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Ashlyn Davis is the Executive Director of  Houston Center for Photography, a 

nonprofit offering year-round exhibitions, workshops, publications, lectures, 

and classes. Ashlyn is also the editor of  SPOT, HCP’s bi-annual magazine 

about photography that includes artist portfolios, exhibition and book 

reviews, and interviews. In addition to her work at HCP, she is also a published 

writer and recently co-edited a book of  19th-century photographs, Islands 

of  the Blest, now in its second edition. 

I first encountered Pablo Lerma’s work at Photolucida in 

Portland, Oregon. I was initially excited by his combination 

of  archival and contemporary photographs—a device I see 

more and more photographers using as a way to reflect 

on the history of  the subject as well as photography’s 

role in shaping our relationship to it. But what tends to 

stick with me much longer after looking at this work is a 

feeling of  disorientation that seems particularly poignant 

in our current political moment. At the same time, he 

creates a space in which his images become part of  a 

shared cultural history, conflating time and space in 

a way that focuses the viewer on their relationship to  

the present moment.

—

Pablo Lerma is a visual artist and researcher based in New 

York.  His artistic practice involves researching and collecting 

photographs, maps, drawings, illustrations, and geological 

material addressing concepts such as time, change, erosion, 

and extinction. He holds a BFA in Painting and MFA in Studio 

Art from the University of Barcelona; and a Diploma in General 

Studies of Photography from the Institut d’Estudis Fotogràfics 

de Catalunya, Spain. His work has been exhibited at Flowers 

Gallery, Konstanet, Centro Huarte, NYU, Fotoweek D.C., SCAN 

International Festival of Photography, La Fábrica and Fundació 

Foto Colectania, among others.
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A Place to Disappear is a visual project that explores man’s 

absence from the primitive landscape in the Earth. Imagining 

a near future, where the humans will disappear from this 

planet but come back to Earth centuries later.

The project focuses on the traces of  utopian landscapes 

in transformation and extinction, and combines them with 

vernacular photographs from expeditions in the 19th century 

that documented the same locations.

Consequently, the sequence collapses space and time in a way 

that reflects the relationship between the archive and human 

memory. The visual narrative also reveals the impossibility 

of  a fixed landscape and taps into the viewers’ imaginations.

PABLO LERMA



AD : Pablo, let’s begin with a bit of  background on 

your project and how A Place to Disappear began. 

 

PL : The project originated after a long time of  doing research 

about remote islands and planets. In 2014 I came across a book 

called Atlas of Remote Islands by Judith Schalansky, where the 

author navigates through different islands spread across the 

world where you can barely find humans. That book introduced 

me to ideas such as disappearance and isolation, and made 

me confront the fact that some of  those islands are almost 

unreachable terrains for us. I’ve always been fascinated with 

stories from explorers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

 

Around that same time, I started reviewing the NASA’s archives. I 

found intriguing the idea of  moving out of  the Earth and finding 

a new sustainable planet to live on, or maybe just be vanished 

one day. Those concepts of  remote landscapes, disappearance, 

absence and the future were the threads to start working on A 

Place to Disappear.

AD : That’s so wild! I have that book in both English and German. 

These dystopian, or perhaps utopian, ideas of  alternate future 

realities and universes are themes I see appearing more and 

more in new photographic work. I think your project stands 

apart, though, because you’ve combined an imagined future with 

a historical past through the use of  archival images. So, there’s 

truth in the fiction, and as we know, the photograph’s ability to 

capture “truth” has been central to the medium’s development 

since the beginning. How are you playing with these ideas in 

your work? For you, what is the future of  the photograph as a 

document? 

PL : The use of  archival images created a visual and conceptual 

loop in this project. The fact that I’ve been looking for images 

of  expeditions from the nineteenth century and visiting the 

same locations I was shooting recently, makes me find a sort of  

timeless connection in those landscapes. My desire for depicting 

a future landscape collides with past images from archives, 

creating ideas about the representation of  truth and fiction and 

how that can shape our perception of  the landscape. It becomes 

a compilation of  multiple terrains that only exists as a place to 

disappear into the viewer’s imagination.

Increasingly, artists are working with archives in order to confer 

new meanings to photographs that were considered only mere 

documents. For me there is a thin line between that consideration 

of  a photograph as a document or a photograph as a something 

else. I guess we are a generation of  artists that are able to 

escape the purism of  photography and use existing imagery to 

create work which will address contemporary concepts in the 

photographic practice.

 

AD : Along these lines, I’m interested in how you’re considering 

the straight photograph in a conceptual way. Your work is able to 

have dual conversations: one, about photography, and another, 

about a certain disillusionment with the world that I think many 

in our generation feel.

 

PL : Using a classic genre of  photography such as landscape 

allows me to navigate through a photographic discourse 

anchored in that characteristic part of  the medium. However, 

the incorporation of  the archive creates a utopian sense related 

to a certain questioning of  the world and its future. We are kids 

of  the Sci Fi worlds created in the 1980’s. We grew up imagining 

a future with spaceships and possibly living in outer worlds. 

Instead of  that, we are making our world disappear. I guess that 

disillusionment is tangible.

AD : If  there is just one thing you hope the viewer walks away 

from this work with, what is it?

PL : A proposition to think about how humans could transform 

their disappearing place into an undetermined Utopian landscape 

to which they will revisit or phase out in a near future.
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CRISTINA VELASQUEZ
—

Cristina Velásquez (b. 1985 - Colombia) is a visual artist working mainly with 

photography. She holds a BA in Industrial Design from Universidad de Los Andes 

(Colombia), and an MFA in Advanced Photographic Studies from Bard College and 

The International Center of Photography (New York, U.S.) where she was awarded 

the ICP Director’s Scholarship. Cristina has been part of several solo and group 

exhibitions in New York and Bogotá, and participated in the School of Visual Arts 

Photo Residency, 2014. Her artist books “montañera”, Rear Door”, “/100” and 

“One way of letting go” are part of the permanent collection of the ICP Library.
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WWW.CRISTINAVELASQUEZ.COM

Over the last two years, I have developed a body of  work that stems 

from observations of  the human experience and life in my country, 

Colombia. Through examinations of  our culture, history, and geography, 

I reinterpret reality, using elements of  fiction and artifice to animate 

underlying power structures, confound assumptions and question 

conventions. I am interested in the different ways the absurd distorts 

and exaggerates contradictions embedded in the everyday.

Through photography, paper weavings, audio, and signage, my 

work investigates representation and translation in the context of  

transcultural relationships. Using my own experience as a Colombian 

artist and my transition into the US as a point of  reference, I investigate 

notions of  citizenship, race, and territory. My work responds to the 

ways in which shared notions of  value are shaped and governed 

by images. In particular, it considers how the Colombian history 

and national identity have been constructed against a backdrop of  

colonialism and patriarchy.
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AD : There is something untranslatable, Cristina Velásquez 

describes, about the experience of  being of  one culture or 

another—particularly for her, of  being Colombian. There are 

colloquialisms, colors, smells, tastes, and even a certain 

relationship to the ways in which Colombians see and relate 

to the world that a visitor may never fully understand. This is 

not just true of  Colombians; it’s how we inhabit our respective 

cultures. Cristina’s project, montañera, stands out to me, because 

she uses the medium of  straight photography, an approach 

viewers almost instinctively associate with the documentary 

tradition, in order to create fictional situations intended to rattle 

our preconceived ideas about Latin American culture. There’s 

a magical-realism quality to her work without any pretense or 

magic per-se...In a way, she opens up a new, conceptual window 

through a documentary aesthetic in which to see more than the 

rope holding up the unbuttoned pants of  a man, or the bananas 

hiding the feet of  a woman; we begin to see the absurdity of  our 

own ingrained cultural perspectives and biases. Through this 

absurdity, we begin to see ourselves more clearly.

AD : Cristina, you’ve been working on this project for two years; 

though in a sense, you’re challenging decades-worth, if  not 

centuries-worth of  cultural viewpoints. What led you to this 

project, and why do you feel this exploration of  transcultural 

relationships is important for viewers to pay attention to right 

now in our current moment?

CV : I understand my practice as a continuous investigation, not 

exactly as project based. It sparks primarily from my identity as 

a Colombian woman, which became more overt to me when living 

abroad. It is also motivated by my fascination for photography, 

which eventually led me to other mediums as well.

In New York, I started feeling isolated and erased. I was stripped 

off  the props and rituals of  my everyday life, and very few, if  any, 

of  my daily experiences reflected those back in Colombia. Soon, 

I realized how severely under-represented the Latin American 

culture has been in the narrative of  universal history. Also, I was 

alarmed by how enthralled Colombians are by selected imported 

aesthetics, and how little we critically appreciate our own. 

I’m interested in the ways one culture translates another, 

and how inevitably, a dominant culture sanitizes and reduces 

the other in a subtle (and not so subtle) continuity of  vicious 

power dynamics. On the other side, I explore the ways in 

which unrepresented cultures surrender into values and norms 

that are not their own. Voluntarily, they start resembling and 

imitating other cultures, gradually becoming indistinguishable.  

As for the relevance of  my work in the present moment, I see 

a way in which it might contribute to the global conversation. I 

believe that, with time, many divisions that have separate people 

from one another have gradually being dismantled. Yet, recently, 

new divisions are appearing in fearsome ways. In such context, 

through photographic experimentation, my work offers a view 

of  the Latin American culture, hopefully an intimate and real 

view, which I believe allows the lines that separate us from one 

another to appear porous. It is based on the natural impulses 

of  empathy.

 

One side of  my work looks inwards, to our individualities and to 

the richness of  our culture —in the spirit of  sharing, of  giving. 

The second part of  my work opens up to the world and honors 

the coincidences of  our human experience —in the spirit of  

learning, of  unity.

AD : Why did you choose to work in this straight, documentary 

aesthetic? How does that influence the nature of  your work?

CV : I consider many of  my photographs to be rooted in a 

documentary tradition. I don’t like the idea of  looking down 

on the term “documentary”, and I have never felt the need to 

position my work in some other terrain. An important portion 

of  my pictures refers directly to my own experience and I find 

myself  very attracted to the idea of  composing and constructing 

around it, in order to activate the distance between truth and 

fiction. I believe that the ways in which the term “documentary” 

has been associated to a narrow relationship with “reality” is 

not a reason to move away from it, but an imperative to reclaim 

it in all its complexities.  

Specifically, this work is motivated by my interest in photography 

as a way to push documentary directions and Latin American 

literary structures into the realm of  pictorial depiction. My 

work borrows narrative conventions from literature, while at the 

same time questioning the very nature of  narration. Constructed 

photographs and purely documentary still lifes present an 

experimental counterpoint with the intention of  transforming 

the way the reader generates meaning.

Other work relates to multiple modes of  image-making, and 

doesn’t necessarily take the form of  the photograph. I refer 

here to my weavings, signage, and audio work. They have 

emerged organically from my photographic work. As such, 

they are similarly grounded in the documentary practice. 
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AD : Yes, those literary structures are very palpable in this 

work for me. At the same time, there are no central characters; 

everyone’s faces are obscured in some way, creating a narrative 

that seems to be more about place and cultural experience. 

How did you arrive at this device, and how do you hope your 

viewers respond?

CV : You are right. There are no central characters. Many people, 

experiences, and memories have inspired the work, and it doesn’t 

respond to a single one in particular. It is more inclined to reflect  

the fact that our lives and our cultures, are composed of  many 

overlapping stories. 

I feel the urgency to contribute in some way, to the construction 

of  a new Latin American imagery that overturns stereotypes, 

reductive translations and traditional conventions.

The work moves throughout time, uncovering the Colombian 

history and questioning a national identity that has been 

constructed in front of  a backdrop of  colonialism and patriarchy. 

For this reason, perhaps there is one character that I have 

deliberately elevated: women.  I like to imagine a better world. 

To answer your questions, I don’t remember when was the 

first time I obscured a face as a depictive device. It appeared 

originally as my way of  presenting an incomplete memory, a 

search. With time, It became a visual tension between the reader 

and the human figure. I want the reader to feel that his view of  

the picture is incomplete, and that in order to fully see, he has 

to revise the customary narrative thread. I present an idea of  a 

fractured representation that has selectively shown some aspects, 

but has covered others. A representation where most of  the 

information that speaks to identity is still waiting to be unveiled 

or redefined. That is what I hope the viewers feel urged to do. 

AD : Tell me about the title montañera: 

CV : The title montañera, refers to my own experience as a 

woman from the mountains. It is related  to the fact that I live 

very far away from them, but I still miss the smell of  sugar cane 

everyday… To the strength of  my mom, who ran away from them 

looking for a better education, but is defined by its tradition… 

And, to the intelligence of  my grandparents who raised 16 sons 

and daughters under an inclusive family that opposes patriarchy 

and the absurdity of  our catholic unnecessary heritage. I believe 

it is imperative to reclaim my own identity, as a way to resist the 

threats of  cultural assimilation which feel very violent to me. 
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