
LAURA PICKETT CALFEE 

Of A Place 

WOMEN & THEIR \A/ORK 

J l ! 1'\ E 5 - J l.' L y 1 0 I 1 9 9 9 

A l ! s T [ N I T E X A s 



HEART BOUND 

"I just don't know wl1y you'd want 

to take a picture of my house. " 

-The first question everyone 

asbs Laura Calfee. 

Home figures prominently in photogra

phy and its history. As it is the source 

from whence the great majority of us 

humans begin, it is not surprising to 

find it constantly commingled with our 

interests, our beliefs, and our passions. 

Indeed, Joseph Nicephore Niepce' s first 

photograph-that marvelous window/ 

mirror that combined past science, 

present sensibilities, and future hopes

includes both the architectural elements 

of his estate and a view of the outside 

world from his habitat's everyday 

point of view. 

Starting with Constance and William 

Henry Fox Talbot, who constantly 

returned to their estate of Lacock 

Abbey as the subject of their worb, the 

home has been the point of inception 

for many photographers. In part this 

was a natural step, photochemistry and 

time being two of the chief components 

both necessary for the practice of the 

process and most easily accessible from 

home. As a photographer matured in 

his/her worl<, technical experimentation 

would give way to creative change and, 

again, the home could often serve as the 

source for studio, observation, inspira

tion, and a wide variety of subject mat

ter. Some of the medium's most notable 

pioneers- among them J. B. Dancer, 

Peter Wicl<ens Fry, Julia Margaret 

Cameron, and Lewis Carroll-found 

their homes to be the foundation of 

introspection and experimentation 

that led to some of our most notable 

photographs of the previous century. 

"Louise", 1996, llfochrome print. 13.5" x 19" 

I want a lwuse tl1at lws got over all 

its troubles; I don't want to spend the 

rest of my life bringing up a young 

and inexperienced l1ouse. 

-Jerome K. Jerome 

However, lwme is also the wellspring of 

family and, therefore, the source of the 

vast lmman majority's initial confluence 

with photography. The medium has 

always answered our need to mal<e its 

visual record of our family and friends, 

and thus, by extension, the home which 

has fostered and nurtured them. At 

first the house may only serve as bacl<

drop to our family snapshots-the family 

dinner, the holiday tree in the living 

room, the pets on the porch, etc. 

Gradually, however, the building itself 

emerges as life and memory l<ick in and 

we come to appreciate a number of 

those other elements of human experi

ence- compassion, curiosity, doubt, 

hope, symbolism, change, love- and 

turn to the photograph to help us 

record, recall, and subsequently try to 

appreciate and understand them. fu the 

family and each of its members grow 

and change, so too does the home that 

surrounds them. 

So the concept of home-be it apart

ment or estate, rented by the month 

or owned for generations, sheltering 

one or many- remains an important 

reference point for photograpl1ers. r\.nd 

while for some it has been only a 

point for beginnings and returns, for 

many of our recent generations of 

artists -Wright Morris, Wall<er Evans, 

Russell Lee, Bart Parker, Rita De Witt, 

Bill Owens, Larry Sultan, April Rapier, 

Debbie Fleming Caffrey, Catherine 

Wagner, Patricia Richards, Beth 

Yarnelle Edwards and Paula Chamlee 

are only a few who come immediately to 

mind- home is a continuing source of 

subject matter, inspiration, concern, 

and even enlightenment. And for us 



viewers of such bodies of worb, it is 
the artist who helps us understand just 

a little bit better about our own experi
ence of this phenomena of home. 

Some tl1ings are over; 

Some things go on; 

And part of me you carry; 

And part a/ me is gone. 
-Tom Petty, Walls. 

Which brings me to Laura Calfee
who !mows and feels what a home 
is about. 

0/ A Place is her worl~ in progress: not 
surprising since Laura recognizes life 

itself as a work in progress also. For the 
present the project entails her intimate, 
unvoyeuristic lool~ at a half dozen Texas 

homes (in Luling, Liberty, Archer 
County, Austin, Terrell, and counting) 

which began in October of 1996. 

Her criteria for the project were simple 
-and are, therefore, complex by their 
associations: a home rather than a 

house; currently being lived in; generally 
l~ept in a family for generations; entered 
by invitation; the family interviewed by 
the artist; the place photographed with 
little or no accompaniment of the 
artist. And, there is perhaps Laura's 

most important criteria: that the people 
who live in the home are place bound 
by clwice. (Her original title for this 
body of worl~ was "Homesick and Other 
Stories" but she felt the connotations 

were too negative and uninspiring to 
match her bittersweet and life-affirming 
imagery. Good call.) 

The resulting images- and the titles 
which accom parry them- are heart 

bound: from the inhabitants, from the 
artist, from the heart of each home 
itself. They show us that what we 

surround ourselves with is most telling 
about our lives. We are all drawn to the 

quotidian (a Szarlwwsl~i phrase) that is 
the elegance to be found in everyday 
objects. But it is the certainty of 
Laura's eye- combined with natural 
light, a solid color sensibility (with a 

palette that has some hues yet to be 
bestowed by nature), and her own par
ticular sense of wonder-that reveals to 
us this rich aspect of honor and respect 
that awaits the return of the residents. 

I recall the artist/curator Arthur Ollman 
once pointing out how Laura's worl~ 
reminded him of that of William 
Eggleston: "A sort of female Eggleston. 

If Eggleston were not so male he might 
be more attached to belonging rather 
than attached to observing. But 
Ms. Calfee is deeply attached . She is 

of her place the way that soil is of its 
place. She is part of a powerful move
ment in photography, a sort of Southern 

literacy photography which is devoted 
to belonging to place ... Laura Calfee is 

in there worl~ing the light, the combi
nations, and plucl~ing poetry from the 
plastic flowers." And, since much of 

Arthur's own art resonates, lil~e Laura's 
own, with the music of time and place 

you can be certain that he recognizes a 
l~indred soul. 

It's a poor sort a/ memory t/1at 

only works backwards. 

-Lewis Carroll 

Finally, Laura also believes passionately 

in what arises beyond her subjects: 
what Don DeLillo pointed out when he 
observed that "ordinary things represent 
the most overlool~ed lmowledge." There 

are reasons why the sense of one's 
place is such an alluring emotion that 

is capable of continuing to draw us all 
to homes present and past . It is that 

particular talent of Laura's that guides 

her from room to room and permits 
her to join with the ghosts and the 
memories that wait- sometimes briefly, 

sometimes forever-for one to occupy 
roof, walls and floor. 

In a sense, therefore, the memories 

become as real and as eloquent as the 
photographs that serve them . When 
was the last time that Mariella' s relative 
put on a hat and checbed himself out 

in that wall mirror- just days or merely 
decades ago? Why is Chino now tend
ing Sam's garden? Does Kalita still 
predominate in the owners' memories 
even if she doesn't dominate their 

bureau top? Why is a bare hatracb, 
fixed in a dash of sunshine lil~e a fleet
ing dragonfly's lifetime, more animated 

than the walls that surround it? Do we 

have to lmow why Gay passed away in 
her youth, or qre the windows empty 

eyes and the alien planetscape of a 
bedspread eloquent enough testimony? 
Can we expect answers? Should we? 

As we see and asl~ and whisper among 
our own souls, Laura Calfee goes on. 
To other homes; with other ghosts and 
memories; in other towns or cities; 
with other inhabitants; around and 

beyond Texas and perhaps throughout 
the world. She will find more such 
homes. And they will find her. They 
are out tl1ere. 

Even as we return, each to our 

own lwme. 

W/1ich is, a/ter all, where tlwy say 
the l1eart is. 

Roy Flul~inger 
Senior Curator of Photography & Film 
Harry Ransom Humanities 
Research Center, The University of 

Texas at Austin, © 1999 
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Of A Place 
It- is believed by most tf1at time passes; in actual/act, 

it stays wf1ere it is. - Dogen, Zen i\1laster 

A few years ago, a friend asbed if I would like lo photograpl1 

her aunt's home. That simple invitation led to a surprising exam

ination . I grew up in Libedy, Texas, witb generations of relatives 

living all around me. More tban a few lived ami died in tl1e houses 

where they were born. So, when I went to photograph Empress 

Zedler' s home, the intimacy of looking tlu·ough the rooms pro

vol.~ed surprising feelings and long-fo~gotten questions. Before I 
bnew it, I had set out to examine otl1er such place-bound fami

lies, tl1eir culture -my past-by pbotograpl1ing tl1e inte riors of 

other sucb homes around the state. 

Why do they stay in one place? Tl1e mo re I have explored and 

photographed these ho mes, the more I have wondered why this is 

so. I'm much too Southern to as!.~ directly, but there are hints in 

family pictures on the bureau, the baseball trophy gathering dust, 

and tbe idiosyncratic juxtaposition of freshly jarred picbles and 

regional histories o n the breal~fast room she! f. Tl1e clutter and 

mementos are the telltale signs of an endurin g world. Tl1is rela

tio nship of tl1e quotidian surroundings to people's lives and their 

family l1isto ries speaks volumes about w!1o they are and w!1at 

really maHers to tl1em. 

They're tied to place through family, tbeir memories and 

dreams, througl1 an identity with the house and the land and the 

community in a way that transcends other longings. They are 

people with the resilience to stay in one place-or the wherewitl1al 

to return to a place-which has some mysterious draw, a 

permanency, a foundation . Tl1ey have a sense of fai·th, a sense 

of place, in themselves and their communities. \XI]lile many 

A.mcricans tabe collective pride in their zeal to explore, they are 

proof that this same determination breeds the stamina to sticl~ 
it out, to mal~e it worb. 't1 s-tay. 

Except /or memory, time lws no meaning at all. -Pat Conroy 

Laura Picl:wtt Calfee, .May 1999 
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Now celebrating its 21 sl anniversmy. 
Women & Their Work presents over 50 
events a year in visual art. dance. theater. 
music. literature. and film. The ga llery 
features on-going exhibitions of Texas 
women artists and brings arlisls or national 
stature to Texas audiences. Since its found
ing. Women & Their Work has presentee! 
1584 al't ists in 187 visual art. exh ibitions. 
81 music. dance. ancl theater events. 19 
literary readings. 12 film festivals. and 129 
workshops. in programming that renects 
the ethnic ancl cultural diversity of this 
region. Nationally recogn ized. Women & 
Their Work has been featured in Art in 
America. ArtF'orum and National Public 
Radio ancl was the first organization in 
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Texas Lo rece ive a grant in visual art from 
the Nationa l Enclowment for the Arts . Women 
& Their Work reaches over 5,000 schoo l 
ch ildren and teachers each year through 
gallery tours. gallery talks with exhibiting 
artists , participatory workshops. in-school 
performances. dance master classes. and 
teacher workshops. 
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