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Simpson began practicing photography in the 1970s, when she was travelling to 
countries like Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States. The photos she took on 
these trips were how she became aware of her artistic talents and are some of her first images 
shown publicly. On later trips to Europe, Morocco, Jamaica, and many more, Simpson began 
developing her work further by training herself to see images in everyday events and social 
rituals, creating a connection between subjects and places with her images. In 1978, Simpson 
enrolled at an art school in New York, and later attended graduate school in San Diego in 1982. 
San Diego was where Simpson’s work began to transform while she was enrolled at the 
University of California.  

Simpson’s early portraits are made to fit into a very specific time period, the subjects 
and materials she uses in her photographs dictate their time and place. She explores culture 
with her photos, and the different aspects, such as the people or the clothing, that make up 
that culture. Simpson also explores how the subjects in her images interact with each other and 
with the environment around them. Common themes that appear in Simpson’s early work are a 
struggle for power and control over representation.  

During her time in San Diego, Simpson began focusing on the analysis of intermedia and 
the relationship between the performative act and the camera. Her documentary style of work 
was invested in historical truth, meaning the stereotypes and clichés that were believed by 
society as a whole. Simpson uses her later portraits to address race (bringing African American 
history into many images), gender, and the body (typically women’s bodies). She often uses text 
with her work and her goal is to complicate and subvert the viewer’s expectations. By 
introducing text, her images started resembling film stills and, along with connecting language 
and visual form, she started creating photos that did not resemble a certain person or event. 
Common themes in her later work also include violence and identity, and she often works with 
repeating images or with a series.  

Simpson’s images bring up many issues, for example, she could have an image of a 
woman’s neck and torso, possible an exploration of the female body. Looking closer, we see 
that the woman is black, which brings up issues from African American history of lynching; a 
rope tied around the neck. Then Simpson adds text to her image saying “prints, signs of entry, 
and marks” now bringing up issues of violence and sexual assault. Simpson brings up these 
topics as her way of commenting on current and past controversies.  

Not only does Simpson practice photography, but also film and video, painting, 
sculpture, and collage. Her works have been in many exhibitions and are also part of collections 
at many museums, like the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Simpson has received many 
awards and fellowships, with her most recent awards granted just last year in 2018.  

An example of one of Simpson’s earlier photographs during her travels is titled Rodeo 
Caldonia (1), and demonstrates how she started off by capturing her subjects while they were 
naturally interacting in their environment. Three Seated Figures (2) is an example of her later 
work, that is discussed in an earlier paragraph, that focuses more on the female body and 



includes text as well as multiple panels. Another example of her later work is titled Stereo Styles 
(3).  
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