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JANE HAMMOND 
JEAN DYKSTRA 

AND 

Dykstra: What drew you to photography to begin with, since you had been 

a painter and printmaker for most of your career? 

Hammond: I'm not that committed to any medium per se. I'm more 

committed to different ways of working and different strategies of thinking. 

As a painter I've never been comfortable with the assumption that I have 

more in common with other painters than with non-painters. I'm a 

conceptual artist who happens to also be very in love with materiality, and 

I've always worked from collected information and worked recombinatively 

through found things. 

Specifically what led to my making a body of work in photography was 

quite process-driven. I was making some mixed-media works on paper 

which resembled scrapbooks-in both their appearance and their 

heterogeneity of images. So I started to forage around on eBay for some 

found photographs of a few things I was riffing on taxonomically-frogs, 

snowmen, people on stilts. Some interesting things began happening: I 

began to have sexual snowmen, political snowmen. So I began playing 

with taxonomies and laying things out all over the studio-much like that 

card game "Concentration," where the "what" and the "where" are 

linked. I left the photos behind to go make dinner, and I kept seeing one 

of them in my head. I went back into the studio to inspect it more carefully 

and real ized that I had braided together elements from three or four of 

these found photographs in my mind. I had made a new fictional 

photograph out of the several. I knew immediately that this was something 

I wanted to do. 

Dykstra: For your paintings and prints, you had a fixed number of 276 

categories of things that you drew from. Are you working the same way 

with these photographs? 

Hammond: There is a bit of overlap because I'm the creator of the lexicon 

of 276 in the first place, and I'm the collector of these found photographs. 

There's a clown group photograph and there's a clown funeral photograph 

in process-- and there are clown paintings and drawings. There are 

snowmen paintings and there is a snowman photo in the works--so there 

are nameable things that overlap, and then there are probably less easily 

nameable kinds of feelings and states that overlap as well. 

Dykstra: There are two different types of work in this show: the 11x14-inch 

silver-gelatin prints, made up of numerous found images recombinatively 

-and seamlessly--put together, and the 41x107-inch pieces made of many 

more than 100 separate photographs with your face inserted into each of 

them. How did those larger works come about? 

Hammond: This large multi-part piece, which I call "Album," grew out of 

the fact that in making the silver gelatins and collecting all these hundreds 

of other people's snapshots to do so, I kind of fell in love with snapshots. 

For a million reasons-but one thing was that I didn't know anyone in any 

of the pictures-they were all other people's pictures. And I thought it 

would be amazing to inhabit them, to insert myself into the lives of these 

other people and do all these things-retroactively-that I have never 

done. So there I am pregnant, and celebrating my fiftieth anniversary, and 

dead in a casket, and wearing a chador, and shooting foxes, and in a 

wheelchair, and fat and thin and young and old and pretty and not. It's all 

the things that could have happened and more. 
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Dykstra: How does it feel to see yourself in all of those different lives

they're very funny. works. 

Hammond: They're funny to me too. 

Dykstra: And poignant, and they're amazingly seamless too. 

Hammond: It's a very funny experience. One of the ones that really kind of 

blew my mind the most when I saw it finished was the one of me pregnant 

and naked, because I've never had that big pregnant belly. I was so taken 

in by it I actually did it twice-once as a thirty-five year old and once as a 

sixteen year old. 

Dykstra: Do those pieces ever prompt some sort of identity crisis? Seeing 

all these different possibilities and all these paths, who you could have 

been, who you might be. 

Hammond: I looked at this piece once with a group of women and 

somehow we got into this discussion about the various paths of womens' 

lives. If you had missed that airplane you might have married this other 

man and you could have .had twins and you could have been transferred to 

Texas and then you wouldn't have missed that train and then your best 

friend--all these things could have easily have happened or not happened 

or whatever, and everyone in the room could very easily relate to that. 

Dykstra: Right- all of the possibilities, the paths not taken. 

Hammond: Yes. And of the conditionality of your own circumstances--that 

you could have easily had a different life. 

Dykstra: How do you go about finding all of these photographs? 

Hammond: When you work with found things you have to have much too 

much. You have to have such an overabundance you subvert your own will 

to design things. Now there are some things you find out in the world, and 

the minute you come upon it, you think, this is fantastic. But there's a lot of 

stuff that's more provisional. It's not great yet, but if you were to find just 

the right thing next, then the first thing becomes fantastic. A lot of times 

things are good retroactively--they get better in light of what's around the 

corner. 

Part of it is having faith in the process of collecting- and enjoying it for its 

own sake, which I very much do. And the other part is really being willing 

to put the time in. I go to flea markets, both in New York and in other 

places. Sometimes you meet other people who are also sellers, out of their 

houses or at ephemera fairs. 

Dykstra: Do you have any idea of how many images you have now? 

Hammond: I'm guessing I have collected about ten thousand photos. 

Dykstra: What is the attraction to you for using found imagery, which 

you've done in your prints and paintings as well as, now, in your 

photographs? 

Hammond: I gave a talk at the De Young Museum [in San Francisco] in 

May and I found myself saying, I'm 58, and I came of age artistically in the 

heyday of post-minimalism and conceptual art, and I've been deeply 

influenced by that. I also still think the larger background in American art 

at the time was a pretty strong worshipping at the altar of Abstract 

Expressionism. There was a strong paradigm in the air which at heart is 

connected to Freud --that you have this deep complicated inner self, and 

that this can be coupled with an open-ended process of painting -what De 

Kooning called "having a dialogue with the painting" -- in which you 

uncover and discover aspects of yourself. What was called "Action 

Painting" was a kind of championing of the complexity of the individual 

and of the interior life over, say, culture, and social relationships and things 

that are exterior. 
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I think the thing I really like now about working with found things is that I'm 

more interested now in reaction. I'm very interested in the fact that you go 

to the flea market, and you find something that you didn't know was there. 

You can't will it into existence, you're not even searching for it. 

There's a picture of me and Elvis getting married. I reached into this box 

and I pulled up this picture of catacombs in Mexico. I looked at it, and I 

saw a wedding-that is what I mean by reaction, it's like you have a set of 

feelings you didn't even know you had until some trigger comes along. 

As you get older as an artist and more proficient in some ways and your 

point of view gets more complex and fleshed out, it's nice to have some 

arena in which things are still very open, very unknown, and in which you 

can find yourself being off balance from time to time, being stumped from 

time to time or finding new things. I have always said that I didn't want to 

grow up to be the person that made the Jane Hammonds or the person 

that hires the people that make the Jane Hammonds. That is not what I 

think being an artist is. 

Dykstra: You want to leave yourself open to the possibilities of chance, 

and discovery. 

Hammond: Yes. Even with eBay, where you are naming what you are 

looking for, I find that, because language is only a half-good tool with 

regard to art, you type in something because you think you're looking for 

X and then you discover you've misunderstood what X means to other 

people, or X means even more than you realized it did, or in finding X you 

inherit Y. You are looking for naked women, you find this one naked 

woman in the arms of a gorilla, a big man in a gorilla suit. And you think, 

wow, I wasn't even looking for this, but it is better than what I wanted. 

Dykstra: Right. You talked about not having a particular interest in the 

medium of photography, but did you have in mind the work of people like 

John Heartfield or Hannah Hoch wh ile you were making these? 

Hammond: No, I didn't. Most everything I've ever made is collage-like in 

nature. It's what feels natural to me. So once I started working this way in 

photography I would just see photographs in my mind. 

Dykstra: There is a playful compression of time in these photographs- a 

mixing of different eras and places. Because these photographs are so 

seamless, it's pleasantly disorienting to see these people from different 

historical periods and places together, and it has to do with the automatic 

assumption that photographs depict something that really happened, a 

scene that was really there. You create these images in Photoshop, but 

then you make a negative so that it's printed as a photograph. It looks like 

a photograph and feels like a photograph ... 

Hammond: Smells like a photograph ... 

Dykstra: .. . registers as a photograph. Why was that so important that it be 

a photograph, that it feel authentic? 

Hammond: I guess for two reasons. I understand that intellectuals for quite 

a while now have been making the point that the "truth" of a photograph 

is really quite subjective or constructed, but if you and I were to do a 

survey of people walking down the street and we were to show them a 

black-and-white photograph of something and then a painting of 

something and say, which one do you think really happened and which 

one do you think was from someone's imagination- you and I know what 

they would say. There's a certain set of assumptions we have with 

photography, particularly small black-and-white photography, that its 

internal elements were in a coexistent space, at a simultaneous moment in 

t ime, that there was a person there with this device who recorded it in an 

instant, that they were all in the same sunlight in the same shadows- the 

same birds were singing in the same woods, etc, and I think to work within 

the context that has that set of assumptions, things have a different impact 

and meaning than if you're working in the realm of say, the digital print, 

which would be the obvious other alternative. But I want to be in this 
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certain kind of conceptual realm-freighted with these assumptions-

whether it's visually apparent or not. 

But then the second half of my answer is not conceptual, it's material. I 

love the silver ofthe silver gelatin and the way certain things translate into 

it . When I first saw the metal of the bridge in "Maysville (1931)" or the 

flood waters in "Graflex" or the cherries in "Fairy Tale"-\ was so taken 

with the translation into the silver gelatin. It was just so beautiful. The silver 

kind of hugs the texture and surface of things. It loves metal and it loves 

water and, so part of what I'm in love with in photography is the kind of 

ordinary sense of things. It's sort of a William Carlos Williams kind of idea. 

The silver gelatin --it really makes you fall in love with alarm clocks and 

bedroom curtains and old lawnmowers and thumbtacks and leather and 

stone walls. 

Dykstra: And a lot of the photographs in the big pieces are sort of torn, 

and they have smudges and have little inscriptions on them, but those 

were made in a similar way ... 

Hammond: Those are actually digital prints in "Album." 

Dykstra: So you did the tearing and the smudging and the taping and the 

inscriptions -

Hammond: And it's really something that happened organically, because 

I've spent so many hours now looking at old photographs. When you look 

at an old snapshot, you see depicted something that happened a long 

time ago, and the object that holds th is image feels as old as the thing 

depicted inside of it. Snapshots are images, but they are also objects. And 

the other thing that happens is that when you look at photographs a lot as 

I have now, myriad accidents befall them but there are patterns. They get 

stuck in drawers or they get ripped out of albums, or women cut their 

ex-boyfriends out of group scenes. So I began to build up a kind of a 

repertoire of what physical changes could happen. 

Dykstra: Or they get written on ... 

Hammond: Sometimes I feel like a movie director- I'm thinking, OK, this is 

a photograph of a waitress, so I'm going to staple it because it is a 

photograph that was at the workplace. It was behind the counter. It's not 

an album thing, it's not a family thing-it never left the workplace-so it is 

dirty and it is stapled. 

Dykstra: So you are not only imagining yourself into these other people's 

lives, but you're imagining the past lives of the photographic objects 

themselves, in terms of what has happened to them and how they've been 

used and how they've been seen. 

Hammond: Sometimes it's quite process-driven in a purely physical sense, 

but other times I do have a kind of narrative in my mind --this woman, she's 

taking care of these two kids, and she's completely lost it so she's totally 

torn this photograph up into seven pieces. But now she is sorry and she's 

kind of piecing it all back together again. 

Dykstra: It's a wonderful way of playing with the idea of photographic 

reality, of blurring truth and fiction .... Even knowing what I knew, when I 

first looked at the large pieces I made the assumption at first that the 

photographs, the objects themselves, were real. 

Hammond: You know it's funny, I noticed this first when I observed people 

looking at "Can You Draw This?" ... They seem to come to the conclusion 

that it's funny, but they don't come to it quickly--because on some initial 

level it makes a certain kind of sense. 

Dykstra: I'm glad you brought that up because it's one of the pieces I 

wanted to ask you about-- it's a very well-constructed fiction. Did you draw 

all the little individual drawings? 

Hammond: Yes, yes, yes. 
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Dykstra: You see this sort of preposterous pyramid of people, that couldn't 

have really happened, but then you see all these drawings of that pyramid, 

so for an instant there's an assumption that, well, it must have happened. 

Hammond: It sort of legitimizes the preposterousness for a moment. 

Dykstra: It's great. There also seem to be a lot of ethnographic types of 

images folded into your silver-gelatin pieces. There's one of the boy 

holding a skull and standing in front of a men's room, and there's another 

one where a parachutist has come down over the side of a rock, and 

there's a cluster of children nearby. There are elements of humor, but 

there's also an edge to them. 

Hammond: This is hard to put into words. One of the things people 

photograph besides their own domestic lives, is travel and the unfamiliar. 

There are lots of pictures floating around taken by people in the military 

stationed in places they have never been before-Okinawa, for example, 

is a place I have seen hundreds of pictures of-mostly taken by sailors. 

These travel pictures, whether they are from the thirties or the sixties--they 

do have something baked into them that you and I might now call 

politically incorrect-or at least they have a set of cultural attitudes that 

feel "different" to us. So in some cases I am working off of that. 

I am also genuinely attracted to the specific details of other people's lives: 

different kinds of mailboxes, fences, different ways to hang laundry or 

display shoes. In "lwei Frauen ... " for example, I was initially drawn to that 

wallcovering and those curtains and the fabric and collars of those 

dresses-as a kind of symphony of stripes. 

Dykstra: You've talked before about being concerned in your work with 

the construction of meaning and how meaning is read into work. Could 

you talk a little bit about that? 

Hammond: Yes, it's endlessly fascinating to me to combine things and feel 

them changing each other and creating altogether new meanings and 

synergisms. For example when I made "Panchatantra," I had an idea of 

how I wanted it to be, but I also experimented along the way with other 

variations. One of the beauties of the way I am working is that alternate 

visual options can be created in a pretty fluid way. In painting, if you were 

to make a woman and an elephant you would have to give them some 

spatial relationship from the onset-some relative scale to each other and 

some distance apart. Then, to change that, you would have to scrape it all 

out and repaint. All that labor can be your friend, but it can also be your 

enemy. 

Here I could easily play with their relative positions vis-a-vis the water. You 

can see there are really two pools of water separated by a shallow area 

between. As I moved the elephant to different places, their relationship-

the sexuality of it, the fear quotient of it, whether you saw him as a male 

elephant, or just an elephant, or a small elephant or a big elephant or a 

kind of lover--all of that changed as he came into her pool. When finally his 

tusks went down in her pool it was like -my god, they're having sex. 

So you can take this kind of semiotic equation-this relationship between 

these two beings--and you can warm it up and knead it in all different 

directions. As you can watch it get more elastic, you are witnessing a series 

of moments, and learning more about what you want. 

Something else also happens when I focus on the darks and lights, 

because we're really hard-wired to respond to light. So when you put more 

darkness on a person's face you completely change your own emotional 

relationship to them and you have a completely different set of reactions 

about what you think it is that they're feeling. When you put together 

cultural values, and emotional/physical expressions and you learn how you 

read them and then you put together your set of associations about the 

things in the room and the kind of socio-economics of what you think is 

going on and then you introduce other characters or animals or figures or 

whatever .... and there are also the other photographers-plural! You know 

I am collaborating with other photographers-they just don't know they 

are collaborating with me. They're in there too in some way. 
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