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For Ying Gu, portraiture is a complex reen-
actment that implicates the artist, the 
subject, the model, and the audience in one 
story. Born in Japan and raised in China, Gu 
says her practice changed when she moved 
to the United States at 17—an experience 
which opened her up to sharing stories and 

“being a listener and a responder.” In her 
current project, Everybody Has a Secret, text 
conversations, written accounts, and pho-
tography reconstruct the past. 

Gu’s digital portraits span multiple frames. 
Before each shoot, the artist talks with 
her subject about their dreams, phobias, 
and traumas. These memories become 
her source material. She then works with 
a model to reenact the memory, adding 
her own aesthetic interventions to link the 
setting’s visual elements to the memory’s 
ethereal descriptors. 

Breathe a Sigh of Relief, 2021. Digital Photography, Typewritten Print.

Craving, 2020. Digital Photography, Typewritten Print.

Starting May 10, you can view work by students in the MFA graduating  
class on the website 2021.CCAMFA.art and in the Class of 2021 Showcase. 

Works in this series were written by students in Glen Helfand and Maria 
Porges’ respective graduate writing seminars this past fall and spring.
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In The Chaser, the artist reconstructs a friend’s 
recurring dream caused by unresolved childhood 
trauma. Gu’s model, wrapped in plastic, hangs 
from a coat hanger off a drainpipe. In several suc-
cessive images, the model descends a stairwell. Gu 
alters the images digitally, moving textures from 
the surrounding architecture until the visual plane 
is disrupted like a migraine aura. 

Another work takes on the topic of a friend’s 
overdose. The claustrophobic composition is lit-
tered with drug paraphernalia, pills, and dolls. Six 
images shift tonally from an institutional blue to 
an anxious red in the last two frames, where she 
encrusts her model in foil and positions her blind-
folded before a mirror. 

In this period of heightened anxiety, another series 
reenacts a friend’s paranoia over having enough 
to survive at the beginning of the COVID-19 Global 
Pandemic. The model wears a paper grocery bag 
over her head while searching the kitchen for food. 
Gu intentionally positions the camera in a way 
that suggests surveillance. In all of the artist’s 
works, “You feel like something is watching you,” 
she remarks. 

Top to Bottom: The Chaser, 2020. Digital Photography, Typewritten Print; 

Alice In Wonderland, 2019. Digital Photography, Typewritten Print.


