Light in a dark room: Photographs by Annie Hogan 1997-2007

(Excerpt from the above catalogue essay)

Annie Hogan is an Australian photographer currently living and working in the USA. Over the past decade, her photographic practice has involved the sustained contemplation of domestic and prison interiors. In these works, photography, often understood as a cool and distant documentary device, is used to draw out emotional and intuitive responses to space, which are all the more surprising when those spaces are empty of people and stripped bare of personal belongings. In this way, Hogan’s photographs confuse our impressions of presence and absence and yet deliver a palpable sense of the lives lived in these spaces. They also subtly reverse our expectations of what is comforting containment and what is oppressive confinement.

In this survey of Hogan’s work, the familiar architecture of the Queensland house and the name Boggo Road tell us of her close association with Brisbane where she worked and studied during the 1990s. In making the suburban home and the State prison her paired subjects, she emphasizes that both can be understood as at once nurturing and oppressive, as mundane as they are empty and as frightening as they are secure. In translating her project to an American context, she underlines the universality of her themes but not at the cost of shifts in detail and resonance that are linked to her own experience.
In the prison series’, Hogan’s camera angles and proximity to surfaces make us very aware of our looking and sometimes induce a mild sense of claustrophobia: we are too close to that wall to see the rest of the room, we are blinded by the light pouring in from that window, we are looking from too low an angle to see the full view. Through these strategies we imagine ourselves into these spaces, lying on beds, leaning on walls, hypnotised by eddying dust motes caught in a shaft of light. This meditative relationship between different acts of looking also connects us back to Hogan’s domestic interiors: the inmate’s ruminative gaze, the teenager’s bored stare, the housewife’s sink channelled trance, and of course the photographer’s acutely honed attention. We feel them all through following their path as traced by Hogan with our own looking. 

The interiority of these very different spaces is at the heart of their effect, most obviously so with the prison cells. Here this interiority is amplified by light, from which we might expect quite the opposite effect. While there is little to see here, rather than a closing in we find a visual opening out, achieved with rippling light and a repetition of shadow without limit. Despite their subject, there is solace in the beauty these photographs show and a sense that these spaces hold the viewer as they did the inmate–that there is the real possibility to escape or rupture the confines of space through careful looking and freedom of thought.
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