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Close to Me features portraits by some of the upper Midwest’s
most innovative artists. Showing together for the first time, Julie
Blackmon, Rachel Cox, Heidi Draley McFall, Pao Houa Her, and
Areca Roe are all photographers or use photo-based media. They
have a distinct creative voice, but seen together, this exhibition
highlights some of the fascinating formal and conceptual overlaps
in their work.

Portraiture has been a cornerstone of photography since the
camera was invented. Photographers used this format to capture
the likeness of themselves as well as their subjects in order to
explore narratives of personality, economic status, racial identity,
gender formation, and family relations. Camera phones have
turned everyone into an artist and a subject, making portraits
even more ubiquitous and important for understanding the power
images have on adults and children.

The photographs in Close to Me utilize a wide range of familiar
portrait formats including historical studio photography,
documentary images, family and travel snapshots, stock and
promotional images, as well as painting and drawing. Julie
Blackmon'’s large-scale portraits are beautifully composed
group portraits of friends and family that may include multiple
images, creating a dreamlike cinematic quality. They capture
everyday moments and scenes that children and parents will
instantly connect with. Rachel Cox’s powerful photographs
document the IVF treatment she and her partner went through
to conceive their child. These intimate images are extremely
personal, using a variety of different photographic processes, to
capture a procedure thousands of families are going through.
Heidi Draley McFall’s large-scale portraits of family and friends
begin as photographs. They are converted to drawings then

go through a complex process of transformation, keeping the

cover:

likeness of each person intact, yet their likeness is seen through
layers of materials. They recall well-worn photographs and film
stills. Inspired by a fascinating family legend, Pao Houa Her’s
photographs were shot during an extended trip to her ancestral
homeland in Laos. Her large- and small-scale photographs
document her extended family and the Hmong diaspora
community, while also exploring mourning, mythology, and
family history. Using prompts offered by stock photography
agents, Areca Roe captures the shifting relationships between
parents and children, and pokes fun at the language used to
establish marketing trends. Her sense of humor comes through in
her staged scenes, many of which were created during the forced
intimacy of COVID-19 lockdowns.

The artists and artwork featured in Close to Me continue the rich
tradition of portraiture while pushing what the format can be.
They do so by offering a fresh and compelling look at how we see
and understand ourselves.

Close to Me is curated by Sioux City Art Center curator
Christopher Atkins.

This exhibition and its related programs have been sponsored
in part by the State of lowa through the lowa Economic
Development Authority. It is presented in conjunction with the
Celebration of Women in the Arts festival.

Areca Roe, Working Remotely: Balance is important when working from home, and visuals of that balance—working among children or playing with pets—will be popular., 2020, archival pigment print, 24” x 32”
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Metaverse, 2022, archival pigment print, 45” x 61”
Courtesy of Haw Contemporary, Kansas City

I have lived my entire life in Springfield, Missouri so | have drawn

deeply from my surroundings, creating work that is both personal
and authentic. My photographs have blended humor, nostalgia,
and subtle critique, often portraying domestic and family scenes
that examine gender roles, modern pressures, and societal
expectations. Personal experiences, obviously, have been very
important but I’'ve also been influenced by artists such as Helen
Levitt and Sally Mann. | want the narratives in my photographs

to evoke a unique sense of place and character; they’re everyday
moments in my everyday life that I’'ve told in a fantastical way.

I’'ve continued to look at family life, my own as well as the lives
of my siblings and their children, in a way that explores the
simultaneous interaction of stress, chaos, charm, and grace that
make up our daily lives. By looking at family life through my own

Bathers, 2019, archival pigment print, 44” x 63”
Courtesy of Haw Contemporary, Kansas City

perspective, | have attempted to tell the truth about our lives

in the most honest way | know how. | am around children who
make me laugh and drive me crazy at the same time, where the
pressure to ‘live in the moment’ is often a monumental failure,
and where the stress of trying to keep up with it all is completely
overwhelming. But at the same time...itis life...and it is as
wonderful as it is complicated.



Circles, 2022, selenium toned silver gelatin prints, 14” x 11”

In July of 2020 I had my first miscarriage, and after multiple
surgeries including an emergency dilation and curettage (medical
abortion), as well as less invasive fertility therapies, | began in
vitro fertilization (IVF). Throughout this time, | have continued to
make pictures of my experiences to process emotions and locate a
path towards healing.

Photography has given me control. It is an ineffable tool to
discover more about myself through the relationships I cherish.
The photographs | make examine personal and cultural stigmas
associated with female infertility; an extremely common medical
diagnosis, yet still lacking in visibility and effective educational
outreach. According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, in 2020 over 300,000 people underwent IVF cycles

in the United States. Additionally, 19% of all birthing people
15-49 have difficulty becoming pregnant and need specialized

Matt Giving Me an Injection 8, 2022, silver gelatin prints, 11” x 14”

reproductive care. The needs of this many people to access services
which keep them healthy and help build their families is significant,
yet we are also facing considerable setbacks and challenges.

In these pictures | use my own body as a tool to reposition
conversations around women’s rights and to untangle the
historical tether connecting women with their reproductive
potential. My use of the platinum/palladium process for the
embryo prints was chosen due to the history of this process as
being reserved for cherished and valuable subjects. Historically,
the process was inaccessible due to how expensive the paper
coating metals can be. My intent is to reinvest these embryos with
value, honoring the work it took to create them.



In the spring of 2015, | completed a darkroom photography class
at a local community college. The darkroom class increased

my comprehension of analog photography and its capacity to
affect my work. It was clear that the darkroom could give me a
way to break away from the confines and rigidity of realism and
straightforward replication.

I added resin to my darkroom process in late 2015. This
convergence laid the groundwork for additional experimentation
that greatly accelerated my ability to explore the singularity of
analog photography. The relief surfaces, which were made with
everyday materials such as shower curtains and shrink wrap, were
added in 2018. A year later, | began dying the resin. Tinting the
resin and adding the impression layers were originally practical
solutions | used to solve problems within the process, and to
fine tune the finished appearance of the drawings. However, the
dyes and relief surfaces have become the most important facet
of the resin drawings. The illusionistic impressions, combined
with the dyes and pigments, created a framework to investigate
the characteristics of physical photographs, the anomalies of
the darkroom space, and analog photography from its earliest
inception to the present.
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Sanded film picture with accidental fold, 2019-23, Pastel, acrylic, spray paint and resin on paper,
72" x 48”

Shrink wrap over sanded surface #1,2020, Pastel, acrylic, spray
paint, shrink wrap and resin on paper, 48” x 72”




Guy Cousin in Thailand, 2017, archival pigment print, 10” x 8”
©Pao Houa Her, Courtesy the artist and Bockley Gallery

The My grandfather turned into a tiger (2016-17) series of
photographs take inspiration from a family tale of my grandfather’s
reincarnation as a tiger. This series combines landscapes and
portraits from both Laos and Minnesota to create a broad
cosmology inspired by Hmong folkloric narratives. The original
family story goes that the morning after learning about her
husband’s death during the Vietnam war, also known as America’s
Secret War in Laos, my grandmother found a dead boar on her
doorstep. After that, there were sightings of a tiger around the
village, and every so often the neighbors’ livestock would be left
on her doorstep, leading my grandmother to believe that her
husband, my grand - father, had come back to her after having
been reincarnated as a tiger.

My grandfather turning into a tiger is about the process of
grieving. | had always wanted to make a body of work about
this story because the narrative is so wild. It was hard to do it
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My Grandmother's Favorite Grandchild - Mai Youa, 2017, archival pigment print, 10” x 8”
©Pao Houa Her, Courtesy the artist and Bockley Gallery

in a linear way, so I had to really think about what themes | was
gravitating towards. For me, it was about illusion, disillusion,
and mourning. The idea that grief can cause you to have these
visions and beliefs. How does that look in a photograph? I'm not
a very spiritual person. | tend to lean on logic and science more
than anything. But then two years ago, shortly after my husband
passed away, there was this bird that would come and peck at
the window. My nephew, who lives with me, said, “Auntie. Look,
it’s Uncle Ya. Here’s his bird. That’s Uncle Ya saying hi to us.” And
it completely changed me in a way that | don’t know how to
explain. Logical Pao says, “No, this can’t be.” But the grieving Pao
says, “Maybe this is him.”



Stock photography has held a fascination for me for some time,
with its generic ubiquity and bland cheeriness. The images are
meant to be both calculatedly specific and multi-use, so they can
be sold many times over. It’s big business, and it’s everywhere.
Stock imagery sites put out briefs or prompts for photographers
and videographers that, presumably, predict what products

and styles are going to be in demand in the coming year. Out

of curiosity, | began perusing the prompts, and realized they
synthesized certain trends in our culture and aspects of this
unusual time.

In responding to the prompts, | took quick and strange images
and videos at home by with props | had on hand, using myself
and my family as models. | took instructions from the briefs—but
in a way that intentionally misunderstood the text or took it a bit
too far, or too literally. In many of the images | heightened the
absurdity of the text or pulled out some fascinating aspect or
phrase that deserved further reflection.

The prompts seemed frivolous during the global pandemic

but, somehow, they still managed to capture the zeitgeist.
Occasionally they made me laugh, and | found myself wanting the
make work about those in particular.

Self-Care is the Best Care: Self-care and wellness will be popular categories. Visuals of essential oils,
diffusers, face masks, journaling, and other self-care routines will be hot topics. Content in neutral
and natural tones will be particularly popular for its calming qualities., 2020, archival pigment print,
247" x 32"

No Place Like Home: Customers will be searching for images of rooms
that stand out from the norm, or are uniquely customized., 2020,
archival pigment print, 30” x 40”



Heidi Draley McFall, Accidental daguerreotype picture, 2022, Pastel, acrylic, spray paint, mica powder and resin on paper, 60” x 40”

Dagaguerreotipo accidental, 2022, Pastel, acrilico, pintura en aerosol, polvo de mica y resina sobre papel, 60” x 40”



