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Discovering AmericA 
through the minute:
vernon mccombs’ AmericAn DiorAmA
interview by Allison remy hall

Vernon Lamont McCombs is a Chicago-
based multidisciplinary artist working in 
photography, film, and printmaking. He 
has a BA in film and video from Columbia 
College Chicago. He photographs mass 
manufactured objects that have been 
subverted in some way. Often the subversion 
comes from placing the items in artificial 
environments and scenarios created to 
further construct and re-contextualize their 
banality. This work is McCombs’ effort to 
make larger than life something so common.

Perversion Magazine: Tell me about 
yourself. How did you realize you 
were an artist?

Vernon McCombs: Well, I grew up in 
Chicago on the South Side. I have two 
older brothers—I’m the baby of the family. 
I attended Columbia College and got my 
BA in film and media, but I actually started 
doing photography a little bit before I got 
into college. I started taking photography 
classes at a traditional black and white 
darkroom and eventually ended up interning 

there. And basically that’s where I sort of 
found myself as an artist and really got 
interested in a bunch of different styles and 
techniques. 

PM: Was it something you’d ever 
thought about before?

VM: No. That’s the funny thing. I never 
thought about it before. I just decided to 
take the classes, and then the internship 
happened. And it’s just something I really fell 
in love with. I think part of it was because 
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there’s this aspect of science to it. Science 
and chemistry. And I love that stuff. I think 
that’s what attracted me to the internship 
initially, and then when I got there, I 
suddenly saw all these amazing photographs 
by a bunch of brilliant artists from years past 
and what they were trying to communicate 
through their images. That was something I 
was terribly interested in, so that’s what got 
me hooked.

PM: Not a lot of people have 
darkroom experience anymore.

VM: It’s one of those things I’m realizing. 
People use Instagram, and they’re using all 
of these effects that emulate what happens 
naturally in the darkroom. And I learned 
that stuff. 

I know how to dodge and burn a print. 
I know how to do split filter printing. 
Image toning. I just think it’s cool to have 
that history, and it’s been invaluable to my 
current practices. And it’s funny that we use 

terribly complex and powerful machines—
cell phones—to create artificially analog 
effects.

PM: Do you still shoot analog?

VM: I still have my film cameras, but 
largely everything I shoot now is digital, 
mostly because of the cost, and time. It’s 
much easier to shoot something and see the 
result immediately. But I still have my film 
cameras, one of which is medium format. I 
really want to do more film work, but I just 
haven’t had the time or money. I do have a 
bunch of negatives that I’m
interested in scanning. Over the years 
I’ve photographed a bunch of weird and 
interesting things. Back during that period 
when I was starting out, I wasn’t focused on 
any series or themes—more just what I was 
interested in. There has to be some content 
worth mining in those images. So yeah, in 
that way, maybe I’ll end up back in film, but 
I’ll be converting it to a digital format and 
interacting with it that way.

PM: How did you find your 
direction? American Diorama is a 
very specific subject and theme, 
and I’m curious about how you went 
from following your instinct to 
pursuing more thematic work.

VM: I spent a period of months wracking 
my brain about what project I could pursue 
that I could remain interested in. That’s 
the thing—it’s very easy to start something 
that you think is interesting, and then stop 
because you get bored. So in thinking about 
that, I just realized that I’m tremendously 
interested in the things that are normal 
and common that we see everyday, things 
that are so in the background of our lives 
that they aren’t important anymore. I was 
interested in the notion of playing with 
those things to give them importance and 
weight. I want people see these objects for 
the first time again. I also want to subvert 
these objects with artificial environments 
and scenarios.
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PM: It seems like there’s something 
political about that, especially 
with something like a cigarette 
box. Am I off base?

VM: There is that intention there. 
In choosing the subject matter and 
compositions, I’m definitely thinking about 
the relationships of things. I’m building 
these sort of idealized natural landscapes and 
putting these things that are clearly man-
made in these landscapes. I’m interested in 
the juxtaposition between the object and 
its apparent environment and the automatic 
emotional responses it evokes. I’m interested 
in the reactions that happen when you see a 
cigarette box on top of a mountain. The fact 
that it’s a cigarette box means something. 
The fact that french fries are taller than 
trees means something. The fact that the 
viewer is narrowly avoiding being stepped 
on by a giant sneaker means something. The 
environments are supposed to be natural, but 
clearly everything about it is artificial. This 
series is about how these ideas relate to each 
other. I don’t ever want to be obvious about 
what the relationship is, or be overt in my 
thinking about it. Surely the fun is figuring 
it out or fighting over the meaning.

PM: So you’re leaving it up to the 
audience.

VM: Yeah.

PM: When you’re building the 
dioramas, how do you feel about 
that? Is it just the thing you do 
before the picture? Or is it more 
performative? Does it have any 
significance?

VM: When I decided to do this part of 
the series, it was because I wanted to do 
something physical as a part of the work. It’s 
very strange. It’s so different than any way 
I’ve thought about photography before.

PM: Considering your analog 
background, it’s not that 
surprising.

VM: That’s true. I like this idea that someone 
had to construct the sets. There’s just 
something to the physicality of actually 
building and creating a composition—
turning a landscape that’s only 2’ x 2’ into 
something that seems much bigger, and 

playing with scale so that these objects seem 
life-sized. Everything you see in the frame 
has to be considered and has some purpose. 
Also, there’s a reference to traditional 
product photography.

PM: I was going to ask whether the 
stylized feel of your photos is 
intentional.

VM: I’ve been working on this series for 
a year and a half, so in the midst of doing 
a bunch of different pictures, that style 
just sort of emerged. There’s this product 
photography aspect to it, which is weird, 
because what does Marlboro have to do with 
a landscape? If these were purely product 
shots they’d be very odd, but they do have 
that look. It’s photographed in that style, 
and I like the ambiguity of that. There’s an 
element of misdirection to it, and I love that.

PM: Can I ask about your movies? I 
feel like they’re a bit different 
in style to your photos—more 
gritty, while your photos tend 
to be a little cleaner. It’s 
interesting that there’s such an 
aesthetic divide.

VM: The videos are different in the sense 
that there’s a visual roughness, but there is 
this aspect of mass production in the video. 
I’m interested in the idea that the video is 
shot from a toy camera that was this mass-
produced commercial item. I think the 
emphasis on commercial mass production 
and iconography is the similarity to my 
photos—that pixelated grittiness was, at one 
point, this mass-produced visual reference 
for millions of kids. I think there’s a 
continuity in the theme of mass production 
between my photo and video work.

PM: Tell me more about your 
interest in mass production. 

VM: It’s pretty positive. Neutral to positive. 
I’m not a critic of commercialism or mass 
production. It genuinely is just interesting 
to me and raises a million questions. I think 
there are plenty of things that I just don’t 
have an opinion about when it comes to 
commercial products. Take something like 
an iPhone—nothing about that interests 
me in terms of art, but something like a 
Nintendo controller does, even though, 
in some ways, both objects are completely 

similar. And my interest is definitely related 
to positive associations, so I’m not negative 
or critical.

PM: That sounds almost nostalgic.

VM: It’s funny, because I wouldn’t consider 
myself to be sentimental, but yes, I think so.

PM: Do you have anything coming 
up? What are you working on now?

VM: I do. I have three pieces in a group show 
in Madison, WI at the Overture. They’re 
20” x 30”, really extreme close-ups of my 
skin. It’s for a show that is about racial 
inequalities in Dane County, Wisconsin. 

PM: Is that show in response to 
some of the recent tragedies 
across America?

VM: Yes, I think so. I actually made the 
work specifically for it. The pieces are about 
how skin and its simple repeating textures, 
forms, shades, and hues can instantaneously 
stir both deep desires and fears. I wanted 
to force viewers to contemplate why that 
blank canvas can move us so uncontrollably. 
I’ll also have three pieces in a show called 
What’s Yours Is Mine in Chicago. Another 
thing I’m working on is a project proposal 
for a residency at Columbia College. 
Basically, I want to propose a project that’s 
about mass surveillance, but specifically 
about facial recognition technology. In the 
past few years, the emphasis has gone from 
collecting metadata to collecting images of 
people—video, audio, that sort of thing. In 
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researching how some of these technologies 
work, I came across the fact that some 
algorithms use only twenty-one points on 
a person’s face to identify who they are. 
The fact that a person’s face can be reduced 
to twenty-one data points fascinates me 
endlessly. I created a piece that was about 
that, and it really inspired the idea for the 
residency.

PM: That sounds like it’s going to 
be a really interesting project.

VM: I know I won’t get bored of it. 

PM: Can you give me more specifics 

about what you’re thinking of 
doing?

VM: I definitely want to do more portraits 
that illustrate how facial recognition 
algorithms see, but there are two different 
angles I want to explore—seeing things from 
the point of view of the surveilled, and from 
the point of view of surveiller.

PM: I hope it all comes to fruition. It’s 
definitely relevant. I mean, the NSA is 
probably watching us talk right now.

VM: Probably. The moment I submit this 
proposal, my life is over. (laughs)


