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Mi Querencia is a project about my maternal home country of Venezuela. In the

summer of 2023, I was able to go to Venezuela for about a month, for the first time since 2016.

The reason for the trip was familial: to reunite my scattered, refugee family from Chile and the

U.S.A. However, having never been there as an adult, I also sought out what might be a

‘Venezuelan identity’, and was excited to see what new blood — what kinds of culture and

activism and liveliness — might still exist under 25 years of oppressive regime. Hugo Chavez’s

and Nicolas Maduro’s dictatorships have ruined the nation on every level, causing some of the

highest recorded levels of inflation and an exodus of nearly 8 million people. While this project

depicts some examples of how the defunct and corrupt government affects people’s day-to-day

lives, the ultimate goal is to look at the artists, scientists, and workers who are trying to make

life a little better for those around them, even when their own situation is dire. There is a

journalistic element to the project, as I am making portraits from a cross section of Venezuelan

contemporary culture and resistance: activists like Pedro Marrero Fuenmayor and Marcela

Scarpellini, artists like Blanca Haddad and Amalia Caputo, and anthropologists like Alessandra

Mendoza. Fuenmayor, for example, organises guerrilla graffiti campaigns, film festivals, and

art exhibits as part of his activism. Ultimately, though, the narrative centres around my

“querencia”, a wanting that is not homesickness nor nostalgia, but a grander inclination of

people and certain animals to come back to the place where they were raised, the hearth that

inspires pride and love. I was not raised there, but the desire remains the same.

Venezuela, as desperate as it is, is currently undergoing a period of relative peace. The

same bikers that used to steal iPhones out of car windows with cheap handguns are now

making more money delivering pizzas; and the ‘enchufados’, those that are ‘plugged in’ to the

government’s finances, still need a place to live… Even in far-away “third-world” countries,
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even though there is death, hunger, and fear, there are also disability rights activism and poems

and religious rituals and music videos. There is a circle of culture and art and science which

exists in every society in order to nurture the mind and soul, a circle of production that must

keep moving in order to counteract the sadness that each day produces. These are the people

that keep the circle moving. As part of my research, I have conducted interviews with my

subjects, asking them to enter into an exchange where they tell me about their work and I tell

them about mine. While such interviews do not appear in the final work, they are undoubtedly

important records of themselves and have informed the construction of the project. I consult

with my subjects to decide how they wish to be portrayed. For example, the first portrait that I

selected of Fuenmayor showed him leaning over and smoking, and after showing it to him for

approval, he preferred a different portrait where he was not smoking. Because I am engaging

with the problematic history of photojournalism, it is important to me that the people in this

book knew that they were being photographed for a project, and that I know their names, and

where they are from. By photographing the people and places I miss the most when I am away,

my desire to return manifests corporally and geographically.

Any discussion of this project will be deeply personal, but my studies within

photography have little to do with the elements of my work content-wise. That is to say, my

academic research lies not within the field of Latin American photography, or studies of

migrant art, but the intersection of semiotics and photography, as well as the history of

photography. The content of Mi Querencia, in that sense, is largely narrative and the manner of

its production is conceptual. My experiments in silver gelatin darkroom processing are a means

to better communicate the feeling of an image, but the image itself is a structural building

block. Thus, the marriage of form and function exists here as the deployment of technique
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(functional, conceptual) for the creation of the story (decorative, narrative). The photographs

are photojournalistic in their style, but have been created through a conceptual dialogue with

the historical processes which have now become ‘alternatives’ to normative digital

photography. However, I view analogue photography as not an ‘alternative’, but as the only

option for the production of my work. This decision is at once visceral, as I am simply innately

drawn to the chemical physicality of darkroom processing, and conceptual, as there are

academic reasons for my engagement with the medium. My interest in the history of

photography doubly necessitates the use of film, as it seems impossible to be in dialogue with

people who are using fundamentally different equipment — in other words, I exist in a ‘closed

system’ of historical contemporaries. The classic Magnum catalogue, 19th century travelogues,

Szarkowski’s New Documents (1967) MoMA exhibition, and auto-fictional photographic

works like Larry Clark’s Tulsa or Elliot Erwitt’s Between the Sexes are all examples of the

kinds of influences I am drawing upon. Black-and-white film allows me to partake in every

step of the analogue process, from developing to printing in the darkroom (as opposed to

colour films' restrictive toxicity and complexity). This replicates the level of dedication that

old-school photographers had to take: metaphorically speaking, the precarity of horse-drawn

buggies full of glass plates is similar to the dangers of shooting an entire thesis project on film,

trusting the Venezuelan airport security to not confiscate my entire bag of film. Of course,

beyond any other reasons to use film, is the manner in which it changes your shooting style.

The inability to view your own work, immediately the way digital does, is what keeps me

shooting; and not only is my shooting more intentional because of it, but it is also more honest,

because I cannot respond to my image-making in real-time, and correct accordingly. The
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blindness of film photography is not a hindrance but a creative advantage. The nature of my

gaze is antique.

The choice of film for this project is idiosyncratic, but for me, film as a medium is

irrevocably tied to explorations of documentary truth. Overall, my body of work proposes that

different photographic mediums lie on a spectrum of indexicality, which affects the degrees of

connection that images have to the subjects they are depicting. For example, direct positives

could be considered to be ‘more’ indexical than positives-from-negatives, where there is a

layer of translation inherent in positives-from-negatives that further removes the object from

the subject. The spectrum of indexicality becomes even more divided when we consider the

basic semiotic building blocks of film photography and digital photography, the ‘pixel’ and the

‘grain’. There are other semiotic elements that inform an image’s reading: “black and white”

and “colour”, or considerations of surface quality (“matte” or “glossy” or “illuminated”, etc),

but despite these smaller elements, the two large branches of photography are electronic and

analogue. The transmission of light through the camera to the negative, and then through the

same negative in the enlarger, gives images a ‘provenance’ to the original, and represents a

direct connection to the subject depicted in the image. I propose that digital images erase this

connection by their conversion of light to binary code. Film photography, compared to digital

photography, has a semiotic advantage, a relationship which is dependent upon the continuous

tone of silver gelatin emulsions. Because my concern with the construction of the image is at

once optical and conceptual, I am researching how the image’s unique ‘substrate’, chemical or

electronic or otherwise, affects the creation of the image itself, and in turn how that surface

quality is translated into indexical value. I am interested in, to borrow a term from historical

painting, constructing a material iconography of photographic mediums.
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In thinking about these issues, I consulted a tradition of artistic photojournalism, as

indexicality and documentary value are inherently linked. As we increasingly understand the

effects of image saturation that the digital world has enabled (the sheer scale of contemporary

consumption), I am interested in research that understands humans as photographic beings,

especially as we ever so asymptotically approach the singularity of perfect artificial

intelligence image-making. Important points of reference for my work include Geoffrey

Batchen’s Photography Degree Zero: Reflections on Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida, Barthes’

original text, art criticism such as Michael Fried’s Why Photography Matters as Art as Never

Before, and Joan Fontcubertas La furia de las imágenes. In my research, I also include a poetic

literary understanding of photography, supplementing the academic with the anecdotal. My

practical understanding of photography as a tool, and its history as a medium, are the

foundation for my further research into the semiotics of photography. As new generations

understand themselves and the world through the near-infinite image production capabilities of

digital, as opposed to the relative limits of analogue, our sign-reading and sign-making

capabilities are affected by that very endlessness.

In my research, I have studied larger societal / historical responses to advents in

photographic technology as they appear in popular literature, a response that often involves

fear, or at the very least, apprehension. The first of these deals with Henry James’ short story

Crapy Cornelia, where I explore how the then-new Kodak Brownie is perceived by the

protagonist as a tool capable of a different kind of indexicality than older processes from just a

few years prior. Another discusses the use of daguerreotypes in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The

House of the Seven Gables, where the advent of photography itself is a source of fear

correlated to the novel’s theme of generational strife. Perhaps this fear is a response by the
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collective subconscious’ understanding that new technology potentially destabilising the

indexical worth of the preceding technology. The relationship between material changes of

newer processes and their perceived indexical connection is also reflected in the Y2K debate

around the documentary validity of digital photography. In SUNY New Paltz’s printmaking

studio, I was able to realise the historical processes I had only studied in books, like

photogravure, Van Dyke Brown, and cyanotype, as well as the complexities of film-digital

interfaces. Such knowledge of technical production informs my understanding of indexicality.

My work proposes the construction of a ‘spectrum of indexicality’ as a means to better

understand how we collectively respond to photography, and especially the medium of digital

photography, which now additionally has to deal with the ‘problem’ of artificial intelligence.

Understanding the subconscious values that we apply to different kinds of images, based on

their construction, is relevant for a post-pandemic, post-ironic understanding of post-modern

life, one which is codependent on the production of digital images. Questions of value in image

representation are also extremely relevant to the study of digital images of death, and how they

are disseminated online, a macabre connection that dates back to the beginning of photography.

For this project, I used a Nikon F3 camera with a 28mm and a 50mm lens, and an

Olympus Infinity Stylus. I had to be very careful about the kind of equipment I bring into the

country, and I often employed the Olympus, as it is more discreet than the F3 while shooting

on the street, appearing to be a cheap digital point-and-shoot as opposed to a single-lens reflex

camera. I was harassed by the soldiers and guards (only in the urban areas) about my cameras,

so it was wise of me to not bring a larger-format camera. As a film photographer, being in

Venezuela proved to be a challenge, since the dictatorship does not like pictures being taken for

fear that people are posting denouncements online with proof of their incompetence. Some of
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the images in this project are the result of a heated debate, or a bribe, with an armed

government official. I shot a large part of this project on orthochromatic film, as

orthochromatic film is not sensitive to red light. For Venezuelans, red is automatically

associated with those who support the dictatorship. As such, it is part of my concept to shoot

with a film that is literally not sensitive to the red spectrum of light in order to nullify its

presence, even within an already black-and-white world. I want to wash my work of Chavez’s

colour, that horrible patriotic bright red. There’s a powerful irony there that, while not

immediately visible to the average audience member, I believe to be a core part of the ‘look’ of

my project. Indeed, the way that the orthochromatic film denies red light, and treats skin and

plant colour tones, has given this project an otherworldly glow – skies are soft and consistently

light, and greenery seems to shine. Orthochromatic film’s low ISO of 80 also informed the look

of the project, as I was able to enlarge the images up to 50 by 38 in. without losing any quality.

In fact, emphasising the grain structure of the image is often the aim of my work, both for

simple aesthetic reasons, and to draw attention to the tenuous creation of detail. This concept

can be lovingly illustrated by Daido Moriyama’s high-contrast, high-grain work, where a

close-up of an upper lip seems to beg the question: is it a pore, or is it a silver granule? Where

does the creation of true detail begin, and the artistic licence of silver gelatin end?

Daido Moriyama’s 1972 Farewell Photography (“写真よさ よなら”), which deals not

with death and photography, but the death of photography, is a great influence upon my

process. Comprised of textless, full-bleed abstract enlargements of dusty, high-contrast 35mm

negatives, it is an intense experience. Moriyama’s scratchy, blown out aesthetic is often

interpreted as the aesthetic equivalent of the collective psychological reaction to the atomic

bomb. His most famous image, that of a hungry stray dog looking back at the viewer, is seen as
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a portrait of Japan in the late 1970s: starved, frayed, and psychologically reeling from the

U.S.A’s nuclear attacks and subsequent occupation. Following the occupation, his style

captures the way in which pre-WWII Japan turns into an urban chaos of Western

postmodernity. The intensity of his work and subject matter are not directly depicted, but are

implied by the fried and dirty negatives that he enlarges past the point of the grain boundary.

This kind of metaphorical work is what I am inspired by — in other words, talking about death

without directly photographing symbols related to death, or dead bodies. Moriyama manages to

talk about Hiroshima and Nagasaki just by shooting a skeletal dog in high-contrast sunlight.

Much in the same way, my deceptively simple photograph of a gasoline station alludes to the

entire history of Venezuelan conflict which is predicated on the country’s massive oil reserves,

and to the smell of cheap gasoline that seems to permeate everywhere. Moriyama’s snapshot

process captures moments of transnational importance with a mere Ricoh GR, something that I

emulate with my use of the equivalent Olympus. His interest in the reproduction of vernacular

media via photography is an interest that I share, exemplified with images such as Todo Arte Es

Erótico (fig. 1) or Bolívar y Chávez (fig. 2). The experimental nature with which he treats the

space around the negative, his heavy use of deep blacks, and overall ‘raw’ aesthetic

presentation are all influences upon the large-scale prints.

The production of Mi Querencia, the photo-book, was inspired by an entirely different

set of influences than Mi Querencia, the wall installation of large prints. On a practical level, I

had to contend with the desire to show 40+ darkroom prints to a general audience in an

exhibition space that would surely not accommodate that many works. As such, the book is

conceived of as more of a ‘glove’ for the prints, rather than an actual work in itself: it is almost

a continuation of the four-foot-by-four-foot altar that it sits upon. There is also a smaller digital
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photo-book of the exact same sequence, measuring 13 by 11 inches, for an easier, more

commercial, and more portable viewing experience. The ultimate goal is to allow a general

audience to view a narrative sequence of darkroom prints, without the prints themselves being

handled. The book is a handmade artist’s book, produced with the help of Professor Aurora De

Armendi, and measures 15 by 22 inches, vertically oriented. It is bound in black bookbinding

cloth and contains eight signatures of three folios each, for a total of 48 pages of Somerset Soft

Velvet White 250 gsm. The paper weight of the text block was chosen to be roughly around the

same as that of the darkroom paper, which is 255 gsm, and warmer than darkroom paper, so

that there is a noticeable difference between the book page and the mounted print. The cover of

the book is decorated with an inlaid darkroom print of the first image of the sequence, PDV

(fig. 3). All of the prints in the book, are printed on 9.5 by 12 inch Ilford Multigrade Fibre Base

glossy darkroom paper, with the exception of Alessandra con El Niño (fig.4) and Tattoo

Petroglifo (fig. 5), which are on 11 by 14 inch paper, and the Jhonathan Corriendo rainforest

sequence, which are three 5 by 7 inch prints mounted all on the same page (fig. 6). For

consistency, all prints have been split toned using #1 and #4 contrast filters. The paper size was

thoroughly considered, and the unusual 9.5 by 12 inch paper size was selected because it is

between 11 by 14 inch and 8 by 10 inch; 11 by 14 inch paper would have been too large to

logistically produce the book for, and 8 by 10 inch paper does not satisfyingly fit a full-frame

35mm negative. The construction of the actual book itself was then oriented around the

physical limitations of handmade bookmaking, the paper sizes widely available, and the ability

to display the prints. The size of the page — 15 by 22 inches — is really just a product of

folding the largest commercially available sheet offered of Somerset Soft Velvet White — 30

by 22 inches — in half. This size of page also comfortably holds a 9.5 by 12 inch print, with
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sufficient room all around to handle the page and view the image. In this way, Mi Querencia

exists both as a narrative about Venezuela, and a technical engagement with the formal

limitations of my chosen mediums.

The exhibition is composed of six large scale darkroom prints, five of which measure

approximately 48 by 38 inches, and one which measures 48 by 71 inches. The five are entitled

PDV, Proyección Ávila, Marcela, Marco, and Todo Choroni, and the larger one is Self-Portrait

(fig. 3, 7-11). Working at this scale was quite a worthwhile challenge. To create these prints, I

first had to fix the horizontal enlarger, a beast from the 50’s that needed fixing with regards to

the contrast filter stage, the negative holding mechanism, and the negative holder. Engaging in

the preparation of such an antique camera forced me to learn darkroom physics in a way that I

had never before, and I consulted Ansel Adams’ The Print to do so. The process requires a

minimum of two people, mostly for focusing and agitation. While I was pressed against the

wall with the grain focuser, my darkroom assistant would move the focus back and forth, and

two pairs of hands are needed to roll the wet paper in and out of the gutters of chemistry. Due

to long exposure and development times, each large-scale print takes about a full day’s worth

of preparation and effort to execute. The works are mounted by nailing the corners to MDF

boards which have been painted matte black. Five of the boards measure 48 by 48 inches,

except for one which is 48 by 96 inches. PDV depicts a gas station, with Caracas’ iconic Avila

looming behind it. The gas station is empty because there is a gas shortage, and it is

wonderfully ironic that in a country where oil is so plentiful there can even be a gas shortage to

begin with. This image perfectly encapsulates the cruel incompetency of the Venezuelan

government. This image was also chosen because, in some ways, I am only living here in the

United States because of the conflict in Venezuela, whose origin is, as many worldwide
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conflicts are, in the imperialist value of black gold. It was necessary to work at this scale in the

darkroom to elevate the image and give it sufficient room to be understood on the wall. It is

also a sensorial recounting of my memories of the ‘new’ Venezuela, seven years removed from

my last visit, and one of the most striking memories I have is the nauseating and near constant

presence of the smell of gasoline.

The portraits of Marcela and Marco were chosen because they are intense, but also

because the subjects depicted are in deep dialogue with their natural environment. Marcela

Scarpellini is a lawyer working with a non-profit group that is suing the Venezuelan

government for ecocide against the Amazon rainforest. She is shown looking out from the

window of a bus, her reflection looking back at her, out onto the very forest she is trying to

protect. Marco is shown in a dark room (not a darkroom) wearing an expression of delicate

concern, with the dark space above his head serving as a metonym for the furrowed brows

worn by many Venezuelans. My uncle Marco has lived there for over ten years, a biologist

recluse who has dedicated himself to preserving the local turtle population. The pollution

around Choroni and Puerto Colombia is terrible, with month’s worth of trash piling up on street

corners and riverbanks due to the government’s incompetence and general ignorance. One of

Marco’s goals is to educate; the idea of ‘environmental practice’ simply doesn’t exist in

countries where the average person has bigger problems to deal with. Todo Choroni depicts a

top-down view of Choroni, which functionally serves as a map of the place due to its holistic

understanding of the relationship between the town’s beach, the river, the bay, and the

surrounding mountain range. The large-scale print of Todo Choroni has been treated by moving

it back and forth between the developer and fixer to draw out the silver collodion, which has

deposited on the surface of the paper and oxidised to create a totally unique surface quality
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which recalls the metallic sheen of tintypes and other antique metal plate photographs. The

application of developer and fixer was allowed to drip down the surface of the print, fully

developing the latent image, but simultaneously obscuring it. The expressionistic use of

darkroom processing techniques on Todo Choroni and Self-Portrait contrasts the style of prints

in the book, which are normatively printed.

Self-Portrait and Proyección Ávila are, in some ways, not entirely a part of the project

that is Mi Querencia. Of course, they are literally a part of the project insofar as they are

conceived of as a part of the exhibition, but the process and location of the images is different

from the others. Firstly, they were not taken in Venezuela, they were taken in New Paltz, but

this is important as they speak on themes of immigrant connection to the homeland in the

digital age. I made these works even before I knew for certain that I would be able to go to

Venezuela in the summer of 2023, as a way to wrestle with the fact that my relationship with

the country had been mostly mediated through a digital screen since 2016. I’d like to

acknowledge the tremendous amount of work, luck, and coincidence that it took for the

opportunity to return to reappear in the time between my first and second year of the MFA

program. These works were produced by experimenting with digitally projecting images onto

my body, and then photographing the scene with a large-format film camera. The digital

images are projected in such a way that the pixels are exaggerated to the point of visibility. The

mouse cursor tucked away in the top-right corner of Proyección Ávila is the punctum which

signals to the audience that this is more than just a black-and-white landscape; as they get

closer, the audience starts to lose sight of the mountain as it turns into a pile of compressed

pixels, and suddenly, my figure appears, amongst the noise. Self-Portrait contains my naked

figure printed at nearly life size, with a skeleton print from Andreas Vesalius’ 1543 De Humani
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Corporis Fabrica Libri Septem projected onto and aligned with my own anatomy. Vesalius’

seminal work represents an apex moment where science and art became one in the production

of scientific prints, and I believe photography to be serving this same function for our

contemporaries. Self-Portrait is placed on the outermost part of the installation, serving as an

introduction to myself as an artist and the metaphorical space of Venezuela; within that logic, I

am placed ‘outside’ of Venezuela, physically mimicking my expatriate status. My pose mimics

that of the skeleton in the original image, a gesture which alludes to representations of deities

and connects the Venezuelan imagery with my studio practice that involves studying the

relationship between death and photography. This is a project about the death of a country for a

family; the purpose of the trip was to reunite ourselves in Venezuela with my grandfather, who

is now a refugee in Chile. And there are hidden deaths, too, those family members who are

absent because they can no longer be photographed. My great aunt died of cancer because

there is no treatment for those who are not associated with the impossibly corrupt government.

My great uncle was killed in his own apartment over a bag of groceries. It is surprising to me,

that even after making work about Venezuela and a thousand other things, that it all ends up

being about death anyway.

Writing about the relationship between photography and death usually comes in the

form of history: the Civil War being the ‘first photographed’ war; 19th century practices of

death portraiture; fin-de-siècle spirit and ectoplasm photographers; etc. And while the

traditional, textbook history of photography is fascinating, and informs much of my own

practice, I find that it doesn’t recreate for us, a modern audience, the spectra of semi-magical

and alchemical associations that photography had back then. From the introduction to Michael
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Lesy’s 1973 archival photo-book, Wisconsin Death Trip, where he summarises the public’s

perception of photography in the 19th century as such:

“You should first know that none of the pictures were snapshots, that their deepest
purpose was more religious than secular, and that commercial photography, as practised
in the 1890s, was not so much a form of applied technology as it was a semi-magical
act that symbolically dealt with time and mortality” (Lesy).

The eternal connection between technological development and photography, and an

ever-increasing ease of reproduction (if only Walter Benjamin could see us now!), has made it

easy to forget that there is still a non-mechanical enchantment to be found in images. A typical

picture nowadays is bereft of any possible enchantment; the public’s perception of our medium

is, to use Jane Bennett’s term, as something totally inert. Through the expressionistic

application of darkroom chemistry and focus on materiality, I am looking to make it come

alive. The wall exhibition of Mi Querencia embodies the magical, messy world of darkroom

printing, while the book form of Mi Querencia shows how all of that potential is disciplined for

the sake of narrative. When showing darkroom prints which are normatively printed, I often

accompany such prints with a more experimental, abstract work, one where I am cracking the

silver gelatin and playing with the application of the developer, to allow the audience a point of

reference for the sheer potential of photo-sensitive paper. On the wall, the sprockets are shown,

as well as the frayed edges of the negative holder; in the book, they are all carefully printed

with a slim trim of black around the image.

Mi Querencia is a project that is about my relationship with Venezuela, as much as it is

about my relationship with the darkroom. Unfortunately, both relationships are fraught with the

threat of their untimely demise. My insistence on darkroom processes is a way of holding on to

the past, using the past. In other words, I photograph the present, using the equipment of the

past, because grief and death exist in a similarly atemporal space; death occurs once, and as
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such exists as a single event in the past, while bereavement persists in the ever-painful present

moment. My insistence on darkroom processes is also imbued with mourning, as I consider my

participation in these processes a kind of preemptive mourning for when they will no longer

exist; prohibitively expensive prices are also a kind of death, as is the notion that the total

amount of film cameras that exist in the world will only decrease from every moment forward.

For me, it is a given that darkroom processes are on their deathbed, and I am kneeling at their

side, trying my best to relish my remaining time with these materials.
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