuances of light, where the slightest shift can turn a sky from 

promising to threating—further plays on issues of memory, so that the image of children at play 

look like the dreamlike recall of subject looking back toward an earlier time” (Steward 368).  

In the introduction to the exhibition “Personal Stories, Public Pictures”, curator Katherine A. 

Bussard writes: “take one picture and stop time, preserve the moment. Take enough pictures over 
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enough time, however, and they may eventually shape, perhaps even transform, the way life is 

lived and commemorated” (Bussard 9).  

Mann’s work captures the ordinary life that we have all experienced as a child or as a mother. 

These loving, fearful, humorous, trustworthy and profound pictures explore the nature of family 

love, maternal and child response, and reflect on the connection between a mother and her 

children, the children wanting to please their mother and the mother’ power over and empathy 

for the child are both amplified. The most striking thing to me is that these photographic texts 

make her daughters’ stories come alive, as Mann described these photographs in one of her 

books: “We are spinning a story of what it is to grow up. It is a complicated story and sometimes 

we try to take on the grand themes: anger, love, death, sensuality, and beauty. But we tell it all 

without fear and without shame” (Mann 7). Mann’s photographs provide viewers with the 

texture, the details, the sights, and above all, the emotions of important events happening in her 

children’s daily lives, and it makes me think that when photographing other’s lives and dreams, 

we are not only finding out about the world and the people in it, but also we are finding out about 

ourselves. 

As I reviewed the criticisms around the work of the Immediate Family, I found that the real 

tension lies in the ground when those private and personal photographs are represented in the 

public context, reviewed and commented on by a huge number of viewers, like myself. However, 

the question is: are those personal images as private or individual as they seem? Maybe like 

Mann, “once we recognize that the very public and collective nature of our notion of self, family, 

relationships, childhood and even place and time, are not as private or individual as they seem” 

(Bussard 17) and therefore, those moments and stories become part of our lives and stories as 

well.  
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4. Conclusion	

While interacting with the words and people in these photographs, I wondered how does the 

work by these three photographers’ relate to my own? Maybe, for photographers, photography is 

not only about seeing someone else, but also creating yourself. And if so, then each photograph 

is about the photographer’s unfolding self-creation.   

Maybe when Olive Pierce captures the vivid moments of children socializing and learning, 

Wendy Ewald works with her students in Kentucky, and Sally Mann photographs her three 

children from the time they were babies, they are seeing themselves as well. Maybe when we are 

getting to know these new people, our own children, and new places, we are also getting to know 

more about ourselves.  

In the book American Photography, Miles Orvell discusses how sometimes photographs can 

function as a kind of time machine, bringing us back in time to the moments in our own past 

lives, or in the past lives of our loved ones. When looking at the work of photographers Wendy 

Ewald, Sally Mann and Olive Pierce, childhood seems like a period of time that is more visually 

rich than most, regardless of culture, and it is true that photographs can record our lives but also 

enable us to look even further, into other people’s lives, distant in time and place from our own. 

Each of these artists chose to depict the days of childhood by giving individual voice to the 

children who are often overlooked or ignored. There are certain substances that these 

photographers reveal which are universal and belong to all human beings. These photographs 

transcend the boundaries of nationality, geography and time to light us up with a sense of déjà vu, 

feelings we find in ourselves as well as in others. And the story I find familiar within their works 

is what binds us together as human beings.  
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Maybe one should ask why these photographs have not lost any relevance or impact over the 

decades. To my mind, it is clear that these photographs deliver some universal themes to the 

viewers. But the most important thing I found about what Olive pierce, Sally Mann and Wendy 

Ewald each did with their works is that they did not photograph a closed world--each of their 

photographs leave space for our own projections. The more stories unfolding and more emotions 

conveyed through their work, the more I found out that the images made by these photographers 

conjured my own photographs and experiences, even to a degree that in some of their 

photographs, I see myself, my loved ones, my past and my childhood. 

 As Robert Adams put it in his book Beauty in Photography, “it [a work of art] outlasts its 

own age—suggests that the most important truths in it are less constraining than the codified 

world views of a particular time”(97). Paradoxically, these photographs are separate while 

staying coherent, changing while remaining stable. They break the long-held notions of opposing 

extremes in photography and create something new: reality and fantasy, fact and fiction, 

documentary and experimental, and a window to the outside world and as well as a mirror onto 

oneself.  
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