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An Anthropology of  Images 
by Gladys-Katherina Hernando

Vivarium: a place, such as a laboratory, where animals or 
plants are kept under conditions simulating their natural 
environment, as for research. 

“We prefer to dream of  virtual or unseen worlds – and also of  the sort 
of  shadows that no longer need a body in order to come into being.”           
–Hans Belting

 Few places in the world exist that are unaltered by 
the human imprint. From the most basic forms of  picture 
making, humans have developed ways to leave their mark 
and control the impulses of  nature. As much as humans 
intervene, nature continually invents strategies to circumvent 
and overcome the trace of  humans on earth. So the balance 
between the desire to create life and the desire to destroy it 
engage in a delicate philosophical dance. In the collection 
of  photographs by Devon Oder that are presented as the 
series titled Vivarium – literally a place where life is kept, 
as if  a womb – Oder simultaneously captures the collision 
of  nature, man, and the complex, unspoken relationships 
between them. Primarily through landscapes, she documents 
a variety of  ancient and contemporary locations of  which 
she examines using the logic of  anthropology, patterns 
which allow for the study of  humankind based on its rem-
nants. Rather than considering the photograph as a literal 
document or recording of  a place, Oder presents images 
that are animated by perception and experience. Her images 
resemble nomads, they are records of  the rare and genuine 
places that she encounters in the search for the ineffable and 
the symbolic. They tow the line between fact and fiction in 
order to expose the interconnectedness of  human experi-
ence, the real, and the spiritual that is found in the secret 
places of  the psyche and the imagination. 

2

3

4



 In her photographs, Oder seeks to capture the 
imprint of  mankind while also exposing its inevitable failure. 
Sometimes these spaces represent the fine balance of  per-
ceived control or depict the potential and inevitable failure 
to control. They capture the desire of  man to make a mark 
on the world and acknowledge that this desire is linked to 
the natural impermanence of  life as a whole. Though figures 
do not appear in her work, they are ever present in her im-
ages. Oder retains a connection to the human body through 
the permanence of  the mark, harnessing spirits through 
absence. These pictures that realize different types of  bod-
ies, ones that are ancestral, long past, and frozen in a precari-
ous moment and place that might not exist for much longer 
or perhaps has already disappeared. The places appear to 
be alien, as if  being seen for the first time. Her impossible 
landscapes depict the dependency that all forms of  life carry 
and many times deny. Oder targets specific aspects of  the 
image that allows for a reading of  the work that opens from 
the microcosm to the macrocosm.

 In Astral Oven (2014), a half  circle hovers over 
an ancient looking adobe oven, giving the sense that the 
nondescript place might be the remnants of  a once mystical 
location. Upon closer examination, the dome structure is 
revealed to be an abandoned, antiquated satellite dish. Its 
unusual placement in proximity to the oven gives the loca-
tion an otherworldly presence. The dish is a magical sphere 
that appears to levitate, even approximate a mysterious 
moon rising. In this location of  astral quality, Oder frames 
the potential of  a psychic or paranormal realm of  existence 
in which the human body is present as a counterpart. In the 
absence of  the figure, the double nature of  the images is 
made visible. The landscapes in her photographs retain the 
presence of  ghosts. 

 As in Grove of  the Matriarchs (2014), hundreds of  
tree stumps spread across an open field just adjacent to a 
magnificent mountain view. Photographed at Mt. Rainier 
National Park in Washington, Oder positions herself  at the 
threshold of  the scene as if  witness to a crime. A palpable 
sadness is captured in the vast, dark image. In this work, the 
clearcutting of  hundreds of  ancient trees convey another 
kind of  mark– the power of  destruction and the violence of  
life. For unknown reasons, these trees were destroyed but re-
main in their original location as tombstones, which instead 
of  birth and death dates, bare their life span in the form of  
individual growth rings. Instead of  marble headstones, the 
field of  trees evokes the fleeting quality that is manifest in 
existence, that of  human mortality. In the visualization of  
the death of  nature, the experience of  the image is analo-
gous to the way in which we experience our own bodies. 

 In The Flats (2014) from the Sacred Valley of  the 
Incas in Peru, Oder creates a double exposure of  a moun-
tain salt flat that was once the center of  natural resources 
for Incan culture. The doubling of  this image from neatly 
constructed salt pan grids into a triangular stairway is a 
psychedelic escalation to a cosmic realm – one that uses 
the anthropological definition of  place as the simultane-
ous desire for belonging and of  escape. The dreamlike 

landscape constructed by Oder this time transforms the 
human imprint into a site of  etherial potential. As a place 
that once contained the magical presence of  the gods, fertil-
ity and growth are made visible through historical presence. 
Through the documentation of  this sacred place, Oder 
transforms the culture of  the past into a locus for the con-
temporary imagination to consider places of  time’s duration.

 In Glacier (2014), Oder literally documents the 
concept of  the vivarium with a greenhouse filled with 
Tillandsia, air plants that do not need soil to grow, and are 
attached to an imitation rock wall. In the center of  the im-
age is a white monolith, an artificial glacier that stands in a 
pool of  black water. It is deliberately positioned alongside a 
variety of  fragile and delicate tropical plants that otherwise 
struggle to survive outside of  their native climate. The con-
trast between the hard, horizontal monolith and the organic 
shapes of  the plants disclose the artificial nature of  this 
man-made site as a kind of  science fiction. A positioning 
of  literal opposites – life vis a vis the abstract unknown – a 
metaphysical void is realized. It absorbs the space around it 
like a black hole in reverse. The greenhouse is a place that 
attempts to foster and sustain life while at the same time it 
acknowledges the empty coldness of  the inevitable uncer-
tain. 

 While studying the tenuous space between cre-
ation and control, Oder is fundamentally seeking to eman-
cipate the potential for images to generate life, though in 
many instances it means to also reveal death. Oder captures 
the aura of  these strange and unusual places by giving them 
a presence beyond their physical location. In the aura that 
emanates from her photographs, the essence of  the place is 
found and tied to the special sensibilities available through 
the existence of  the intangible unknown. The symbolic 
power of  her magical images recognize the ancient spiritual, 
mystical qualities that were once essential to the preservation 
of  life. 
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Works Illustrated

1.
Glacier, 2014
Chromogenic print
30 x 40 inches

2.
The Flats, 2014
Chromogenic print
48 x 40 inches

3.
Astral Oven, 2014
Chromogenic print
30 x 40 inches

4.
Grove of  the Matriarchs, 2014
Chromogenic print
30 x 40 inches

5.
Follicles, 2014
Archival inkjet print
10 x 8 inches

6.
Cloud Quarry, 2014
Chromogenic print
40 x 50 inches

7.
Zen, 2014
Archival inkjet print
8 x 10 inches

8.
Ruin (City of  Dawn), 2014
Archival inkjet print
8 x 10 inches

9. 
Monument, 2014
Archival inkjet print
10 x 8 inches

cover image:
Vivarium, 2014 (detail)
Chromogenic print
46 x 37 inches
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