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Lesson 6:
Photography, Subjectivity,
and Truth

Form + Content + Context = Meaning




Materials needed: Artist bios and project info

Computer Pao Houa Her (born in Laos, 1982) is a Hmong American artist who
Digital projector lives and works in Minneapolis. Her’s photographs explore fundamental
Cameras or smartphones concepts of home and belonging through her personal perspective of the
Hmong diasporic community and her family’s lived experience of fleeing
Reference works by: the country of Laos. Her draws inspiration from a myriad of sources: family

lore and archival photographs, portraits of her community and herself,

Pao Houa Her . . . . . .
and reimagined landscapes using Minnesota and Northern California as

An-My Lé
iy e illusionary stand-ins for Laos. She creates her own truths with photography,
often digitally manipulating images and posing people to construct her ideas
of home and family. Her’s photographs Untitled (Portrait) (2017) and Untitled
. Tais Ka) (2020) demonstrate the significance that recordkeeping holds for
Students will ( )(2020) & one

the previous generations of her family—they both also notably include fake
Know: Photographers make choices; they frame what is in front of them. flowers surrounding Her’s family, a decorative staple in their home.
Photographers and sitters can interact during this process in ways that

can shift the image’s content and meaning. “I think that as much as I am interested in the performance [of

authenticity in photography] itself, I’m also interested in the stage that

Understand: Photographers author images: They use the factual people are performing on, both in a literal sense and in a metaphorical

appearance of photography to construct different “realities.” Sometimes sense. The ways in which light is used, or the things that are behind the

they stage images to communicate a specific, limited, or altered truth. stage. [ think about the staging apparatus, the costume, the enacting
of borrowed or learned rituals. But I’'m also interested in the dust, for

Do: Look at photographs and ask questions regarding their meaning and example, on fake flowers, as a kind of giveaway.”

the photographer’s intent. —Pao Houa Her, My grandfather turned into a tiger... and other illusions

(Aperture, 2024), 110

An-My L& (born in Saigon, Vietnam, 1960) is a photographer who lives and
works in New York. Lé’s photography practice is shaped by her experience as
a political refugee, as she moved to the US with her family at fifteen years old
to flee the Vietnam War. She has explored this cultural and personal history
by returning to her home country to document the Vietnamese landscape
decades after the war, as seen in Untitled, Thanh-Hoa (1998), participating

in reenactments of the Vietnam War in North Carolina, as well as
photographing the US military training in the Southwest for combat in

Iraq and Afghanistan. At first, the photographs of restaged battles in North
Carolina, including Lesson (1999-2002), appear to be war documentary.
Observing closely, one notices certain details that give way to the truth of
the image: minimized traces of violence, a surrounding North American
forest, and the presence of L& herself. While the photographs of US soldiers
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training in the desert are documentary, the visuals could be interpreted as
active battlegrounds—it is not immediately communicated that Captain
Folsom (2003-4) and other photos from this series are of military training.
These photographs meditate on the collective memory of US wars while
questioning the validity of the perspectives of this memory.

“Photographers know that truth is elusive. My work is often understood
in different, even contradicting, ways by different people, and that’s
okay. I am not so interested in explicating. Like many artists, [ am
drawn to what is fraught. I like the open questions; I love finding the
fault lines that allow for ambiguities. I try to make the most of the fact
that photography has a special relationship with truth in the popular
imagination, and [ love to operate within that framework.”
—An-My Lé in Ryan Lee Wong, “Landscapes & Memories,” Aperture,
issue 251 (2023), 36

Lesson 6: Photography, Subjectivity, and Truth

Lesson plan

® Discuss the theme: How do you define fruth? Do photographs represent

the truth? Are images to be believed? Why or why not? Do you know
what subjectivity and objectivity are? Explain the difference. Can
you think of themes that would be hard to photograph objectively?
Why might those themes be a challenge? How are opinions, feelings,
interpretations, and the truth related in photographs?

Explain the gaze: The gaze is a term that is often referred to in
conversations on photography. When we look at a photograph, we are
bringing our own perspective, our own gaze. We look at a photograph
and bring our lived experience to our reading of the image. Similarly,
photographers bring their perspective to the photograph in both their
physical position in relation to the subject and in their final composition
choices. Their gaze adds meaning to the image. Understanding the
photographer’s gaze can contextualize how a photographer is presenting
a situation. They may share the perspective of the subjects, or they may
critique it. Visual elements in the picture can help a viewer consider how
gaze affects the meaning of a photograph.

Consider reference works by Pao Houa Her: Subjectivity requires
photographers to be creative. One challenge with photographing
people is that they are multifaceted, and a person’s multitude is hard to
illustrate in one photograph. Pao Houa Her explained in her Aperture
monograph: “I think that at the heart of being a refugee and immigrant
here in the US, performing is something that becomes a daily thing,
whether we’re at home with our parents or out in other spaces. The idea
of performance is very rooted in my work, and I think it’s because I don’t
fitin. I'm not fully Hmong and I’'m not fully American. I sometimes
don’t know if I fit in anywhere. I talk and think a lot about what it means
to be both an insider and an outsider. I feel like I'm always performing,
as arefugee, and then, as a woman” (111). Look at Her’s images: Where
do you see elements of truth or autobiography, and where do you see
elements of performance or construction? How do the photos express
her subjectivity? How does your gaze affect how you understand Her’s
images?
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® Consider reference works by An-My Lé: Photographs often have multiple

meanings, or multiple truths, that coexist in one visual. Demonstrating
how two conflicting stories can exist at once is an important
photographic endeavor, but it can be difficult to achieve, and it results in
many different viewers’ interpretations. Describing her decades of work
photographing the aftermath of the Vietnam War, war reenactments in
the US, and soldiers training for combat, An-My Lé states, “I am not so
invested in photography as truth” (Aperture, issue 251, 37). Look at Lé’s
images from Small Wars (Aperture, 2005), and consider her perspective
on truth in her documentary photography: What are two narratives
represented by Lé? How might different viewers interpret these images?
How does knowing the context of these photographs change their
meaning?

Photo exercise 1: Think of two words or phrases or themes to describe
yourself and try to illustrate both in a single photograph. Was it hard or
easy to incorporate the two? What challenges did you face? How do you
see the image holding multiple truths?

Photo exercise 2: It can be a challenge to represent complex emotions.
Emotions are subjective and abstract. Pao Houa Her explains in My
grandfather turned into a tiger... and other illusions (Aperture, 2024): “The
story of my grandfather turning into a tiger, a lot of it has to do with

the process of grieving. [ had always wanted to make a body of work
about this story because the narrative is so wild. It was hard todoin a
linear way, so I had to really think about what themes I was gravitating
towards. For me, it was about illusion, disillusion, and mourning. The
idea that grief can cause you to have these visions and beliefs. How

does that look photographically?” (113). An-My Lé states in Small Wars
(Aperture, 2005): “Over the years, disconnected from the place and
with only a handful of family pictures available, I had come to construct
my own notions of a Vietnam drawn mostly from memories, but also
from photojournalism and Hollywood films. In 1994 when [ returned
for the first time, I realized that [ was not particularly interested in
reexamining contemporary Vietnam. Instead of seeking the real, [ began
making photographs that use the real to ground the imaginary” (119).
Pick any emotion and try to photograph it using a metaphor. Consider
how your own subjectivity plays into the expression of abstract concepts
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like feelings. Of course, what one feels is true, but how can that feeling
be expressed through fantasy, storytelling, metaphors, or constructed
narratives? After you’re done, share your image with a partner and

see if you can name some emotions they see in the picture. Did they
observe the same emotion you were thinking about? What were some
similarities and differences in your interpretations of the photograph?

® Photo exercise 3: Working with a partner, photograph opposing
opinions about a topic or scene to explore fluid meanings. For example,
students could photograph a cafeteria trash can overflowing with
unappetizing, discarded food or a friendly lunchroom worker offering a
warm bowl of soup. Both photographs are true, but they offer opposite
commentary on the same place. Is one more true?

* Note on exercises 1-3: Students could choose which exercise they
prefer, or you could select one depending on your time constraints.

® Looking ahead: Depending on how you want to approach the next
lesson, you could either ask students to pick an image from their camera
roll and email it to you so that you can print each one out in advance of
the next lesson, or you could do the next lesson with magazine cutouts.

Going further

Read: “How a Hmongqg Photographer Creates a Striking Narrative about
Laos,” Kong Pheng Pha. This article originally appeared in Aperture, issue
244, “Cosmologies,” under the title “My Grandfather Turned into a Tiger.”

Read: “Landscapes & Memories: An-My Lé and Pao Houa Her in
Conversation with Ryan Lee Wong.” This article originally appeared in
Aperture, issue 251, “Being & Becoming: Asian in America.”
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https://aperture.org/editorial/how-pao-houa-her-creates-a-striking-narrative-about-laos/
https://aperture.org/editorial/how-pao-houa-her-creates-a-striking-narrative-about-laos/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-244/
https://archive.aperture.org/article/2023/2/2/landscapes-memories
https://archive.aperture.org/article/2023/2/2/landscapes-memories
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-251/

Pao Houa Her, Untitled (Tais Ka), 2020; from Pao Houa Her:
My grandfather turned into a tiger... and other illusions
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Pao Houa Her, Untitled (Portrait), 2017; from Pao Houa Her:
My grandfather turned into a tiger... and other illusions
Lesson 6: Photography, Subjectivity, and Truth (Aperture, 2024)



An-My L&, Untitled, Thanh Hoa, 1998; from An-My Lé:
Lesson 6: Photography, Subjectivity, and Truth Small Wars (Aperture, 2005)



An-My L&, Captain Folsom, 2003-4; from An-My Lé: Small
Lesson 6: Photography, Subjectivity, and Truth Wars (Aperture, 2005)



An-My Lé, Lesson, 1999-2002; from An-My Lé: Small Wars
Lesson 6: Photography, Subjectivity, and Truth (Aperture, 2005)
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