
 

 

Ross Coulter, Positions 
 
There’s something about the garish palate and the neurotic serialism in Ross Coulter’s series of 
photographs, Positions, that gives you the type of uneasy, hyper-real feeling similar to what you’d 
imagine you’d feel if you’d go through the all-guns-blazing tunnel in the Gene Wilder version of 
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1971).  
 
In the series, the artist examines the places of humility and humour through a circle-jerk simulation 
of pornographic film, played over the artist’s naked body as it awkwardly tried to mimic what is 
going on in the film. Using a psychedelic palate of saturated colours, the artist references both 
Lucas Samaras’ portraits, Photo-Transformations (1973-76) and Sitting 8 x 10 (1978-1980) which 
feature the artist and various naked subjects bathed in almost metallic, blown-out washes of 
colour, and perhaps unwittingly, the colours in Kenneth Anger’s 1972 film, Lucifer Rising, an 
abstract, neurotic document of what Anger perceived as California’s subcultures. These colours 
induce an acid-tripped unreality, which question the reality of the both the medium and the 
photograph’s content.  
 
Rather than using the photograph to tell a decisive truth, Coulter’s Positions positions the 
photograph as an exploration of layered subjectivity—that of the body and of the absurdity of 
pornography. There’s a triple bind where the viewer’s body reacts to the body in the photograph, 
which is in turn reacting to a body being projected on to the artist.  
 
The photographs are stills taken from a video in which the artist played freely-available 
pornography that had been colour-saturated, over his own body, often mimicking the role of the 
woman. By using his body in such a manner, the artist is revealing the tension between truth and 
fiction, on both a personal level and on an artistic level, where the work is shown to an audience. In 
the photographs, the artist avoids looking at the camera, and thus resisting the imposition of power 
associated with not only pornography but more broadly, with patriarchy. By mimicking the women 
in these films, Coulter explores the way that we perceive not only the female body, but the ways in 
which genders are perceived to have common, essential traits. These traits are being evaded in 
the way that there’s no definitive gender on screen, but the movements we can associate with sex 
are present in the artists movements, so the viewer may or may not assume which role the artist is 
taking on. The vulnerability of the artist’s body echoes this sentiment, and here, the artists humility 
is begging the viewers themselves to evaluate how their body responds when confronted by it. 
 
By remaining subjective, both in medium and in content, the stills form an illegible narrative, which 
questions the objectivity of the medium. This is echoed in Coulter’s choice of subject matter—
pornography itself is highly subjective. The artist, here, is riffing on the tradition of questioning the 
objectivity of photography, his main point of reference being Thomas Ruff’s series, Nudes (1998-
ongoing), in which the artist plucked images of bodies, whether pornographic or scientific, from the 
internet and re-presented them in the form of large-scale prints. The intention behind the work was 
to dissolve the areas between what the mind desires to witness, and what is represented, without 
much context, in the photographs. What does the photograph now mean in a world where we have 
an endless flow of images? The intention to show Positions as a series of photographs, rather than 
a film, wills us to interact with an object on a physical level, rather than participating in the often 
easy-come easy-go medium of film.  
 
At the same time as evading a concrete form of image-making by creating subjective and 
seductive, grainy images, the use of the body brings a certain sense of reality into the picture. Here 
is where the artist creates a situation in which the audience can relate to the image by recognising 
the way in which the body moves, the imperfection of trying to mimic what is seen on screen, the 
imperfection and subjectivity of learning. The body, in all its exhaustion and imperfection, oscillates 
between being a temple and being a sponge. And that, is something that we can all relate to. 
 
- Sarah Werkmeister 


