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My first thought when | open Jessica
Backhaus’s What Still Remainsis home.
Perhapsit’sthe memoriesasingle
crushed can of Arizona Greentea
conjures (reminiscent of my childhood
andstrangely enough, theloss ofa
loved one). Regardless of the why, | feel
animmediate personal connection
with theimages that fillthe pages of
Backhaus’sbook. This personal
response of familiarity and nostalgia
speakstooneof theartist’sintentions:
the desirefor “peopletofeel
something”.Everyimage presentsan
individual evocative narrative,as seen
inthe picture of the discarded
umbrella, the empty lawn chair
overlookingthe water’s edge or the
ripe peachsittinginaglass bowl by the
window. Throughout What Still
Remains, the overridingthemesjoined
withthe tangible quality of the images
give theviewerasense of physicality
and of human presence, of notions of
the usedanddiscarded,and the
domestic.

Theideaofthe physicaland
materialistic is made evidentin

Backhaus’simages through her
aptitudeasa“traditional”
photographer,inthe sensethat she
does notemploy digital manipulation.
Her use of natural light gives atextured
depthtowhat she photographs. In
Careless,abright blue tennis ball has
absorbed whatit canfromarain puddle
andsits drenched. Asheen of oil forms
apatternonthe puddle’s surface, which
isdisrupted by the reflection ofa
building fagade and perhaps the
shadow of the photographer herself.
These found objectsand chance
encountersare essentially theartist’s
subject matter, carefully formedinto
the work, whichin effectis “what still
remains”.

As Backhaus’s compositionsare
found rather thanstaged, theyare
formulated usingordinary objectsand
fragments of incident with the facility
to connecthuman beings. Clothes
hangers, table cloths, the pages of a
phonebook,ashoppingcart,a
discarded plastic bottle - things most
peopleassociate with the rhythm of
everyday life.In Apple, the vieweris
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privy to thetiny bite marks out ofa
morethan half-eaten greenapple;
freshly discardedthe white flesh of the
fruitonly beginningto brownonits
edges. Theapple, like the blue tennis
ball, restsinamuddy puddle. Tiny grains
of dirt canbe seenembeddedinthe
pulp, makingitlessabout our
immediate reactiontothe objectasa
piece of fruitand more about theimage
itself, through theartist’s depiction of
detail.

What Still Remainsis rich with the
traces of human presence. In Longing
for the Unknown, asingle lawn chair sits
onasmalldock,facing outwards
towardsthe water. Its edgesare rusted;
the paint onits frameis beginningto
peel offandit has beenrepaired with
whatlooks likearubber hose. Thettitle
suggestsyearning,whichadds,once
more,an emotional layer to theimage.
The empty chairwithitsscratchy nylon
surface has been used, perhapsasa
spottoreflectontheday’sevents. The
chairisautility object that, for the most
part, functionsto provide rest. In this
image, Backhaus shows asolitary chair
and presentsittothe viewerasavestige
of somethingthat we, the viewer, can
alsoreturnto.

The concept of returningtoafamiliar
objectinadomestic settingand
presentingitas somethingwhich
“remains”isanothertheme running
through Backhaus’simages. In Dancing
between the Lines, the artist has
photographed towels hangingona
bright yellow clothes line where multi-
coloured pinsare dottedaroundthe
photographic frame.Hanginginthe
foreground, the towel’s pinks, redsand
bluesstand outagainst the palegreen
shrubberyinthe background. The
cropping of theimage gives the viewer
noindication of where the towelsare
drying,yetthey evokeasense of home
and humanity. Someone has carefully
hungthetowelsuptodryorperhaps
usedthetowels to drytheir soaking hair
ortowipethe ocean’s salty water off
theirskin.

In many ways, a sense of poignancy
links theimages in What Still Remains.
Yet, surprisingly, Backhaus avoids
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sentimentality. Her compositions
createanarrative, thus connectingthe
viewerandforcingthemto consider
whatitisthattouchesthemabout
these everyday objects; perhapsitisthe
way they evoke memories, perhapsit s
aresonating sense of melancholy, or
eventhe notion of home. Regardless of
what kind of response one has to
Backhaus’s work, the prevailingtheme
iswhatis left behind or simply
forgotten, evidence that we werethere.
KATIECLIFFORD
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