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In Family Photographs, a body of work following the single mothers project, | photo-
graphed the members of my family: my parents, my grandparents, my brother, my son, and my
partner (Figure 8). The solitary portraits have minimal facial expression, which comments on
the genre of family photography where members present themselves smiling for the camera. |
was trying to work through and get to what was “really” my family by asking my family to blank-
ly stare at the camera. Again, | found disappointment with this body of work, as | moved further
away from the single image and from subjective photography as seen from my own eyes.

This idea of “real family” underlines the intent of 91 Days in which | reconcile the ideal
with reality. For three months, the cameras were always there, watching my family. | grew to
resent them and counted down the days until they would come down. | tried not to let them
affect my behavior, but they felt malicious and aggressive. | would be playing with my son,
leave for a moment, and then the shutters would go off. There would be no evidence to anyone
but my son and | that we had interacted. This is an inherent contradiction in the work. | must
acknowledge that | am at once challenging the images of the happy, perfect family. However |
simultaneously am disappointed and embarrassed that | do not fit into this category. While | am
trying to rectify the disparity between image and reality, | feel like my reality of home life was
compromised by the images. The desire and anxiety to reinforce the mythologized ideal of
family is constant. Regardless, | believe the representation of my home life is largely accurate,
unflattering or not.

This idea of accuracy was already of interest to me as a child and adolescent. When |

was young, | did not smile for photographs. A sullen and miserable child, | can recall arguments
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over this. However, my parents were determined for my family to have an artifact and misre-
member me as happy. Even as a child, | understood this and acknowledged this, and was unin-
terested in pretending. Marianne Hirsch, a researcher in the field of family photography, writes
of family images, “Family photos are cherished documents that chronicle intimate relationships
and experience. Yet what do these images convey, perhaps subconsciously? They tend to follow
rigid conventions which support dominant familial myths and ideologies, representing the fami-
ly quite uniformly as happy, stable, and unchanging"g.

Marianne Hirsch also developed the concept for the familial gaze as it applies to photo-
graphs and representations of the family. According to Hirsch, family portraits are images of a
particular kind, evoking specifically relational forms of reading. Recognizing an image as famili-
al, “elicits a specific kind of readerly or spectorial look, an affiliative look through which we are
sutured into the image and through which we adopt the image into our own familial narrative”
° This is evident in the viewing of 91 Days, as viewers compare this to their own family and fa-
milial experiences, turning the gaze inward onto themselves.

The family album usually acknowledges a specific time period or occasion - Easter,
Christmas, family vacations, etc. | was gifted a set of albums for when my son was a newborn at
age one, age one to two, two to three, and three to four. | have never used them or the one for
“Angel’s First Birthday”. | propose 91 Days is my family album, encompassing a random set of
days and no special occasions. These images, while of family, do not evoke the “family album”
that is expected, however | believe they convey a more accurate and honest family representa-

tion.

8 Hirsch, Marianne. The Familial Gaze. Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College, 1999.
9 ..
Ibid
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5 CONCLUSION

The concept of family cannot be summed up with a single definition, or photograph. The
dualistic nature of the family is simultaneously represented in both private and public social
spheres. The word family functions not only as a noun, but also as a verb. Family does not simp-
ly exist, it is in flux, happening, transitioning, always. 91 Days was created in response to the
staggering amount of imagery that floods the genre of family photography, which largely em-
phasizes the desire to be the ideal family. By chronicling and sharing the mundane daily exist-
ence of my family and home, | emphasize the importance of the other moments that do not
classically define and represent family. There is something profound to be discovered in these

ordinary moments.
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