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I’m always intrigued when photographers say that they’re not 
that interested in the images photography creates but rather 
the encounters it invites. In a world that’s riddled with images – 
everywhere, all the time – a deeper examination of photography 
means peeling back the layers that reveal what a photograph 
is and can do. Full disclosure: I’m a curator at the Centre for 
Contemporary Photography, Melbourne, so I spend quite a bit  
of my time thinking about photography in some way, sense  
or form, which may explain why this topic excites me. 

My encounter with the Melbourne artist Vivian Cooper Smith and  
his newest series of works played into this fascination. We met at  
the Victorian College of the Arts, where Vivian is completing a Master 
of Fine Arts. It was a Saturday morning and the studios and spaces 
were echoingly empty. Works, which leant against a dappled wall, 
offered views of ferny forest scenes whose surfaces were afflicted 
by amorphous filmy layers of dots in various shades. The series drew 
to mind 19th-century pointillist paintings but also the blooms that 
signify emulsion change in water-damaged photographs. I couldn’t 
tell if the colours appeared in the landscape or on the print.

I FIRST CAME UPON YOUR WORK ON SMITH STREET, ON THE 
CENTRE FOR CONTEMPORARY PHOTOGRAPHY BILLBOARD 
IN 2012. BRICK HOUSES WERE BOLDLY CRUMPLED AND 
PROTRUDED FROM THE BUILDINGS THEY WERE STUCK TO.  
HOW HAS YOUR WORK CHANGED SINCE THEN? 
Strangely, not much has changed but I’ve explored photographic 
materiality a bit more. There are only so many crumples that you 
can make but what I liked about that project was that I felt like 
there was an engagement between the subject and the process.  
That’s not always the case and it’s something that I’m trying to 
really focus on now, more consciously.

So, for these ones in front of us [a series of works to be shown 
as part of Apparition Apparatus, a solo show at Sydney’s Galerie 
Pompom in June, described briefly above], the application of the 
dots plays with the way we see and construct the image. There’s  
a joining of process and concept in that way. This has taken a while 
to develop. At first I started crumpling and exploring the three-
dimensional aspect of it via various series of works. But I’m now 
doing less crumpling and damaging and work with the print for 
much longer. For me, the photographic print rather than the [act]  
of capturing the image is the most important site for exploring ideas. 

WHAT’S THE LINK BETWEEN THESE EARLY IMAGES AND YOUR 
CURRENT BODY OF WORK?
For me they are related because my work is almost always based  
in how we see and understand the world. The image has always 
been socially important to me. We live in an image-saturated 
culture and my work is still an exploration of ways of seeing. 
There’s also something unknowable in both series. The earlier 
works [resembled] a one-liner, while these are hopefully slower. 
Once you discover how they’re made, that doesn’t destroy the 
effect. That’s a progression for me.

Getting to know how they’re made perhaps adds something to  
it rather than demystifying it. There’s labour to it, not just a trick.

SPEAKING OF LABOUR, WHAT DO YOU DO WHILE YOU’RE 
LAYERING THESE IMAGES WITH SUCH INTENSE, SMALL DOTS?
I listen to music. I was listening to a lot of jazz – free jazz – and 
moved into more stripped back, minimalist music during the 
process. It becomes meditative. If it weren’t so painful it’d be  
more meditative. It certainly has a physical effect.

SOME OF YOUR EARLY WORK USES NARRATIVE WHILE THESE 
RECENT WORKS SEEM TO HAVE MORE ABSTRACT CONSTRAINTS. 
IS THAT A FAIR ASSESSMENT?
Well, kind of. I guess the narrative is less explicit in these later works, 
but I like to feel my work engages in the world around me and isn’t 
so abstract as to be formalist.

These recent works, in spite of their figurative representation, are 
moving towards a process-driven abstraction. The rationale behind 
it is to interrogate the [physical] process of seeing, so it’s not 
necessarily social, but it’s not formal.

YOU RECENTLY DID SOME COLLABORATIVE WORK WITH 
MELBOURNE ARTIST, JO SCICLUNA. HOW DID YOU FIND  
THAT PROCESS?
I found it hard. We swapped digital files and could print them how 
we wanted to, but the images came from the other person. Because 
they came from someone else, there was very little personal 
significance in the actual images. To me, it became a purely formal 
activity; all I could see was a picture. I [performed] a lot of different 
experiments and one of them involved putting some dots on her 
prints. That was my way of claiming the physical print and tracing 
the work, the site, the image and making it mine.

That process of claiming ownership through action on the print 
seemed significant and has led to other series in my own work.  
I find that from each project I do, there’s always something that  
I take from it, into the next project. 

BY REUSING TECHNIQUES,  
I’M TRYING TO BE MORE 
PATIENT AND PERHAPS WORK 
DEEPER INTO THINGS THAN  
I WOULD HAVE IN THE PAST.

Left to right 
VIVIAN COOPER SMITH  
Apparition Apparatus #4, 2016 
pigment pen on c-type print 
60 x 40 cm

VIVIAN COOPER SMITH 
Spellbound #2, 2016 
pigment pen on c-type print 
60 x 40 cm

VIVIAN COOPER SMITH 
Apparition Apparatus #2, 2016 
pigment pen on c-type print 
75 x 50 cm

Courtesy the artist and  
Galerie Pompom, Sydney

VIVIAN COOPER SMITH 
Concrete Composition 
(Series 2) #2, 2015 
c-type print 
edition of 5+2AP 
64 x 80 cm 

Courtesy the artist and 
Galerie Pompom, Sydney
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THAT’S A NICE WAY TO ENSURE THAT  
YOU DON’T BECOME A ONE-TRICK PONY.
That’s the last thing I want to do. Some people 
find endless depth in a particular style or 
process and that’s for them to judge, but I like 
to keep myself entertained and I like to explore. 
By reusing techniques, I’m trying to be more 
patient and perhaps work deeper into things 
than I would have in the past.

WHAT ARE SOME OF YOUR INFLUENCES?
I have a lot of different influences and some 
are specific to the project I’m working on. 
For example, a few years ago I had a show 
called The Year of the Savage at West Space 
[Melbourne]. I was really inspired by Miró  
at the time and there was a direct link to this  
in the work. But there are people whose work  
I enjoy more generally as well.

Locally, it’s people like Kate Robertson  
and Danica Chappell. I’m drawn to the  
way those guys engage with photography.  
In my research, I’ve been looking into Anthony 
Lepore and Noémie Goudal. And then there’s 
Liz Deschenes’ work, which sits between 
photography and sculpture, and Sara Cwynar, 
who works in constructive photography – she 
makes sculptures, photographs them and 
prints them before putting them back together. 
The playfulness and lightness of touch that 
these artist employ is really appealing. 

galeriepompom.com

thesingledesk.com.au

Top to bottom 
VIVIAN COOPER SMITH 
Self portrait in black #5, 2013 
c-type print 
edition of 5+2AP

VIVIAN COOPER SMITH 
Self portrait in black #3, 2013 
c-type print 
edition of 5+2AP 
60 x 50 cm

Courtesy the artist and  
Galerie Pompom, Sydney
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