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INTERVIEW | Denice Hough

Photographer Denice Hough loves abandoned urban spaces,
which provide rich fodder for her inspired works of visual art

TEXT: GERRIE LIM
PHOTOGRAPHY: COURTESY OF DENICE HOUGH
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American photographer Denice Hough has come
a long way since she was an architecture student
at Ball State University in Muncie, Indiana. Ever
since she sold her first photography piece in 2001
at Chicago's Echo Gallery, she hasn't looked back.

She is also quite literally a long way from
home, having moved in April 2011 to Hong Kong,
where her work is sold by Cat Street Gallery in
Sheung Wan. Shot with her trusty Canon in a
style that slyly deconstructs architecture through
a relentless search for meaningful details in the
name of irony, Hough's work attempts to find
perfection in decay.

How did you make the
transition from architecture to
photography?

| went to Ball State for
architecture and when | decided
to go into photography, | knew |
needed a good art school so |
went back to Chicago, to Columbia
College, where | graduated with a
BA in photography in 2000.

How did you come to shoot
your ‘Abandoned’ series?

| used to only shoot people and
fashion. But | like to tell stories
and | wanted to do that with
pictures. The first picture | took of
an abandoned building happened
in 2008, when | was living in New
York. | was walking down the
West Side Highway, past Pier 57,
which used to be the old CTA
(City Transit Authority) building.
It was huge and it looked like
lights were on in there. Literally, |
pulled the door open and just
walked in. | wandered around
even though it was actually quite scary.
Apparently it had been abandoned since 2002.

Then you shot what's left of the famous
Palace Theatre in Gary, Indiana?

Yes. Before | moved here | lived in South Korea,
but just before | left Chicago | shot some photos
with one of my brother’'s friends from high
school, who is a cop in Gary (Indiana). | thought,

“Ah, Gary! That town has some totally messed-up,
crazy spaces!” So | started doing some research
on it and found a lot of websites dedicated to
abandoned buildings. At that time, Michael
Jackson had recently died. Gary is the town
where he's from, and the old Palace Theatre was
where he first performed. They haven't torn it
down but it's completely disintegrated. | find it
amazing that people spend time and money and
effort to build something beautiful and then they
discard it like an old shoe or something. Except
it's a building, and they just don't care about it
anymore. It's weird to me, to not care.

So how many of those photos at Cat Street
Gallery are from Gary, Indiana?

All of them. On my website (www.denicehough.com)
there is the series from Gary and there are some
from New York, and then | went to New Orleans
to shoot it after Hurricane Katrina. I'm planning
to go to China soon to shoot, hopefully in or
around Guangzhou.

Where was the shot of the beautiful old
church with the piano taken?
That was also in Gary. It was a Methodist church
and like everything else in Gary, it was
abandoned when the people left. It was a
booming city back in the day, and then the steel
mills closed down and people moved out, closer
to Chicago, where there was more work. Once,
the people were gone, the buildings became
unimportant. There were tons of apartment
buildings that | couldn't get into. | tried to, but |
was with a cop who said, “We're not breaking
into anything. If you can walk into it, fine. I've
got the gun in case anybody
] bothers you."”

That was nice. You had your
own security detail!

He had a big shotgun with him. Or
else | wouldn't have gone. A white
girl walking around alone in Gary?
Uh-uh. | had Mace (chemical spray)
and a knife on me when | travelled
and shot in Africa. I've been lucky.
I've never been attacked.

How much manipulation
do you actually do after
you shoot?
| start by spending hours staring at
it. Looking at it and asking myself,
“What does this need?” I'm not
a documentary photographer,
I'm not a journalist, | don't owe
anybody the truth. What | show you
is what | want you to see, after
hours of retouching. | use Capture
One software, and Canon is
integrated with it, so | can shoot with
my Canon straight into my laptop
and see exactly what I'm shooting.
I've been doing photography since 1998 and
I've been using Photoshop for 12 years now.
| think Photoshop is just as important as a tool as
your lighting. When | shoot these old buildings,
| shoot with natural light which usually means you
have one light source, which is the doorway.
| wasn't going to drag lights in there. There's no
power and it's often too big of a space. | would
need so many lights.
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Are you trying to subvert architecture, like
you're trying to get people to see buildings
and interiors in a different way?

| like the idea of finding beauty in something
that's not a perfect, pristine building. If you can
find beauty in destruction, then that to me is an
oxymoron but kind of an interesting one. If
everybody looked like Claudia Schiffer, then
everybody would be sort of boring.

How do you feel about Hong Kong as an urban
environment?

| really love the old buildings but it's a very
European feel. Like the police station on
Hollywood Road, which is a bit colonial Greek-ish.
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It's a bit of a hodge-podge. It's not Chinese. There
is a heavy Western influence here. You can tell
the English built most of it. But | love taking the
tram in Central, because the tram has this really
great old feel to it. And | can go to Lantauy, to Tai
0, and see houses on stilts and fishing villages. |
love it. If | wanted to stay in a totally Western
society, | would've gone back to New York.

How does it feel to have your work shown at
Cat Street Gallery, where they've sold five of
your pieces now?

It feels pretty cool. | feel appreciated. Because I've
long since decided not to shoot for anybody else.
Every picture | take is just for me. If somebody

else likes it, that's fantastic. It makes me happy to
have somebody else say, "“It's beautiful.” And if
they buy something — the fact that they're going
to have something that I did hanging in their
house... that's absolutely amazing.

If you get paid to do something that you
love, the simplicity of that is what | consider
happiness and success. Nine out of 10 people
will tell you they hate their job, but you'll find
that one person that says they love their job
and love getting up and going to work. That's
what | aspire to. That's what | want.

Why did you become a photographer?
Because | couldn’t paint! Seriously.

“'ve long since decided not to shoot
for anybody else. Every picture |
take is just for me. If somebody else
likes it, that's fantastic. It makes me
nappy to have somebody else say,
It's beautiful™
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