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… notice the objects you notice. …  Or put another way:
make objects that talk—and then listen to them.

David Bayles and Ted Orland, Art & Fear:
Observations On the Perils (and Rewards) of Artmaking (1994)
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Can I be this adaptive?
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Is it my DNA?
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Balance itself is a goal.
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I turn towards the sun.
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There are no days off.
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I never felt asymmetrical before.
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Artist Statement—Semaphore
By Torrance York
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Semaphore examines the shift in my perspective after having 
been diagnosed seven years ago with Parkinson’s disease. 
Through images, I consider what it means to integrate this 
life-altering information into my sense of self. What does 
acceptance look like?

Post diagnosis, everyday items and experiences take on new 
meaning. New tasks top my “to do” list each day. Simple 
tools now present a challenge. Uncertainty pervades the pe-
riphery surfacing my vulnerability. As I look around me, the 
branches of trees become networks of neurons or resemble 
tendons in my wrist imaged by an MRI. Acknowledging these 
signals facilitates the process of adaptation.

Optimism holds the key for me right now. Light, always an 
inspiration, illuminates a path for me to follow. And I go. 
With this project, I aim to connect with others whose jour-
neys also require growth, patience and perseverance to move 
forward.



Torrance York’s Fabric of Light
By Rebecca Senf, PhD
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Semaphore brings together several threads of photographs, 
images, and words to create an experience that alludes to the 
disorientation of receiving a Parkinson’s disease diagnosis and 
Torrance York’s subsequent process towards radical acceptance. 
Forgive my directness, but hopefully you have already viewed 
York’s work, compiled from a collection of images, woven 
together, building one upon another, culminating in a gentle 
but profound conclusion.

York’s work is quiet, luminous, generous, quivering. She has 
been plunged into an experience some might describe as 
dark, or narrow, or claustrophobic. But that’s not how she 
characterizes it for us. Being forced to examine and accept 
her mortality—the literal existential challenge each one of us 
will face—she comes back to us with tales of profound obser-
vation, of questions and considerations, of careful slowness, 
and always there is light. As she faces her illness, she has 
focused her attention like a restorative meditation on making 
photographs of what she sees, of the fragments that fill her 
field of vision, recording a complex network of emotions that 
are positive and melancholy and hopeful and sad from the 
moments, and days, and feelings that comprise her life now. 
She describes it thus, “What feels good about these pictures 
is that the images name the experience somewhat, and that 
is so satisfying. The photograph moves it out of me and into a 
form that other people can receive.” With each photograph, 
York is building a visual terminology for this journey she’s on, 
which allows her to, quite literally, live life on her own terms.

While I appreciate this body of work for the ways in which it 
speaks both specifically about York’s grappling with Parkinson’s 
and more generally about moving through a challenging and 
life-altering process, she makes enough specific allusions to 
Parkinson’s that it seems worth sharing a description derived 
from several sources about its characteristics, cause, and 
prevalence: Parkinson’s disease is a neurodegenerative motor 
disorder that affects predominantly dopamine-producing 

neurons in the area of the brain called the substantia nigra. 
The symptoms typically develop slowly over years, and the 
disease’s progression is often different from one person to 
another. The primary motor symptoms are tremor, slowness 
of movement, stiffness, and difficulty with walking and balance. 
Other non-motor symptoms may include depression, anxiety, 
memory or sleep problems, loss of smell and fatigue, among 
others. The cause of Parkinson’s disease remains largely 
unknown. Although there are medications and surgical treat-
ments to alleviate the symptoms, there is no cure. Research 
has shown exercise to relieve some of the motor symptoms and 
potentially even help slow the disease's progression. Today ten 
million people live with Parkinson’s worldwide and according 
to a 2018 article in JAMA Neurology, which refers to a Par-
kinson’s pandemic, the disease is currently the world’s fastest 
growing brain disorder.

In her artist statement, York references the idea of accep-
tance. Acceptance has become something of a feel-good 
mantra present in TED talks, self-help podcasts, and social 
media memes. But within York’s lived experience, the notion 
of acceptance is a complicated one. It is not resignation; it 
is not giving up. But more importantly, it is not fixed. One 
doesn’t achieve acceptance; it’s not a place where you arrive 
and then stay. Acceptance is an ongoing process, a moving 
target, a state that you can always be approaching but never 
fully inhabit. We describe what artists do as a practice, and 
likewise, acceptance is the goal of a practice, an intangible, 
nebulous goal that offers the promise of harmony.

The images themselves build threads, and together they 
suggest a complex, interwoven fabric. One thread of images 
is the clearly medicalized pictures—images that reveal the 
body’s inner workings, but only to the initiated who know 
how to read them. The simple x-rays are joined by complex 
imaging technology, revealing a skull filled with light gray 
regions and little red dots around the periphery. Seeing these 
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images intertwined with portraits and images of home and 
environment assert that these diagnostic pictures are part of 
York’s visual vocabulary now; her daily life includes visions of 
her insides, the product of tests, technology, and a complex 
health care system. To most viewers of this book, this group 
of pictures means illness, or doctor’s offices, or hospital 
appointments, or just a sense of deep anxiety. How often do 
pictures like these symbolize anything to be happy about? 
For York, the “x-ray and MRI images represent both discovery 
and the promise of useful information. Furthermore, human 
anatomy is incredible: the intricacy of the skeleton and the 
‘perfection’ of naturally occurring shapes such as the spherical 
form of the humerus head in the shoulder joint.” 

Interwoven throughout the book are pictures of the human 
body. Lush grey hair, hands interlocked with younger hands, 
a body folded forward into a hug, a bruised foot, a strangely 
frozen opening in the skin, outstretched hands, a veined and 
pedicured foot, body pressed against body, an arm floating in 
a sudsy tub. Through these pictures we are invited to con-
sider our physical selves, the flesh and blood that gives us 
presence in the world. It seems impossible to be unaware of 
our own bodies, and yet, it also seems likely that many of us 
take for granted the miraculous way the body works and all 
the processes—digestion, respiration, healing, circulation, 
thought, growth, reflex, hearing, sight—that happen without 
our conscious awareness. York’s images inspire a series of 
questions for me. Is a body the seat of the soul? A temple to 
be cherished? A frustratingly mortal vessel destined to betray 
us? All of these? All of these within a single day? 

Pictures of nature—including nests, branches, flower petals, 
a sprouting seed, bark peeling from a tree—suggest a temporal 
progression. Life starts cradled in the safety of a nest or can 
be seen taking form as a single shoot curls up and away from 
the rich nutrients of a seed. Petals gently cup, attracting 
attention and drawing pollinators into the rich abundance 

of its blossoms. Branches do all manner of things: in spring 
they fill with flowers to propagate, in summer they are thick 
with leaves, photosynthesizing and making food, in winter 
they harbor a coating of ice, and at any time they can peel, 
reflecting a myriad of potential issues from aging to damage, 
from infestation to decline. These aspects of the natural world 
become analogies for the seasons of our lives, the passages of 
our own health, the natural inevitability of cycles and changes 
that are happening constantly all around us, and simultane-
ously within.

Another thread of York’s work includes details from daily life, 
presented to push against our expectations of how these 
scenes typically look. She uses framing, cropping, and unusual 
camera angles to force us to closely examine her pictures just 
to understand what we see—and even then we might not be 
able to discern the subject. Children’s developmental toys—
blocks, tangrams, red and white Cuisenaire rods, and balls—
become stand-ins for feelings of imbalance, asymmetry,  
disorder. Once used to refine motor skills, develop spatial 
reasoning, and learn math concepts, they are now arranged 
to suggest the reversing of the process. Throughout, light 
presses in from the edges, pouring in around the seams of a 
cardboard box, casting shadows and throwing reflections, fil-
tering in through windows, wrapping around a tower of blocks, 
caressing all manner of subject and making it visible and lovely 
to behold. Often this light interacts with the camera lens to 
create magical effects, mysterious beams and globes of col-
or, abstract shapes that wouldn’t exist if observed in person 
by the eye, and phantom forms present just for the camera. 

And then there are the hints. Precious few words are sprin-
kled throughout the book. The epigraph reads “… notice the 
objects you notice. … Or put another way: make objects that 
talk—and then listen to them.” The quote is from Art & Fear, 
Ted Orland and David Bayles’ 1994 publication. Art & Fear is 
a collection of essays written by two photographers about art 
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making, and the short passage York offers here was originally 
intended to guide artists to use their process as a teacher, to 
let their own production lead to further production, to offer 
a point of introspection and growth. Orland and Bayles (who is 
living with Parkinson's disease) are instructors as well as makers, 
and their advice is simultaneously profound, gentle, and 
encouraging. Nearly three decades after its publication, as a 
curator I frequently recommend this slim volume to photo- 
graphers starting out, as it points to the value of the practice, 
for none of us can be assured of making something great, but 
if we have a reliable practice that serves our expressive ends, 
then that is of tremendous value.

York has had that very thing happen to her. She says, “it’s 
been such a revelation to make the work. It’s not as though 
I don’t still feel the weight of Parkinson’s, but it feels like a 
victory each time I find an image that encapsulates some-
thing that I feel. Making photographs of a specific sensation 
or concern gives it form, brings it into focus, and allows me to 
begin to manage it. Feelings become actionable intelligence. 
For example, recognizing a weakness creates the opportunity 
to build strength to compensate. Having that power provides 
me with a sense of agency. Instead of this process happening 
to me, I become actively engaged in shaping the trajectory.” 
She describes the project as equal parts discovery and an 
impulse to share. She goes on to ask of the book, “could my 
process help someone else on their own journey? I have adop- 
ted tools and learned important lessons from the wonderful 
advisors and peers I have connected with in my community. 
Can this book support another person learning to live with 
their situation, whatever that may be?”

Beyond retaining Orland and Bayles’ original meaning, their 
quote also takes on the quality of advice to York’s readers—
what do these objects say to us? How has York, our guide, 
created clues in her photographs for how she now sees the 
world? Clues that are available to us and can be read in myriad 

ways. How open can we be to an experience unfamiliar to us? 
Or to one possibly reviled and feared? Parkinson’s disease is 
something people hope never to know first-hand and may not 
even want to think about. Can we set aside that fear and open 
ourselves to welcoming the perspective that York is offering?

On page 26, York begins to share morsels of thought. 
Questions, mantras, observations, truths. Twenty-nine words. 
Just spare gifts in our process through the book that act like 
breadcrumbs along the path. They offer opportunities to focus 
our own observations as we listen to her objects, as we work 
to see the fabric her multiple threads are weaving:

  Can I be this adaptive?
  Is it my DNA?
  Balance itself is a goal.
  I turn towards the sun.
  There are no days off.
  I never felt asymmetrical before.

She concludes the book with a short statement that provides 
the reveal; as York says, “Semaphore examines the shift in 
my perspective after having been diagnosed seven years ago 
with Parkinson’s disease.” The fabric is set aside and the artist 
explains her position, her motive, her goal. As with the entire 
undertaking, there is no excess or waste, nothing peripheral 
or superfluous. Just the truth, bathed in light, visible but only 
comprehensible if you make space to let it in.
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