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INTRODUCTION: CHOOSING MY CONFESSIONS 

My thesis exhibition A thing among things explores the psychology of the self and the tension 

between fantasy and reality by documenting my personal interventions of the environment around me to 

create a narrative of haunting wonder. I am interested in discovering truths about humanity and existence 

by blurring the lines between happenstance and interference. 

Fantasy provides escapism from reality, but fiction also reveals truths about the self by allowing one 

to reflect on their own internal desires. Larry Sultan describes his photographic series Pictures from Home 

by stating, “The truth is about performance, how we perform, how we project. The truth can be staged and 

it can be found. I don’t think there is such a division between the two.”1 Collaborating with subjects 

allows me to recreate my own truths while exploiting the perception that photography is a tool for 

documenting and recording reality. I am interested in creating a self-mythology by rediscovering the self 

through family members and objects around me.  

A thing among things utilizes the camera’s ability to freeze a moment.  Each photograph is a mini 

narrative suspended in time and space. While the moment ceases to exist, the memory is memorialized as 

an image.  A photograph is akin to the self in that each picture is defined by the actions of the past, the 

reflections of the present, inevitably developing new meaning through the passage of time.  A photograph 

often is the result of multiple attempts to reveal a truth; thus, my interventions extend past in-camera 

production as I sift through images and decide which moment defines the self I want to project and the 

reality that I want to acknowledge.   

  

                                                      

 

1 ""Larry Sultan discovers his family through photography." Interview. SFMOMA. Accessed October 22, 

2017. https://www.sfmoma.org/watch/larry-sultan-discovers-his-family-through-photography/. 
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1 LOSING MY RELIGION 

I stopped believing in god after dedicating nearly twenty-seven years of my life to being a Southern 

Baptist. I felt restricted by the demand for females to be subservient and selfless.  I didn’t agree with 

religious views on critical issues such as gay marriage, parental discipline and women’s rights. I couldn’t 

support a faith that was more about condemnation than acceptance. The schism from religion has been 

liberating but the separation has caused turmoil and overwhelming feelings of loneliness. I feel like 

nothing productive will come from telling my family that I am agnostic because they will tell me I’m 

going to Hell no matter how good of a person I may be. Photography facilitates means for articulating 

emotions that I cannot be express verbally.  

 I began photographing my daughter and niece while they contorted their bodies and obstructed the 

sanctity of my grandmother-in-law’s home in 2015.  The house is adorned with glass figurines and 

antique furniture, providing hardly room to walk through the maze of collectables.  The stifling 

environment became an ideal setting for my daughter Shealyn and my niece Marina to perform. As 

surrogates for the self, their bodies struggled within the domestic space, acting as metaphors for the 

anxiety that persists when one tries to feel at home with who they were and who they are becoming.  

She’s Got Legs demonstrates the female form’s struggle for stability as her legs teeter between subject 

and object.  The twisted gestures of the gnarled feet are balanced with the delicate stability of her hand 

gripping the table.  

I utilized a strobe while I photographed the girls performing inside the home.  This artificial lighting 

allowed me to use a low ISO and a greater depth of field to capture details and gestures performed in low 

light situations with hyper real clarity, lending another level of artifice as it accentuated the faux flowers 

and kitsch decorations within the home.  I’m interested in the tensions between comfort and anxiety.  

While these objects are supposed to provide coziness, the fakeness of everything intensifies the body’s 

feelings of misplacement and it’s failed attempt to firmly ground itself. 
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Figure 1. Kelli Shea Couch. She’s Got Legs. “30 x 24”. 2015. 

 

 

Artmaking is an alluring form of self-expression because the artist maintains a sense of control over 

what is being created However, the most intriguing and poignant work is often produced by chance. Sever 

is an important image because it shaped my perception of the camera’s ability to independently see 

beyond my perceptions.  The young girl sits on the couch agonizingly grasping her knees and turning her 

feet inward.  The toes vanish and reappear as the black tips of the stockings recede into the shadows 

underneath the couch.  
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Figure 15. Kelli Shea Couch. Stuck on Me. “24 x 17”. 2018 

 

 

I consider my work to be autobiographical and a collaboration between me and the subjects in the 

photographs.  I wanted to create a self-portrait in A thing among us to emphasize that the series is about 

an adult’s interpretation of them self rather than a nostalgic look at childhood.  I also wanted to provide 

my family with the opportunity to be behind the lens and in charge of the directorial process.  I knew the 

object I wanted to interact with and chose a setting for the narrative to exist in but let my husband and 

kids position me within the frame and place objects on me.   Relinquishing control allowed me to connect 

with my family at a different level and reminded me how vulnerable it can be to be the subject in front of 

a lens.  It also reminded me that trust is an integral part of my process. 
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Figure 16. Kelli Shea Couch. Big Toe. “43 x 30”. 2018 

 

 

 Artists have different reasons for making art.  I feel compelled to make work that involves my 

family and friends because I enjoy understanding myself and society through them.   I make photographs 

because it gives me a sense of control but it also reminds me to remain open to circumstance.  The world 

is weird, gross, beautiful, funny, and upsetting. I want to feel everything and form opinions of my own 

accord.  When I became a parent, I rediscovered parts of myself that I wished to recover.  I regained my 

voice. 
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4 I SET IT UP 

In earlier versions, I sequenced images based on color and size but this iteration felt superficial.  I 

think about my work as an odyssey, a roller-coaster of feelings that are not easily navigated through. 

Therefore, narrative and emotion determined how the images would be curated in A thing among things.  

I’ve never been successful at creating diptychs so I used the exhibition as an opportunity to experiment 

with using the distance between images as an important tool for interpreting the work.   Hypnotic and The 

Boogie were placed seven inches apart from one another in the gallery because the relationship between 

the two images complicated the story of the work.  Each image subtlety refers to the grotesque and when I 

placed them together I thought about death, corrosion, and surrealism.  Another paring was created on the 

opposite side of the gallery with Lunar Landing and Spring Trap.  I was interested in how the pairing 

attempted to defy gravity and how the photographs monumentalize banal gestures.   

 

 
Figure 17. Kelli Shea Couch. Hypnotic. “17 x 24”. 2018 
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Figure 18. Kelli Shea Couch. The Boogie. “17 x 24”. 2018 

 

I used traditional methods of hanging work by displaying the center of the images fifty-eight 

inches from the floor.  The simplicity of the installation permits viewers to focus on the imagery 

presented rather than emphasizing the way the work was hung.  I chose to print some images larger than 

others but I only had three varying sizes for prints.  Placing smaller images next to larger ones highlights 

the surrealism of the work.  Shark of Silence is the largest print in the exhibition and the only photograph 

of its size.  The image acts as a climax for the work and reiterates my feelings of being misunderstood as 

I’m trying to be heard.   

Traditionally, I use white wood to frame my work but I wanted to experiment with new methods 

of framing.  The natural cherry wood complimented the imagery aesthetically and conceptually.  The 

wood brought out the warmth of the photographs and the frames emphasize the interplay between artifice 

and reality.  The wood also made direct reference to domesticity instead of the galleries white walls. 
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Figure 19. Kelli Shea Couch. Installation Shot. Detail. 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 20. Kelli Shea Couch. Installation Shot. Detail. 2018 
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CONCLUSION: NOW I’VE SAID…TOO MUCH 

A thing among things understands failure and the endless pursuit for self-realization.  Identity is 

constantly evolving and we experience the death of multiple selves throughout life.  Photography is a 

reminder of these deaths but also of the past’s ability to haunt our future selves.  No matter how we 

evolve, our history shapes who we are and who we will become. A thing among things employs fantasy to 

reveal truths about the human psyche. Understanding grants the ability to rewrite narratives, challenge the 

past, and inherit a new value system.   

Throughout life I have struggled with assertion. A thing among things is the visual documentation 

of my attempts to proclaim myself and create a lasting physical impression. The discoveries made during 

my journey have made me a stronger artist, parent, and person.  The betterment of myself is vital for my 

family but in the end this journey is a selfish endeavor, a selfishness that is long overdue. 

 A thing among things understands that a surrogate is just that, a symbol, a reference.  Even my 

own body becomes the other through the lens of a camera. Roland Barthes explains, “Now, once I feel 

myself observed by the lens, everything changes: I constitute myself in the process of ‘posing,’ I 

instantaneously make another body for myself, I transform myself in advance into an image.”13  Thus, I 

am also a surrogate. In my search to ascertain the self, I have come to something close.  I am a thing 

among things. 

  

                                                      

 

13 Barthes, Roland, and Richard Howard. Camera Lucida Reflections on Photography. NY, NY: Hill and 

Wang, 1982. 10. 
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