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Glass talks with cutting edge video artist Sam Jury
So I try to make images that subtly confound expectations, or blur
the boundaries between (photographic and filmic) conventions.
You oft
fteen use fi
figg urative images in your work, but in unusual ways,
like a mass of people lying down, for instance. Could you tell us
about your use of the fi
figg ure in your work?
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am Jury is an artist who investigates the influence of photographic mass media on our collective consciousness. She has
most recently been focusing on video pieces constructed, via
digital superimposition, from a collection of found images and
staged shoots. Often using ambiguous settings and subjects in her
work, she creates a mysterious single shot scene, whereby the
viewer is both allured and disturbed. Sam Jury's work tempts us to
question our contemporary perception of realism.

S

Sam obtained her MFA from Cornell University in the US. She is
a Royal Academy fellow and an invited member of the Contemporary Arts Society. She has exhibited internationally and is about
to embark on an artist residency at the Irish Museum of Modern
Art.
Glass caught up with Sam to talk about her work...
Your work explores our conditioning to contemporar y visual imag er y. Could you tell us a little bit about that focus in your work?
I’m interested in contemporary notions of realism and how people
read imagery in relation to this. How we process and reconcile
many different types of image in our mind, especially when viewed
in the same time frame or space. For instance, advertisements
alongside news footage. People are very media savvy now, and we
take our comprehension and reading of visual imagery for granted.

Yes, it is kind of omnipresent… usually it takes the polar opposite
forms of either a close up, over-sized head, or a small, slightly pathetic figure in intimidating space. The former comments on
generic types of representation; portraits without identity or purpose, which are both alluring and familiar, yet slightly repellent
and unreal. Like an intensification of modern portrayals in the
mass media. The latter is almost a de-emphasis of figuration, the
idea that the space or its environment is, or could be, more important. The figures have no specific identity, because it’s not important. We are not important. The body in these images is treated as
a pliable commodity, so it looks like meat, or plastic, the figures
sometimes look like pigs, crabs, mannequins…. I like the idea that
what they are ‘doing’ is pure invention, it has no specific meaning
that can be rationalized. Like a fleeting moment glimpsed from
the window of a passing car, or finding an old photograph, where
the habits and rituals are no longer fathomable.
You also use human fi
figg ures that become miniscule compared to
the environment in which the y’re in. Could you tell us about scale
in your work?
The small figures are in part influenced by the idea of staffage (figures to depict scale) in classical landscape painting, and in part by
living in Sharjah in the Middle East, which literally surrounded by
desert. Visually, the space and light of Sharjah was a big influence,
but being in the desert also made life seem quite tenuous. I kept
thinking about what would happen if the power supply suddenly
stopped. There would be no air conditioning, no water, and no escape! So the figures are beleaguered, helpless and slightly comical.
This continues in latter imagery. I guess all this work has a slight
dystopian edge, but I also try to achieve a kind of nostalgia too.
Especially with the landscape based pieces.
As a complete opposite, the work depicting ‘heads’ are very large up to three times bigger than life. At this size they become quite
imposing, almost godlike, and so deny equality between viewer
and subject. Their detachment and physical presence maybe makes

the viewer feel less comfortable, but these images are always isolated
and flawed, so the viewer also feels a little pity.
When did you move from photography to moving image ?
I haven’t really switched to any particular media, but at the moment
I work in digital photography and video, and a mix of the two. The
first video work I made was in 2008. Looking back I can say that it
was a natural progression, and actually it is, but it sort of happened
by accident. Whilst working on the digital process of making a
‘head’ I decided to preserve each stage of production. What I ended
up with was hundreds of ‘stills’ which, in themselves, meant nothing. So I decided to import them into video software to create a
looped video depicting a virtual portrait continually in flux. The
piece is called ‘Forever is Never’ and is projected about 3 metres
square. After showing this work, it became obvious to me that my
still imagery has always teetered on the edge of moving. That’s when

this ‘motif ’, of thrown up matter, has become a recurring theme in
recent work. It appears again in the ‘Over for the Day’ video and
in the ‘Disjecta Membra’ series of photographs.
What is your background creatively ? Does it have any eff
ffee ct on
your current work?
Yes, I’m sure! I did my MFA in painting, and up until about 2 years
ago I mainly made paintings, albeit ones combined with photography. But I got to the point where, although I still loved painting,
I couldn’t really say why it was relevant to what I was trying to do,
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so I’ve stopped. For now. So both the video and photography are
unavoidably influenced by painting. In fact I would say they are
made in a similar way to a painting. Working in layers and layers of
surface, physically during the shoot, or later during editing.
Between Here or There, 2008. Lambda print, 177 x 91

I began making short videos using live subjects, which I continue
to do.
For me, many of your photographs look like stills from fi
fillms and
your fi
fillms seem like stills which are slightly moving . Are you interested in a tension between what the medium is representing , and
what we expect it to represent ?
Yes, the nature of a lot of my photography is that they are not so
much a moment in time as a suspended act. Part of the reading
could be what happened before or after, but then there’s never really a sense that anything really did, because, paradoxically, the subject is very fixed and solid. For me, this is directly linked to how
we now receive information, via film and photography. I wanted to
compress both, and leave things perpetually hanging.
All the video work sits somewhere between still and moving, painting and film, trauma and rapture. When I made my first set of
videos with a live subject I had a simple aim to site them between
moving and still imagery, they would be like moving canvases. I
wanted to recreate the giant head portraits but with a slow, indiscernible shift of movement, that turned subject from passive to active. I was also clear that these works would have no beginning or
end – it was important that there was no linear narrative. And to
some extent this happened, but whilst filming a series of ‘portrait’
videos called ‘All Things Matter’ I combined a very slow moving
head with a faster moving event (represented by a mass of small,
airborne particles that swirl around the subject’s head), and the
work began to touch upon the notion of suspended trauma. In fact,

Alongside studying for my MFA painting, I also took some short
undergrad classes in film, particularly anthropologic films and psychoanalysis in film. At the time, I didn’t realise how influential
these courses would end up being. They’ve had a lasting and strong
impact on my work.
Do you consider where you come from in your work - the environment in which you come from?
I think most artists absorb their visual environment, and then regurgitate elements of it in the work. I don’t really have any specific
or romantic connection to any particular place. I generally use
what’s at hand, and I work both outdoors and with interior spaces.
In the future I plan to invent my own…. I know I am drawn to
minimal spaces, probably because they are more ambiguous to
read. In the same way I strip away a specific identity from a figure,
I do the same with the environment. So it has no specific location
or time.
What are you working on now ?
I’m in between bodies of work, mainly because next month I start
a four-month residency at the IMMA in Dublin. I have a long list
of things I want to carry out whilst I’m there, for instance combining video and photography and creating self-contained ‘vessels’
which contain moving image. Although I expect my ideas will shift
a little in response to a new location. One of the great things about
the residency is that is not based on a final product, and there is a
project room there where you can give the ideas a public outing.
I’m booked in for the end of November.
Artist Leslie Deere

