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Can you tell readers a little about yourself – your education, 

early interests and career – and the environments that have 

shaped you?

 I was born in NYC and lived in South Carolina and rural New 
Jersey until I was out of high school.  I worked on a thoroughbred 
and a Standardbred horse farm and had several other jobs 
from the time I was 12. Upon high school graduation, I spent 
the summer in Provincetown, Massachusetts, driving a horse 
carriage, working on a whale watching boat, and volunteering 
for a marine science organisation in their dark room. That fall 
I attended Outward Bound in Maine for a semester on island 
ecology that brought me to the Chesapeake Bay and also Florida.  

From there I attended College of the Atlantic in Maine for two 
years, volunteered at a traditional wooden boat school, hitch 
hiked across the country, and worked in the US Virgin Islands. The 
second year at College of the Atlantic, I was hired as a teacher’s 
assistant for a trimester in Greece and Turkey.  From there I went 
to the Isle of Skye in Scotland for a while, moved home, and 
saved money for school.  I transferred to Tufts University and the 
School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, where I remained 
until graduating, with two trips to Africa thrown in. I’ve done boat 
deliveries that have brought me 400 miles offshore, and travelled 
to quite a few other countries as well, so I guess that many 
environments have shaped me. I had a camera with me for most 
of my travels. 

Featured Photographer |  Kathleen Donohoe

Kathleen Donohoe

I was born in 1967 in Queens, NYC, and 
grew up in the woods of New Jersey. I 
attended College of the Atlantic, and 
graduated from Tufts University and 
the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston with a BFA in 1995. After 28 
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New York City.
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 A number of Kate’s dreamlike images from her series Elutriate featured in a 4x4 Portfolio back 

in September 2015; they and their companion images from her website lodged in my mind and 

remain there. Judging by the reaction to the series when featured by Inside the Outside earlier 

this year, others feel the same. So what is it that attracts her to the New Jersey Meadowlands, 

an area known as much for its abuse as for its ecosystem, and why does she choose to work 

with pinhole cameras and the use alternate processes that include making her own black wal-

nut ink and using rice paper as a print medium?
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How and when did you first become interested 

in photography?  What styles of photography and 

subjects were you attracted to initially?

 Around 8 years of age. I was obsessed with National 
Geographic magazine and dreamed of becoming a 
photographer for them. My father took a lot of pictures- 
mostly colour slides- so that was the film that I initially 
used. At around 12 years of age, my father bought me 
a 35mm camera.  I lived in a very rural area but had 
regular access to New York City and the surrounding 
area.  Back then, the city was a much more gritty place, 
and I was attracted to that.Once I learned to drive, I 
would sneak into Manhattan and shoot, telling my 

mother that I was going to the local library. I took black 
and white photography classes and began shooting tri 
x and infrared. Black and white film somehow led me 
to shoot patterns. Color slides encouraged close-up, or 
macro photography. None of this is interesting unless 
I look at the way that my work has changed over time. 
I never shoot colour, macro, or patterns now, in fact, I 
shoot for the most part with cameras that don’t even 
have a viewfinder and whose focus is set at infinity. I 
was always intimidated by large format photography, 
but once it became necessary for what I was trying to 
say, I learned easily. Having said that, my large format 
cameras are all pinholes.
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Who (photographers, artists or individuals) or what 

has most inspired you, or driven you forward in your 

own development? 

 Anselm Kiefer is my favourite artist. His courage and 
ability to make extremely large work and comment on 
history in ways that are both informed and powerful 
make him my favourite. Sally Mann’s newer work is 
close to perfection to me. Sebastiao Salgado is another 
favourite, as well as the Starn Twins and Peter Beard. 
The Brothers Quay are a big influence as well. I should 
probably mention that even though my father’s interest 
in photography led to my passion for cameras, my 
mother’s artistic ability also informed me. In some ways, 
I feel that my work is somehow trying to combine those 
influences.

Can you talk a little about the cameras and 

processes/materials you use in order to give readers 

an insight into your practice and help them better 

understand your images?

 I shot 35 mm and a little bit of 2 1/4 early on. When 
I got to art school, I took an alternative process 
photography class. Once I got into that class, I stayed 
with that professor and became her teacher’s assistant 
for two years. Alternative processes helped me to 
visually express more of what was in my head than 
straight photography. I began enlarging negatives for 
contact printing. The process of coating paper perfectly 
with emulsion quickly led to taking advantage of the 
opportunity to add a painterly effect to photographs. The 
pressure I had put on myself to make the “perfect print” 
went by the wayside. It wasn’t me.

 There isn’t a “perfect print” that exists in my imagination. 
Alternative processes were something that became 
much closer to expressing what I really wanted to say. 
My work is very internal and usually wants to be chaotic. 
When I began shooting, I was attracted to the idea of 
documenting what I saw in front of me. Now, I shoot 
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to try to express what I see in my mind and my past, even if that 
“past” is yesterday.

Would you like to choose 2-3 favourite images from your own 

portfolio and tell us something about them?

 Actually, my favourite images are no longer with me. One is in a 
museum in Maine, and the other was sold long ago. They are both 
made with Van Dyke Brown print solution that I intentionally froze 
and thawed before applying it to paper and exposing it. They are 
both framed in old windows, one with a bullet hole in the glass.

 The first is a landscape - a diptych - with the same negative 
printed twice.  The first is printed pretty clearly, and the second 
looks like it was photographed in a snow storm.

 It is quite like a premonition of what was to develop in my later 
work.  The other image is also a diptych.  Both prints within 
the diptych are printed from the same negative - but like the 
landscape that I described above, one is printed pretty clearly, and 
the other is the negative laid over a series of drips of the emulsion 
down the paper.  The mat is made from aged sheet copper. The 
subject matter is an old dress maker’s mannequin that I still have 
today.

I’d like to ask you more about two of your series in particular: 

Elutriate, and Leaving Dark Horse Farm.  Elutriate represents 

over 3 years’ work to date and weaves childhood memory 

with contemporary observations of the New Jersey 

Meadowlands.  What is the area like and why does it exert 

such a strong pull on you?

 Elutriate is a series that has been percolating in my head since 
childhood.

 The Meadowlands are a massive labyrinth of estuaries which 
were originally rife with wildlife, fish, shellfish and birds, and 
were considered an obstacle to the development of NYC and its 
environs. They have been systematically destroyed over the years, 
and they were a filthy and dangerous place when I was young. 

Leaving Dark Horse Farm 10
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During my childhood, the Meadowlands reached the 
height of toxicity. Despite what I saw, smelled and heard 
about this area, I felt a kinship to it. The contrast of the 
millions of reeds and waterways with the smoke stacks 
and power lines was and still is extremely interesting to 
me. I did not grow up in the best of circumstances, and 
it seemed like the perfect place to run away to because 
no one would bother to look for me there. When I began 
this project and researched the history of the area I 
found it fascinating. I can’t explain why as a child I felt 
so connected, but the more I learn about it the more 
intense it becomes. Coming back to the Meadowlands 
after 28 years in Maine was a bit strange because during 
that time it has been cleaned up and its value has been 

realized. Many places that were uninhabitable now 
have a park like setting. When I tried to shoot pictures 
of what I remember, they actually looked too nice. I 
couldn’t seem to connect my anxiety ridden childhood 
and the eyes with which I saw things then, with what I 
now saw before me. That is when I began to make paper 
negatives and shoot with pinhole cameras.

Do you now better understand your original 

attraction to the meadowlands?  Have your feelings 

changed or evolved and do you expect to continue 

the series? 

 I have much more exploring to do in the Meadowlands. 
The finished work so far is 8x10, 5x14, 8x20, and 16x20, 

but I have plans for much bigger work when I can find 
a space big enough to print it. In my mind, this series 
will eventually be something that you walk into, rather 
than observe on a wall. My memories are about driving 
down the road and looking into the area, wishing I 
could go in. Now I’m going in, equipped with my very 
old imaginings of what life would be like in there, and 
hopefully the wherewithal to bring them to life.

The titles you’ve given to your images in Elutriate 

are emotive and open to interpretation.  They may 

have one meaning to you, and another for a viewer.  

Is the ambiguity deliberate?

 I never title my work until a project is well underway.  I 
have to get away from it and not think too much.  Titles 
eventually come to me. If I get stuck with a title that 
seems awkward, I look it up in the thesaurus and look 
for something that better fits how the photograph feels 
to me. My Unfathomable series was named similarly.  I 
stepped back from the work, looked at it, and words 
just came to me. Images that are not named are more 
like sketches for bigger ideas.  They haven’t earned a 
title yet.

You’ve talked about “…. contemplating the point 

at which a landscape morphs from documentary to 

memory to fantasy.”  Would you like to expand on 

this?  There’s a common perception that landscape 

is what you see but it is, always, much more than 

that; if limits exist they do so only in our choices 

and in perception.

 My childhood was spent hiding in places around the 
house with stacks of books, a blanket, and a flashlight. 
I was a voracious reader, and the words on the page 
quickly became movies in my head. I lived in a sort of 
imaginary theatre. Each book was a new movie and 
these “movies” were a welcome distraction from my 
reality. As I have developed as an artist, I have learned 
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to try to make stills of the “movies” in my mind. It 
was much easier to do when I was drawing in college. 
But my photography was stuck in “representational” 
mode. It felt forced and had no substance because I 
was pointing, shooting, and hoping. I wasn’t creating. I 
wasn’t digging deep enough. I have always had a bit of 
an issue with “checking out”. I have learned that instead 
of trying to control that, I can embrace it. Things that I 
see in that space, and the work that gets done there - 
the camera on the tripod; a negative in the enlarger; a 
piece of paper that I am coating under a dim red light; 
a painting - something changes and my stamp ends up 
on it. It ends up looking like what is in my imagination. I 
was in a severe bicycle accident when I was in college. 
I lost consciousness and when I woke up on a gurney 
going down the hallway in the hospital my life was 
flashing before me. Hundreds of images from my whole 
life were there but they were on film and they had 
sprocket holes above and below them.

 My past was running by on a reel. A grainy moving 
picture. The images were very dark grey and black and 
they were all things that I had seen before and things 
that had happened to me. It’s fascinating to recollect 
that, and how one’s brain could possibly create such a 
beautiful and creepy scenario in the process of trying to 
recover from a head trauma. I have gotten more brave 
and confident about tapping those sorts of memories, 
because of their very obvious authenticity. With 
Elutriate, I am attempting to go a step further.  Places 
that I looked at in my youth are photographed in the 
present and printed as memories.  Memories stir 
scenarios I saw in my head as a child - places where I 
could pull my small boat up. Sleep. Make a fire. Read a 
book. How do I photograph that? How do I transform 
what is in front of me now, at age 50?

You owned and worked a farm in Maine for a decade 

and you’ve drawn on your experiences here for the 

series Dark Horse Farm and also for Leaving Dark 

Horse Farm.  Leaving Dark Horse Farm is a beautiful 

series of images constructed around something that 

many would have sought to eradicate from their 

land.  What was life like there and how difficult was 

it to leave?

 My farm was the best part of my life so far. Owning 
87 acres, and the challenges involved with making it 
profitable were an absolute joy. It was always beautiful 
there no matter the day, weather, or mood. My tendency 
to think out of the box actually created opportunities 
for me. The idea of keeping milkweed around so that 
monarch butterflies can survive as a species is a no-
brainer for me, but local farmers were very myopic in 

their approach to growing things, and they were very 
opinionated about it. Plants that were in my commercial 
blueberry crop that was usually killed off by other 
farmers were harvested by me and my crew and sold to 
landscapers as native sod. There were many situations 
like that and it was a joy to work out how the whole 
place could function profitably. But that took many hours 
a day. Despite having a darkroom in my house, I didn’t 
do any artwork during most of the duration of living 
there. Once I came to the decision to sell, I absolutely 
had to make work before I left for good. Because of the 
circumstances, I was quite sure that all evidence of it 
would be destroyed once it was under new ownership, 
which made it even more necessary for me. And that is 
actually what happened.
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How have things changed for you since you’ve moved?  Does 

this give you more opportunities, new challenges, etc.?

 The challenges of living in Brooklyn, New York, as opposed to 
Eastbrook, Maine have everything to do with space. Space to 
make my work, space to move around, park my truck, paint, build 
a dark room that will allow me to make huge prints. But also 
space to be alone. I need that. I have to work a lot harder for it 
here. As far as opportunities are concerned, I took much more 
advantage of the art world here when I first showed up. Now I 
work two regular jobs, for the most part. I am looking around the 
outskirts of NY for a place to build a dark room. The great thing 
about being in Brooklyn, though, is that I can walk down to the 
water and look over toward the Meadowlands and jump in my 
truck if it seems like a good day to shoot. That is priceless.

Is it important to have an outlet for your images – in print or 

online, through exhibitions or sales?

 I think that I’m supposed to say that it is, but really, it distracts 
me from keeping focused on the actual project that I’m creating at 
the time. If I tried to sell images from my Elutriate series, I would 
be subtracting from something that isn’t whole yet. Elutriate isn’t 
even close to finished. I feel that it all needs to stay in a cohesive 
place and remain near me so that it is able to feed what is next. 
Once the project is “finished”, I have no problem letting anything 
go, but it takes time and energy to promote my work and sell 
images. I’m much better at selling beer behind a bar than selling 
my work. I’m sure most of us would say that we just want to be 
left alone in our studios and have someone else promote us, true? 
I have an online presence because someone told me that it was 
a good idea, but I’m never very comfortable with self-promotion. 
I lack confidence. I want exposure, not for attention, but for the 
potential that my work will be important enough for a gallery or 
museum to back me in making more work. Entering shows is 
costly, especially if I have no intention of selling the work until it 
is a whole and “finished” project. I can say, however, that on the 
rare occasion that there is a constructive conversation about my 
work or anyone else’s, online or anywhere else, the exposure is 

Featured Photographer |  Kathleen Donohoe



13 /  ON LANDSCAPE143

worthwhile. Personally, I don’t show my art to many people. I live 
in an area that doesn’t have very many artists. I work with the 
public constantly and tend to hide away to make art. Posting it 
online is a great opportunity to get some occasional feedback. A 
lot of artists like to flock together for support and ideas.  I have 
never been able to fit in with a group of artists.  I work alone.  
This doesn’t always seem like the best situation, but I am easily 
distracted, so perhaps it is for the best.

Your images stem from the personal – what do you hope 

that others will see in them?  How does this compare with 

reactions to date?  A comment you made earlier this year 

suggested that you are perhaps at times frustrated by a lack 

of understanding?

 I make work to help transform my memories. In some ways, it’s 
about gaining control over circumstances that I am unable to 
control in my life, past or present.  If I can create a quiet stillness 
around these feelings and memories, my anxiety becomes less. If 
I am taking ownership of what I formerly had no control over and 
making it beautiful, I feel that I become the person in charge.

 I want others to take what they wish from my work. Art is 
transformative. If someone else sees it and gains from it at all, it 
is worth doing. I can’t tell them what to see or how to feel, but 
occasionally being told that my work moves people is a great 
compliment. But truthfully, I make work because I have to. I have 
no choice.

Do you have any projects or ambitions for the future or 

subjects that you would like to explore further?

 I have enough projects in my head to last several lifetimes.  Work 
to support myself often gets in the way of my artwork, so at 
times everything feels too slow and I lose momentum. I would 
like to explore the New Jersey Pine Barrens. I have an idea that I 
could get some good work done in there.  I sold my farm because 
an industrial wind farm was built next to it. I shot hundreds of 
negatives of the turbines before I moved, and there is a project 
involving that slowly making its way to the surface. There are 

some fishing weirs in Downeast Maine that I have been shooting 
for 20 years and I would like to actually spend a couple of months 
around them before they are gone for good. I had a great idea for 
a project in the Great Dismal Swamp of Virginia and North Carolina, 
but then I found out that Sally Mann was in there shooting, and 
so far her images look so similar to what I wanted to make that it 
is creepy. The list goes on and on.  The landscape is my consistent 
interest at this point. Some projects, like Unfathomable, will be 
ongoing for as long as I am able to make work.

What else interests you? If you had to take a break from all 

things photographic for a week, what would you end up 

doing?

 Definitely something boat or water-related.

Who do you admire?  Is there anyone (a photographer, 

amateur or professional) that you’d like to suggest we 

interview in future?

 Lately, I’m really getting a lot from Chris Friel’s work. He is so 
prolific. His work hits me in the gut more often than not. The 
Inside The Outside Group has been a steady source of inspiration 
for quite a while as well. So many bright, talented, and committed 
people.  I wouldn’t mind reading an interview with any of them 
or Jane Fulton Alt or Robert Moran. I appreciate this wonderful 
opportunity.  I am flattered.

Thank you, for finding the time to answer my questions between 
your jobs. I’m sure readers will enjoy your answers, and we’ll all 
be looking forward to seeing your ideas develop further.

Discuss this article
Click here to view and discuss

Interview by
Michéla Griffith

Photographer Michéla Griffith 
looks to create individual 
images that show that the 
camera is a creative tool as 
much as a paintbrush, and is 
hopeful that she is making 
some progress as her images 
of water and light are often 
mistaken for paintings. 
She exhibits locally and is a 
member of the professional 
artists’ association Peak 
District Artisans

michelagriffith.com
Flickr, Facebook, Twitter
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PORTFOLIO
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Botswana
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Elutriate 
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Rumination
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Sanctuary
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Threshold
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