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Sam Contis:
Moving Landscape

Curated by Anna Arabindan-Kesson
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The Art Gallery of Western Australia
Perth Cultural Centre
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Moving Landscape is the first Australian
exhibition of the work of US-based artist Sam
Contis. Across three bodies of work, made over
the course of twelve years, she explores the
layered dimensions of our relationship with the
landscape. We travel from the Pennsylvanian
countryside across the US to the high desert
of California, and then on to the moors and
woodlands of northern England. Contis shows
us fragments of bodies and landscape, in black
& white and colour, alternating between large-
and intimately-scaled views. From these
multiple perspectives, she gradually builds a
new terrain—showing us different ways of see-
ing and experiencing the body and its environ-
ment. Through her cinematic sequencing,
Contis establishes a cadence to our move-
ments, while also offering a sense of the land-
scape itself in motion.

In Cross Country, Contis’s most recent
body of work, we see a group of young runners
in central Pennsylvania, where the artist herself
grew up and spent her adolescence running. In
these photographs teammates gather on a start-
ing line, their limbs forming interlocking shapes
and repeating lines; a runner collapses in a field
of clover ata race’s conclusion; and another
young athlete is shown with an endless maze
drawn in red pen on her arm. In some photo-
graphs, the runners’ bodies are seen in bursts
of motion; their energy seems to become part
of the landscape around them. In others, we
see evidence of physical exhaustion, the tex-
tures of sweat, muscle, and skin.

Contis’s themes are the movement of the
body through the landscape and the transfor-
mation of the body over time. Her photographs
show us the ways in which the physicality of
the landscape is evidenced in the efforts of the
young runners. These images are also a testa-
ment to the time in which we live, speaking to
what it means to be a young woman in today’s
United States, at a time when women’s bodily
autonomy is newly threatened.

In her Overpass series, which consists of
small handmade black & white darkroom prints,
Contis explores ideas around freedom of move-
ment. Setin the English countryside, these
photographs take us along the vast network of
public footpaths that cross through privately
owned land. She focuses on the stiles along
these paths, simple structures, often made of
wood or stone, which facilitate a walker's pas-
sage over walls and fences. Created as an aid to
movement, stiles cannot exist without borders
and barriers. Contis’s images point to the inher-
enttension in the landscape between freedom
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and constraint. She shows us barbed wire, over-
grown paths, decaying stiles: instances where
certain forces have rendered the landscape
inaccessible. The pictures—which were made
in the aftermath of the Brexit vote in the UK,
during pandemic lockdowns, and at the end of
the first Trump presidency, amidst the rhetoric
of the border wall—ask us to consider both the
physical experience and political conditions of
how we move through our environment.

These are scenes saturated with feeling:

the trodden grass, the worn fences, the scrubby
undergrowth. Contis shows us these details as
she moves with her camera through the land-
scape and asks us to move with her. We cross
boundary lines, stand atop a wall or fence look-
ing out across the landscape, and step down
again into the earth. And while we never see
Contis’s body (or anyone else’s), the pictures
imply the presence of the body at every turn.
In the vertical, ‘portrait’ format of the photo-
graphs, she upends the traditional horizontal
representation of the landscape, centring the
stiles and giving them a body-like form.

Contis further explores the interconnect-
edness of body and landscape in her series
Deep Springs, which scrutinizes myth and
masculinity in the American West. Made over
five years, this work is setin a remote high des-
ertvalley, in the ancestral lands of the Numu
(Northern Paiute) people. Against the backdrop
of the Sierra Nevada mountain range, Contis’s
images centre around the site of a small, isolat-
ed college, which until 2018 was all-male. The
young university-level students (who engage in
various forms of agricultural labour alongside
their academic studies) are the protagonists
in Contis’s dream-like arrangements, through
which she actively questions the mythology of
the cowboy and its iconography.

A horse’s hoof being prepared for a shoe,
a white t-shirt dotted with flies, and a dark in-
terior of an old engine all become new topog-
raphies. In Contis’s photographs there is a
merging of human, animal, and earth; muscle
and flesh fuse with mountain and sky. These
moments of fusion give her work a sense of tac-
tility, sensuality, and possibility. Contis shows
us this isn’t a static landscape fixed in an imag-
ined past, but one that is malleable, alive and
constantly changing.

Anna Arabindan-Kesson
with Sam Contis

4 Chain (C), 2022/24

6 Mud, 2019/22

8  Pink Wing, 2021/24

9 Dark Wood, 2018/24

11 Motion Study (M),
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List of Works

Runner Stretching, 2021 13 Clover, 2019/21
Gelatin silver print Gelatin silver print

2 Yellow Landscape, 2018 14 Red Pen (Maze), 2020/22

Archival pigment print Archival pigment print

3 Bus Portrait (M Sleeping), 15 Finish Line, 2022/24

2019/24 Gelatin silver print
Archival pigment print 16 Starting Line (Double
Helix), 2019,/24
Gelatin silver print

Gelatin silver print

5 Three Runners, 2022/24 17 Motion Study (D),

Gelatin silver print 2021/22
Gelatin silver prints
18 Moving Landscape,

Gelatin silver print

7 Spine, 2020/22 2020/22

Archival pigment print Gelatin silver print

19 Motion Study (Pony
Tails), 2020/21
Gelatin silver prints

20- Untitled from the series

Archival pigment print

Gelatin silver print

10 Trust Exercise, 2018/22 59 Overpass, 2020-22

Archival pigment print Gelatin silver prints

60 Horseback, 2014

2019/22 Gelatin silver print
Gelatin silver prints 61 Desert Landscape
2 Horizon Line, 2021/24 (Three Riders), 2015

Gelatin silver prints Gelatin silver print
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62 Finding the Line, 2015 74 Cover, 2013
Gelatin silver print Gelatin silver print

63 Pulling Back the Skin, 75 Inthe Garden, 2015
2014 Archival pigment print
Archival pigment print 76 Shoeing, 2013

64 Laundry Line, March, Gelatin silver print

2013 77 Eggs, 2015
Archival pigment print Gelatin silver print
65 Chest, 2015 78 Echo, 2015
Archival pigment print Gelatin silver print
66 Ground Cover, 2013 79 Blue Thumb, 2015
Archival pigment print Archival pigment print
67 Qil, 2015 80 Untitled (Deep Springs),
Archival pigment print 2018
68 Garden Caterpillar, 2013 Two channel video

Gelatin silver print 81 Junction, 2015
69 Seed Sower, 2013 Gelatin silver print
Archival pigment print 82 Hold Down (Branding),
70 Old Growth, 2015 2014
Gelatin silver print Gelatin silver print
71 Laundry Line, April, 2014 83 Afternoon Nap, 2014
Archival pigment print Gelatin silver print
72 Gloves on the Dash, 2014 84 Wool, 2015
Gelatin silver print Archival pigment print

73 High Noon, 2014 85 Dustin the Road, 2014
Archival pigment print

Gelatin silver print
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