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We’ve lost dancing

This year we’ve had to lose

Our space, we’ve lost dancing

We’ve lost

The hugs with friends and

And people that we loved

All these things we took for granted

We’ve lost dancing

This year we’ve had to lose

Our space, we’ve lost dancing

If I can live through this next six months

Day by day

If I can live through this

What comes next

Will be

Marvelous

The Blessed Madonna & Fred Again.., “Marea (we’ve lost dancing)”

To be alive: not just the carcass

But the spark.

That's crudely put, but…

If we're not supposed to dance,

Why all this music?

Gregory Orr, “To Be Alive”
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You & I Are Earth is photographic autofiction: a combination of self portraiture

and portraiture, real and ephemeral places, actual and imagined events. It is a project

about the friendships that mean the world to me, the ways we nourish and adorn our

lives, and the spaces we love and lose and recreate together over and over again.

Here is my reverence for the best parts of parties and my proposal for the

darkroom as a site of similar ritual. Camera flash reminds me of celebrations that I

cannot seem to find again. It gives my pictures a fierceness and embraces strangeness

with affection. This is what it looks like to be tender — vulnerable to the good within the

darkness.

You & I Are Earth began with Self Portrait for a Nonexistent Party (fig. 1). In the

photograph, I am dancing in a pink latex dress that I purchased in college but have

never worn out. The inclusion of disco ball decorations bolsters the idea of a party; the

taped-up background, the visible hanger straps of the dress, and the bulb shutter in my

hand reveal the situation as staged. There is no party and I am sad, angry, and longing

for one. Through photography, I began creating my own party and honoring the spaces

where similarly strange but celebratory rituals take place.

The exhibition consists of three main components: sixteen framed and matted

eleven-by-fourteen silver gelatin prints on the wall, the series Party Favors of

five-by-seven contact prints displayed on a table, and the You & I Are Earth artists’ book

(fig. 2). The project’s presentation follows traditional exhibition conventions, in that the

materials and content of the photographs themselves are the primary focus and the

installation methods are secondary. Largely inspired by Diane Arbus’s photographs and

David Zwirner Gallery’s 2022 exhibition Cataclysm: The 1972 Diane Arbus

Retrospective Revisited, I selected black wooden frames and mats that matched the
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color of my Ilford Multigrade Fiber paper. I was also influenced by Arbus’s printing

style, where the rough and imperfect edges of the negative are visible even when framed

and matted. Accordingly, there is a quarter of an inch border between the edge of my

print and the edge of the matboard. I did not frame with plexiglass or glass in order to

emphasize the surface quality of the glossy darkroom paper.

Bookmaking is a crucial part of my artistic practice, one that has become even

more exciting and important during my classes in the Printmaking department. I

consider my photographs markers of unofficial holidays, anniversaries, beginnings, and

endings; books then function as punctuations and containers for these photographs. The

book version of You & I Are Earth is an edition of two digitally printed and handbound

books (fig. 3). My practice is in conversation with DIY and zine culture; I wanted my

artists’ book to recall zine culture. Accordingly, I chose to print my book digitally using

scanned negatives and an inkjet printer because it allowed for a larger multiple and

more paper options. The interior of the book is printed on Red River Paper Arctic Polar

Luster, a double-sided paper that mimics glossy darkroom prints and is light enough to

fold and flip through casually. The softcover exterior with foil-stamped black text

further permits a zine-like reading experience. I bound the book with a pamphlet stitch

and black ribbon; the satin echoes the cables, ropes, gloves, and boots that shine

throughout in the photographs.

My personal understanding of ‘party’ — as shaped by lived experience, queer

theory, affect theory, pop and electronic music — is fundamental to the making of this

project. I began by shooting my own personal ritual spaces: the darkroom, Zoom dance

classes, and house parties. These events are united by specific sensory experiences

including dimly lit interiors, strong smells, and loud music. Sable Elyse Smith states



Jain 5

“the ‘party’ is about a moment of suspension” (Smith 126). There is an ephemerality to

these party spaces; most are just empty boxes, briefly activated by people gathering,

dancing, and decorating.

Every day, I wear a clip-on “fake” nose ring, something I purchased five years ago

for a Halloween costume and never took off. There is a repetition of motifs throughout

the series: googly eyes, a pair of black pleather gloves, the bulb shutter, teeth, poppers,

and bathrooms. These objects are typically associated with costumes and dress-up,

temporary forms of dress. Through repetition, both photographically and in my life,

they become real parts of daily ritual. In Party Favors, I isolate these objects against a

black studio background and photograph them like quasi-scientific specimens (fig. 4). I

printed the negatives in the darkroom, with the edges of the film and my exposure notes

visible.

Party spaces are inherently social, but in my pictures they are usually populated

by only one or two figures. These small numbers point at the logistical difficulties of

maintaining third spaces, while also suggesting that only a few people are needed to

create a nourishing and fulfilling space. Inclusions of gothic motifs and abject horror —

disembodied limbs, biting myself, a medically removed wisdom tooth, rubber gloves,

and a surgical mask — recall the aesthetics of pandemic lockdown and the viral paranoia

I continue to carry with me. They are the tools that promote care in social settings,

including the darkroom, making gatherings feasible in the post-COVID, post-AIDs

world. At the club Nowadays in New York City, for example, attendants offer clubbers

safe partying supplies, including fentanyl testing strips, condoms, and surgical masks.

Medical objects are juxtaposed with playful party paraphernalia in order to complicate

the reading of my images, and these social situations, as unconscious fun and hedonism.
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Darkroom Gothic // Darkroom Party functions as the thesis of this project, as it

succinctly depicts the unconventional “party” location of the darkroom and the people,

me and my best friend, that activate the space (fig. 5).

I foreground the darkroom as both a material concern and as a subject of You & I

Are Earth itself. The photographs in the wall exhibition and in the book were made

using my Minolta Autocord, a 6x6 medium format camera that I appreciate for its

combination of optical detail and relative portability; Party Favors were made in-studio

with a 4x5 view camera. My inclusion of photographic tools and revealing of fake

backgrounds (the bulb shutter, tape holding up the background, party decor in slightly

the wrong place) further reveals the performative nature of the images themselves.

My methodology intentionally leaves much up to chance. I have long been drawn

to analogue photography because of the element of surprise. Shooting and developing

film allows me to forget and remember my images and the events they document. Flash

and self portraiture work similarly — I set the broad parameters of the image (the

subject, the scene, the objects) and the rest remains ever so slightly out of my control.

This process appeals to me sentimentally and aesthetically. I include happy accidents

and technical imperfections to amplify material connections to analogue photography

and to make visible latent emotions. In-camera double exposures Molly’s Googly Eyes

and The Bite evoke a sense of disorientation and emotional unease (figs. 6 and 7). Flash

fall-off in Pasties functions as a censorship for the nude body (fig. 8).

I describe the photographs in You & I Are Earth as ‘real-fake’ as a way of moving

beyond the documentary/constructed binary. The people in the photographs are real

and the sensations the images evoke are visceral. However, my settings and gestures are

often more constructed; I consider my photographs excerpts and recreations of lived
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experiences. Especially when working with friends — such as in Derek Cracking Chicote

and Gokul Dancing Capoeira — I asked them to perform a personal ritual for me (fig.

9). We selected the location together and chose places of significance: in these cases, the

banks of the Wallkill River and an outcropping on the Wallkill Rail Trail. I am interested

in spaces like these, which are officially nameless and only imbued with significance

through our interactions with them. In these spaces, like my self portraits, I set a

parameter and allow my sitters to perform within the space we have carved out together.

These performative photographs are paired with vernacular, documentary photographs

taken in “real-time” events — Mari as a Vampire and Piss Trough, for example (fig. 10).

There is often a contrast between these two seemingly disparate methods of

photographing and I am emphasizing that contrast intentionally in my sequencing and

pairings. In doing so, I blur the lines between the real and the fake in my own lived

experiences, celebrating the reality of performing for the camera and the performativity

of existing in real, but ephemeral, ritual spaces.

My photographic approach draws on the diaristic content and casual aesthetics

legitimized by Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency. Goldin photographs

herself frequently and in vulnerable conditions of love and injury, both emotional and

physical. Her self portraits are undeniably intimate, yet she titles them in the third

person — Nan One Month After Being Battered (1984) and Nan and Brian in Bed

(1984) — in the same way she describes photographs of her friends and chosen family.

In doing so, she situates herself as just another actor in her larger ode, a person without

whom the story would not be complete. I am deeply influenced by Goldin’s use of

narrative self-portraiture and photograph myself as a means of knitting together the

larger network of friends and situations present in You & I Are Earth. I appear in my
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own photographs, not as an examination of myself, but as a tether to the relationships

and objects around me.

I also draw from the Dutch and Flemish tradition of depicting, and joy of looking

at, seemingly minor visual details. In The Anatomy Lesson, I very literally photograph a

detail of one of Rembrandt’s most famous (and my favorite) paintings, The Anatomy

Lesson of Dr. Tulp (fig. 11). Just as Medieval and Renaissance artists were concerned

with revealing the constructed nature of the painted surface, I am concerned with the

optical joys and constructions of photographic materials. I am also inspired by these

artists’ paradoxically humorous and painful depictions of injury and religious

punishment. Many such works were made during the Black Plague; I see their hellish

imagery as a means of processing the mass death surrounding them in everyday life. In

my photographs, I am creating my own iconography of pandemic-era ‘party’ culture.

My title You & I Are Earth engages with similar seventeenth century notions of

memento mori (Latin for “remember that you have to die”) and vernacular art. The title

and font of my thesis comes from a seventeenth century earthenware plate that was

excavated from the London sewer (fig. 12). The text “You & I Are, Earth 1661” is glazed

onto the plate’s surface in Delft blue. The maker and origin of the plate is unknown, but

similar plates with inscriptions including “welcome my friends, 1661” have been found. I

was originally drawn to these objects because of their visual treatment of text and the

sweet sentiments. However, as I made my thesis, I kept returning to the phrase “you and

I are earth” for its doubly vernacular and intense qualities. It reads as a memento mori

and an affirmation of life. There is also an intimacy in the statement, a conversation

between a ‘you’ — both singular and plural — and an ‘I’ maker. The title’s potential for
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multiple readings not only inspires my title, but informs the tripartite structure of the

writing at the end of my book.

Massimo is my best friend and often my muse. Ours is the central dynamic in this

work, and my impetus for believing in the radical love of friendship. In one particularly

frustrating critique, a guest critic noted that a recurring figure looked “like a brother or a

boyfriend.” My use of the word love, and my depictions of love, had been relegated to

familial, heteronormative titles that systematically devalue friendship. Further, the critic

(a man) disregarded my (a woman’s) agency as the artist and instead gave power to the

masculine-presenting person in my work. I began to make pictures that spite this kind

of reading; to unapologetically depict intimacy and affection between Massimo and me,

while denying total entrance or traditional readings of our relationship. The Lick is a

direct response to moments like this critique (fig. 13). The display of affection is hidden

from view and appears as a secret whispered between the two figures; however, the

laugh lines of my side profile clue the viewer in to the joyful nature of the gesture. I also

play with notions of authorship in my inclusion of the bulb shutter. The Hug captures an

immediate moment of contact; I placed the bulb shutter in between our chests and the

pressure of the hug itself triggered the shutter (fig. 14). By repeatedly photographing

him and us together, I create images that stand in for what cannot be communicated

through words.

Affection is similar to love, but not synonymous. It seems softer, perhaps less

charged or romantically specific. Literally deriving from the verb “to affect,” affection is

contemporaneously defined as “a gentle feeling of fondness or liking” (Oxford

Languages). However, affection’s archaic meaning, “the act or process of affecting or

being affected,” is fundamentally tied to affect and to affect theory (Oxford Languages).
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In direct connection to affect, affection carries the implicit weight of an exchange. In

order for there to be affection, someone must affect or be affected by someone else. In

their introductory essay to The Affect Theory Reader, Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa

Gregg note that affect transcends “surface-boundedness” through “forces of encounter.”

They write, “with affect, a body is as much outside of itself as in itself — webbed in its

relations” (Seigworth and Gregg 3). While affect occurs within an individual, it is never

isolated. Seigworth and Gregg’s use of webbed relationships describes a kind of

entanglement, which Sara Ahmed furthers in her essay “Happy Objects.” Ahmed calls

affect “sticky…what sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, values, and

objects” (Ahmed 30). Affection too then is webbed and sticky, a fond blurring between

bodies. I use the word affection because it leaves space for loves that cannot be

described simply as romantic, platonic, or familial. Affection, in its relation to affect,

inhabits what Seigworth and Gregg describe as “in-betweenness,” a condition of

unnamed, potent potential energy between bodies and forms (Seigworth and Gregg 1).

As I photograph, I play music to set the scene.
1

Carly Rae Jepsen’s album

E•MO•TION is concerned with the in-betweenness of relationships. Jepsen rarely uses

third person, gendered pronouns and converses intimately between a ‘you’ and an ‘I.’

She opens the song “Your Type” in the past tense with “I used to be in love with you /

You used to be the first thing on my mind / I know I’m just a friend to you / That I will

never get to call you mine” (Jepsen 0:02). However, in the very next verse, she subtly

and brilliantly shifts to the present tense, confessing “But I still love you / I’m sorry I’m

sorry” (Jepsen 0:23). As a one-sided dialogue, we do not know what prompted Jepsen’s

confession, but we can feel the shift from past to present, that there is something beyond

1
For me You & I Are Earth, has a specific soundtrack, see Appendix.
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the narrative and Jepsen’s words. Hanif Abdurraqib notes “Your Type’s” resonance as

“‘one of Emotion’s signature songs, and one that most explicitly speaks to the larger

project that is the Carly Rae Jepsen Narrative: close, but not close enough; loved, but

not in love” (Abdurraqib 2017). For me, E•MO•TION exists within interior spaces: my

and my friends’ rooms, party pre-games in kitchens, and darkrooms. The intimacy of

these situations echoes the affectionate intimacies that Jepsen herself sings about and

the ones I photograph.

In chapter of Raving titled “Enlustment,” McKenzie Wark writes “I have a

problem with ongoingness. With wanting the story to have another season” (Wark 34).

Raving is a work of autotheory, blending the academic disciplines of affect theory and

queer theory with her lived experience of raving as a queer person. Wark’s citations and

writing not only led me to a larger field of research on rave, club, and queer nightlife

culture, but also helped me to find terminology and a writing style that felt true to my

photographs — neither wholly academic, nor wholly prose. Over the course of the essay,

she traces the arc of a misunderstood relationship. She processes her disappointment

over the situation, and her sadness about endings more broadly, by writing the very

essay that defines her concepts of enlustment and ongoingness. She states:

A rave is just a pocket in time in which there’s more time. But the pocket closes,

and spills us out, and then that was all there was. I’m trying to write about

practice…The thing about autofiction as a kind of writing is that if it’s honest,

stories never really end with the happy ever ongoingness…I’m writing, furiously,

alone in my bed. About J, about that rave. For no reason, or maybe just as a

reason to pass through this sadness (Wark 47).

Wark speaks to the circularity of making work about and healing through a practice that

is both artistic and ritualistic. It is her love for raves that provokes her sadness, but also

fuels her writing, and it is her writing that allows her to give permanence to
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impermanent raves. Reading Wark’s text inspired me to stop writing about my project

in literal terms and, instead, to write a companion text that informed through affect and

poetics, rather than pure fact. I, too, have a problem with ongoingness.

I make photographs because I don’t know how not to, and this project is an ode

to the existential need to make life worth living. At my thesis opening and final critiques,

I watched my peers and colleagues recognize familiar objects and faces. They told stories

about the people they recognized — that they knew Mari from nights out at Bacchus, the

ways Derek had made friends with the whole Printmaking department, and how they

recognized the photographs I printed in our shared darkroom. Strangers unfamiliar

with my subjects’ identities remarked on the affection between Massimo and I, or

recalled their past experiences in the darkroom. Others told me about their own

fondness for poppers on the dance floor. I hope to provoke the moments when, through

my content or material associations, people share their own affection and memories.

The darkroom will always be my home, my party, and a place of joy; the door is open for

those who chose to enter.
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Figure 3. Cassie Jain, Detail of foil-stamped cover and ribbon binding, You & I Are Earth artists’ book,
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Figure 5. Cassie Jain, Darkroom Gothic // Darkroom Party, 2023
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Figure 7. Cassie Jain, The Bite, 2023
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Figure 9: Cassie Jain, Derek Cracking Chicote, 2023

Figure 10. Cassie Jain, Piss Trough, 2023
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Figure 11. Cassie Jain, The Anatomy Lesson, 2023

Figure 12. Creator unknown, You & i are Earth, 1661, The Museum of London


