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Daniel Coburn, ‘Lovers Embrace,’ 2014 

 
 
 
 
 



	
Two disparate exhibits at Silver Eye Center for Photography benefit from a 
seamlessly cohesive display of large, lush imagery, all shot in black and white. 

In the case of Daniel Coburn's exhibit, “The 
Hereditary Estate,” black and white set the tone 
for a project that digs deep into an emotional 
core. 

Here, Coburn's photographs explore the dark 
undercurrents of his own family — tragic events 
related to alcoholism, suicide and domestic 
violence. 

“I was surprised by a lack of photographs that 
document this history, so I set out to create a 
potent supplement to the family album assembled 
by my immediate family members,” explains the 
artist, who lives and works in Lawrence, Kan. 

The goal, Coburn says, was to create lyrical, 
poetic and mysterious images that become “icons 
of the universal human experience.” To that end, 
he tells the story of his family members in 
parables of love, reverie, respect and quiet tragedy. 

For example, with “Lover's Embrace,” Coburn set out to make the most intimate 
portrait he could of his parents. In it, the rugged masculine hands of his father, a 
rather large man, overwhelm his mother's face. 

“My honest intention was to somehow elaborate on their relationship and their 
tumultuous histories,” Coburn says. 

With “Ascent,” a portrait of Coburn's nephew, several questions arise: Is the boy 
levitating? Is he falling? Is some sort of supernatural force acting upon him? 

“The camera has the ability to stop time,” Coburn says. “This is an attribute that 
is specific to the medium of photography. I use this to my advantage as a method 
to construct images that can be interpreted as spiritual.” 

With “Suspension,” Coburn captured a simple gesture: a young woman throwing 
snow into the air, in effect creating an impenetrable barrier between the viewer 
and the subject. 

“I use the camera to build a cage around my audience and the sitter,” Coburn 
says. “I wonder if the people feel isolated — or if the subject seems totally 
inaccessible?” 
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The remaining works are equally lyrical and mysterious. “These images are a 
tangible manifestation of fantasy, memories and experiences I have acquired 
during my journey to adulthood,” he says. 

Beyond Coburn's exhibit, visitors will find Megan Ledbetter's “Homo Bulla,” 
which, being a cabinet of curiosities of sorts, is well-served in the tinier, more 
intimate rear gallery. 

The exhibit's title, which translates to “man is a bubble,” refers to the fragile, 
beautiful and temporary nature of human existence. 

The work represents images made over the course of several years, while 
Ledbetter, who grew up in and currently resides in Chattanooga, Tenn., lived in 
various places, from Hardwick, Vt., to Boston. 

“From a retrospective point of view, I can see myself during those years as 
shifting and searching, meandering in and out of relationships and locations, from 
New England to Alabama,” she says. 

The pictures themselves relate to the vanitas still-life paintings of 17th-century 
Europe, which drew their reference from the first book of Ecclesiastes, a book 
that defines the vexation of the body and spirit. 

Images like “Pork Processing” and “The smallest and the largest of the forty-six 
chicken hearts” have the palpable qualities of a lush still-life painting. Both were 
taken around the same time, in the fall of 2011 when Ledbetter lived in Hardwick 
and was dating an off-the-grid pig and chicken farmer. 

“The image ‘Pork Processing' is a great example of a lesson my mentor Abe 
Morell would explain much better than I ever could, when a photograph or 
something inside a picture looks like something else,” Ledbetter says. “The light 
streaming between the slabs of meat resembles a river flowing through a 
canyon.” 

That marbled flesh casts the most interesting shadow, which, translated into 
black and white, is all the more delightful. 

Then there is the piece “Cara and Louise,” which was an image Ledbetter made 
in 2014 during an artist residency at Anderson Ranch Arts Center in Snowmass 
Village, Colo. 

Depicting a cast and sculpted hand holding a ceramic vessel, Ledbetter says it is 
a portrait of two artists she met at Anderson — Cara Levine, a sculptor from Los 
Angeles who created the former, and Louise Deroualle, a ceramicist from Brazil 
who created the latter. 



	
How the photograph was shot — directly from above — makes the objects 
appear to float or hover, and the variation of texture and surface achieved 
between the objects lends itself well to translation into black and white. 
Kurt Shaw is the Tribune-Review art critic. Reach him at tribliving@tribweb.com. 

 


