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Light remains: Alchemical affect in Angela Strassheim’s Evidence 
 
 
(Evidence # 1 slide)  

 

New York-based artist Angela Strassheim’s series Evidence, made in 2008 and 2009, is a 

collection of photographs taken at homes across the United States where acts of violence, 

resulting in murder, had been perpetrated in the past. The collection consists of exterior 

images of some of these homes, and interior images taken in living spaces, at the exact site 

where the murders occurred. The exterior images, day-lit and in-colour, are portraits of 

homes that Strassheim could not gain access to. Titled with a list of weapons while all other 

information pertaining to the crimes is withheld, these images, as Strassheim writes, provide 

“evidence that I was physically present at the homes…They represent the mystery inside a 

box that is unattainable in a physical sense.”1  

 

(Evidence exterior image slide)  

 

In contrast, the numbered interior images are wrought in black and white, conjuring familial 

spaces into spectral stillness. Life goes on in these now re-occupied homes, and the visible 

facts that would mark these spaces as crime scenes have long been cleaned away. But 

through the tender chemistry of Strassheim’s process, the all-too-human traces that 

continue to linger upon porous surfaces are brought into vision. And these traces remain 

invisible to the naked eye, unattainable to unaided human perception. Yet still they remain, 

inviolably present, pulsing silent and unseen beneath the intimate rhythms of everyday life.  

 

In Evidence, what we are called to witness is not the corpse, but a certain extraction that is 

no less corporeal. Residual DNA proteins, exposed by the spray of ‘Blue Star’, a luminol-

based blood visualising agent used in forensic imaging procedure, are revealed as allusive 

spillages of light across walls, floors and doorframes.  Strassheim conjures emanate 

encounters with lost bodies which can only be occasioned by the specific technical 

properties of photography as a medium. The luminol acts as an intervening substance, a 

                                                
1 Angela Strassheim, ‘Evidence’ (2009). Courtesy of the artist.  
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channel through which the traces of the lost emerge. And the time of photography, the 

durational technicity that stills and vivifies the transient glow of the luminol, memorialises 

the peculiar properties of life that cling on after death.  As the artist describes, “With this 

work, there is both the living and the dead co-existing in the same space.”2 

 

(Evidence #2 slide) 

 

Evidence illuminates the forensic impulse present in much of Strassheim’s work. After 

completing her BFA at Minneapolis College of Art and Design in 1995, Strassheim received a 

certificate in Forensic and Biomedical Photography from the Forensic Imaging Bureau in 

Miami in 1997. She spent more than 6 years working in the field, all the while feeling a 

strange pull towards the images she obtained. With her forensic work she ‘felt as if art was 

around her all the time’; she wanted to take the pictures, use them as art, but of course they 

could never be used for this purpose. Strassheim’s decision to leave forensics was spurred 

by this prohibited yearning; she left to undertake an MFA in Photography at Yale, which she 

completed in 2003. There was nothing remotely sensationalist underpinning Strassheim’s 

aesthetic attraction to the images she obtained in the field. As she explains in a gallery talk 

given during Crime Unseen, an exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Photography in 

Chicago between October 2011 and January 2012 that included photographs from Evidence, 

she regarded her forensic photographs as privileged information. She has files and files of 

these images in her studio that she protects, for they can never be made available in a 

representation sense.  

 

During her time working in forensics, Strassheim was occasionally required to make an 

image using a similar technical process to Evidence. In the late 90s, working with a 35mm 

still camera, the labour involved in committing the transient revelations of luminol proved 

frustrating. As Strassheim explains, obtaining an image of this nature requires utmost 

technical precision. Luminol glows for only a limited time, mere moments, and in order to 

assure its visibility on film the space in which the photograph is made must be pitch black, all 

light sealed out. The evidence brought to light would often evade capture, revealing only 

partially in grainy, pulverised form. Strassheim explains that she needed to perfect this 

process, to make a “really good photograph” that might serve as a formula for other 

photographers in the field, perhaps to be published in a forensic journal. While she never 

                                                
2 ‘New Pictures 4: Angela Strassheim, Evidence.’ New Pictures series, Minneapolis Institute of Arts (2011) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QFUKuVo5BbM 
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made such a photograph for this purpose, she returned to the process while at Yale, making 

a test shot at the site of a suicide. Again using 35mm and 1600 speed film, the results, she 

says, looked awful, ‘like blue goo smeared on the walls.’ But while presenting the image 

during a critique, her peers were fascinated. The possibility of exploring the process in future 

work rested quietly in her mind, and she went on to make the series’ Left Behind (2005) and 

Pause (2006), both of which examine the complexities of familial bonds within domestic 

environments.  

 

Like Evidence, the photographs of Left Behind and Pause are aesthetically compelling, 

embedded with threads of possible narrative enclosed in stillness. It is through the 

architecture of Strassheim’s facility for composition, her attendance to the poetics and 

politics of pose and position, that her viewer is called forth to witness. And in Strassheim’s 

work, witnessing is a participatory act, a responsibility. She probes the draw of aesthetic 

pleasure, pulling her viewer close before commanding an act of thought. In her work, 

especially in Evidence, Strassheim uses stillness as a weighted prolongation, an active 

interval, during which the darker contours of human attachment are brought into stark 

relief. As she writes, her images “vacillate between what is immediately revealed on the 

surface and the unsettling nature of what is discovered upon further inspection.”3 

 

 

To look at the photographs of Evidence is to be touched by the assurance of life, 

simultaneously being lived and having been lived. What makes the traces of these now 

hidden murders palpable, in a haptic sense, is the technical enmeshment of two enabling 

alchemies. Both photography and forensic imaging affect the emergence of the past through 

the sensitivities of chemical reaction. And both commit the past to modes of 

representational address made possible only through the exposure of corporeal matter of 

the reactive properties of chemical compounds. Evidence is a series of portraits of domestic 

homicides, which operate affectively in a space beyond narrative: we don’t see the people 

who now occupy these homes; we have no access to the ‘body’ in the anatomical sense. But 

what we are afforded a vision of is the residual substance of life; the biological residue of a 

once-living person animated into presence by alchemically enabled modes of visuality.  

 

                                                
3 Strassheim, quoted in blog post on ‘Women and Photography’ (2010) http://www.wipnyc.org/blog/angela-
strassheim 
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In her book Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual Culture, Lisa Cartwright writes 

about Michel Foucault’s discussion of the shifts in visual representation necessitated by the 

inauguration of biological science in the nineteenth century. As Cartwright points out, 

biology, and the forms of imaging which made possible such empirical examinations of 

organic ‘life’, necessitated the emergence of representational modes which, to quote 

Cartwright, sought precisely to ‘get at what cannot be seen.’ As Cartwright points out, 

nineteenth-century instruments such as the sphygmoscope, the myograph, and the 

cardiograph offered visible renditions of the internal pulsations of human life, which 

functioned, representationally speaking, outside of the ‘pictorial conventions’ and signifying 

constraints of figurative portraiture. And diagnostically speaking, the capacity to render 

graphically, rather than figuratively, a vision of the body, enabled a conception of bodily life 

all the more intricate for its formal reductions.  

 

Evidence emerged from Strassheim’s investment in the empirical value of forensic imaging. 

And the work exemplifies the technical perfection of this procedural process. Yet the 

poignancy of Evidence lies with the way she enfolds what Cartwright refers to as the 

‘chemical gaze’ into the affective dimension of photography. Strassheim was moved to 

formally re-visit her forensic work within her artistic practice because it proffered a means 

to attempt to know the unknowable. As she explains, she felt compelled to document the 

site of domestic and familial homicides in the ‘hope of gaining some insight into what might 

motivate one person to kill another in a relationship that began with love.’ And, 

paradoxically, this is precisely not what a spray of luminol or a long-exposure photograph 

can, at least on the surface, reveal. But what this process of biological imaging does reveal is 

something far more affecting than plain facts. The interior photographs of Evidence illustrate 

the conceptual depths of biological representation beyond the empirical. As Cartwright 

writes, with reference to Foucault, “biological representation no longer defines living beings 

descriptively, but functions according to a structure that language cannot describe.” And, as 

Foucault writes, this structure is the “dark, concave, inner side” of the visibility of living 

beings.” Strassheim’s photographs are concerned with what is not immediately visible yet is 

inscribed across the very surface of things. And in this case Evidence makes tangible an 

alchemical process that manifests right at the very surface. Foucault reflected on biological 

visibility as a ‘shattering’ of traditional representational order, because biological 

representation is predicated not upon a universality of signs but upon the specificity of the 

singular. Luminol is a substance that, effectively, seeks out life by animating the unseen 
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registrations of life. A properly informative quality of chemi-luminescence depends upon the 

presence of bio-matter: haemoglobin provides the catalyst for the reaction that enables the 

luminol to glow. Thus the photographs of Evidence, while representationally allusive, call 

forth our attention, at a fundamental and deeply human level, to the specificity of these 

individual crimes. And while in aesthetic terms the black-and-white interior images are in 

concert, each speaks entirely for itself of the enclosure of an individual person within a 

singular tragedy. Strassheim affords us the – indeed privileged – opportunity to subjectively 

confront the horrifying proportions of these acts of violence. And Evidence elicits human 

contemplation beyond language, an affective engagement made possible only when those 

elements of representation attuned to intellectual appraisal or social judgement are 

stripped away. These crimes cannot be classified or judged. But yet here is their evidence, 

technically, temporally, tenderly invoked. In a resonant sentence from The Order of Things, 

Foucault writes that through the images of biological representation -  

 

…there will be things, with their own organic structures, their hidden veins, the space that 

articulates them, the time that produces them… 

 

(Evidence #4 slide) 

 

It is worth noting that the human cost of economic trauma at a national level connects the 

development of Luminol’s use in forensic procedure and Strassheim’s Evidence. Luminol was 

first devised for such purposes by German scientist Walter Specht in 1937, as a presumptive 

test for revealing the presence of blood. Following a marked rise in social and organised 

crime in the United States following the stock market crash of 1929, the FBI under the 

direction of J. Edgar Hoover initiated the formation of a technical laboratory dedicated to 

the examination and analysis of different forms of physical and material evidence. In 

September 1932 the FBI equipped a room with instruments and chemicals for use in crime 

detection – ultra violet light sources, microscopes, photographic instruments, chemicals, and 

so on. According to a historical report by the FBI, a Sheriff from Red County, Texas, wrote to 

the Lab wondering whether it was possible to determine a connection between a bloodstain 

found at the scene of a burglary and a suspect with a suspicious cut. While it was possible at 

this time for the Lab to confirm whether or not the stain was human blood, the technology 

did not exist to confirm from those tests the specific identity of the individual who had left 

the stain. It was only after Specht’s recommendation in 1937 of the suitability and efficacy of 

luminol in medico-legal examination that it began to be utilised in forensic procedure.  
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Move forward to 2008 and 2009, when Strassheim was making Evidence, and the economic 

impact of the stock market crash in the United States begins to trigger a rise both in 

reported instances of domestic violence and domestic violence related fatalities. Strassheim 

refers to this in her Crime Unseen talk, and in this sense, like the very development of the 

chemical substance upon which her photographs depend, Evidence can be read as a 

response to the stifling realities, the human desperations, provoked in the wake of 

tremendous national anxiety. In reality, Evidence emerged from a far more intimate 

response, the artist’s connection to the murder of a female graduate student while she was 

teaching at Minneapolis College of Art and Design in 2007. This student was murdered by 

her husband in an apartment close to campus that Strassheim knew well, and she was 

deeply moved by the case: she needed to know, needed to gain access, to see for herself. As 

she reflects, she became obsessed with this one case, and decided that this was the right 

time to revisit her forensic work. It took Strassheim about a year and a half to gain access to 

the apartment, and there she made an image using the same technique as Evidence. The 

results were a success, and she began researching the circumstances of familial homicides 

across the US, propelled by her need and desire to understand. Evidence is a work 

embedded with time, with thought, with care and careful negotiation, with courage. 

Strassheim carried out months of research before embarking on a trip to the American 

south, where she began to approach some of the inhabitants of homes where such crimes 

had been perpetrated. After failing to gain access, and often having doors slammed in her 

face, she re-grouped, conducted further research, and decided to concentrate her efforts 

upon locations where she could approach and converse with inhabitants, and return to their 

homes, to make her work.  

 

(Evidence exterior image slide) 

 

She focussed on California, and at that moment her work coincided with an increase of 

around 12% across the state in domestic murder and related fatalities following the financial 

collapse. And from the year 2008, California recorded an increase in suicide rates to around 

20 people in every 100,000. Strassheim spent 3 months in California, visiting the homes she 

had researched, often beginning by making an exterior image. She would then return to the 

homes, and by approaching neighbours began to gain a sense of the inhabitant’s knowledge 

and feelings, their attitudes, possible responses. It is important to note that Strassheim’s 
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rigorous research meant that she never approached a home, as she puts is, as the ‘bearer of 

bad news.’ She was respectful and diplomatic in her negotiations to possibly be afforded 

access, and once inside, to be able to photograph, in a closed room in the dark, for hours at 

a time. Out of 140 homes Strassheim visited, 18 allowed her access to make her images. 

Once inside, her research meant that she knew where to spray the luminol. With her 

assistant or assistants, she made timed long exposures, anything from 1 minute to an hour, 

with most lasting for around 20 minutes, in order to adequately capture the desired quality 

of luminescence.  

 

 

(Evidence #8 slide) 

 

 

Evidence 8 was made in the bedroom of a teenage girl who was murdered by her stepfather, 

seven years before the making of the photograph. The room has been left as it was by her 

mother, with all her daughter’s things in place, now clean of the visible evidence of her 

horrific loss. The application of luminol radiates with the physical memory, as Strassheim 

puts it, of the victim’s blood: the emanations effected by the presence of her DNA proteins, 

which can never be cleaned away, give substance to the past in light of the questions of the 

present. Her struggle bears itself upon the wall beneath the light switch, across her dresser 

drawers, and, perhaps most devastatingly, on the door itself and its handle.  

 

An assistant of Strassheim’s recounts the process:  

 

Right now we are waiting for the victim’s blood to luminesce in reaction to the 

chemical…we can’t be sure where the evidence will appear so we remain 

motionless, paying attention for shifts in light.  

 

For a few moments, we wonder aloud to each other if we’ve applied the chemical 

correctly. Then, too slowly and faintly to be sure it is happening, a glow emerges 

from the darkness… As more light registers, a teenage girl’s bedroom transforms 

into a crime scene. The glowing tableau of blood residue depicts a murder by 

gunshot but cannot tell the story of what led up to it. The spirit of that story lies in 

the metamorphosis of the room… 
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We are watching (the girls murder) play out in front of us in stains of light. Where 

there was blood, there is blood again. But there has been no gunshot; there have 

been no screams. We have summoned the spectre of a violent event….  

 

We get to work quickly to make the photograph before the effect fades. The 

exposures last thirty minutes, which gives us time more time to consider the room. 

Because the chemical reacts with both blood and bleach what we are truly seeing is 

both evidence of the crime and a record of attempts to undo it… Here in the 

bedroom, the past hovers, waiting to disclose itself again, like evidence.  

 

The notion of the spectral has long haunted the ontology of the photograph.  Scholar 

Eduardo Cadava writes of the photograph’s mortifying allegorical weight, which through the 

writings of theorists such as Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer and Roland Barthes 

bespeaks modernity’s enfolding of death into life. With reference to Benjamin Cadava tells 

us; “Photography is a mode of bereavement.” Kracauer, in turn, mused of photography; 

“The image wanders ghost-like through the present…Ghostly apparitions occur only in 

places where a terrible deed has been committed.” In Evidence, the unflinching emergence 

of the ‘terrible deed’ constitutes a literal apparition, an appearance, etymologically 

speaking, or to go back even further to the 15th century origination of the word, an 

‘unclosing.’ The traces brought into presence in Evidence are ‘unclosed’ only through the 

medial intervention of a chemical. And, in turn, these traces can only be inscribed as image 

through the alchemical agency of photography. In this sense Evidence exemplifies the pure 

hauntological properties peculiar to the medium. But while Evidence has intense 

metaphorical value, what these images contain is no metaphor. These are visions made 

possible by the precise technicality of forensic procedure. These images enable us to 

imaginatively reference the lost, but in and of themselves they have no recourse to referent; 

they speak solely of, to recall Foucault, ‘their own organic structures’, and of ‘the spaces that 

articulate them.’ Yet the way that Strassheim makes the objective scrutiny of forensic 

imaging available to the affective registers of photography as an art form does so much 

more than re-confirm the general phantasmal nature of the photograph. These photographs 

flip the ontological argument. They breathe life into death; they animate who has been not 

in a funerary sense, as memorial, but as vivification. In Camera Lucida, Barthes muses upon 

the significance of alchemy to the invention of photography. As a medium capable of 
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recovering by the sensitive action of light and precious metal a vision of something or 

someone “that-has-been”, photography, he claims, owes its origination to the chemists.4 

The photograph offers an emanate encounter with the “missing body”, the loved body, the 

one from whom “proceed radiations which ultimately touch me…”5 The photographic image 

itself, through its alchemical derivation, thus constitutes the material evidence of life having 

been there. But at the same time, Barthes identifies the passage of light as a revelatory 

medium, a conduit of ‘unclosing’, which charges the past into being through the vitality of 

substances. As Barthes writes, the light emitted from the “body of the photographed 

thing…is here a carnal medium, a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed.”6 In 

Evidence, what Barthes describes as the “scientific circumstance”7 of photography channel 

an ordinarily invisible yet undeniably physical reality into radiant presence. 

 

Strassheim invites her viewer to connect, with a loving gaze, something subjective to the 

resilient traces “expressed” by the medium of light of these once loved yet now absent 

subjects. The rush of blood that pulses at the temples when we look at these photographs is 

echoed in the splashes and spillages that linger with chilling beauty about the closed rooms 

and still furniture. Absence is full with presence, and we are forced to confront the dreadful 

possibilities of humankind’s darkest and all too often unspoken capacities with the space to 

think, the generosity of time, freed of the strictures of codification, released from the 

trappings of signification. Reflecting on Evidence, Barbara Butcher, a forensic consultant in 

the New York City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, writes of the palpability of absence 

as presence; “in these pictures we are made part of the secret and the feeling, and we will 

see and feel absence as surely as though we were there when it became.” In Evidence we 

encounter the scene of the crime, as Strassheim writes, “on two levels; it is both an 

accurate, tragic, and dramatic transcription of the event and a mysterious backdrop onto 

which one can project their imagination.”8  

 

 

                                                
4 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (London: Vintage, 2000), 
p.80 
 
5 Ibid 
 
6 Ibid, p.81 
 
7 Ibid, p.80 
 
8 Angela Strassheim, ‘Evidence’ (2009) Courtesy of the artist.  
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