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DEDICATION 

To Paul – As we grew up I tried teaching you the things you had difficulty understanding, 
but what you may not realize is that I believe you taught me so much more. 
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ABSTRACT 

STIM 

Elizabeth Paxton Ruwet, MFA 

George Mason University, 2014 

Thesis Director: Peggy Feerick 

 

This thesis documents specific relationships I observe and have with individuals living 

with autism. Through an extensive interview and interactive process, the varied 

interactions furthered my understanding of these individuals and spurred my desire to 

construct a visual representation of them and their personalities apart from a medical 

diagnosis. As I delved deeper into this work and research, I began to gain a greater 

sensibility for these individuals and their placement or roles in our society.  
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A STORY OF PAUL AND ME 

Flapping his arms in front of him, four-year-old Paul paced rapidly – back and 
forth, back and forth – in the side yard. 

 
The buds of wild flowers were scattered throughout the garden. Savoring the 

tranquility, I began collecting a bouquet of the blooms. 
Still, Paul shook his arms, his steps measured, unvarying. 

 
My father started the car. “No! No! No!” Paul cried, shattering the silence.  

Then my father’s soothing words, desperate attempts to mollify Paul’s 
determination to prevent his leaving. 

 
Dad backed his red pickup out of the driveway and drove away.  

Paul settled, then returned to pacing and waggling his arms. 

I went back to assembling my bouquet. 
The breeze stopped… stillness. I looked up. 

 
In the distance, a small figure disappearing, far from the house. 

“Paul!” 

He turned and called back to me. “Beth!” 

I dropped the bouquet and ran.  
I grabbed his little body and held him tightly in my arms. 

 
His big green eyes looked up at me. A little boy. 

 
“I knew you would come.” 

Together we walked home. 

There, Paul paced and flapped his arms 
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Figure 1: Paul in the Garden, 2012 
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THE BEGINNING 

My youngest brother Paul was deaf until the age of two and one half years. This 

consequently caused him to keep to himself with minimal communication with those 

around him. It was as if he isolated himself away from others even though he was in the 

presence of others. To compound this isolation, at age four Paul was diagnosed with 

Aspergers Syndrome (a cognitive disability that is considered to be a high-functioning 

form of autism). My other brother David and I grew up aware that we needed to help Paul 

overcome this isolation; although Paul will always retain a separateness for society, we 

felt it was imperative that we help him find his own way in a complex and often 

confusing world. To this day, we involve Paul in our social activities to assist him in 

learning how to interact with others. 

There were and still are aspects of Paul and his thinking that I do not understand, 

that I will never understand. His propensity, some would say necessity, to completely 

withdraw into himself, away from the world around him, has bewildered not only myself 

and our family, but most of his physicians as well. This splendid isolation into which 

Paul withdraws has always interested me; how he views the world, and why he 

continually feels this urge to leave and go to his world, provided my first subject of study.  
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Figure 2: Paul with Redwall Books, 2012 
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Over the course of the photographic sessions with Paul, my knowledge of his 

world evolved. Through the use of photography I documented his seamless passage from 

the rational world that I knew into the world he created for himself, inside himself, within 

himself. These photos captured the fleeting looks of wonder, faint smiles hinting at a 

pleasant notion he had conjured in his world, as well as the furrowed brow of a young 

man trying to make sense of unknown circumstances. Through photographic study, I felt 

I was allowed to enter his world and appreciate him in a way I had not before. I began to 

gain a greater sensibility of Paul's reality and recognize how he views others; how he 

responds to people, animals, and objects in his world. As I delved further into this 

photographic study of Paul, my interest and research led me to meeting, interacting, 

interviewing, and photographing other individuals diagnosed with autism and the parents 

of these individuals. Consequently, I gained a deeper understanding of the challenges 

families with autistic children face in our society. 

My involvement as a volunteer at the non-profit organization Haven Universe©, 

permitted me to meet and interact with individuals diagnosed with cognitive disabilities. 

This volunteer work required both extensive and intensive interaction with the 

cognitively impaired and their family members. The mission of Haven Universe© is to 

support individuals and families of those who suffer from a myriad of cognitive 

disabilities, including autism. In concert with this mission to help, is the necessity for 

educating the public about the developmentally disabled. The organization welcomed my 

work and supported my intentions to meet new subjects as part of this effort to foster 

better understanding.   
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Through Haven Universe©, I was able to meet and discuss my work with parents 

of individuals diagnosed with autism. These discussions helped me determine a family's 

interest in participating in this project. Since it was important to enter the daily and 

personal lives of these subjects, creating personal connections with these individuals and 

their families afforded me access to their personal environments, allowing my camera 

lens and me to witness their stories. 

When working with a new subject, I found it important to first interview the 

parents. During these interviews, I gained a better understanding of both the affected 

individual and their experiences in raising someone with autism. I asked that the parents 

be open, to tell me the stories of the person for whom they care. Families shared 

information to the extent that they felt comfortable. The interviews usually led to very 

descriptive stories that recounted good and bad times, tears of joy and sorrow, 

accomplishments and challenges, of the past, present, and future. This time of dialogue 

between the parents and myself usually evoked a plethora of emotions. Almost all cried 

at some point. By the end of the interviews, most parents poured their hearts out and in 

doing so, provided their tacit approval of my exploration. The emotional dialogues of 

these parents left me with the urge to capture their vulnerabilities with my camera, 

depicting their happiness through accomplishments, yet sorrow because of their continual 

struggles. These emotions are a reflection of circumstances that some may never 

encounter, and provide a window into the unique human condition of these families and 

individuals. 
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As I reviewed the photographs of my subjects, I was drawn to ambiguous images 

in which I often sensed the presence of isolation. It is while capturing these split seconds 

or minutes of my subjects’ complete isolation from everything around them, I felt I was 

allowed to enter into their private world. Photography permitted me to access these 

specific times in a way that other artistic media would not. First-hand interaction played a 

significant role in this work. In addition to my role as photographer, the camera itself 

became the catalyst for more relaxed relations with my subjects. It provided a stronger 

interaction and communication experience between my subjects and me, as the families 

would invite me in to take photos or inquire about my next visit. Without this close 

interaction, capturing these moments at the level of intimacy requisite for experiencing a 

deeper and more personal understanding of the autistic world would not have been 

possible.  

I became fascinated with each subject’s awareness of me and the camera while 

photographing them. Two of my subjects, Thomas and Renick would often look intently 

at me holding my camera, give a small grin, and say “Cheese!” These individuals, all of 

diverse functioning levels, would look at my camera and me and yet still easily drift into 

their own isolated thoughts. As I fired the exposures, sometimes they would look and 

often quickly drift back into their worlds as I continued photographing.  It was during 

these moments of solitude I felt a special closeness with these individuals.  It is this 

closeness that I am familiar with from my own experiences, unique, yet comforting.  It is 

as if I am given permission to enter into their worlds, perhaps for a second, or longer. It is 

this journey to the unknown that I long to understand. 
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Figure 3: The Trio of Snakes, 2012 
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As I delved deeper into this project, I quickly discovered that we can learn so 

much about a person just by looking at the spaces in which he or she lives. While 

interacting with my subjects, I often asked about their interests. This usually led to a 

space where they felt comfortable - a bedroom, living room, or game room. It was upon 

entering these spaces that I understood the idea of the ‘child still within’. While working 

with Zak, a twenty-two year old man, I became more aware of this statement upon seeing 

his bedroom. His organizational skills were perfect. He memorized the placement of each 

item in his room, yet his bookshelf contained a variety of children’s books, music, and 

videos, from a childhood past that he just could not relinquish.  

The majority of my subjects, like Zak and my brother Paul, kept objects or 

mementos that were acquired during childhood, but were anachronistic considering the 

individuals' present chronological age. While observing and photographing these spaces, 

I was able to compare the similarities between each of the subjects, helping to illustrate 

what fictional objects might be real in these individuals’ worlds. Their openness to my 

presence helped me to fit into their worlds. Through these experiences I was able to gain 

a greater understanding of both autism and individual. 

With my goal to present the individuals for who they are, I felt it important to let 

them be real and do what they normally would. I did not ask them to pose or alter their 

surroundings. All of the images are taken during times in which they were truly 

themselves, whether in their personal environments or out in their communities. Only one 

photograph was intentionally staged. The Saylor Family Photograph was a re-enacting 

shot. 
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In addition to still photography, videography was also employed to capture 

multiple moments, allowing viewers to witness collective elements of my subjects often 

overlooked in a still image. Video permits viewers’ involvement in an actual space, 

providing a sense of the sounds and activities while giving a visual understanding of the 

communication and interaction skills between the subjects and others. In the video 

Mommy Trees, viewers witness a set of non-verbal twins as they attempt to use words to 

communicate with their parents and siblings. The video is chaotic; it portrays the non-

stop movement and emotions involved with two autistic children while attempting to take 

a family photograph. Similar emotions are evoked in the video Be Nice. As viewers 

watch Zak throughout his day at work, they get a better sense of his reactions in his 

environment and the people around him.  Both videos permitted a genuine glimpse into 

the worlds of these individuals and families, one not possible using still, single frame 

media. 
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CURRAN 

My first introduction to Curran was by my mother, who knew his parents from the 

local school system. During our first encounter, he was filled with excitement. However, 

I was more ambivalent and awkward, working with a new and unfamiliar subject. I had 

always worked with Paul with whom I had grown very comfortable. Kristen, Curran’s 

mother, smiled as she answered the door and welcomed me. My stomach rolled and my 

words sputtered randomly as I wandered through the entrance of their home with multiple 

camera bags. She called to Curran from the top of the basement stairs and he came 

bounding up.  

With a grin on his face, he made brief eye contact, then stretched out his hand and 

greeted me, “Hi Beth!”  

I shook his hand and followed him to the kitchen. There I placed my bags and 

removed my cameras, one film and one digital.  

“So you want to interview me?” Curran asked, still looking downward as he 

spoke.  

“Yes,” I said with a sign of relief. “Why don’t you show me some things you like 

to do; like games or something.”  

“Ok then,” he said, and we preceded downstairs to the basement.  
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Figure 4: Curran's Family Dinner, 2012 
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 I discovered Curran to be a positive transition while I continued working with 

Paul. At this stage of the process, I was still learning about so many aspects of autism that 

were new to me. Curran’s personality is very similar to Paul’s. I would go over, 

sometimes when there was company and sometimes when it was just family, but he 

always welcomed me there. 

The basement was what Curran referred to as his ‘man cave.’ There was his 

bedroom along with a living area storing a variety of his movies and videos games. As 

we walked through, he let me photograph his whole room and showed me nearly 

everything he had, pointedly explaining why it was interesting to him. While he spoke, I 

usually photographed and listened. He would tell me stories, usually funny ones that 

involved the objects he showcased. Sometimes we sit and he would turn on the television 

and play a video game, oftentimes reiterating the upcoming line the character was about 

to say. We regularly would not talk. While he played his game, I usually examined his 

space, taking pictures and looking at his collection of movies. I believe there were times 

he preferred a quieter atmosphere, so I did not say much. He never asked me to stop 

taking pictures. Frequently, he would look over while I took one exposure after another, 

but he usually would then return to whatever he was doing, keeping to himself. 
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Figure 5: Kristen Travers (Curran's Mother), 2012 

 

 

 



15 

I began noticing changes in our interactions after a few weeks of visiting. He 

seemed more open and comfortable with my presence and my camera. I can remember 

one day sending Curran a text message asking if it was okay to stop by later that evening. 

He responded, “We are having my family’s extended family dinner tonight.” A bit 

disappointed with the response, I asked if there was another time I could come over. His 

response, “Yes, but come join us tonight!” So I did, and from then on, was invited to 

other family functions as well.  
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BRENDAN 

I met Brendan at Haven Universe©. Brendan is a giant in comparison to me 

standing six feet plus, but with a gentle and kind spirit. I first spoke to his mother, Liz, 

about my project. She welcomed me to their home where the interview and interactive 

process began. Walking into their home with one camera bag, I was met at the door by 

Brendan who seemed very excited to see me. Once situated inside, I began with my usual 

questions asking Brendan to tell me his interests. This took us upstairs to his room where 

posters covered the walls and doors and a variety of LEGO’s and stuffed animals were 

scattered across the tables and floors. I found his room absolutely fascinating. Each of his 

dresser drawers were labeled according to the clothes contained in each. On the very top 

of the dresser, there was a small square drawer with a hand written note, “Warning, Do 

not open this god damn door trust me… it is not beautiful at all.”  

The look on my face must have given away my interest. “Oh yeah, you don’t 

want to see what is there,” he said loudly.  

Right then, Liz called up the stairs, “Don’t you show her what is behind that 

door!”  

I grinned, “Don’t worry! I don’t want to see what is behind the door.”  

He whispered what it was to me (no need to share it with others), clearly he was 

comfortable enough to tell me the secret behind the door. 
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Figure 6: Brendan's Dresser, 2012 
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After spending the day with Brendan, I left beginning to understand aspects of 

autism that I knew about, but perhaps did not fully comprehend. Here was a twenty-year-

old autistic man that displayed both adult masculine desires yet continued to be enthused 

with children’s entertainment and toys. The objects and mementos surrounding him, that 

scattered across the walls and floors, were evidence of this way of processing. On one 

wall there was a poster of Spongebob Squarepants and right next to it was a poster of a 

woman in a bikini. I had not realized how an autistic man, who may be viewed or 

considered to have more childlike tendencies or interests, may have the same sexual 

desires of a full grown adult male. This realization was something that I had not 

considered while working with my brother, Paul.  

I was later invited to Brendan’s birthday party, which included family members, 

neighbor children, and adult friends. I had seen him interact with people from Haven 

Universe© however, seeing him with a variety of friends and family was different. He 

was still that gentle-spirited person I had met and interacted with; yet, he seemed satisfied 

with being separated from the crowd at times. I sat with friends and family having the 

pleasure of hearing and talking about Brendan’s endearing qualities and the many stories 

they shared. Later he and I played a few games of Mario Cart, since he knew it was one 

of a few video games I played. Not surprisingly, he beat me many times. 

I see him now at Haven Universe© from time to time. We always pick up where 

we left off in conversation no matter how long it had been since we last saw each other. 

We often stand and talk for several minutes until it is time to move on to a new activity. 

These are conversations that I very much enjoy. 



19 

 

 
Figure 7: Brendan in Front of Window, 2012 
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ZAK 

Meeting Zak had an enormous impact on me. It was my first experience working 

with a nearly non-verbal subject. Paul, Curran, and Brendan were the only individuals I 

had worked with up to this point, all of whom had the ability to talk. It was, however, a 

good change and allowed me to understand autism’s larger spectrum. Zak is the child of 

Charles and Edie Gordon, the founders of Haven Universe©. When I first met Zak I did 

not know how to relate to him. His speech was very limited, so I often did not understand 

the few words he attempted to speak. He also was much more insular and kept to himself 

much more than my other subjects. He did not come and greet me at the door as the 

others had. He would obey his mother, come say “Hi,” and be off again to his next 

activity. He spoke and made noises to himself, similar to humming sounds and always 

blocked his ears with his fingers. I had no idea how to react or respond to Zak. I wanted 

to follow and see what he was doing, interact, and understand him. My thoughts must 

have been written on my face.  

I looked over to Edie who gave me a nod and said, “Go ahead. You can go with 

him.”  

Unsure what I was going to do, I picked up my camera and followed him into the 

family room. There Zak sat at his computer typing the fastest I had ever seen. He turned 

as I walked over.  
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I found a chair close to him, “May I sit here with you?” I asked.  

Shaking his head up and down, I took my seat in the chair next to him. I began to 

talk, attempting to speak gently and hoping that he would not want me to leave. As he 

frantically typed, I noticed a few sentences on the computer: “Beth is coming over today. 

She will stay for dinner.” I smiled, felt a small relief, and continued talking slowly and 

softly with Zak. Photography did not seem fit that day, as I had yet to create a 

comfortable relationship with Zak, I did not take any pictures. 
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Figure 8: Zak's Room, 2012 
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I continued to visit Zak and his family from time to time. Whenever I would go, 

he seemed to become more and more used to my presence. Changes began to occur. He 

starting meeting me at the door first to take my hair tie out, since he preferred seeing my 

hair down my back as opposed to up in a ponytail, then to take my coat, finally to kiss me 

hello on the cheeks. It was almost always in that order. I began taking photographs at 

these visits once I felt he was comfortable with me. He would usually look at my camera, 

but then continue with his activities or chores.  

I later had the opportunity of going with Zak and Po (his caretaker, who lives with 

his family), to Zak’s job at the Bolger Conference Center in Potomac, Maryland. Here, 

Zak is in charge of collecting and cleaning the dirty dishware to provide clean dishware 

to the hotel stock rooms. This new experience was pleasing, since I was able to talk and 

interact with both Zak and Po while photographing. It was, however, a learning 

experience as well. Zak was still learning to interact with other people especially those he 

did not know. I discovered that his biggest difficulty was learning not to over stress if he 

could not get to an area of his job right away. Zak was very focused to the extent that 

when he was at his job, he could think only of getting the work done. I assume that is 

good to most employers, but the issue Zak has is doing his work while guests are present, 

which happens often since he travels from different locations within the Bolger Center. 

He continues to get better every day that he works because Po is there to help and 

encourage him as he is surrounded by quests around his work place. It was beneficial for 

me to be present at his job because I was able to witness his growing understanding of 

interactive experiences with others. 
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Figure 9: Zak at Work, 2012 
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I see Zak on a regular basis through Haven Universe©. Now whenever he sees 

me, he gives me a big smile and I give him one back. He rushes over, takes my hair tie 

out, and kisses me on both cheeks. We sometimes play interactive activities such as 

volleyball, and other times we just sit and relax. As we sit, surrounded by stuffed animals 

and small toys, I speak quietly and ask him questions. He answers my questions, nodding 

his head either yes or no, humming and keeping his fingers in his ears. 
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Figure 10: Edie Gordon (Zak's Mother), 2012 
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THOMAS AND RENICK 

While volunteering at Haven Universe© I was introduced to Buck and Kris 

Saylor, the energetic parents of twins Thomas and Renick both diagnosed with autism. 

Thomas and Renick became my youngest subjects of study since they were eight years 

old when I began working with them. They were full of energy. One would run one 

direction while the other ran another. Holding iPads or LeapFrogs, the practically non-

verbal twins would run from one room to the next, singing, dancing, or stimming 

(engaging in self-stimulating actions common to autistic individuals) in their own worlds. 

It was a house full of activity and life, leaving me often confused about which way to go 

or exactly what to do.  

The first few times I was with the family, I observed Buck and Kris in hopes of 

learning how to communicate with Thomas and Renick, who seemed to prefer being 

alone most of the time. When interacting with and photographing the boys, I began to 

have a better understanding of autism’s wide spectrum while simultaneously learning this 

family’s attempts to use new approaches in hopes of bettering and preparing their young 

children for today’s society.  
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Figure 11: Renick's Stuffed Animals, 2012 
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Similar to most twins, Thomas and Renick not only have very different 

personalities, but their autism affects them in distinct ways. Thomas is very curious and 

loves affection, yet is very sensitive to touch. He was hesitant to participate in activities 

that required using his hands such as cooking or baking, because he did not like feeling 

the food on his hands. Yet for Thomas his hands were the primary focus of his stimming, 

consistently holding his thumb, index, and middle fingers extended, waving them back 

and forth in front of his face. In the beginning I was able to communicate better with 

Thomas. He was so much more affectionate, enjoying hugs and playing with my hair. He 

would often engage in activities that would make him laugh such as dancing, singing, 

rolling a ball back and forth, or tickling. When he had enough, he would walk over and 

sit on the couch or floor and hold the iPad up to his ear, continually pressing the play, 

pause, or rewind buttons on the videos. 

Renick often kept to himself when I visited, so learning to engage with him was a 

new challenge for me. Kris and Buck learned that Renick communicated better through 

the use of both sign language and verbal dialogue, so learning different signs was a test 

for me. Through these newly acquired forms of communication, I quickly picked up on 

interactive activities he enjoyed such as piggy back rides, bouncing on work-out balls, or 

jumping on the tapeline. For being a boy who normally preferred to keep to himself, 

Renick was very focused on a daily schedule which was often the first thing he greeted 

me with when I visited. “Church, pizza, grandmas, movie, bath, bedtime,” or something 

similar to that variation, he would freely recite to me what the family was doing that day; 
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he would then expect me to recite them back to him, confirming that I understood the 

schedule (it was something that was not to be changed).  
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Figure 12: Thomas with iPad, 2012 
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Similar to most of my subjects, when photographing Thomas, he was often 

engaged in some sort of activity that allowed him to be in his own world. There were 

however, many times while photographing him that he would suddenly take my hand 

from the shutter release button and engage me in the same activity as he. The photograph, 

Thomas and iPad (Figure 12), is one such example. I can remember sitting in the car next 

to him as he played videos on his iPad. As he engaged with the video he constantly and 

almost vigorously pressed the ‘play’ or ‘pause’ buttons while singing or humming. While 

looking down at my viewfinder, looking for the perfect moment to snap a picture, my 

index finger was suddenly taken off the shutter release button and slowly led to the ‘play’ 

button on the iPad.  

“Press play!” Thomas said, with a big grin on his face. This was a game I had 

observed Thomas and his father, Buck doing before. As my finger got closer to the ‘play’ 

button he began to giggle. 

Once I was close enough I shouted, “Press play!” My finger hit the ‘play’ button 

and I immediately reached over and tickled his chest and stomach. He laughed and 

laughed, then went back to his singing and humming while vigorously pressing the ‘play’ 

and ‘pause’ buttons. With a grin, I resumed my photographing. A few minutes later, my 

finger was suddenly taken from the shutter release button, and the synergy began again.  
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Figure 13: Thomas Stimming, 2013 
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Photographing Renick was different from photographing Thomas simply because 

Renick often preferred to keep to himself. Sometimes it took a bit more prompting to 

interact with Renick than it did Thomas, but it was a new learning experience for me as I 

began to figure out some of the activities he enjoyed. Incidentally, a lot of the 

photographs I have of Renick are ones where he is having some sort of interaction with 

others around him, yet his focus is elsewhere perhaps in his own world. However, besides 

the interactions such as piggy-back rides or jumping on the trampoline, a different 

interaction occurred between he and I.  

Just after we finished the Saylor Family Photograph (Figure 16) I was standing 

with Renick as he ate potato chips and watched a video on his iPad. I held my camera in 

front of me, ready to take a picture, when he looked up with a curious look on his face. 

Seeing his curiosity, I looked up from my viewfinder and took a step over to him. 

“Do you want to try?” I asked holding the camera close to him.  

Leaving the potato chips and iPad, he turned and put one hand under the camera 

and began looking for the shutter release button. I attempted to show him how to look 

down into the viewfinder on my older Hasselblad, then we pointed the camera towards 

his mother, Kris, who was sitting in the corner of the room. I guided his index finger to 

the shutter release button and he snapped a picture. He got a small grin on his face as Kris 

and I gave him praises, then returned to eating his potato chips and playing on the iPad. 

Since then, he never expressed much of an interest in operating the camera, but I continue 

to have new interactions with him every time I visit and photograph.  
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Figure 14: Renick with Helmet, 2012 
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Figure 15: Renick Writing, 2013 
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Attending music therapy, horseback riding therapy, and school with the twins 

helped me to realize not only how they were learning to communicate with others in the 

community, but also how society is beginning to take new learning approaches in order to 

assist those affected with autism. I was able to witness how a family such as the Saylor 

family, worked as a team in order to help Thomas and Renick learn to interact and 

communicate. Kris and Buck as well as siblings Jeff and Zach, were and still are very 

much involved and devoted to the lives of Thomas and Renick. Through the Saylors’ I 

was able to observe the hard work and devotion it took for a family raising two autistic 

individuals in society.  
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Figure 16: Saylor Family Photograph, 2012 
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A CRITICAL EXPLORATION 

Paul is the one person in my family to whom I feel closest, yet he is the one I have 

the most difficulty understanding. Two years ago, I discovered he was the inspiration for 

this new artistic venture. One day I began paying attention to certain behaviors and 

interactions he had alone and with others. He seemed to have the ability to isolate himself 

while in the midst of those around him. His form of isolation, that ability to separate 

himself from society and enter his own world, amazed me. It was after witnessing this on 

multiple occasions that furthered my awareness of how different he and I are. I could not 

quite grasp or understand why he did this. In an attempt to better understand Paul, I felt 

the urge to begin a photographic journey documenting him and his daily interactions 

whether alone or with others. 

I felt it important to include my recognition of the type of project I have produced. 

I have taken an art medium, used it in a documentary format, and placed it on a wall, 

while the subjects in the photographs play another role in the purpose of the work. What 

gives me the photographer and artist, the rights to come in as an outsider and photograph 

individuals diagnosed with autism, and then expose them for others to see? My intent in 

this chapter is to state that I recognize different opinions or views of this body of work, 

which is why I strive to provide an understanding of my intentions as an artist through the 

work and participation of my subjects. 
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I began the project as an act of involvement with, and investigation of, my 

brother, Paul. Because of this interaction with his life and my personal connection with 

him, there is a sense of intimacy in the photographs I have taken of him. This level of 

intimacy amid isolation is an aspect of closeness that artist’s have strived to produce for 

years. From Renoir’s Nudes (Figure 17) to Degas Dancers (Figure 18) this sense of 

having an intimate effect on viewers has been and still is the seminal motivation for many 

artists. 

Natural and physical environments have also been the focal point of artists across 

the modern era. Paintings such as Georges Seurat's A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of 

le Grande Jatte (Figure 19), and the Sturm und Drang of Joseph Mallord William 

Turner's seascapes such as The Fishermen at Sea (Figure 20) would appear polar 

opposites on their surface, yet both use the natural and physical environment to evoke 

emotion from the viewer. In a similar way although each of my subjects were different, 

there were tremendous commonalities in their natural and physical environments. 

 

 
Figure 17: Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Nude in a Chair, 1900 
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Figure 18: Edgar Degas, Blue Dancers, 1899 

 

 
Figure 19: Georges Seurat, A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, 1884 

 

 
Figure 20: J.M.W. Turner, Fishermen at Sea, 1796 
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The theme of isolation has also been explored throughout the past five hundred 

years of art and across a variety of artistic media. Both the isolation within nature as 

depicted by Claude Monet’s Sunrise (Figure 21), Casper David Friedrich's Solitary Tree 

(Figure 22), and the isolation of the individual as seen in Vincent Van Goghs' Old Man in 

Sorrow (Figure 23), Johannes Vermeer's The Milkmaid (Figure 24) and The Lace Maker 

(Figure 25), Edvard Munch The Scream (Figure 26), Monet's Woman with a Parasol 

(Figure 27), and Friedrich's The Dreamer (Figure 28).  

 

 
Figure 21: Claude Monet, Sunrise, 1872 

 

 
Figure 22: Caspar David Friedrich, Solitary Tree, 1822 
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Figure 23: Vincent Van Gogh, Old Man in Sorrow, 1890 

 

 
Figure 24: Johannes Vermeer, The Milkmaid, 1657-1658 
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Figure 25: Johannes Vermeer, The Lacemaker, 1669-1671 

 

 
Figure 26: Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1893 

 



45 

 
Figure 27: Claude Monet, Woman with a Parasol, 1875 

 

 
Figure 28: Caspar David Friedrich, The Dreamer, 1835 
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However, it was Andrew Wyeth’s painting, Christina's World (Figure 29) that 

was the inspiration of my exploration into the isolation of autism. Appearing to be a 

young girl or woman, this figure sits in the tall grass of an open field. Across to the right 

of the image frame is a barn and farmhouse. What was most fascinating to me was the 

extent of interpretations viewers could take from this one painting. I found myself 

standing and viewing it for several minutes as I attempted to figure out why this young 

woman might be in the middle of this open field and what different emotional feelings 

and thoughts might be running through her head. 

 

 
Figure 29: Andrew Wyeth, Christina's World, 1948 

 

In the 19th century with the introduction of photography, these intimate, isolated 

moments were suddenly captured in a split second. One of the greatest portrait 

photographers of the 19th century, Julia Margaret Cameron (Figure 30), created this sense 

of intimacy in her photographs of women by taking ordinary household servants or 

family members, stripping them of their social identity, and placing them in a newly 
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created environment. This new approach to the photographic portrait reflecting Pre-

Raphaelite painterly approaches allowed viewers to suddenly relate to and think of 

photographs in a different way. These portraits became a reflection of a new character, 

capturing emotions and expressions of these women. Later photographers, such as 

Dorothea Lange with her image Migrant Mother (Figure 31), began taking photographs 

that related to human conditions, such as the intimate and personal struggles during the 

American Depression of the 1930’s. Photography and videography are the most 

expedient mediums with which to work for my project. Easily snapping the subtle 

changes in the subject that occur in minutes or seconds versus painting which is limited 

in the expression it can show - allows for a chronicle of the work. 

 

 
Figure 30: Julia Margaret Cameron, Ophelia, 1867 

 



48 

 
Figure 31: Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, 1936 

 

Lauren Greenfield, a photographer whose photographs and videos have been 

published and displayed in museums, tackles the issue of children, girls, and women 

growing up in our ever-changing society where an emphasis on appearance is becoming 

more pervasive (Figure 32). In her project Thin, Greenfield investigated the importance 

of body image, its affects on girls and women, and how these obsessions can transform to 

severe eating disorders, resulting in “mental and physical illnesses.”1 There is to the 

viewer, a clear sense of empathy in both her statements and her work as she is personally 

involved with the subjects she photographs. She describes Thin as “a crossing into the 

unknown,” beginning “with a familiar departure point of the body project,” and 
                                                
1 Lauren Greenfield, Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Dr. David Herzog, and Dr. Michael Strober, 
Thin (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2006), 11. 
 
2 Greenfield, Brumberg, Herzog, and Strober, Thin, 11. 
3 Nick de Pencier, Jennifer Baichwal, Shelby Lee Adams, and Dawud Wharnsby-Ali, The 
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descending “quickly into the heart of darkness of mental illness. The women in the film 

and book helped me navigate the deep, difficult places that I have never known 

firsthand.”2 As a documentarian, Greenfield set out to capture on film the physical 

appearance of a cultural phenomena and illness - thin. However, as she became 

personally closer to her subjects so did her photography. In the end, Greenfield's work 

not only captures the physical appearances of her subjects, but also the underlying 

emotionality that contributes to these appearances, an emotionality not possible to portray 

without the trust and confidence of a close relationship with her subjects. Though my 

work is not exactly as Greenfield’s, I feel that I displayed a similar empathy for the 

individuals with which I worked. 

 

 
Figure 32: Lauren Greenfield, Shelly, 2004 

 

                                                
2 Greenfield, Brumberg, Herzog, and Strober, Thin, 11. 
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While Greenfield clearly presents her work for the purpose of evoking empathy 

for her subjects, there are artists who approached projects with a similar mindset, yet their 

work received harsh criticism. For over thirty years, Shelby Lee Adams photographed the 

eastern Kentucky Appalachian mountain people (Figure 33). While observing the 

photographs, viewers acknowledge that his subjects are staged through their posture or 

facial expressions. The conditions these families live in and the extent of their financial 

hardship is also very evident to viewers. With the permission from the people he 

photographed, Adams published these images, and although received some praise he was 

also harshly ridiculed.  

 

 
Figure 33: Shelby Lee Adams, The Home Funeral, 1990 
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 Critics argued that the work exploits the poverty and disempowerment of his 

subjects, and that the pictures are staged to purposefully look this way.3 One critic, A.D. 

Coleman stated, “they (the pictures) call for a very sophisticated kind of reading. And I’m 

not sure that these people have the education, the visual educational background, to 

understand how these pictures read.”4 To help put the work into perspective and to show 

multiple sides of the story, the film The True Meaning of Pictures: Shelby Lee Adams’ 

Appalachia was produced which contained interviews of Adams, critics, and the subjects 

themselves. At one point, Adams defends his work, saying “I’m trying to express myself 

with that culture. So it’s not an objective document. It’s not an object. It’s me. It’s life. 

And it’s my subjects lives, who are my friends.”5 Whether this defense is strong enough 

to continue producing this kind of work is left to the critic, but it brings this question to 

the methodology I employed in producing the Stim photos. Although I did have the 

permission from the parents to photograph their children, the individuals I chose to work 

with some would say, lack the understanding of my intentions. This point lead me to 

research the work of an artist who photographed similar individuals who were considered 

different in society. 

                                                
3 Nick de Pencier, Jennifer Baichwal, Shelby Lee Adams, and Dawud Wharnsby-Ali, The 
True Meaning of Pictures: Shelby Lee Adams’ Appalachia, DVD, Directed by Jennifer 
Baichwal (New York: New Video Group, 2003). 
 
4 Pencier, Baichwal, Adams, and Wharnsby-Ali, The True Meaning of Pictures: Shelby 
Lee Adams’ Appalachia. 
 
5 Pencier, Baichwal, Adams, and Wharnsby-Ali, The True Meaning of Pictures: Shelby 
Lee Adams’ Appalachia. 
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Mary Ellen Mark’s photographs in the project Ward 81, documents the women 

and girls in a highly secure section of the Oregon State Hospital. Placed in this ward 

because of their believed mental impairments, Mark creates a body of work that goes 

beyond the documentary (Figure 34). By staying and living in the Ward 81 for thirty-six 

days, Mark was able to share moments with these women and begin to know them on a 

personal level, that allowed her to capture moments depicting the emotions and 

personalities of these women. This project however, was not necessarily the typical work 

of a photojournalist that perhaps documented problems or told a moment-by-moment 

story. Mark had a different goal in mind; she states, “Instead of the 1-2-3-4 of a picture 

story, I was interested in doing pictures that would stand alone. Looking back now, I feel 

that the pictures are almost like a scrapbook, a memory of a certain time in my life and in 

theirs. I wanted to help these women make contact with the outside world by letting them 

reach out and present themselves. I didn’t want to use them. I wanted them to use me.”6 

 

                                                
6 Ronald H Bailey, “Ward 81:Mary Ellen Mark’s poignant scrapbook,” American 
Photographer, June, 1978, 
http://www.maryellenmark.com/text/magazines/american%20photographer/911T-000-
001.html.  
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Figure 34: Mary Ellen Mark, Ward 81, Oregon State Hospital, Salem, Oregon, 1976, 300B-001-022 

 

Each of these three photographers (Greenfield, Adams, and Mark) approached 

their projects in different ways, however similar to mine was their role as the active and 

interactive artist. I do not consider my work in Stim to be exactly as each of these artists' 

that I have described, but I do know that each of them, among others such as Sally Mann, 

Doug Dubois, Dawoud Bey, and Julia Margaret Cameron, had a major influence on how 

I approached and ultimately created this project. I understand the controversy, the idea 

that this work maybe considered exploitive, and how taking what appears to be a 

documentary photograph and placing it in an art context can be considered a problem. I 

do however, believe that the work becomes an artistic venture due to my reasoning’s and 

drive behind the project.  

The personal aspect began with Paul and a force that drove me to attempt to better 

understand him. In order to achieve this, interaction and a personal relationship with him 

were a requirement. Learning to approach, interact, and photograph Paul in ways that he 
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was comfortable was necessary. I began using a Hasselblad 500cm camera that required 

the use of film instead of a digital sensor because I realized having a camera in front of 

my face was more uncomfortable for him and my other subjects. By using the Hasselblad 

with its waist level viewfinder, I was forced not to look directly at my subjects, but down 

into my viewfinder while I photographed. This created a more relaxed atmosphere 

between myself and my subjects, allowing them to respond as the person they are. Based 

on this specific type of interaction and involvement, I was engaged in a level of intimacy 

with my subjects that fueled my desire for empathy. This was not something that I 

realized right away, but more an unfurling discovery during the development of the 

project. 

 

 
Figure 35: Installation View #1 from Stim 
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Unlike Adams, I purposefully chose not to stage the individuals or photographs in 

any way (the only image that I did stage to a certain extent was the Saylor Family 

Photograph (Figure 16) because it was for the purpose of re-creating a particular time). I 

approached this project with the intentions of capturing the individuals for who they were 

and by doing so, it was necessary to show the personalities of each distinct person. The 

word ‘autism’ tends to lead people to think of a particular group of individuals and in 

doing so, there is a tendency to look more towards the fact that these are ‘people with 

autism,’ not ‘these are people.’ Because I am already choosing to focus on individuals 

that have been diagnosed with this particular difference, it was important for me to not 

lump them together as one, but to show each for the person they are. The environments 

that were provided to me by each individual or situation, is what I worked with. I chose 

to not add additional elements that would enhance the quality of the image, such as an 

additional lighting source, because I did not want to create imagery that was set up by me 

as the photographer. My goal was to portray the subject as is. 

My intentions were artistic: to present what is seen and to take advantage of the 

unaltered spaces and environments I was provided. I wanted to present images that were 

a visual representation of the individuals with whom I worked, looking past a diagnosis 

and viewing each individual for who they are. I specifically chose to work in the realm of 

autism due to its growing conceptual awareness in our society. My brother also is 

diagnosed with autism, and because of my personal connection with him, I believe I have 

a certain compassion for other individuals diagnosed with this disability. So by having 

this compassion, does this give me artistic license to photograph others diagnosed as 
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autistic? I would say yes. But through my compassion, I believe there is the notion that 

through this work I am attempting to be an advocate for these individuals. I want to be 

clear that I did not begin or work on Stim with the intentions of being an advocate for 

these individuals. That was not the purpose of this project. If I were to express that this 

work was made with advocacy intentions there would be a pre-stamped emotion that the 

viewers would feel they needed to have when viewing the work. I approached the project 

with the intentions of not limiting what viewers took from the work, thus I am presenting 

a visual representation of what I am seeing and observing. 

 

 
Figure 36: Installation View #2 from Stim 
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When working on Stim, I was encouraged by Mary Ellen Mark’s goals of “doing 

pictures that would stand alone.”7 It was not my intention to create works that required 

viewers to look at multiple images or even a sequence of images, rather a single image. 

The five foot by five foot enlarged photographs not only assisted in this goal in creating 

powerful images that would stand alone, but also encouraged viewers to stop and observe 

each image. It was almost as if viewers were confronted by the images, an 

encouragement for them to stop and look. Keeping Mark’s goal in mind also allowed me 

to accomplish my goal of capturing these moments of escapism with each individual. 

During these moments of their chosen isolation within my presence, I seemingly was 

partially allowed to enter their thoughts and capture them at a moment that I longed to 

understand. It is as if, they were comfortable with my presence as they became lost in 

their imaginations. 

 

                                                
7 Bailey, “Ward 81:Mary Ellen Mark’s poignant scrapbook,” American Photographer, 
http://www.maryellenmark.com/text/magazines/american%20photographer/911T-000-
001.html. 
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Figure 37: Installation View #3 from Stim 

 

My artistic intentions were what started this project, thus photographing these 

individuals benefited me, but I also approached this work with the hopes that through my 

understanding of autism and photography I could serve to benefit the subjects 

themselves. The size of the works was of huge importance, the fact they were placed on 

the wall was important, and being presented in a public space was equally essential for 

this work. It allows viewers to take from the work what they please. I am here as the artist 

to present my work, developed from what I have learned and seen. 
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Figure 38: Installation View #4 from Stim, close up of the written installation piece - A Story of Paul and Me 
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AFTERTHOUGHTS 

I have always photographed people or the presence of human existence. I am an 

observer of humans, the interconnections that exist between us, and how communication 

and interaction may contribute to or affect the relationships we have. The work that has 

developed in this project over the past two years documents the beginning stages of the 

specific relationships I observe and have with individuals living with autism. It was while 

during these interactions, observations, and assistance, a relationship developed between 

me, both as volunteer and photographer, and the individuals and their families. It led me 

to question how this disability affected the individual diagnosed, the people involved 

with and around them, and their place in our society. 

 

 
Figure 39: Installation View #5 from Stim 
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My thesis show Stim took place September 30th through October 4th 2013, at the 

Fine Arts Gallery at George Mason University. While my intentions for the show were to 

place the collection of photographs and videos together in one space, I felt there was a 

need to have something that would tie all the images and videos together as one cohesive 

body of work. That was when I decided to write a written piece that could represent each 

of my subjects yet bring everything together. It is reflective of an experience between my 

brother Paul and me, describing emotions involved with isolation, fear, uncertainly, and 

love. The actions or behaviors described in this piece help to illustrate the situation and 

reactions from both Paul and me and the difference between the two. By having this story 

enlarged and placed on the wall alongside the other pieces, I was able to further enhance 

the experience for the viewers. 
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Figure 40: Installation View #6 from Stim, A Story of Paul and Me 
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Growing up with Paul, I was able to witness first-hand a drastic change in our 

society’s awareness of autism. This new awareness not only helped Paul but also helped 

my family in raising a child, now adult, with special needs. With a goal of attempting to 

understand the mind of my youngest brother, focusing within the varied spectrum of 

autism allowed me to gain a more in-depth insight of the unique cognitive modes of 

processing and its awareness in our society. By today’s definitions, autism is a disability 

due to the differences from what is considered to be ‘normal.’ I often question though, 

whether this condition is a disability or a difference?  

 

 
Figure 41: Installation View #7 from Stim 
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About eight years ago when Paul was in a middle school math class, he was 

learning how to solve simple algebra equations that required him to show his process in 

order to get the answer. Paul however, looked at the equations and just wrote down the 

answers. When the instructor asked Paul how he got the answers, he could not explain 

how. This happened on multiple occasions where he was able to figure out what the 

answers were but was not able to explain how he got them.  

Zak’s adjustment to his circumstance was different. When Zak was a young child 

he had absolutely no understanding of language and speech and it was very frustrating for 

him and his family that he could not understand any form of verbal communication. It 

was not until he was introduced to pictures that he was able to relate them with words and 

learn how to verbally communicate. Zak learned how to use words and began creating 

sentences on the computer even though he could not verbally say them. He now types 

over a hundred words a minute and can use typing as his form of communication rather 

than having to communicate verbally. These situations provide evidence the need for 

different approaches to teaching both in the home or in schools. Because I was allowed to 

go and attend school with Renick and Thomas, I was able to witness new, more 

specialized classroom environments that use different teaching techniques, depending on 

the needs of each child. It was amazing to see that with correctly applied teaching 

methods Thomas and Renick were able to learn the material. The question still exists, and 

I think will continue to exist as I further my investigation in this project. Is autism a 

disability, or a different way of understanding?  
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Figure 42: Installation View #8 from Stim 

 

I am presenting a body of work that I hope provides viewers with better 

understanding of an individual who is different. The photographs provide a visual context 

to a problem that for many goes beyond our current conceptual understanding of 

“normal.” My work continues with a personal passion to gain a better understanding of 

my subjects, not just for myself but also for others in our society. It surprises me to think 

that this all started with my brother. It is my intent to attempt to present via my images 

not an individual with a diagnosed disability, but each individual as a unique person. My 

work is meant to be informative, to present a visual documentation of these individuals 

affected by a disability or a difference and to some extent, a visual understanding of their 

modes of processing. I have discovered many of my own characteristics in these 
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individuals, which has furthered my desire to help them in some way. This work is just 

the beginning. 

 

 
Figure 43: Installation View #9 from Stim 
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