
www.AliceHargrave.com

ALICE Q. HARGRAVE

ESSAY

SPACE / SIGHT / SELF · Curated by Laura Letinsky 
The Smart Museum of Art · Exhibition Catalogue Essay · Anna Pomykala

Alice Hargrave

The mixture of fascination and anxiety that illness elicits, the sense of disconnection from our 

bodies coupled with the yearning to see and control them, has been intensified by the introduction of 

technologies that are as incomprehensible as they are intrusive. Modern medical imaging technology 

treats the human body as an impersonal object, a “body” of digital data. Penetrating and permeating 

its surface and substance, detecting its most invisible and imperceptible energies, recording its most 

microscopic growths and permutations, it exposes us unrecognizably to ourselves. In the work of 

Alice Hargrave we discover our own recently digitized bodies, abstracted and then re-beautified as 

though in a fairy-tale mirror.

Hargrave redirects computer technology onto the body of these medical images, applying traditional 

photographic practices (such as exposing light-sensitive emulsions directly to objects and making 

multiple prints of the same image) to recent medical imaging technologies such as x-rays, Magnetic 

Resonance Imaging, mammograms and Postronic Emission Tomography scans. Thus, she transforms 

diagnostic facts into visual abstractions - gorgeously wrought formal relationships of hue, shape, 

and pattern. Exploring the metaphoric relationships between malignancy and beauty, power and 

vulnerability, growth and decay, her images of the body appear at once seductively foreign and 

uncannily familiar.

Hargrave’s images play with the traditionally gendered notions of vision and also question the 

criteria we use to differentiate ourselves from other animal, plant, and mineral forms. The likenesses 

that emerge from her imaging process seem far removed from actual flesh, blood, and bones. 

Mesmerized by the baffling shapes and symmetries that the technological vision produces, social 

personal, and even species-centered presumptions fall away before the stunningly lovely presence of 

pure biological “stuff.”

In her recent work, Hargrave shifts her attention away from malignancy towards benign 

reproductivity. Exploring the parallel between the body’s procreative capabilities and the 

technological proliferation of images, she asks where the difference between biological and 

mechanical reproduction really lies. How do we instill the aura of the original into its created image? 

Hargrave’s Feline Fertility series and her ultrasound fetal heartbeat graphs delve into the very 

image — digitally enlarged and color-enhanced — of the origins of life itself.


