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ELLEN CAREY 
 
 
BORN 1952, New York City, NY 

 
 

EDUCATION 
 
1978  MFA, State University of New York at Buffalo, Buffalo, NY 
 
1975  BFA, Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO 
 
 
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS 
 
2018   Solo Exhibition, Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, TX (forthcoming) 
 
2017   Dings & Shadows, M+B, Los Angeles, CA 
 
2015  Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits, M+B, Los Angeles, CA 
 
2014  Let There Be Light: The Black Swans of Ellen Carey, Akus Gallery, Eastern Connective  
  State, Willimantic, CT 
 
2009 Struck by Light: Ellen Carey (1992-2009), Saint Joseph University Art Gallery, West 
 Hartford, CT 
 
2004 Photography Degree Zero/Matrix #153, Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford,  
 CT (brochure)  
 
2002  Mourning Wall/Birthday Portrait, Museum of Contemporary Photography, Columbia  
  College, Chicago, IL (brochure)  
  Photography Degree Zero: New/Now, New Britain Museum of American Art, New Britain, CT 
 
2001  Mourning Wall, Pamela Auchincloss Project Space, NY, NY 
 
2000  Mourning Wall/Family Portrait/Birthday Portrait, Real Art Ways, Hartford, CT 
 
1997  Family Portrait/ Birthday Portrait, Cleveland Center for Contemporary Art, Cleveland, OH 
 
1992 Back to the Future: The Work of Ellen Carey, The National Academy of Sciences, 

Washington, DC (catalogue) 
 
1987  Ellen Carey: Survey 1978-1986, International Center for Photography, NY, NY 
 
1986  Self-Portraits in Polaroid 20 X 24, Real Art Ways, Hartford, CT 
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1985  Concord Gallery, New York, NY 
 
1984  Texas Gallery, New York, NY 
1983 Memorial Union Art Gallery, University of California, Davis, CA 
 
1982  University Art Museum, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 
 
1981  Painted Photograph: Figures & Forms, Concord Gallery, New York, NY 
 
1978  Painted Self-Portraits, HallWalls, Buffalo, NY 
 
1976  Ellen Carey & Cindy Sherman: Photo Bus Show, CEPA Gallery, Niagara Frontier Transit 
   System, Buffalo, NY 
 
 
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS 
 
2019 The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, MIT Museum, 
 Cambridge, MA (forthcoming) 
 
2017 The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, WestLicht Museum for 
 Photography, Vienna (forthcoming) 
 re:collection, Museum of Contemporary Photography, Chicago, IL 
 The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, Amon Carter Museum, 
 Fort Worth, TX  
 
2016 Changed, Ricco Maresca Gallery, New York, NY 
 Next Wave Art, Brooklyn Academy of Music, Brooklyn, NY 
 Fresh: KCAI Alumni, The Epsten Gallery, Kansas City Art Institute, KS 
 Photography is Magic, Aperture Gallery, New York, NY 
 big nothing, curated by Richard Caldicott, Sous Les Etoiles, New York, NY 
 Stopping Down, two-person show with Judy Coleman, Be-hold, Yonkers, NY 
 Chemistry: Explorations in Abstract Photography, Garrison Art Center, Garrison, NY 
 Collected, Pier 24 Photography, San Francisco, CA 
 The Unbearable Lightness - The 1980s, Photography, Film, Centre Georges Pompidou, 
 Paris 
 Matter of Memory: Photography as Object in the Digital Age, George Eastman Museum 
 (GEM),  Rochester, NY 
 
2015  The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, Massachusetts Institute  

of Technology (MIT), Cambridge, MA 
Photography Sees the Surface, curated by Aspen Mays, Higher Pictures, New York, NY 

  Part Picture, curated by Chris Wiley, Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art, 
  Toronto, Canada 
 
2014  Altarations: Built, Blended, Processed, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL  
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(Catalogue)   
After Life, Luckman Gallery/Fine Arts Center, California State University/Los Angeles 

 
2013-2014 The Polaroid Years: instant Photography and Experimentation, Frances Lehman Loeb 
  Art Center, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY; Norton Museum, Palm Beach, FL; 

curator Mary-Kay Lombino; book w/illustrations/tour/reviews 
  A Democracy of Images: Photographs from the Smithsonian American Art Museum, 

Washington, D.C.; brochure with illustrations; SAAM curator: Merry Foresta 
 
2009-2014        The Edge of Vision: The Rise of Abstraction in Photography, Aperture Foundation, NY 
 
2012  Wish You Were Here: The Buffalo Avant-Garde in the 1970s, Albright-Knox Art Gallery,  
  Buffalo, NY; catalogue w/illustrations/reviews; AKAG curator Heather Pesanti 
  Focus: New Photography Acquisitions, New Britain Museum of American Art, CT 
 
2011 Process(ing), Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin, Paris, FR  

The Minimalist Aesthetic, The Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT 
Recollection: Thirty Years of Photography at The New York Public Library, New York, NY 

2009  Color Field Photography, The Princeton Arts Council, Princeton, NJ (brochure) 
 
2006  femme brut (e), Lyman Allyn Art Museum, New London, CT (catalogue) 
  The Persistence of Geometry, Cleveland Museum of Art, OH (catalogue, cover ill) 
  Shifting Terrains, Wadsworth Atheneum Musem of Art, Hartford, CT (brochure) 
 
2003  This is Not a Photograph, DePaul University (Chicago); UNorth Texas (Denton); Bowling 
  Green University (OH); UC La Jolla Art Gallery (CA); Bayle Art Museum, 
  Charlottesville (VA); College Art Gallery, Northfield, MN (catalogue); Pamela 
  Auchincloss Projects, NY   
 
2002  American Visions: Highlights from the Photography Collection, Whitney Museum, NY  
  (book)   
 
2000  American Perspectives: Photographs from The Polaroid Collection, Tokyo Metropolitan 

Museum of photography, Tokyo, Japan (book) 
 
1997  Eye of the Beholder: The Avon Collection, International Center for Photography, NY, NY 
 
1996  From Transition to Abstraction, Center for Photography at Woodstock, NY 
 
1995  Moholy-Nagy and Present Company, Museum at The Chicago Art Institute, Chicago, IL 
  Abstract Photographs, Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD 
 
1994  Issues and Identities: Recent Acquisitions in Contemporary Photography, Museum of the  
  Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 
  Life Lessons, The Museum at the Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL (brochure) 
 
1994-1993 Fiction of the Self, curated by Michael Coblyn and Trevor Richardson, Weatherspoon  
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  Gallery, University of North Carolina, Greensboro, NC; Herter Art Gallery,  
  University of Massachusetts, Amherst MA; Palazzo de Exhibitions, Rome, Italy; 

 Museum of Modern Art, Nice, France (catalogue/tour 1993 – 1994) 
 
1993-1991 Departures Photography 1923–1990, Independent Curators Inc. (ICI) by Edmund  

Yankov/Andy Grundberg, catalogue/tour: Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Art Gallery,  
College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA; Denver Museum of Art, CO; Joslyn  
Art Museum, Omaha, NE; Pittsburgh Center for the Arts, Pittsburgh, PA (1991– 
1993) 

 
1991  Mixing the Medium: Beyond Silver Photography, Fogg Art Museum at Harvard University, 
  Cambridge, MA (brochure) 
  The Ruttenberg Collection, Museum of the Art Institute of Chicago, IL 
 
1990  Selections 5, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France (catalogue) 
 
1989  Fotografie, Wissenschaft und neue Technologien, Kunstmuseum, Dusseldorf, GR  

(catalogue) 
The Photography of Invention: American Pictures of the 1980’s, National Museum of  
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC (tour / book) 

 
1988  Appropriation and Syntax: Uses of Photography in Contemporary Art, Brooklyn Museum,  
  Brooklyn, NY  

Complexity and Contradictions, Zilka Art Gallery, Wesleyan University, Middletown, CT 
  New Surrealism, The Catskill Center for Photography, Woodstock, NY (catalogue) 
 
1987  Poetic Injury: The Surrealist legacy in Postmodern Photography, Alternative Museum, NY 
  Portrayals, International Center of Photography Midtown, NY, NY (catalogue) 
  Spirals of Artificiality, Hallwalls, Buffalo, NY (catalogue) 
 
1986  Modern Art at Harvard, Sackler Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 

P, 303 Gallery, NYC 
Self Portrait/Photography (1840–1985), National Portrait Gallery, London UK (catalogue) 

 
1985  KCAI Centennial, The Nelson Atkins Museum, Kansas City, MO 
 
1984  HallWalls/Ten Years, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, NY (catalogue)  

The Heroic Figure, 17th Saõ Paulo Biennial, Rio de Janeiro Museum of Modern Art, Rio  
de Janeiro, Brazil (SA & NA tour/catalogue); curated by Linda Cathcart  

 
1983  Contemporary Self-Portraiture in Photography, MIT Hayden Art Gallery, Cambridge, MA 
  Three Dimensional Photographs, Castelli Graphics, New York, NY 

Pace/MacGill, NY, NY 
 
1982  Altered States, University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana, IL 

Contemporary Photography as Phantasy, Santa Barbara Museum of Art, CA  
  (tour/catalogue) 
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  Photo Start, The Bronx Museum, Bronx, NY (catalogue) 
  Some Contemporary Portraits, The Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX  
 
1981  Carey, Dwyer, Simmons, Skoglund, Texas Gallery, Houston, TX 

The Markers, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA (catalogue) 
Photo, Metro Pictures, NYC, NY 
Points of Departure, Barbara Gladstone Gallery, NYC, NY 
Contemporary Photography, Fogg Art Museum at Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 

 
1980  HallWalls/Five Years, The New Museum, NYC, NY (catalogue) 
  The Hoffer Memorial Collection, Picker Art Gallery, Colgate University, Hamilton, NY 
 
1979  Altered photographs, P.S.1/Center for Urban Resources, Long Island, City, NY 

Ellen Carey, Larry Williams, Marcia Resnick, Chicago Center for Contemporary  
  Photography, IL 
 
1977  In Western New York, Albright-Knox Gallery (AKAG), Buffalo, NY (catalogue) 
  Where N/ When, HallWalls, Buffalo, NY 
1976  Images of Women, Portland Museum of Art, Portland, ME 
  Recent Portraiture, Renaissance Society of University of Chicago, Chicago, IL (brochure) 
 
1975  Colorado National, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO 
  Five Women Photographers, CEPA Gallery, Buffalo, NY 
 
1974  First Light, Humboldt State University, Eureka, CA 
  Subject: Women, Spencer Museum of Art, University of Lawrence, KS 
 
 
ARTIST TALKS & LECTURES 
 
2017  Artist Lecture, Amon Carter Museum, TX 
 
 
BOOKS, CATALOGUES, PERIODICALS 

Adrian, Dennis. Recent Portraiture. Renaissance Society of the University of Chicago, IL; 1976; brochure 
Bannon, Anthony. Painterly Photographs. Washington Projects for the Arts (WPA), D.C.; March15- 
May 1, 1980; catalogue with illustrations 
Cathcart, Linda L. The Heroic Figure. Rio De Janeiro Museum of Modern Art, Brazil; U.S. Information  
Agency and The Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX: 1984-1985 (tour): catalogue w/illustrations 
Cathcart, Linda L. The New Photography. The Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX,  
January 17 -February 22, 1981; booklet with illustrations 
Cathcart, Linda L. HallWalls: Five Years. New Museum, NY; Washington Projects for the Arts (WPA), 
Washington D.C.; A Space, Toronto, CAN; Upton Gallery, SUNY at Buffalo, NY; 1979-1980; catalogue/ill 
Coke, Van Deren. The Markers. San Francisco MoMA CA; May 29-July 26, 1981; catalogue w/ill 
Coleman, A. D. Photofusion. Pratt Manhattan Center, NY; January 12-31,1981; catalogue w/illustrations 
Coleman, A. D.  The Grotesque in Photography. Ridge Press and Summit Books; March 1977; book w/ill  
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Denson, G. R.  Figures: Forms and Expressions. Albright-Knox Art Gallery (AKAG), Buffalo, NY; 
November 30, 1981-January 3, 1982; catalogue/illustrations 
Denson, Robert. Poetic Injury: The Surrealist Legacy in Post-Modern Photography. The Alternative 
Museum, NY; pp. 14, 20, 36; catalogue/ illustrations 
Fleischer, Donna. The Black Swans of Ellen Carey: Of Necessary Poetic Realities. Akus Gallery (ECSU) 
Eastern Connecticut State University (ECSU), Willimantic, CT; January 9-February 20, 2014; cat/ill 
Frascella, Lawrence. Aperture. Technology and Transformation, Aperture Foundation, NY; #106, 
Spring1987, back cover 
Grundberg, Andy. Mourning Wall. Real Art Ways, Hartford, CT (2000); Museum of Contemporary 
Photography (MoCP), Colombia College, Chicago, IL; 2000 revised 2002; brochure with illustration  
Grundberg, Andy. American Visions: Highlights from the Photography Collection. Whitney Museum of 
American Art, NY; July 2002; book/ illustrations 
Grundberg, Andy. See: A Journal of Visual Culture. Friends of Photography, Ansel Adams Center,  
San Francisco, CA; cover, issue 1:4, 1995; periodical 
Grundberg, Andy. Content and Discontent in Today’s Photography. Independent Curators Incorporated 
ICI/NY; 1985; brochure w/ill 
Grundberg, Andy and Ed Yankov. Departures: Photography 1923-1990. Worcester, MA (catalogue) 
Grundberg, Andy and Jerry Saltz. Abstraction in Contemporary Photography. Emerson College,  
Boston, MA; catalogue with illustrations 
Hagenberg, Roland.  Soho, Egret Publications. NY; 1987; book w/illustrations p. 137 
Hagenberg, Roland. Untitled ’84. Pelham Press, NY; 1984; book w/ill p. 50 
Hagenberg, Roland.  East Village. Pelham Press, New York, NY; 1985, Art City; book w/illustrations 
Hartshorn, Willis. Ellen Carey: Survey 1978-1986. International Center of Photography, NY; brochure w/ill 
Hirsch, Robert. Exploring Color Photography: From Darkroom to the Digital Studio. McGraw Hill, NY;   
book with illustrations pgs. 11 & 309 
Hitchcock, Barbara. The Polaroid Book. Taschen, Los Angeles, CA; book with illustrations 
Honnef, Klaus. Lichtbildnisse, Rheinisches, Landesmuseum, Bonn, GER: March -June 1981; book w/il 
Hunt, Bill. Delirium, Aperture Foundation, NY; 1997; magazine/periodical with illustrations 
Jacobs, Joseph. Faces Since the 50s. Center Gallery, Bucknell University, Lewisburg, PA;  
March 11-April 17, 1983; catalogue with illustrations 
Laster, Paul and Renee Ricardo. The Spiral of Artificiality, HallWalls, Buffalo, NY; catalogue; pgs. 4 8 ill 
Liebowitz, Herbert. Parnassus: Poetry In Review, Poetry in Review Foundation, NY; 1986; book p.248, ill  
Lingwood, James. Self Portrait: Photography 1940-1985. National Portrait Gallery, London, UK: book ill 
Lombino, Mary-Kay. The Polaroid Years: Instant Photography and Experimentation, The Frances 
Lehman Loeb Center for the Arts, Poughkeepise, NY; book Delmonico-Prestel, NY, pgs. 44, 46, 47, 64-
67, 221 
Luciana, James. Black and White Photography: An International Collection. Rockport Publishers, 
Gloucester, MA, 1999; book with illustrations 
McCaughey, Patrick. The Colt 4, Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT;1992;catalogue w/ill 
Miller, Denise. Photography’s Multiple Roles. Museum of Contemporary Photography (MoCP), Columbia 
College, Chicago, IL: 1998; book with illustrations; pg.20 
Naef, Weston. New Trends. Shevsha Publishing Company, Tokyo, Japan; June 1984; book w/illustrations 
Ottman, Klaus. Strange Attractors: The Spectacle of Chaos. Kaos Foundation, Chicago, IL; brochure w/ill 
Parker, Fred. Contemporary Photography as Phantasy. Santa Barbara Museum of Art, CA;  
June 19-August 15, 1982; catalogue with illustrations 
Peasanti, Heather. Wish You Were Here: The Buffalo Avant-garde in the 1970s, The Albright-Knox Art   
Gallery (AKAG), Buffalo, NY; March 30-July 8, 2012; catakogue with illustrations; pgs. 28-37,103-110 
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Pickover, Dr. Clifford. Mazes of the Mind.  St. Martin’s Press, NY; 1991; book w/illustrations 
Potter, Tina.  Dark Décor. Independent Curators Incorporated/ICI, NY; 1995; catalogue w/illustrations 
Rexer, Lyle.  Photography’s Antiquarian Avant-Garde. Harry N. Abrams Inc., NewYork, NY: 2002;  
book w/illustrations,  pgs. 128-129; 138-139 
Rexer, Lyle. The Edge of Vision: the Rise of Abstraction in Photography, Aperture Foundation, NY;  
2009; book with illustrations: pgs. 147-169. 
Richardson, Trevor. Fictions of the Self:The Portrait in Contemporary Photography. Weatherspoon  
Art Gallery, University of North Carolina, Greensboro, NC; Herter Art Gallery, University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, MA; 1993; catalogue with illustrations 
Roberts, Pamela. A Century of Colour Photography: From the Autochrome to the Digital Age.     Carlton 
Books Ltd., London,  UK; 2007; book with illustrations; pgs. 189, 247  
Rohrbach, John. Color: American Photography Transformed, Amon Carter Museum of American Art,   
Fort Worth, TX; University of Texas Press, Austin, TX, 2013; pgs 230 (ill) & 436n31 
Rosenbloom, Naomi.  A History of Women Photographers, Abbeville Press, NY: 1994; book/ill 
Rosoff, Patricia. Innocent Eye: A Passionate Look at Art, Tupelo Press, North Adams, MASS; 2012 
book w/cover, essay & ill; pgs, 103-107. 
Spagnoli, Jerry, Casting the Light. Catalogue with illustrations 
Sobieszek, Robert A. and Deborah Irmas. The Camera “I”: Photographic Self-Portraits from the Audrey 
and Sydney Irmas Collection, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, CA; Harry N. Abrams Inc., NY;  
1994:  catalogue with illustrations; pgs.118, 211 
Stainback, Charles. Portrayals. International Center of Photography: ICP/Midtown, NY; 1987; 
catalogue with illustrations; pgs. 18, 33, 38 
Verre, Phillip. Photo Start.  Bronx Museum of the Arts, NY; September 14 – December 5, 1982; catalogue 
Stokes, Lowery Sims. The Persistence of Geometry: Form, Content and Culture in the Collection  
of the Cleveland Museum of Art; catalogue w/illustrations; cover and pg.115 
Walsh, Michael.  Back to the Future: The Photography of Ellen Carey. The National Academy of 
Sciences, Washington DC; June 1992; catalogue with color illustrations 
Westerbeck, Colin.  The Intuitive Eye: The Ruttenberg Collection, Chicago, IL (catalogue) 
Fotografie, Wissenschaft Une Neue Technologien, Kunstmuseum, Dusseldorf, GER; 1989; pgs.78-81 ill. 
Young American Photographers, Lustrum Press, NY; 1974; book 
Artfinder, Special Photography Issue. Egret Publications, NY; catalogue illustrations; pg. 71 
Selections 5, Photokina, Cologne, GER; 1990; book with illustration 
 
 
ARTICLES, ESSAYS, REVIEWS 
 
2017   Ollman, Leah. "Review: Ellen Carey's Photograms Turn Plain Paper Into a  

Topographic Head Trip." Los Angeles Times, April 10 
 
2016   The Polaroid Project: At the Intersection of Art and Technology, MIT & FEP 
   Big Nothing, The New Yorker, August 1, 2016 
   Furman, Anna. Pushing the Outer Limits of Photography, The Cut, July 25, 2016 
   Kordic, Angie. These Abstract Photographers Redefine Perception of the Real, 

Widewalls, June 14 
   Barry, Tim. Interview with Ellen Carey, Poet with a Lens, Less années 1980,  
   Centre Pompidou, Paris, Aesthetica, March 30 
   Los Angeles: Ellen Carey, Self-Portraits Polaroid, L’oeil de la Photographie, January 6 
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2015   Mining ‘Color’s Mother Lode,’ PDN Photo of the Day, December 2 
   Griffin, Jonathan. Ellen Carey, Frieze, November 26 
 
2014         Fleischer, Donna. The Black Swans of Ellen Carey: Of Necessary Poetic Realities, 
                          Akus Gallery, Eastern Connecticut State University (ECSU), Willimantic, CT (essay) 
 
2012   Kino, Carol. Renaissance in an Industrial Town. New York Times, Sunday, May 6; ill. 
 
2005         Rexer, Lyle. Abstract Photography. Art on Paper, NY: March/April, color ills. 
 
2004  Marsh, Joanna. MATRIX 153: Ellen Carey-Photography Degree Zero. Wadsworth  
  Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT; brochure w/ illustrations. 
 
2003  Baker, Kenneth. Ellen Carey in Berkeley, Art Review. San Francisco Chronicle; Jan, ill. 
 
2002  Profile: Rob and Nancy Grover. Art On Paper, NY; July/August, ill 
 
2001   Pollack, Barbara. Mourning Wall, National Reviews. ArtNews; February, p. 159 
              Rexer, Lyle.  Ellen Carey at Real Art Ways. Art in America, NY; June, ill 

Rosoff, Patricia.  The Unbearable Lightness of Being Ellen Carey: Energy Producing 
Brightness. 

  Schwabsky, Barry. Mourning Wall at Real Art Ways. Art On Paper, NY; April/May, ill 
 
2000  Miller-Keller, Andrea.  Whitney Biennial Curators Interview, ARTFORUM, NY, March 

Perrée, Rob,  Weer Kunst In Het Warenhuis?, Kunstbeeld, Amsterdam, February, pgs. 
37-39, ill 
Zimmer, William.  A Family Album with No Pictures, New York Times, NY; Dec. 10, p. 35, 
ill 

 
1999              Glueck, Grace.  Female. Curator; Vince Aletti, Wessel & O’Connor Gallery; The New  
   York Times, NY; September 17 p. 26, ill 
  Helfand, Glen. Marco Breuer, Ellen Carey, San Francisco Bay Guardian, CA; March 10- 
  16   
   Jenkins, Steven. Phenomena: The Poetics of Science. Camerawork: Journal of   
   Photographic Arts; Ansel Adams Center, San Francisco, CA: Vol.26 #1,    
   Spring/Summer, pgs.33-35 
 
1998   Boxer, Sarah. Beauty in a Variety of Disguises. The New York Times, NY; Sep 19 
   Newhall, Edith. The New York Magazine, NY; September 14, p. 129 
   Schwabsky, Barry. Ellen Carey: Pulls-Ricco/Maresca Gallery, ARTFORUM, NY: Vol. 37 
 
1996   Aletti, Vince. Voice Choice, Ellen Carey. Village Voice, New York, NY; November 26, p. 9 
   Chambers, Karen.  Ellen Carey. Review, New York, NY; December 1, pp. 30-31 
   McNally, Owen. The Art of Acquisition. Hartford Courant, CT; January 21 
 
1995   Dorsey, John.  Capturing the Abstract in Photographs. The Sun, Baltimore, MD, ill 
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1994   Aletti, Vince. Voice Choice: Ellen Carey. Village Voice, NY; December 27; p.5 
   Hagen, Charles. Ellen Carey: Jayne Baum Gallery. The New York Times, NY; December  
   23, p. 26 
   The Camera I, Photographic Self-Portraits from Audrey and Sydney Irmas Collection, Los  
   Angeles County Museum of Art, CA: July/August ill 
 
1992   Wilson, Janet. Ellen Carey’s Revealing Disguises. The Washington Post, DC; Aug 22, ill 
   The portrait and self-portrait, The Center for Photography at Woodstock Newsletter, NY 
   Photographs by Ellen Carey Now on Exhibit. Arts in the Academy, Washington, DC 
 
1991   Hagen, Charles, A Group with Night on Its Minds, The New York Times, NY; August 23 
 
1990   Grundberg, Andy. Abstraction Returns to Haunt Photography. New York Times; Feb. 26 
 
1989   Jones, Bill.  Born Again: Seeing the End of Photography. ARTS, NY: October, pp 72 –  
   28, ill 
   Lehman, Edith.  Reflections: Woman’s Self-Image in Contemporary Photography. Images 
   Ink, Vol. 4 #1,pgs. 26-27, ill 
   Zimmer, William.  Photographs with Surprises. New York Times, NY; April 30, p.22, ill. 
1988   Calnek, Anthony. Chaos in New York, Contemporanea Magazine, NY; July-August, pp  
   20-21, ill 
 
1987  Ottman, Klaus. Photo Mannerisms, Flash Art, Milan, Italy; Nov/Dec; #137, p.72 ill 
   Ottman, Klaus. Mannerism Anti-Mannerism, Flash Art, Dec.1986/Jan.1987, #131, pp. 64 
   Stretch, Bonnie Barrett.  Contemporary Photography. Art and Auction, NY; Vol. IX #10,  

  May, pgs. 145-146, ill 
  Westfall, Stephen.  Reviews: Ellen Carey at ICP & Simon Cerigo. Art in America NY; 

   November, Vol. 74, #11, ill 
   Technology and Transformation, Aperture, NY: Spring 1987, #106, back cover ill 
 
1986   Caley, Shaun. Review: Ellen Carey at Art City, Flash Art, Milan, Italy;  #129, Summer  
   p.72, ill 
               Cork, Richard. Photography-Seeing the Self. Vogue, London, UK:Vol.143, #10, p. 14, ill 
   Frailey, Stephen. Context as Content: Contemporary Photography and its Function in  
   Esquire Magazine. Center Quarterly, Woodstock, NY; Vol.7 #3; Spring pp. 6-9, ill 
  Siegel, Jeanne. Geometry Desurfacing: Ross Bleckner, Alan Belcher, Ellen Carey, Peter  
  Halley, Sherrie Levine, Phillip Taaffe, James Welling. ARTS, NY: Vol.60 #7,   
  March, pgs. 26-32, ill 
   Annual Museum Previews. Art in America, NY; August, Vol.74 #8, p.35 
   Artwork:  Ellen Carey. Bomb, NY; Winter 
   Knode, Marilu.  Ellen Carey at Pace/MacGill Gallery, Manhattan Arts, NYC, NY, Oct.16 
 
1981   Crossley, Mimi. The New Photography, The Houston Post, TX: p.6E 
   Kalil, Susie.  Photographic Cross Currents, Artweek, NY;Vol. 2, February 7 
 
1979  Lifson, Ben. Redundant Kisses, Engaging Ambiguities. The Village Voice, NY; June 11 
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SELECTED COLLECTIONS  
 
  Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, NY 
  Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 

Baltimore Museum of Art, MD 
Benton Art Museum, University of Connecticut, Storrs, CT 
Brooklyn Museum of Art, Brooklyn, NY 
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, FR 

  Cincinnati Art Museum, Cincinnati, OH 
Columbus Museum of Art, Columbus, OH 
Dallas-Fort Worth Art Museum, TX 
Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 
George Eastman Museum, Rochester, NY 
Heckscher Museum, Huntington, Long Island, NY 
International Center of Photography, New York, NY 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY 
Milwaukee Art Museum, Milwaukee, WI 
Museum of Contemporary Photography, Columbia College, Chicago, IL  
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, TX 
National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
Nelson-Atkins Museum, Kansas City, MO 
New Britain Museum of American Art, New Britain, CT 
New York Public Library, New York, NY 
Norton Museum of Art, West Palm Beach, FL 
Perez Museum, Miami, FL 
Picker Art Gallery, Colgate University, Hamilton, NY 
Rhode Island School of Design Museum, Providence, RI 
Ruttenberg Foundation, Chicago, IL 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA 
San José Museum of Art, San José, CA 
The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, OH 
The Sir Elton John Photography Collection 
University Art Museum, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY 
Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT 
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ELLEN CAREY 
 
 
Ellen Carey (b. 1952, New York, NY) received her BFA from Kansas City Art Institute and MFA from The 
State University of New York at Buffalo. Her work has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions at 
such institutions as the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT and International Center of 
Photography, New York, among others. A suite of Carey’s Self-Portraits was recently acquired by 
the Centre Georges Pompidou and included in their recent exhibition, The Unbearable Lightness – The 
1980s: Photography, Film. Upcoming group shows include The Polaroid Project which will travel to the 
Amon Carter Museum of American Art, Fort Worth, TX, MIT Museum, Cambridge, MA, and WestLicht 
Museum for Photography in Vienna. Recent group shows include The Edge of Vision: The Rise of 
Abstraction in Photography at the Aperture Foundation, New York; Part Picture at the Museum of 
Contemporary Canadian Art, Toronto; and The Persistence of Geometry at the Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Carey’s work can be found in the permanent collections of The Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York; Art Institute of Chicago; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C.; and The 
Cleveland Museum of Art, among others. Ellen Carey lives and works in Hartford, CT, where she teaches 
at the University of Hartford. 
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ELLEN CAREY 
 
 

Selected Portfolio 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of 2016 Aperture Summer Open: Photography is Magic, group exhibition at 

Aperture Gallery, New York 
July 14 – August 11, 2016 
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Ellen Carey 
Dings & Shadows, 2014 

unique chromogenic print on glossy paper 
24 x 20 inches (61 x 50.8 cm) 

(ECa.03.1502.24) 
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Ellen Carey 
Dings & Shadows, 2015 

unique chromogenic print on matte paper 
24 x 20 inches (61 x 50.8 cm) 

(ECa.03.1506.24) 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of big nothing, group exhibition at Sous Les Etoiles Gallery, New York 

June 16 – August 19, 2016 
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Ellen Carey 

Zerogram, 1998 
black and white fiber print toned photogram 

20 x 16 inches (50.8 x 40.6 cm) 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits, solo show at M+B Gallery, Los Angeles 

November 6, 2015 – January 16, 2016 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits, solo show at M+B Gallery, Los Angeles 

November 6, 2015 – January 16, 2016 



 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069  TEL 310 550 0050  FAX 310 550 0605  WWW.MBART.COM 

 
 

Ellen Carey 
Portrait, 1986 

unique 20 x 24 Polaroid 
33 x 26 inches (83.8 x 66 cm) 

 (ECa.04.0123.33) 
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Ellen Carey 
Self-Portrait, 1984 

unique 20 x 24 Polaroid 
33 x 26 inches (83.8 x 66 cm) 

 (ECa.04.0102.33) 
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Ellen Carey 
Self-Portrait, 1985 

unique 20 x 24 Polaroid 
33 x 26 inches (83.8 x 66 cm) 

 (ECa.04.0131.33) 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Altarations: Built, Blended, Processed, group exhibition at 

Schmidt Center Gallery at Florida Atlantic University 
November 21, 2014 – February 28, 2015 
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Ellen Carey 
Dings & Shadows, 2013 

unique chromogenic print on glossy paper 
24 x 20 inches (61 x 50.8 cm) 

(ECa.03.1301.24) 
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Ellen Carey 
Dings & Shadows, 2013 

unique chromogenic print on glossy paper 
24 x 20 inches (61 x 50.8 cm) 

(ECa.03.1305.24) 
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Ellen Carey 
Dings & Shadows, 2012 
unique color photogram 

40 x 30 inches (101.6 x 76.2 cm) 
(ECa.03.1204.40) 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Ellen Carey: Mourning Wall, solo exhibition at 

the Museum of Contemporary Photography, Columbia College, Chicago, IL 
March 22 – May 18, 2002 
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Ellen Carey 
Pulls & Rollbacks, 1996 

Polaroid 20 X 24 Color dye-diffusion transfer prints 
96 x 22, 98 x 22, 97 x 22 inches (243.8 x 55.9, 248.9 x 55.9 x 246.4 x 55.9 cm) 

(Eca.01.9601.98) 



 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069  TEL 310 550 0050  FAX 310 550 0605  WWW.MBART.COM 

 
 

Ellen Carey 
Pull with Rollback (Blue), 2002 

Polaroid 20 X 24 Color dye-diffusion transfer print 
60 x 22 inches (152.4 x 55.9 cm) 

(Eca.01.0201.60) 
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Ellen Carey 
Pull with Starts & Stops, 2004 

Polaroid 20 X 24 Color dye-diffusion transfer prints 
70 x 22 inches (177.8 x 55.9 cm) (each) 

(Eca.01.0401.70) 
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Ellen Carey 
Birthday Portrait (Pulls & Rollbacks), 1997 

Polaroid 20 X 24 Color dye-diffusion transfer prints 
75-1/2 x 22, 79 x 22, 82 x 22 inches (191.8 x 55.9, 200.7 x 55.9 x 208.3 x 55.9 cm) 

(Eca.01.0502.75) 
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Ellen Carey 
Pull with Filigree and Pod Mix (Purple Blue Pull), 2005 

Polaroid 20 X 24 Color dye-diffusion transfer prints 
60 x 22 inches (152.4 x 55.9 cm) (each) 

(Eca.01.0504.60) 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

ELLEN CAREY 
DINGS & SHADOWS 
March 18 – April 22, 2017 
 
Opening Reception 
Saturday, March 18, 2017 from 6 to 8 pm 
 

M+B is pleased to present Ellen Carey: Dings & Shadows, the artist’s second solo exhibition with the 
gallery. The show runs from March 18 through April 22, 2017, with an opening reception on 
Saturday, March 18 from 6 to 8 pm. 
 

One of the country's foremost experimental photographers, Ellen Carey’s pioneering work spans several decades and 
anticipated major themes in contemporary photography. As part of the avant-garde group at SUNY Buffalo, Carey studied 
alongside Cindy Sherman, Robert Longo and Hollis Frampton, and first exhibited her work at the legendary Hallwalls artist-run 
space. The artist has been the subject of several major institutional shows and is in the collections of the Whitney Museum, Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Art Institute of Chicago, among others. Throughout her 
career, Carey has expanded the boundaries of abstraction in the medium. From the complex patterns in her early Self-Portraits 
from the 1980s, to the minimalist parabolas of her 20x24 Polaroid Pulls in the 90s, through to the current Dings & Shadows, 
each subsequent series marks an increasing focus on abstraction and color. 
 
Carey’s new work investigates the very fundamentals of capturing color on paper through light utilizing the photogram process 
and signals a return to the darkroom after years of working with the famed 20x24 Polaroid camera. Traditionally, photograms are 
made through a cameraless process by placing an object onto photosensitive paper and exposing it to light, thus creating a 
shadow-image. However, Carey eschews using any objects in the darkroom and instead uses only light, color and the actual 
paper itself to create the works. In complete darkness, she first creases and bends large sheets of photo paper. Once the paper 
has been shaped, different parts are exposed to and activated by light. Finally, the paper is flattened and processed. By 
removing the referent—the pictorial sign that has been the hallmark of photography—Carey is able achieve purely abstract 
compositions. 
 
While the photogram usually introduces chance operations because results are not entirely predictable, Carey’s versions enjoy a 
play between skillful control and improvisation. In these works, one can see traces of the artist’s physical engagement with the 
material. It is through this performative action—the deliberate, sculptural “dings” and fluid transitions of color—that an alchemical 
magic occurs. The creases and folds create a relief map of geometric shapes and ridges and work in combination with 
photographic color theory to create bold, jewel-like abstractions. 
 
Ellen Carey (b. 1952, New York) has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions at such institutions as the Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT and International Center of Photography, New York, among others. Her work was 
recently acquired by the Centre Georges Pompidou and included in their exhibition, The Unbearable Lightness – The 1980s: 
Photography, Film. Upcoming group shows include The Polaroid Project, which will travel to the Amon Carter Museum of 
American Art, Fort Worth; MIT Museum, Cambridge and WestLicht Museum for Photography in Vienna. Recent museum group 
shows include A Matter of Memory at the Eastman Museum, Rochester; The Edge of Vision: The Rise of Abstraction in 
Photography at the Aperture Foundation, New York; Part Picture at the Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art, Toronto and 
The Persistence of Geometry at the Cleveland Museum of Art. Carey’s work can be found in the permanent collections of The 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Art Institute of Chicago; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C. and Cleveland 
Museum of Art, among others. Ellen Carey lives and works in Hartford, CT, where she teaches at the University of Hartford. 
 
Location:  M+B, 612 North Almont Drive, Los Angeles, California 90069 
Show Title:  Ellen Carey: Dings & Shadows 
Exhibition Dates:  March 18  – April 22, 2017 
Opening Reception:  Saturday, March 18, 6 – 8pm 
Gallery Hours:  Tuesday – Saturday, 10 am – 6 pm  
 
For press inquiries, please contact info@mbart.com. For all other inquiries, contact Shannon Richardson at 
shannon@mbart.com or Jonlin Wung at jonlin@mbart.com. 

 

#          #          # 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Dings & Shadows, solo show at M+B Gallery, Los Angeles 

March 18 – April 22, 2017 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Dings & Shadows, solo show at M+B Gallery, Los Angeles 

March 18 – April 22, 2017 
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Ellen Carey 
Installation View of Dings & Shadows, solo show at M+B Gallery, Los Angeles 

March 18 – April 22, 2017 
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Ellen Carey's Photograms Turn Plain Paper Into a   
Topographic Head Trip 
 
By Leah Ollman  
April 10, 2017 
 
Ellen Carey's new works at M+B deliver generously on optical buzz 
and conceptual bang. They’re photograms, but they also could be 
described as performative sculptures enacted in the gestational space 
of the darkroom. 
 
For each piece, Carey wrinkles and creases a sheet of photo paper, 
selectively exposes it to light, then smooths it back and processes it. 
Pure hues of the spectrum splinter and pool across the page with 
lavish intensity. Shadows and color shifts correspond to the irregular 
surface — magenta down one side of a ridge and green down the 
other, for instance. 
 
In the pieces titled "Caesura," the paper has been creased or 
accordion-folded vertically down the middle, and fine, vein-like fissures 
often run counter to the central axis. In the other works, the "Dings & 
Shadows," wrinkles occur at all angles. Every field is an interrupted 
field. 
 
In a six-part polyptych ("Dings & Shadows RGBYMC," 2012), Carey 
assigns each panel one color but also introduces quietly thrilling 
deviations: a little wedge of red piercing the cyan like an arrow; a golden flame that flickers at the heart of 
the green. Throughout this body of work, the paper's surface does double duty as object and subject, 
material and image. The literal and the abstract merge. 
 
Carey's work nevertheless reverberates with associations. The fluid soaks of color invoke the stain 
painting of Helen Frankenthaler and Morris Louis. The interplay of volume, light and shadow recalls 
passages in Frans Hals, John Singer Sargent and others, where draping fabric takes on a dynamic, 
painterly life of its own. And, of course, there's resonance with the history of the photogram itself, 
especially its efflorescence among early modernists. 
 
For more than two decades, Connecticut-based Carey has been exploring photography through inventive, 
physically involving, process-oriented work. Her recent efforts here are as wondrous as they are devious, 
beginning as they do with an act of destruction — a violation of the pristine surface that normally would 
render a sheet of paper useless. 
 

Ellen Carey, Caesura, 2016, photogram,  
40 x 30 inches  
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Woman Crush Wednesday: Ellen Carey 
By Hallie Neely  
April 10, 2017 

 

Dings & Shadows, 2014 © Ellen Carey 
 

Ellen Carey is a New York-born, Connecticut-based artist who has been creating unique, experimental, and 
exceptional work for decades. She began her career with Painted Self-Portraits (1978) and for the last 20+ years 
has been working with photograms made in the darkroom. She teaches at the Hartford Art School, University of 

Hartford and is represented by M+B in Los Angeles, and Jayne H. Baum Gallery and Yossi Milo in New York. See 
more of her fabulous work here! 

 
When did you initially become interested in color?  
In my childhood, I was raised Catholic, so looking at color in the stain glass windows at church is an early 
memory. The name Ellen, in Gaelic, Irish, Celtic means “light” or “bringer of light” a prescient gift from my 
parents, introducing fate and destiny. At Kansas City Art Institute (KCAI), my undergraduate freshman 
foundations program introduced me to Josef Albers and his color theory. My final project was an 
installation that freshman year was a wall of color; I did color printing in lithography. At SUNY@Buffalo, 
my MFA graduate thesis at Hallwalls was my black and white “Self-Portrait” series that experimented with 
a monochrome palette in the over-painting, later adding color. 
 
Years ago, you experimented with black and white abstractions, so Struck by Light is quite the 
jump. 
Yes and no. As stated above, color was always in my life and work, however a more concentrated effort 
began with my large format Polaroid 20 X 24 “Self-Portrait” series (1983-1987); I tried the large format 
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Polaroid in black and white; it was not as visually exciting, although really early work was with the SX-70. 
Polaroid’s instant technology and the soft brilliance of its dyes are exceptional, but when the Polaroid 
Artists Support Program ended in 1987, I went back to the darkroom, starting my research on 
photograms. My question: ”What does an abstract photograph look like?” begins here. You are correct, in 
that it was years ago, and I did struggle. I began with black & white photograms, but when I turned to 
color, with the photogram, I realized light, photography’s indexical, was radically different, the palette 
electrified the composition, whether it was expressed in muted tones or bolder hues. Color is an artist’s 
universe and photographic color theory (RGBYMC) photography’s planet. Characteristics imbedded in our 
medium revealed themselves anew --- light and shadow --- with themes of interest --- love and loss, 
beauty and joy --- full of artistic potential, working within the visual breakthroughs found in the tenets of 
Abstract Expressionism, Minimal and Conceptual Art. Less-is-more is one of my experimental guide 
posts, re-thinking photography vis-à-vis process, this eliminates the picture sign, re-arranges the 
hierarchy of an image that captures something “out there” to a photographic object that expresses itself 
“in there”; its visceral and visual, referencing the elemental wonder of photography, inside the black box of 
the color darkroom, which is light-tight. So I began a commitment to my discipline, a concentrated study of 
color in art and photography, its history and practitioners around 2000, leaving black and white behind. 
 
 

   
Circles, 1991 © Ellen Carey  Dings & Shadows, 2016 © Ellen Carey 

 
 

How did you react after finishing your first photogram? 
In black and white, I knew I was on to something, but color was the key, the turning point, opening the 
door to my imagination. I reacted to its wonder, imaging this is how it must have been, this incredible 
experience, for the earliest practitioners. 
 
Did you know right away you wanted to go forward with making more? 
Absolutely! 
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Dings & Shadows, 2014 © Ellen Carey 
 
 
I saw your work at AIPAD, and what struck me when I first saw them, after being struck by the 
color and vibrancy, was the way they were displayed. Do you often display Struck by Light in a 
grid form, or does it depend on the space in which they’re being shown? 
That large installation of “Dings & Shadows” was conceptually designed that way, 4 rows of 5, as 
RGBYMC, 20 unique color photograms total; I have done two more, one is the same size, the other 
slightly smaller. Size and scale are important in my work, as Robert Smithson said: “Size can be a crack 
in a wall or the Grand Canyon”. The “dings” are my “shadow” catchers, a “ding” is taboo in our 
profession, I am breaking with that tradition. The grid references one of the universal codes in art, the 
square; the other is the circle. My grid-as-photogram installation has the colors as RGBYMC, a split filter 
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reference in the image as well as photographic color theory, a unique characteristic of our medium, like 
the shadow. In that particular artwork, the colors have to seamlessly flow and blend, into one-another or 
ricocheting off of each other, making new colors, hues or shadows. All four edges create mini-
compositions, another grid, the over-all gestalt and the synoptic clarity is pristine, compelling in its color 
variations, with hues and high-tech vibrancy, containing high visual impact. 
 
You’ve worked on this series for about 23 years, between 1992-2015 
WOW. That is a long time! It actually extends to 2017; I have more ideas, more work to do! 
 
How did you decide the project was finished? 
By project, do you mean the whole “Struck by Light” project? Or one picture?  A series, or an installation? 
I work until the whole image is perfect, my standards are very, very high, the ratio is 1 perfect photogram 
out of 5 try-outs, some days are better, and some days don’t go well. The color darkroom is light tight; so I 
am working blind, pitch black, different than the amber light of black/white darkroom. I love making color 
photograms, will continue to print as long as the paper and processor lasts! 
 
Do you still feel the project is finished? 
It is very obvious to me, and anyone who has witnessed me working, that the “object speaks back” loudly 
and clearly! I have my own rules, what I call the 4 C’s: Concept, Context, Content and Citation (or Site), 
so it works or it does not. My work is experimental, randomness and chance play key roles, followed by 
choice in palette and form, like automatic drawing in Dada and Surrealism; one doesn’t know what 
eventually will be seen, these play key roles. As you pointed out, several decades of printing have helped; 
the physical aspects, gaining experience over time and time is important to an artist: time to think, read, 
make art, write, reflect, look at art, travel, nature is wonderful too. I don’t see an end to the project; I just 
tried a few new ideas. “Struck by Light” is an expansive, umbrella concept, "Photography Degree Zero" is 
my Polaroid practice, while "Pictus & Writ" is my writing.  
 

 
Dings & Shadows, 2014 © Ellen Carey 
 

 
Dings & Shadows, 2012 © Ellen Carey 
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I appreciate the number of historical references made in regards to this project, dating back to 
1834 with William Henry Fox Talbot and noting Anna Atkins as the first woman practitioner and 
the first in color. Did you want this project to be homage to Atkins, or did it transform into that 
after working on it for so long and learning more and more about photograms and color? 
I am working on a curatorial project and as the curator; named “Anon.” this underscores my concept of 
exclusion/absence in this new area of scholarship. ”Women in Colour: Anna Atkins, Color Photography 
and Those Struck by Light” opens mid-August thru September at The Rubber Factory (Lower East Side), 
the owner, Mike Tan, is hosting this group exhibition. 
 
Briefly stated, in my research on color photography, I noticed that a lot of women were using color, a 
completely different skill set from black and white photography (technical, expensive, color chemistry 
etc.), which prompted a question: “Where would women color practitioners be without the work of Anna 
Atkins?”; often my project start with a question. 
 
Colour/color photography begins with Anna Atkins, photography’s first female practitioner, first in color, 
with her blue cyanotypes. She also did the first photo-book, predating Talbot, and she is first to use 
writing in her pictures, a precursor to Word Art. Her compositions, in my opinion, point the way to 
minimalism and abstraction in photography, in their use of: off-frame space, a reductive palette, 
transformative power of color, size and scale plus many other tenets in her stellar compositions, no bigger 
than a page in a book. She made thousands of images, giving them away, so her gifts were literally gifts 
benefitting us today. 

 
Colour, the British spelling, highlights that color 
photography has its origins in England; Atkins followed 
by Sarah Angelina Acland, the late Victorian, who 
specialized in the Sanger-Shepard process. My 
research found out that a DNA gene, tetrachromacy, is 
only carried by women; if they have this gene, women 
can discern color better than men, who have a higher 
percentage of color blindness.    
 
So my project pays homage to Anna Atkins, whom we 
know very little about, while opening up a new field of 
scholarship on women and colour/color photography. I 
used my photogram practice “Struck by Light” to 
include many references: the twin aspects of 
photography and its indexical, light; as a phrase often 
used for inspiration, which includes the inspiration of 
photography, its earliest photogram as drawing with 
light; that history as the photogram continues today. 
It’s a record of light seen found in the end result, the 
photographic object, and with that object, light-
sensitive paper was struck by (another) light. As the 
project’s author, my name Ellen means light and color 
is light, seen in nature’s rainbow, which is full of color. 
  

 Caesura, 2016 © Ellen Carey 
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WCW QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
How would you describe your creative process in one word? 
 
Exhilarating 
 
If you could teach a one, one-hour class on anything, what would it be? 
 
How to Make Color Photograms that Teaches Photographic Color Theory with a Lecture on Anna Atkins 
and her Cyanotypes Plus Women+Color+Photography 
 
What is the last film you saw or book you read that inspired you? 
 
Documentary Film by Ron Howard: “Beatles: Eight Days a Week” 
Book by Henry Adams: “Tom & Jack: The Intertwining Lives of Thomas Hart Benton & Jackson Pollock” 
 
What is the most played song in your music library? 
 
I listen to the radio a lot, when I work: so I love soul, ambient–techno, R&B, funk, jazz, rap, and all the 
classics too! 
 
How do you take your coffee? 
 
Dark Roast with Milk - Hot! 
 
 

   
 Zerogram, 2017 © Ellen Carey  Dings & Shadows, 2016 © Ellen Carey 
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Ellen Carey's Photograms Turn Plain Paper Into a   
Topographic Head Trip 
 
By Leah Ollman  
April 10, 2017 
 
Ellen Carey's new works at M+B deliver generously on 
optical buzz and conceptual bang. They’re photograms, but 
they also could be described as performative sculptures 
enacted in the gestational space of the darkroom. 
For each piece, Carey wrinkles and creases a sheet of photo 
paper, selectively exposes it to light, then smooths it back 
and processes it. Pure hues of the spectrum splinter and 
pool across the page with lavish intensity. Shadows and 
color shifts correspond to the irregular surface — magenta 
down one side of a ridge and green down the other, for 
instance. 
 
In the pieces titled "Caesura," the paper has been creased 
or accordion-folded vertically down the middle, and fine, 
vein-like fissures often run counter to the central axis. In the 
other works, the "Dings & Shadows," wrinkles occur at all 
angles. Every field is an interrupted field. 
 
In a six-part polyptych ("Dings & Shadows RGBYMC," 2012), Carey assigns each panel one 
color but also introduces quietly thrilling deviations: a little wedge of red piercing the cyan like an 
arrow; a golden flame that flickers at the heart of the green. 
Throughout this body of work, the paper's surface does double duty as object and subject, 
material and image. The literal and the abstract merge. 
 
Carey's work nevertheless reverberates with associations. The fluid soaks of color invoke the 
stain painting of Helen Frankenthaler and Morris Louis. The interplay of volume, light and 
shadow recalls passages in Frans Hals, John Singer Sargent and others, where draping fabric 
takes on a dynamic, painterly life of its own. And, of course, there's resonance with the history 
of the photogram itself, especially its efflorescence among early modernists. 
 
For more than two decades, Connecticut-based Carey has been exploring photography through 
inventive, physically involving, process-oriented work. Her recent efforts here are as wondrous 
as they are devious, beginning as they do with an act of destruction — a violation of the pristine 
surface that normally would render a sheet of paper useless 
 

Ellen Carey, Caesura, 2016, photogram,  
40 x 30 inches  
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ELLEN CAREY’S ZEROGRAMS – NO REFERENT REQUIRED 
 

by Seth Katsuya Endo1 
 
 

In 2005, author David Foster Wallace 2 delivered the commencement address at Kenyon College, 
opening with a small joke: 

 
There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older 
fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says “Morning, boys. How's 
the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of 
them looks over at the other and goes “What the hell is water?”3  

 
Wallace’s point, of course, was that “the most obvious, ubiquitous, important realities are 

often the ones that are the hardest to see and talk about.”4 And, at its best, whether through 
images or words, art helps us see the water in which we daily swim. Ellen Carey’s “Dings & 
Shadows” color photograms5 do exactly that: like a prism, her work separates and gives order to 
light waves, revealing the hidden, omnipresent colors that abound.  
 
 
Carey has been creating works in the “Dings & Shadows” series since 2010, making it difficult 
to describe a perfect exemplar. The color photograms are printed on both matte and glossy paper, 
often 20”x24” but sometimes larger. Some of the pieces are a riot of colors. Others are a mix of 
shadow, white background, a single accent color. In many of the works, one can see where Carey 
handled the photosensitive paper—marks of her literal handiwork that vary by individual work. 
 

Some of Carey’s pieces are part of a set such as the 8’x8’ grid featured in the Aperture’s 
2016 “Photography Is Magic” exhibition curated by Charlotte Cotton. This particular piece also 
showcases the cerebral elements that consistently appear in Carey’s work as its palette follows 
from photographic color theory’s understanding of additive and subtractive colors. 
 

                                                 
1 Seth is currently an Acting Assistant Professor of Lawyering at NYU School of Law after several clerkships 

and time in private practice. He received his JD, magna cum laude, from NYU School of Law and his BA, with 
honors, from the University of Chicago. He has written for Shout NY, Guernica, Timothy McSweeney’s Internet 
Tendency, and various law reviews. His own art has been featured in group shows in Chicago, Minneapolis, and 
New York. 

 
2 David Foster Wallace was called “the most brilliant American writer of his generation” by The Guardian and 

was a MacArthur fellow. His most well known work was the novel INFINITE JEST. 
 
3 DAVID FOSTER WALLACE, THIS IS WATER: SOME THOUGHTS, DELIVERED ON A SIGNIFICANT OCCASION, 

ABOUT LIVING A COMPASSIONATE LIFE 3-4 (2009). 
 
4 Id. 
 
5 Although I use the term “color photograms” throughout the article, as discussed further in the main text, the 

“Dings & Shadows” pieces are created using a process that differs from traditional photograms and deserves its own 
term. 
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In all of the color photograms in the “Dings & Shadows” series, there are creases and 
folds that create a relief map of a mix of regular and irregular geometric shapes and ridges. In 
combination with the color palette, an almost dreamlike sensation is fostered, giving rise to a 
sense of pareidolia as one finds patterns and images (or, perhaps, emotions) in the abstract 
images. 

 
And all of these components ultimately come together to form works of art that document 

a performance. As Carey has previously described, in her works, “the process becomes the 
subject.”6 Thus, one can only truly understand a Carey piece when one knows how the final 
product visually represents each of the steps that went into making the work. 
 
 
Carey’s process always begins with a question. And, in 1987, like the young fish in Wallace’s 
story, she asked herself, “What the hell is an abstract photograph?” The “Dings & Shadows” 
pieces illustrate her answer, which Carey found when she deconstructed the photographic 
process. And, in undertaking that inquiry, Carey began at the beginning, going all the way back 
to Talbot and Atkins works in the 19th century. 
 

This answer builds from the artist’s prior oeuvre, which has moved from obscured self-
portraits to photograms to Polaroid “Pulls & Rollbacks.” Each generation marks an increasing 
focus on abstraction and color as the subject recedes. The “Dings & Shadows” pieces are color 
darkroom-produced works given the umbrella title “Struck by Light.” 7 This name evokes 
Carey’s practice of drawing with light, a process element that connects each of the series in the 
set. 
 

To create the “Dings & Shadows” series, Carey goes into a completely dark and silent 
room where she creases, scrunches, and folds large photosensitive paper. The lack of light and 
noise heighten her tactile sensitivity, which guides her manipulation of the material. Once the 
paper has been shaped, she uses a color enlarger to expose and activate different parts of the six-
layer paper (the drawing-with-light part of the process). Finally, she flattens out the paper and 
processes it. 
 

Again, all of this takes place in what is, in effect, the lightless and noiseless interior of a 
camera box. It is as though Carey has gone into the camera itself and taken the place of its inner 
machinery. In this way, one might be reminded of Jackson Pollock’s revolutionary approach to 
painting wherein he stood over the canvas and applied paint to canvas in manner that understood 
the tradition of brushstrokes from a distance but was not limited by it. 
 

In Carey’s color photograms, no longer is the end product a mechanical capture of a 
referent. Instead, the artist undertakes the primary means of impressing an image onto the 

                                                 
6 Donna Fleischer, Let There Be Light: The Black Swans of Ellen Carey (quoting Ellen Carey). 
 
7 The other series in the set are described in Carey’s artist statement, which can be found at: 

http://www.ellencareyphotography.com/s/Carey_ArtistStatement_StruckByLight_2015.doc. 
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substrate, an application of human artistry that relies on an intimate understanding of the 
technical processes. In other words, the end product goes from technographic to chirographic.8 
 
 
When attempting to place Carey’s process in the abstract-photography tradition of, amongst 
others, Stieglitz, Talbot, Atkins, Schad, Moholy-Nagy, and Man Ray, there are two elements that 
leap out as unique challenges to the traditional notion of a photograph as a mechanically-created 
pictorial sign (i.e., a technographic image) of an object: (1) Carey removes the referent from the 
photograph and (2) she deliberately creases the large sheets of photosensitive paper by hand. 
 

By removing the referent, Carey pulls us into an inquiry about the relationship between 
form, representation, and meaning. Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart drew the world’s 
attention to the photograph as an object of art by itself, regardless of its subject.9 But Edwards 
and Hart still treat photographs as a metonymic form where the photograph is the container of 
the image. Carey’s “Dings & Shadows” series does away with this relationship, collapsing any 
distinction between the subject (i.e., the referent in a photograph) and the object of art (i.e., the 
photograph). Just as the etymological root of the term “photography” begins with light, in 
Carey’s latest works there are only the colors created by the light striking the treated substrate. 
Imagine if, underneath the painting of the pipe, Magritte had written, “Ceci est la peindre.” This 
might give you a better understanding of Carey’s color photograms, which tell us, “This is light. 
This is color.” And, in taking this approach, her art removes the pictorial sign from photography. 
 

Likewise, by folding the photographic paper, Carey further distances her work from the 
mimetic. An unmarred photographic sheet permits the substrate to fade into the background, 
highlighting the pictorial sign of the referent. And any dings are taboo. But, by challenging this 
convention, Carey again calls our attention to the color photogram as an object of art itself with 
the type of physicality about which Edwards and Hart were concerned.  
 

Additionally, the creases flout traditional notions of technical craft, given the difficulties 
of developing large photographs and the care generally taken to avoid such marks. But the 
creases and folds are not without their own craft. Carey's deliberate folds, fluid transitions of 
color, and use of color theory result in works that intertwine the organic and the formal, 
conveying an intellectual rigor, prowess of craft, and abstracted aesthetic beauty that subverts 
notions of photography as objectively representational. 
 

Further, in a world in which some have argued that “any video, audio, or photographic 
work of art can be endlessly reproduced without degradation, always the same, always 
perfect,”10 Carey’s folding of the delicate material is a mark of artistic authorship, ensuring the 

                                                 
8 See JAMES J. GIBSON, THE ECOLOGICAL APPROACH TO VISUAL PERCEPTION 260-62 (2014) (differentiating 

photographic methods from hand-based methods that he calls “chirographic”). 
 
9 See ELIZABETH EDWARDS & JANICE HART (EDS.), PHOTOGRAPHS, OBJECTS, HISTORIES: ON THE MATERIALITY 

OF IMAGES (2004). 
 
10 Douglas Davis, The Work of Art in the Age of Digital Reproduction (An Evolving Thesis: 
1991-1995), Leonardo, Vol. 28, No. 5, Third Annual New York Digital Salon 381-386 (1995). 
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uniqueness of each work and the importance of each as its own object that must be seen in 
person to be fully appreciated. 
 
 
Throughout this article, I have used the term “color photogram” to describe Carey’s “Dings & 
Shadows” pieces. But photograms are generally defined as images created by a cameraless 
photography process that places an object between photosensitive paper and a light source, 
creating a shadow exposure.11 As described above, in answering her own question about the 
essential nature of an abstract photograph, Carey came up with a unique photographic process 
that fundamentally differs from those before in that there is no referent used to create an image. 
Instead, the work is the product of Carey’s manipulation of the paper (i.e., the creasing and 
folding) and exposure to different colored light. And, in the end product, there is no real pictorial 
sign, unlike the abstracted shadow images of a traditional photogram that still indicate the 
referent.  
 

By removing the referent, Carey created an entirely new type of photograph—one that 
deserves its own term. The artist has referred to these pieces as “zerograms.” This term captures 
the notion of the absence of light and objects in the creation process of the “Dings & Shadows” 
works.12 At the same time, it alludes to her other practice—“Photography Degree Zero”—that 
encompassed the “Pulls & Rollbacks” set of abstract Polaroids. In contrast to the zerograms, the 
“Pulls & Rollbacks” are created with a 20x24 Polaroid camera but no darkroom. But in both the 
“Dings & Shadows” and the “Pulls & Rollbacks” works, Carey experiments with technique 
while discarding the pictorial sign that is the hallmark of traditional photography. 

 
Regardless of terminology, Carey’s “Dings & Shadows” pieces are adding something 

new and wonderful to the world. And by breaking the traditional rules of photography to create 
these works, Carey is revealing the hidden elements of photography, both laying bare the inner 
mechanics of the camera and showing the essential nature of the photograph as a completely 
freestanding object of art on its own, no referent required. 

                                                 
11 MICHAEL LANGFORD ET AL., LANGFORD’S BASIC PHOTOGRAPHY: THE GUIDE FOR SERIOUS PHOTOGRAPHERS 

324-25 (2010). 
 
12 Alternatively, I propose the term “photosciagram" to draw attention to the creation process that uses creases 

and folds (and the resulting shadows) rather than a separate referent object. 



Pushing the Outer Limits of Photography

Curated by Charlotte Cotton, the New York exhibit “Summer Open: 
Photography Is Magic” features works by 50 artists who are reinvent-
ing the genre of photography and exploiting the medium to different 
creative ends. Consider the shattered, drifting pieces of rock in one 
photograph, or another eerie image by Ailbhe Greaney, of a woman 
in floral-printed clothing who seems to melt into the wallpaper behind 
her.

For another artist, Ellen Carey, the subject of a photograph isn’t a 
person or place but color itself: In one shot, she captures crinkly, can-
dy-wrapper-like materials bending and refracting the light in psyche-
delic colors. (Fun fact: The layered photograph is actually a series of 
photograms, produced without a camera.) 

The open-submission show is on view at Aperture Gallery until Au-
gust 11. Click ahead to preview the exhibit, including punctured holes 
as glittery white sparks, an X-ray-like portrait of a woman wearing 
a colorful quilt, and a correctional-center room covered in cosmic 
illustrations.

By Anna Furman
July 25, 2016
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Caesura 
Artist Statement 

2016 
 
 
Caesura is Latin for cutting. In music, it represents a break and in poetry, a pause in verse. In this 
context, caesura is my visual metaphor for the current discourse between analog and digital, the break 
between these two. The vertical line separates the picture plane; it cuts the rectangle in two, made in the 
“light-tight” environment of the color darkroom. This line demands attention. It contains tiny splits, veins of 
hues and repetitive patterns cascading along its edges, declaring itself a ‘wet process’ and in that 
process, denying any and all future predictions of its end.  
 
It references line-as-open form, seen in the 20th century art movements of Abstract Expressionism and 
Minimalism. My Man Ray discovery found in his “hidden signature” in his black and white photograph 
Space Writings (1935) is all white line; his name is reversed as nam yar; when the print is held to a mirror, 
man ray. 
 
Many current “camera operators” carry on, making new images with sophisticated compositions, in 
brilliant, fearless combinations using “wet” process. In their wake, a re-birth is now taking place, pictures 
containing fresh ideas and new artistic innovations. There are those who cannot abandon it; they take 
pictures, print, and re-visit vintage techniques with a new intellectual and aesthetic vigor. On the other 
side of the line, there are those, often digitally native, who delight in the technology, mixing and matching 
the software on a computer to output the image as ink on paper. My question: “Are we not all an 
extension of the original camera club?”  
 
Daumier’s lithograph (1862) of Nadar holding his big box camera, floating over Paris, in a hot air balloon, 
is titled: 
 
               “NADAR élevant la Photographie à la hauteur de l'Art"  
                      (NADAR elevating Photography to the height of Art)”  
 
While across the pond in England we find “The Linked Ring” (1893-1910), a photographic society, in 
effect, the first camera club. The purpose was to promote, propose and defend that photography was as 
much as art as it was a science.  Its international roster held lectures, meetings, exhibitions, whose salon 
also published. Their exhibitions celebrated this new object and documents the struggles to place 
photography-that-happens-to-be-art with its roots in science and chemistry, activated by the powerful 
indexical of light. As one traces photography and its popularity across time, through a variety of 
practitioners and processes, periodicals and publications, galleries and museums, the evolution of 
drawing with light, an early 19th century phrase to describe the medium, sees a caesura between analog 
materials and those of digital technologies across the global picture culture. My Caesura series of unique 
color photograms, my new name zerograms, notes these changes while embracing the last several 
centuries in both photography and art. 
 



THESE ABSTRACT PHOTOGRAPHERS REDEFINE PERCEPTION OF THE REAL

Angie Kordic
June 14, 2016

What exactly is it that makes abstraction in photography so distinct and alluring? The truth is that abstract photographers can turn anything 
into a concept, an idea, a metaphysical interpretation of an element of reality. It is their choice of composition, point of view, focus and techni-
cal approach, among other things, that makes all the difference, as they transform the world as we know it into an abstract web of forms, lines 
and colors. Ever since the Surrealist masters, this form of image-making has been among the most popular – but also the most challenging 
ones, as its artists continued to prove the fact that photography isn’t just a simple click of a shutter – au contraire! It takes a lot of creativity 
and imagination to see beyond the surface and capture the invisible – which is why these particular photo makers now stand out as those 
who have set the bar for generations to come.

Editors’ Tip: Wolfgang Tillmans: Abstract Pictures

Wolfgang Tillmans is without a doubt one of the most prominent practitioners of abstract photog-
raphy today. In the past decade he has pursued this tack, making wholly non-representational 
photographs that explore processes of exposure. From the delicate veils of color in the Blushes 
and Freischwimmer series, and the sculptural paper drops made of folded or rolled-up photo-
graphic paper, to the colorfully compelling photos of the Lighter series, the printed object itself, 
divorced from its reproductive function, is always the point. Designed by the photographer, and 
with 275 color reproductions of these images, Abstract Pictures – now in paperback – impres-
sively demonstrates how fruitfully Tillmans has mined this terrain.

Ellen Carey - The Polaroid Artist
Self-described as a lens-based practitioner, Ellen Carey is known for her iconic Polaroid works, 
also called Pulls, which merge the concepts of major art movements such as Abstraction and 
Minimalism into single images. Her artworks bring a unique and compelling range of form and 
hue and high impact compositions in tandem with inventive methods of expression, resulting in 
bold, innovative, experimental visceral and physical artworks. Ellen Carey also uses her large 
3olaroid ��î�� camera to create site-speci¿c installations� and is sXrel\ one oI the most creatiYe 
and forward-thinking abstract photographers out there.

Wolfgang Tillmans - The Darkroom Experimenter
Working in a variety of genres, such as portraits, still lifes, sky photographs, astrophotography, 
aerial shots and landscapes, Wolfgang Tillmans managed to establish himself as one of the 
leading ¿ne art photographers in *erman\ and worldwide� 7he ¿rst non-(nglish artist to win 
the prestigious Turner Prize, he initially started taking snapshots of his friends, but perhaps he’s 
most famous for his stunning abstract photography, either created as a result of technical and 
chemical experimentations in the darkroom, as collages, or the print of a monochrome laser 
copier. In fact, the imagery made in the darkroom are the most captivating ones, as they evoke 
the very essence of an abstraction by creating the idea from scratch, rather than modifying 
reality.

Ellen Carey – Self Portrait, 1987. Courtesy of 
artist and 0�% *aller\� /os $ngeles

Wolfgang Tillmans
Image via imageobjecttext.wordpress.



Aaron Siskind - Inspired by Abstract Expressionism
,nflXenced b\ $bstract ([pressionism and� in particXlar� the paintings oI )ran] .line� $aron 6isNind dedicated himselI to photographing 
details of nature and architecture, with a focus on the texture, lines and patterns. In fact, his photographs were exhibited next to expressionist 
paintings more than often. A photographer by accident – he received a camera as a gift – he started off with documentary shots, only to realise 
his interest hid in more conceptXal ideas oI the sXrroXnding world� ,n the manner oI a proper master oI *eometric abstract art� $aron 6isNind 
worNed careIXll\� maNing sXre to Irame his image the best wa\ he coXld in order to obtain something not immediatel\ identi¿able�

Thomas Ruff - Master of Technology
Maybe you’ve come across the work of Thomas Ruff through his popular Nudes, which could also be considered examples of abstract pho-
tography in a way – based on internet pornography imagery, they are digitally processed and obscured without any camera or traditional 
photographic device. The technology plays a great role in the production of Thomas Ruff, as the photographer often uses it to achieve the 
impressive visual results – take his recent Photograms, created without a camera, which depict abstract shapes, lines and spirals in seem-
ingly random formations with varying degrees of transparency and illumination. This way, the photographer makes new visual possibilities of 
the medium and questions its artistic qualities.

Penelope Umbrico - Suns from Flickr
In her practice, Penelope Umbrico uses search engines and picture sharing websites to create appropriated art. Exploring the consumerism, 
its marketing and the impact of social media, she isolates moments from consumer product mail-order catalogs too, and websites like 
Craigslist and eBay. Her most famous project to date is Suns from Flickr, for which she found a total of 541,795 pictures of sunsets, as they 
prove to be the most photographed subject ever. The more she would look it up, the more results she would obtain, which resulted in multiple 
editions of this project, all of which were exhibited in form of installations in 2006, 2008 and 2009.

Barbara Kasten - Two-Dimensional Three-Dimensionality
%arbara .asten started oII as a painter and te[tile artist� as these were the ¿elds she stXdied� %Xt shortl\ aIter gradXating� she tXrned to 
photograph\ and� Xnder the inflXence oI %aXhaXs and the abstract photograph\ oI /is]ly 0ohol\-1ag\� the artist began recording three-
dimensional spaces onto a two-dimensional plane of the photographic paper, often using props like mirrors and lights for the best visual 
results and pure abstraction. But Barbara Kasten did not abandon the above mentioned studies – using materials such as plexiglas and mesh, 
she contracts large-scale sets that rel\ on shadow� light and reflection and then photographs them Irom angles that reYeal their geometric 
compositions the best way possible.

William Klein - Abstraction in Black and White
The truth is that William Klein is a photographer whose social documentary works and fashion images, all within wide-angle and telephoto 
shots� are among the most IamoXs ones in the histor\ oI photograph\� +oweYer� he is also a scXlptXre� ¿lmmaNer and painter� and in the earl\ 
1950s, he began making experimental abstract photographs of his paintings while they were in motion. His black and white photographs are 
completely dedicated to contrast and intriguing forms and shapes, and most of the time the viewers can’t tell what it is these images depict 
exactly. Sometimes the abstraction would overlap with his fashion or documentary shots, thus creating almost new genres that are even more 
captivating and alluring.

Kim Keever - Dreamlike Landscapes
Kim Keever is someone who creates his photographs from scratch. They’re large-scale, impressive shots of color explosions, dreamy 
landscapes, mysterious twirls and smoke-like masses. They’re actually meticulously hand-made structures consisting of 200-gallon tanks, 
miniature topographies and water, in which he then dissolves color pigments and applies coloured lights to, in order to create the ephemeral 
atmospheres we see in his photographs. He must be quick, as these structures will disappear very quickly. As such, Kim Keever’s abstract 
photography references and is inspired by a broad history of landscape painting, especially that of Romanticism, the Hudson River School 
and Luminism.

Ori Gersht - Of Sublime Colors
2ri *ersht is an ,sraeli ¿ne art photographer whose main topics inclXde death� traXma� Yiolence� loss and the concepts oI beaXt\� 2ne oI his 
most IamoXs worNs come Irom a series which IeatXres classic still liIe compositions oI flowers and IrXits which glorioXsl\ e[plore beIore the 
photographic lens to e[plore the relationship between photograph\ and cXtting-edge technolog\� 2ri *ersht¶s more sXblime worNs depict the 
sNies oI /ondon� captXred withoXt the Xse oI an\ ¿lters or other manipXlation� 5eminiscing 0arN 5othNo� these photographs test the mediXm¶s 
ability to transmit the splendid colors of nature during the threshold between daylight and nighttime.



 

 
 
 
Be-hold, Yonkers, NY, presents Self in Polaroid, an 
exhibition of photographs by Ellen Carey and Judy 
Coleman opening June 4. These works explore the self-
portrait in unusual ways, using Polaroid materials. 
 
 
 
Ellen Carey exhibits for the first time, her series from 2001 titled, Stopping Down, with 
its referenced camera aperture as it relates to the spatiality and durative nature of light, to 
the punctual and directive passing of a life in time. This series, created with instant 
Polaroid technology, is a precursor of the global 'selfie' phenomenon. 

  
Ellen Carey, RGB:YMC, 2001 

 
Carey used the large-format 8 X 10 camera and Polaroid color film to position her head, 
neck and shoulders, front and center, in increasingly diminishing exposures, beginning at 
the largest aperture of f#/9 to the smallest on the lens in f/#128, a range of nine stops. 
Each attendant self-portrait in Polaroid shows less and less of the artist; her features are 
subtle and barely seen, camouflaging her gender. These hyper-real, pristine prints are 



backlit, forming an afterglow of light, a shimmering soft halo that emphasizes both the 
dramatic silhouette and her fluid outline. The incremental progression, in each of the nine 
apertures, as they "stop down" suggests time passing, until it is, as we are, out of time. 
The face lacks any clues or expressive self-revelation, often the goal of self-portraiture. 
The head, neck and shoulders are silhouetted, stand-ins for anyone and everyone, as 
she/we/they fade into darkness, conceptually highlighting for Carey the existential 
dilemma of living and dying as found in Sartre's Being and Nothingness. 
 
RGBYMC presents a suite of six Polaroid images that take photographic color theory as 
its conceptual and contextual point-of-departure, it also signals another kind of self-
portrait, Carey's love of color. Her experiments in color can be seen in her Polaroid Pulls 
and Rollbacks and camera-less photograms, such as Dings & Shadows.   
 

Ellen Carey, Stopping Down, 2001 
 
 
Carey's adds photographic and symbolic significance to the Polaroid process, finding the 
negative as a "picture sign" for mourning and loss, the empty rectangle a void, 
reminiscent of an earthy open burial pit, black cool and opaque. One thinks of 
photographic history vis-a-vis the self-portrait, a large and long tradition, however in 
Hippolyte Bayard's "Self-Portrait as a Drowned Man" (1840), he imagines himself for the 
camera, drowned and dead. Ellen Carey puts her Stopping Down negatives underneath 
(the ground) of the positives, the universal flip of life and death.  
 
Carey is the only Polaroid artist to keep the negatives, often exhibiting them with their 
respective positives, highlighting Talbot's negative-to-positive duality, it origins located 
in the "shadow" image, often seen as a ghostly silhouette or outline in his early 
photograms. This rich history of the shadow image in art and photography find Polaroid's 
haunting remains in the negatives, chemical residues that have oxidized over time, their 
patinas a rich velvety black, the opposite of their stark monochromes in Carey's self-
portraits-as-positives. Stopping Down offers contemplation on many of life's big 
questions, while offering reflective silence for answers, it links photography and time to 
Polaroid and aging, adding to the discourse on what it means to have and be a "self." 
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Interviews from Yale University Radio WYBCX: Ellen Carey
April 18, 2016

Ellen Carey (b.1952 USA) is an educator, independent scholar, guest curator, photographer and lens-

based artist, whose unique experimental work (1976-2015) spans several decades. Her early work Paint-

ed 6elI-3ortraits ������ were ¿rst e[hibited at +allwalls� an artists-rXn alternatiYe space� home to the 
Buffalo avant-garde — Robert Longo and Cindy Sherman — and led to a group exhibit The Altered Image 

at PS 1, another avant-garde institution.

The visionary curator, Linda Cathcart, of The Albright-Knox Art Gallery (AKAG) selected Carey’s work for 

this exhibition as well as The Heroic Figure which presented thirteen American artists for the São Paulo 

Biennale including Cindy Sherman, Nancy Dwyer, Julian Schnabel and David Salle, with portraits by Rob-

ert Mapplethorpe, for its South and North American tour (1984-1986).

In 1983, The Polaroid Artists Support Program invited Carey to work at the Polaroid 20 X 24 Studio. Her 

Neo-Geo, post-psychedelic Self-Portraits (1984-87) were created, quickly followed by her stacked photo-

installations Abstractions (1988-95). Her pioneering breakthrough the Pull  (1996) and Rollback(1997) name her practice Photography De-

gree Zero (1996-2011). Here, she investigates minimal and abstract images with Polaroid instant technology partnered with her innovovative 

concepts, often using only light, photography’s indexical, or none, emphasizing zero. Her photogram work is cameraless; it parallels her Po-

laroid less-is-more aesthetic under her umbrella concept Struck by Light (1992-2015). Carey has worked in a variety of cameras and formats: 

3olaroid 6;-�� and 3olaroid 31 ¿lm� blacN�white to color� ��mm� mediXm� and large Iormat� +er e[perimental images� in a range oI genres 
and themes, are one-of-a-kind.

6ite-speci¿c monXmental installations in 3olaroid inclXde0oXrning :all oI ��� gre\ negatiYes at 5eal $rt :a\s ������ and 3art-3ictXre e[-

hibition (2015) at Museum of Canadian Contemporary Art (MoCCA); Self-Portrait @ 48 at Connecticut Commission for the Arts (2001) and 

the gigantic Pulls XL that used the Polaroid 40 X 80 camera (shortly thereafter dismantled, never reassembled) for her MATRIX #153 exhibit 

�����-��� at 7he :adsworth $theneXm 0XseXm oI $rt� the prestigioXs 0$75,; program celebrates its ��th \ear� 'ings 	 6hadows� a new 
color photogram installation, recently exhibited at the Benton Museum of Art and another at Florida Atlantic University (FAU). Her new series 

Caesura uses the photogram to introduce visual breaks in color; caesura is Greek or Latin for pause: in word (poetry) or sound (music).

Photography Degree Zero (1996-2011) names her Polaroid lens-based art while Struck by Light (1992-2015) names her parallel practice 

in the cameraless photogram. Her experimental investigations into abstraction and minimalism, partnered with her innovative concepts and 

iconoclastic artmaNing� oIten Xse bold colors and new Iorms� 3ictXs 	 :rit �����-����� ¿nds the artist tradition oI writing on other artists� 6ol 
/e:itt� $ :all 'rawing 5etrospectiYe at 0$66 0o&$� with <ale 8niYersit\ 3ress� pXblished the booN 6ol /e:itt���� 9iews with ��� new 
essays; Color Me Real is Ellen Carey’s contribution. Her Man Ray essay on her discovery of his “hidden” signature in his black and white 

photograph ������ titled 6pace :ritings �6elI-3ortrait� sees an edited Yersion $t 3la\ with 0an 5a\ pXblished in $pertXre� 2n her own worN ,n 
+amlet¶s 6hadow� pXblished in7he 3olaroid <ears� ,nstant 3hotograph\ and ([perimentatione[hibit�booN�toXr �����-���� 0ar\-.a\ /ombino� 
&Xrator� /ehman /oeb $rt &enter� 9assar &ollege�

Ellen Carey’s work has been the subject of 53 one-person exhibitions in museums, alternative spaces, university, college and commercial 

galleries �����-������ 7he :adsworth $theneXm 0XseXm oI $rt� 5eal $rt :a\s� /\man $ll\n $rt 0XseXm� 6t� -oseph 8niYersit\� and ,&3�
1<� +er worN seen in hXndreds oI groXp e[hibitions �����-������ mXseXms �6mithsonian�� alternatiYe spaces �+allwalls�� galleries �3errotin� 
and non-pro¿ts �$pertXre�� +er worN is in the permanent collections oI oYer twent\ photograph\ and art mXseXms� $lbright-.no[ $rt *aller\ 
(AKAG), George Eastman House (GEH), Museum at the Chicago Art Institute, Fogg Museum at Harvard University, Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art (LACMA), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New Britain Museum of American Art (NBMAA), Smithsonian American Art Museum 

�6$$0�� :hitne\ 0XseXm oI$merican $rt� :adsworth $theneXm 0XseXm oI $rt� <ale 8niYersit\ $rt *aller\� corporate� %anana 5epXblic� 
priYate� /inda and :alter :icN� and the /e:itt )oXndation�

/isten to the aXdio clip here� Yhttp���mXseXmoInonYisibleart�com�interYiews�

Photo: Ulrich Birkmaier



Helmut Newton

One of the most influential 
voices of the last 
century (1920–2004), 
Helmut Newton's iconic 
work is enveloped with 
sex, sensuality and 
surrealism. His use of 
fetish imagery has both, 
been criticised and 
celebrated by feminists 
and commentators, and 
has inspired a generation 
of fashion photographers. 
An  ongoing exhibition 
of his work, titled Pages 
from the Glossies and 
Greg Gorman’s Colour 
Works, offers us a new 
perspective on many of 
his images. The show is 
on view till 22 May 2016 
at the Museum 
of Photography, Helmut 
Newton Foundation, 
Jebensstr, 210623 Berlin.

“...what I try to do is a good bad picture.”

There are moments when I am photographing, when the picture goes beyond the 
photographed, and starts becoming about me. It's at times like these when including 
myself within the frame, in a mirror, or through a timed remote release, becomes an 
interesting exercise. These personal photographs speak about how my life has evolved 
over the years. Elements come in that allude to the little signals of my life—my models, my 
cameras, my wife, the studio. That is what I call an autobiographical picture.

If the theme has something to do with my life, past 
or present, it seems a nice idea to put myself in it.

 Helmut Newton, Self 
portrait with model, 
Elle, Paris 1969 
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Right from the time of Robert Cornelius and Hippolyte Bayard to the likes of 
Lee Friedlander, Cindy Sherman and Vivian Maier carrying the mantle, self 

portraiture has come a long way. How do different practitioners examine their 
thoughts and experiences? What makes their articulation of these feelings, 

approach and practice unique to themselves?

Sakshi Parikh shares stories of imagemakers who have looked inwards, 
examined their lives and made themselves the protagonists of their own story. 
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Ellen Carey

Ellen Carey's work 
highlights the use of 
experimentation and 
colour. She believes that 
her Catholic upbringing 
has subconsciously 
contributed to the stained 
glass look in the photos, 
which she made with a 
large format Polaroid 
20 x 24, one of five in 
the world.  

 Reflections on
being and having a 

'self' are paired with 
the Polaroid process. 

Polaroid's tagline 
See What Develops has 
multifaceted meanings, 

and is a fitting metaphor 
for my practice. 

SHO OT ING  T ECHNIQUESHO OT ING  T ECHNIQUE

Titled Eclipsed: 
With my fading vision 
I feel claustrophobic 
as the darkness and 
distortion pervades 

my sight. Here, I am 
being consumed 

and enveloped by 
the inevitable.

the artifacts of my imaginary wanderings.”“These colour photographs are

In the late seventies and early eighties, questions of identity, of "Who am I?" and "What is the 
Self?" seemed natural for a young artist, a search that was one aspect of the 'artist's struggle'. 

While acknowledging the 'self' as a small part in relation to a much larger, unknowable
whole, I moved away from standard notions of selfhood, which involved roleplay,
gender identity, dress up, and disguise. Instead, I focused on utopian ideologies of

transformation and transcendence embedded in the philosophy of being and nothingness,
as theorised by the founder of existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre.

My self portraits, simultaneously me and not me, 
are purposely posed as head and shoulders, to 

camouflage and/or 'expose' my gender, to
 borrow a photographic term.

 Titled Losing the 
Light, from the series 
Blind Vision: My hand 
and head enveloped 
in foam comes into 
contact with the glass 
membrane of the 
scanner. This illustrates 
the multiple layers of 
particles floating in the 
vitreous humour of my 
eye, which obstructs 
what is left of my vision.

In my self portraits, I have 
purposely used varied, 

highly saturated colours 
to create striking, high 
impact effects that are 

rich in luminosity.
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PRESS RELEASE  

THE UNBEARABLE LIGHTNESS
THE 1980S 
PHOTOGRAPHY, FILM  
24 FEBRUARY - 23 MAY 2016   
PHOTOGRAPHY GALLERY, FORUM-1 

Heterogeneous, elusive, painful, fantastical, still too close, as light-hearted as they were 
serious, the Eighties were full of contrasts and paradoxes. With films and photographs from its 
collections, the Centre Pompidou cast a fresh eye on this decade in an exhibition featuring over 
20 artists and some 60 works in a completely new circuit.  

From Florence Paradeis to Jean-Paul Goude, and from Karen Knorr to Présence Panchounette by 
way of Martin Parr and Pierre and Gilles, the works selected mostly express criticism of culture 
and society through various strategies, such as irony, realistic or imaginative staging, pastiche, 
subverted sets and odes to artifice. The history of Eighties photography somewhat eludes 
comprehension even today.  
While neo-documentary forms (such as “The Düsseldorf School”, the photographic project of 
DATAR, the Interdepartmental Delegation for Territorial Development and Regional Attractiveness) 
were positively received by critics overall, the same was not true of “manufactured”, staged 
or possibly “Baroque” photography, which represented much of the work produced in the 
Eighties. Beyond the sometimes too all-inclusive concept of post-modernism, the Eighties saw 
the emergence of new issues that were both poetic and political. Hybridisation, humour, irony, 
eroticism and nostalgia are all possible keys to interpreting the art of this period, particularly its 
photography. 
Mainly dedicated to the Western and American scene of the 1980s, well-represented in the Centre 
Pompidou’s collection, this exhibition reflects the geopolitical and economic order of a time when 
the ideological divisions between North and South, East and West, capitalist democracies and 
centralised totalitarian regimes were being swept aside by the new global economy. 
With a mix of famous works and others awaiting rediscovery, the exhibition draws us into the 
aesthetics and sometimes popular iconography typical of this period and geography.  
In France, the Eighties were crucial for photography in terms of art and heritage. Several major 

communication
and partnerships department  
75191 Paris cedex 04 
 
director 
Benoît Parayre 
telephone 
00 33 (0)1 44 78 12 87 
email 
benoit.parayre@centrepompidou.fr
 
press officer
Elodie Vincent  
telephone 
00 33 (0)1 44 78 48 56  
email 
elodie.vincent@centrepompidou.fr 
 
www.centrepompidou.fr

Agnès Bonnot

(Sans titre), 1982

40,2 x 26,4 cm

Epreuve cibachrome

Collection Centre Pompidou, Paris

Centre Pompidou / P.Migeat / Dist. RMN-GP

© Agnès Bonnot / Agence Vu’

19 january 2016

In partnership with



photography museums and collections sprang up or developed under a new impulse. At the same time, a new 
generation of “painter-photographers” appeared, who were keen to do away with the barrier between photography 
and painting and rebelled against the language of the previous generation. This new photography, often highly 
“pictorialist” in Western countries, developed forms that were closely connected with technical advances in 
this area: the availability of good-quality colour photography, the possibilities provided by large formats and the 
instantaneousness of Polaroid. The meeting between these new production methods and the search for different 
forms and themes in classic photography created another paradox: works that were openly anti-documentary 
proved to be such an accurate reflection of the reality they came from that in the end they were its best 
representation.  

The exhibition of the Centre Pompidou brings together for the first time the works of BazileBustamante, 
Agnès Bonnot, David Buckland, Ellen Carey, Clegg & Guttmann, Tom Drahos, Jean-Paul Goude, Hergo, 
Karen Knorr, Elizabeth Lennard, Joachim Mogarra, Patrick Nagatani, Paul de Nooijer, Alice Odilon, 
Florence Paradeis, Martin Parr, Pierre et Gilles, Présence Panchounette, Alix Cléo Roubaud, Sandy Skoglund, 
Unglee, Boyd Webb, Mark Wilcox.

Centre Pompidou
75191 Paris cedex 04
telephone 
00 33 (0)1 44 78 12 33
metro 
Hôtel de Ville, Rambuteau 

Opening hours 
Exhibition open every day 
from 11 am to 9 pm except on 
Tuesday 
Closed on May 1st
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Free admission 
 
www.centrepompidou.fr
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The Unbearable Lightness. The 1980s
By Etienne Hatt
November 2, 2016

18

expositions

souligne aussi que l’artifice est indis-
sociable de la porosité alors très
grande entre la photographie, la pein-
ture et la sculpture : Pierre et Gilles
rehaussent leur portrait d’Étienne
Daho qui fera la pochette de la Notte,
la Notte (1984) et rappellent l’impor-
tance de la musique dans l’esthé-
tique de la décennie, tandis que
Sandy Skoglund construit un inquié-
tant intérieur envahi par des chats
fluorescents. Reste une question :
les années 1980 sont-elles vraiment
finies? Goude et Pierre et Gilles les
ont très certainement prolongées –
souvent pour le pire. Mais les expéri-
mentations de la méconnue et
remarquable Ellen Carey, dont le
visage disparaissait alors sous des
trames mathématiques ou psyché-
déliques, explorent aujourd’hui l’es-
sence – la vérité? – du médium.

Étienne Hatt

——`
Perhaps the time has come to do
justice to the 1980s, that little-
loved decade of easy money, the
social failure of liberalism and
AIDS, the period that Anne Bony,
editor of a collection of volumes
on the decades of the 20th century,
described as “protean, onanistic
and dire.” The Pompidou’s photo-
graphy gallery has set out to do
just that, but this is not a detailed
and familiar history of the medium
during those years: don’t come
looking for Jeff Wall, Nan Goldin,
the Pictures Generation, the
Dusseldörf School, or any other of
the big names and trends that are
now in the history books, nor even
the landscape genre, which
enjoyed something of a renais-
sance back then. This is both more
modest and more ambitious than
that. Cleverly combining cinema
and photography, the show sets
out to grasp the spirit of the time,
the ambiguity of which is well sum-
med up in its title, taken from Milan
Kundera’s famous (or famously fil-
med) novel, The Unbearable
Lightness of Being. No doubt, the
approach could have been more
precise and articulate but what
these four sections convey is the
idea of a decade when artifice
ruled. As two of the best sections
here show, this could be either
exalted or critical. It is the former
in the fine dialogue, combining
advertising and experiment, bet-
ween the whole wall dedicated to
Jean-Paul Goude and his muse
Grace Jones (a daring inclusion in
such a venue) and Unglee’s Radio-

serpent (1980), a stuttering film
showing a hi-tech environment
inhabited by Pascale Ogier and
Benjamin Baltimore. It is critical
when Florence Paradeis and Karen
Knorr theatricalize their falsely
banal sketches of ways of life and
the habits of different classes. It is
great fun to see Knorr’s “Gent-
lemen” restage the group portrait
seen behind them, over the mantel-
piece of an English club—and do so
in the club itself. There is a good
dose of irony in these photos from
the 1980s. It is there too, of course,
in the pathetic stagings by Joachim
Mogarra which transform a pastis
box into the “Aswan Dam” (1984),
but also in most of the works
whose use of large formats and
color might be expected to indulge
in the pleasures of the spectacle.
The photograph of 18th-century

furniture by BAZILEBUSTAMANTE
is much too glossy not to be criti-
cal of this purported “good taste.”
This photographic tableau shows
that artifice is inseparable from
what was then the considerable
interchange between photography,
painting and sculpture. Pierre &
Gilles heightened their portrait of
singer Étienne Daho, used for the
cover of the album La Notte, la
Notte (1984), reminding us of the
importance of music in the aesthetic
of the day, while Sandy Skoglund
constructed a disturbing interior
invaded by fluorescent cats. One
question remains unanswered: are
the 1980s really over? Goude and
Pierre & Gilles have certainly pro-
longed them, and not always in a
good way. But the experiments of
the little-known and remarkable
Ellen Carey, whose face disappea-
red back in the day behind mathe-
matical or psychedelic grids, are
now exploring the essence—the
truth?—of the medium.

Translation, C. Penwarden

Sans doute était-il temps de rendre
justice aux années 1980, décennie
mal aimée de l’argent facile, de la
faillite sociale du libéralisme et de
l’apparition du sida qu’Anne Bony,
directrice d’une collection d’ouvrages
sur toutes les décennies du 20e siècle,
avait naguère qualifiée de « protéi-
forme, onaniste et funeste ». La
Galerie de photographies du Centre
Pompidou s’y emploie. Elle ne livre
pas l’histoire détaillée et connue de
la photographie de cette période ; on
n’y verra pas, de Jeff Wall à Nan
Goldin et de la Pictures Generation à
l’École de Dusseldörf, les grandes
figures et les grands courants qui se
sont alors affirmés, ni le genre du
paysage, qui connaît alors un nouvel
essor. À la fois plus modeste et
ambitieuse, elle tente, en associant
avec parcimonie mais justesse le
cinéma à la photographie, de saisir
un esprit du temps, dont son titre
emprunté à Milan Kundera dit toute
l’ambivalence. Son propos aurait
sans doute pu être plus précis et arti-
culé mais, au long des quatre chapi-
tres, s’impose l’idée d’une décennie
placée sous le signe de l’artifice. Il
est tantôt exalté, tantôt critique,
comme en témoignent deux des
meilleurs passages de l’exposition.
Exalté, comme dans ce beau dia-
logue, où publicité et expérimenta-
tion se mêlent, entre un mur entier,
osé en ces lieux et très réussi
consacré à Jean-Paul Goude et à
son égérie Grace Jones et le film
Radio-serpent (1980) d’Unglee qui,
dans un rythme saccadé, met en
scène un environnement high-tech
de néons où évoluent Pascale Ogier
et Benjamin Baltimore. Critique,
quand Florence Paradeis et Karen
Knorr théâtralisent dans des say-
nètes faussement banales les
modes de vie et les usages des
classes sociales. Il faut voir ces
Gentlemen de Knorr rejouer dans le
même lieu le portrait de groupe qui
figure à l’arrière-plan, au-dessus de la
cheminée d’un de ces clubs anglais.
Il y a ainsi beaucoup d’ironie dans
ces photographies des années 1980.
Bien sûr dans les mises en scène
dérisoires de Joachim Mogarra qui
transforme un carton de Pastis en
Barrage d’Assouan (1984), mais
aussi dans la plupart de ces travaux
qui, dans des grands formats couleur
qui se multiplient, semblaient devoir
céder au plaisir du spectacle. La pho-
tographie de mobilier du 18e siècle
par BAZILEBUSTAMANTE est ainsi
bien trop rutilante pour ne pas être
une critique du prétendu bon goût.
Ce véritable tableau photographique

PARIS
L’insoutenable légèreté. Les années 1980
Centre Pompidou / 24 février - 23 mai 2016

Ellen Carey. «Self-Portrait ».
1987. Épreuve couleur Polaroid 20 x 24.
60 x 50 cm. (Court. JHB Gallery, NY,
et M+B, Los Angeles © E. Carey)
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Interview with Ellen Carey, Poet With A Lens, Les années 1980, Centre Pompidou, Paris
March 30, 2016
By Tim Barry

Ellen Carey came of age artistically in the 1980s, which was a decade in photog-
raphy that saw radical innovation, and a real move away from merely representa-
tional and reportorial image-making. Carey’s investigations in the ensuing years 
have charted a course increasingly abstract, boldly experimental, arriving a place 
where, as she puts it, “subject matter is not there.” Her trajectory in the art world 
began at the University of Buffalo, in the late 1970s, and continued to develop 
when she moved to New York City in 1979. Carey often makes images without a 
camera, in a process she calls ‘painting with emulsion.’ When she trains her cam-
era’s eye onto an object, the resulting image may bear no relation to the subject. 
She uses light the way that abstract painters use paint. We speak to Carey about 
her inclusion in group exhibition Les années 1980, l’insoutenable légèreté at 
Centre Pompidou in Paris.

A: In a world where everyone walks around with a camera in their pocket, has the rise of the smartphone had an impact on Fine Art 
photography?
EC: Yes, I think it’s great for photography, as we’re now seeing a global visual culture. People think visually now; images transcend language 
barriers, age, race, economics.  People are more open to images. With three-year-olds having smartphones, who knows what images we’re 
going to be seeing?

A: The exhibition at the Pompidou focuses on the 1980s. What is iconic about this decade, and what makes it culturally important 
today?
EC: We are now 25 years out from the 1980s, and the decade is being looked at with new eyes. 60s Pop and 70s Minimalism and Concep-
tualism have been reappraised, now it’s the turn of the 80s.  There were barriers broken down then, innovation was not only allowed, it was 
e[pected� 7here was an µan\thing goes¶ sort oI chaos� graI¿ti art� neo-e[pressionism�

A: In your opinion, was it easier for artists to develop and establish themselves back then?
EC:  I feel it was just different.  There’s more to learn today.  There’s social media.  There was no gatekeeping. Today there’s the emerging 
artist, there’s the mid-career artist, you need to go up the ladder.  In the 1980s, it was open territory – you could break rules.  It was a meritol-
ogy.  Remember, early on there were almost no galleries for us.  P.S. 1  (the Museum of Modern Art’s contemporary venue) had just opened 
up, and you had to go to museums and look in books to see art.  New York was gritty, it was scary, a new territory for young artists – it was 
kind of like Blade Runner.

A:  You call yourself a ‘lens-based artist’ rather than strictly a photographer. Can you describe the term abstract photography?
EC:  All photographs are inventions and processes.  Photography was always based on picture-signs: you had the portrait, the landscape, 
the still-life. With abstract photography, you don’t know what the picture is, or how it was made.  I took out the picture signs. I got restless with 
straight photography, with the surface. You turn the camera on yourself.  I started doing painted self-portraits.

A: It seems your investigations are akin to that of James Welling and Cindy Sherman, though of course her’s are not abstract.
(&� 7here are aI¿nities and oYerlaps with what , do and what the\ do� as well as diIIerences� 0\ inflXences stem Irom the world oI 'ada� 
sXrrealism� and especiall\ 0an 5a\� 5Xssian &onstrXctiYism has also had a great inflXence on m\ deYelopment� :ith -acNson 3ollocN� 
Ior e[ample� \oX had the gestalt oI the brXsh� the thing itselI� +e tooN the canYas oII oI the stretcher� and pXt it on the floor�  6o� change oI 
process.  I stepped into the black box of the darkroom.  Also tools are important; the Polaroid 20×24 was an innovation every bit as ground-
breaNing as an\thing 6teYe -obs created�

Ellen Carey’s work features in Les années 1980, l’insoutenable légèreté, until 23 May, Centre Pompidou, Paris. For more, visit www.centrepompidou.fr.

Ellen Carey, Self Portrait, 1987
Courtesy Centre Pompidou
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 
 

ELLEN CAREY 
Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits 
November 6, 2015 – January 16, 2016 
 
 
Opening Reception 
Friday, November 6, 2015 from 6 to 8 pm 
 
M+B is pleased to present Ellen Carey: Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits. This will be the 
artist’s first exhibition with the gallery and her solo debut in Los Angeles. The exhibition 
runs from November 6, 2015 through January 16, 2016, with an opening reception on 
Friday, November 6 from 6 to 8pm. 
 
Ellen Carey (b. 1952) is one of the country’s foremost experimental photographers. Her 
pioneering work with the large-format Polaroid 20 x 24 camera spans several decades 

and anticipated major themes in contemporary photography. Carey began working with the camera in New York in 1983, 
starting with her Self-Portrait series. Her experimentation with abstraction in these images was a precursor to her later, 
purely abstract Pulls. Though still representational, these self-portraits were anomalous to the themes of image 
appropriation and cultural politics that occupied her peers in the Pictures Generation. In contrast, Carey used the self as 
subject to explore the unseen. The photographs feature the artist's likeness overlaid with wild psychedelic patterns, and 
figures from mathematics—fractals, Pythagorean golden means, sacred geometry— that describe a hidden order within 
nature, or point to transcendent realms. Known for her technical virtuosity, these complex and layered compositions were 
made without a darkroom and pre-date digital imaging technologies with an uncanny prescient sense of the future.  
 
Ellen Carey received her BFA from Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO and MFA from The State University of New 
York at Buffalo. Her work has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions at such institutions as the Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT and International Center of Photography, New York, among others. In spring 2016, a 
selection of Carey’s Self-Portraits will be presented in the thematic exhibition, The Society of the Spectacle at Centre 
Georges Pompidou, Paris. The forthcoming Polaroid Project show at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology will also 
include her work. Recent group shows include The Edge of Vision: The Rise of Abstraction in Photography at the Aperture 
Foundation, New York; Part Picture at the Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art, Toronto; Wish You Were Here: The 
Buffalo Avant-Garde in the 1970s at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo; and The Persistence of Geometry at the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. 
 
Carey’s work can be found in the permanent collections of The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Centre 
Georges Pompidou, Paris; Art Institute of Chicago; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge; Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; George Eastman Museum, Rochester; Nelson-
Atkins Museum, Kansas City, MO; Pérez Art Museum, Miami; Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo; Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington D.C.; Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford; Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth; Brooklyn 
Museum of Art; and Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, among others. Ellen Carey teaches at the Hartford Art School, 
University of Hartford in Connecticut. 
 
Location:  M+B, 612 North Almont Drive, Los Angeles, California 90069 
Show Title:  Ellen Carey: Polaroid 20 x 24 Self-Portraits 
Exhibition Dates:  November 6, 2015 – January 16, 2016 
Opening Reception:  Friday, November 6, 6 – 8pm 
Gallery Hours:  Tuesday – Saturday, 10 am – 6 pm, and by appointment  
 
For press inquiries, please contact Jeanie Choi at (310) 550-0050 or jeanie@mbart.com. 
 
For all other inquiries, contact Shannon Richardson at shannon@mbart.com or Jonlin Wung at jonlin@mbart.com. 
 
 
 

 
# # # 
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Beyond the Self: The Early Polaroids of Ellen Carey 
 
by Chris Wiley 
2015 
 
 
Sometimes, things do not so much fall into place effortlessly, like the languid hand of a dreamer might 
come to rest on a waiting pillow, but rather rise up and insist on their place within a moment in time. Ellen 
Carey’s work came to my attention like that—insistently—as if it could not abide being missed.  
 
A year ago, I took part in an exhibition at Real Art Ways in Hartford, Connecticut. I attended the opening, 
and briefly talked with Ellen, whose studio is in the same building as the exhibition space. But as is 
commonplace with opening chit-chat, my encounter was quickly churned under by the fast flow of the 
evening. The next morning, however, I awoke in a friend’s cabin in Vermont, and snatched up an old copy 
of ARTFORUM to sit down with over my coffee. Miraculously, on the first page I turned to was a review of 
Carey’s marvelous Polaroid Pulls, complete with a small illustration. As you might imagine, her work now 
had my full attention. 
 
Of course, even this little instance of synchronicity might have passed without much notice, had it not 
been immediately clear that Carey’s abstract Polaroids were unacknowledged precursors to the work of a 
young generation of photographers that I count myself among. Our project, if it can be so 
programmatically described, is one that aims to expand photography’s territory by commingling it with 
aspects of other media, principally painting and sculpture. In my estimation, this shift in photographic 
practice took place principally in reaction to both the dematerialization of the photograph as a result of the 
rise of digital media, and to the image environment that said media have created, in which it seems as if 
every possible photograph has already been made, and archived online. Carey’s Pulls, which engage 
with the materials of photography in a supremely painterly manner, fit our loosely defined program 
perfectly, and resonate directly with the work of younger artists like Mariah Robertson, whose abstract 
works made with washes of chemistry applied directly to photographic paper are perhaps the closest 
relatives of Carey’s work with Polaroid film. That Carey’s work arose as an anomaly among her peers 
who formed the backbone of what has become known as the Pictures Generation, whose work reacted in 
a wholly different manner to the echo chamber of images that defined the 1980s and presaged our own 
world of digital image overload, made her work seem all the more prescient.  
 
As I got to know Carey and her work more, the instance of a causal connection that brought her work to 
my attention began to seem increasingly fitting. After all, since her earliest self-portrait work that she 
made while studying at the State University of New York at Buffalo alongside Pictures Generation 
luminaries like Cindy Sherman (with whom Carey staged one of her first exhibitions), Carey has been 
concerned with the hidden structures that lie just below the surface of reality, and help to give it shape. 
This interest in the metaphysical, the unseen, and the just-out-of-reach, was the point of intellectual 
departure that drove her away from the concerns of her peers, and ultimately towards photographic 
abstraction.  
 
Her intersection with Sherman early on in her career is particularly telling in this regard. Sherman, in 
her Untitled Film Stills (1977-80), famously created self-portraits in which she adopted various female 
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personae promulgated by Hollywood films, as both a critique of these cookie-cutter constructs, and a 
simultaneous acknowledgment that the imaginary worlds passed down to us by image makers have a 
way of reshaping reality itself. By contrast, Carey’s nearly contemporaneous self-portraits made with the 
Polaroid 20 x 24 camera from 1984 to 1987 feature Carey’s likeness overlaid with wild psychedelic 
patterns, and figures from mathematics—fractals, Pythagorean golden means, sacred geometry— that 
describe a hidden order within nature, or point to transcendent realms. Though these two bodies of work 
both take the self as a starting point for image making, they radically diverge in their conception of both 
the world of images, and the nature of the self. 
 
In his book The Philosophies of Asia (1973), Alan Watts describes the Hindu model of the universe as 
one in which God is “the actor of the world as an actor of a stage play—the actor who is playing all the 
parts at once.” The self in Hindu philosophy, in other words, is conceived of as mask that hides God 
behind it. This is a concept that resonates across cultures and religions, and has even come to infiltrate 
our own language. Watts notes in the context of this explanation of Hindu theology that the English word 
“person” is derived from the Latin “persona,” or “that through which comes sound,” a word that was 
originally used to describe the masks worn by Greco-Roman actors performing in the theater. In the 
middle of the twentieth century, this concept of the self as a kind of mask that hides something essential 
underneath was briefly decoupled from theology and metaphysics, and was integrated into the fields of 
psychology and sociology, principally through the work of Carl Gustav Jung and Erving Goffman, 
respectively. It was through these channels that the idea of the “persona” entered popular consciousness, 
where it persists even now as shorthand for the public-facing identity that exists in opposition to our 
private, “true” selves. In the 1960s and 70s, however, the idea that this public-facing scrim of the self 
obscured profound and possibly scared depths behind it was briefly reinvigorated by psychedelic 
chemical catalysts like LSD and psilocybin, which intimated a possible merger between science and 
spirituality.  
 
Carey’s early self-portraits spring directly from this psychedelic mindset, and the science and 
mathematics of quantum physics, chaos theory, and fractal geometry, with which it has significant 
overlap. It is a mindset whose model of the self posits that behind our everyday masks lies something far 
greater than ourselves, which, if it cannot be called “God” in a sense that would be popularly understood, 
is at the very least an unimaginably rich set of ordering principals whose origin and purpose may remain 
forever mysterious. Within this mindset, images act as portals to realities beyond our everyday 
perception, whose power is activated by the force of our imagination. This image model is one that is as 
old as art itself, but it is one that is particularly well suited for photography—and manipulated photography 
in particular—as the medium has the unique ability to faithfully represent reality and render it strange 
simultaneously.  
 
Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills, by contrast, are associated with a mindset that arose almost 
simultaneously alongside the work itself, a brand of postmodernism with a Baudrillardian bent that posited 
the self to be something depthless, a link in a concatenating series of images. The self here is all mask, 
concealing nothing, a simulacrum. Similarly, images were conceived of as portals to nothing but other 
images, stretching to infinity.   
 
These two divergent responses to the image worlds conjured into being by the mass media in the 1970s 
and 80s, have determined the courses of both Sherman and Carey’s subsequent careers. Sherman, for 
her part, has pushed the implications of the depthless conception of the self and the pernicious 
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superficiality of images to ever-darker depths. In her Society Portraits (2008), for example, the 
wealthy grande dames that Sherman masquerades as appear to be trapped behind the tony facades that 
they have constructed, victims of the mores of a social strata that is deeply devoted to the ritual of seeing 
and being seen. Carey, for her part, moved ever deeper into the realms of the immaterial, creating 
photograms that recall magnified views of pullulating microscopic life or the whiz-bang world of subatomic 
particles, and her majestic Polaroid works in which otherworldly abstractions are produced through the 
alchemy of light and chemistry.  
 
Sherman and her Pictures Generation cohort’s response to the explosive growth of the mass media in 
their time was directly in line with the intellectual fashion of their day, but Carey has had to wait for a time 
when the world would come around to her. The parallels between Carey’s experiments with abstraction 
and the work currently gaining prominence in photography would certainly suggest that this time is now. 
But though the formal overlaps between Carey’s current practice and that of artists many years her junior 
are undeniable, much of these young artists’ works have been interpreted as a refashioning of the formals 
concerns of Greenbergian Modernism through photographic means due to their self-reflexive 
engagement with the raw materials of photography itself. In light of her early self-portraits, however, it 
would seem that this kind of formal exercise is not at the root of Carey’s concerns. This poses a 
provocative question: though Carey’s work may be timely in form, might its timeliness intimate a renewed 
pull of the mysterious and metaphysical realms that have never fallen out of fashion with artists, but have 
been relegated to theory’s dustbin? I can only hope so.  
 
 
 
 
Chris Wiley is an artist and writer. His writing has appeared in numerous exhibition catalogs and 
magazines including Kaleidoscope, Mousse, and Frieze, where he is a contributing editor. He has 
previously worked in a curatorial capacity on a variety of exhibitions at the New Museum of Contemporary 
Art in New York, and was an assistant curator on the 8th Gwangju Biennial in 2010, as well as a curatorial 
advisor and chief catalog writer for the 55th Venice Biennale. Most recently, he curated the show “Part 
Picture” at MoCCA Toronto, as a part of the CONTACT Photography Festival. His work has recently 
appeared in exhibitions at MoMA PS1, Hauser and Wirth, Marianne Boesky, and The Central Utah Art 
Center.  
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Los Angeles: Ellen Carey, Self-Portraits Polaroid
January 6, 2016

7he /os $ngeles based galler\ 0�% presents (llen &are\� 3olaroid �� [ �� 6elI-3ortraits� 7his show is the artist¶s ¿rst 
exhibition with the gallery and her solo debut in Los Angeles. Ellen Carey (b. 1952) is one of the country’s foremost ex-
perimental photographers. Her pioneering work with the large-format Polaroid 20 x 24 camera spans several decades 
and anticipated major themes in contemporary photography. Carey began working with the camera in New York in 1983, 
starting with her Self-Portrait series.

Her experimentation with abstraction in these images was a precursor to her later, purely abstract Pulls. Though still 
representational, these self-portraits were anomalous to the themes of image appropriation and cultural politics that 
occupied her peers in the Pictures Generation. In contrast, Carey used the self as subject to explore the unseen. The 
photographs IeatXre the artist¶s liNeness oYerlaid with wild ps\chedelic patterns� and ¿gXres Irom mathematics²Iractals� 
3\thagorean golden means� sacred geometr\² that describe a hidden order within natXre� or point to transcendent 
realms. Known for her technical virtuosity, these complex and layered compositions were made without a darkroom and 
pre-date digital imaging technologies with an uncanny prescient sense of the future.

EXHIBITION
Ellen Carey, Self-Portraits Polaroid 20 x 24
From November 6, 2015 to January 16, 2016
M+B
612 North Almont Drive
Los Angeles, California 90069
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Ellen Carey

November 26, 2015
%\ -onathan *riI¿n

Ellen Carey studied at The State University of New York at Buffalo in the late 
1970s alongside Cindy Sherman, Robert Longo and other pictures generation 
luminaries. Not that you would guess that by looking at her work. The series 
of Polaroid self-portraits in this exhibition, each simply titled Self-Portrait and 
made between 1984 and 1988, have none of the pictures generation’s caustic 
punk attitude or processual directness. They are gloriously hued, effulgent 
photographic apparitions in which the artist’s head and shoulders are melded 
with psychedelic patterns, waveforms, spirals, checkerboards, diagrams 
of sacred geometries and fractals. They entrance the eye long before they 
announce their critical or ideological agenda – if they ever announce it at all.

In 1983, the legendary Polaroid Artist Support Program invited Carey to 
e[periment with their �� [ �� inch Iormat camera� since onl\ ¿Ye oI the hXlNing 
contraptions were ever built, she had to travel to the camera in order to operate 
it� 7he ¿rst series oI pictXres she made� shown here� are XniTXe mXltiple-
exposures free of darkroom trickery. Beyond some obvious visual clues – the 
artist lit herself with contrasting coloured lights, and sometimes posed behind 
lenses – it is very hard to fathom how such heavily manipulated images were 
produced pre-Photoshop.

This aura of mystery is essential to their visual and conceptual power. On the 
one hand, the Polaroid prints reveal themselves as photographs: their raw, 
Xncropped edges show how their images are ¿[ed in la\ers oI once-wet 
emXlsion� 2n the other hand� their bold ¿elds oI te[tXreless coloXr and graphic 
punch render them more akin to collages or screen prints.

0\ster\ coXld be seen to constitXte the theme oI the series� the selI� ostensibl\ captXred b\ high de¿nition photographs� is sXggested 
to be as in¿nitel\ comple[ as sXch mathematical wonders as Iractals or the *olden 6ection� ,n a te[t accompan\ing the e[hibition� 
frieze contributing editor Chris Wiley places great emphasis on this purported implication of psychological depth. According to a view 
that gathered popularity through the mid-century writings of Carl Jung and, later, through the popularization of psychedelic drugs, 
Wiley writes, ‘behind our everyday masks lies something far greater than ourselves, which, if it cannot be called “God” in a sense 
that would be popularly understood, is at the very least an unimaginably rich set of ordering principles whose origin and purpose may 
remain forever mysterious.’

The idea of metaphysical unknowability, however, is not actually what Carey ends up with. The kinds of off-the-shelf diagrams and 
designs that she appropriates are mostly demonstrations of mathematical order rather than chaos. (One marbleized pattern, a yellow 
self-portrait from 1985, is an exception.) While they might look trippy to the stoned eye, most are in fact just the graphic solutions 
oI eTXations� 'espite their coXntercXltXral associations� the\ are more concerned with the sober mapping oI inIormation than with 
wonderment.

Self-Portrait, 1984, Polaroid, 84 × 66 cm. All 
images courtesy M+B Gallery, Los Angeles
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Mining ‘Color’s Mother Lode’
December 2, 2015

Ellen Carey has been working with a large-format Polaroid 20 X 24 camera since 1983, using it to continue her explorations of 
abstraction and self representation. A collection of images she made with the camera, mostly in the late 1980s, is on view at M+B in 
Los Angeles until January 16. Unlike images from her later “Pull” series, which spread photographic emulsion into a parabolic shape, 
or the tangled lines she made with penlights, these images are representational, the last of several sets of series of experimental self-
portraits dating back to the late 1970s.

Here, images of her own head and body, lit with saturated, contrasting colors, are overlayed with arrays of mathy, op-art patterns, 
transforming Carey into a sort of bright, lush, psychedelic icon. “I am digging deeper into color’s mother lode,” writes Carey in a 
statement about her work. Made in the era before Photoshop, the images foreshadow the concern with optics of younger artists like 
Jessica Eaton and Mariah Robertson, who also show at M+B and push the limits of analog material.

&are\� who is also a writer and cXrator� cites an earlier e[plorer oI abstraction and material� 0an 5a\� as an inflXence� ,n a ���� article 
she wrote in Aperture, Carey describes discovering the surrealist’s signature in a 1935 light drawing titled “Space Writing.” “The artist 
cultivated an aura of mystery about his personal history and identity—an avant-garde form of the game Hide-and-Seek,” she writes. 
As she told an interviewer, “In a way, Man Ray was my spiritual mentor, looking down at me from art heaven. His work gave me 
permission to explore these synchronicities and trust my prescient, visual awakenings, to use my intuitive powers in combination with 
my own innovations, inventing new nomenclature along the way.”

"Self-Portrait," 1984-1987. © Ellen Carey / Courtesy M+B Gallery, Los Angeles
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,nstead oI a sense oI depth or densit\� the photographs haYe a plastic flatness that is redolent oI the technolog\ that prodXced them� 
and which anticipates the bacNlit TXalit\ oI digital� screen-based imager\� 7hese worNs� which now seem so in tXne with the practices 
of younger photo-conceptualist artists working today, might have seemed rather dated to Carey’s peers. By the mid-1980s, the mind-
expansionism popular in the 1960s and early ’70s was receding fast in Western society’s rear-view mirror. New Age culture survived 
only in desiccated tropes, either in concentrated pockets of pedantic obscurantism or diluted into the mainstream. Carey, who turned 
18 in 1970, was in her mid-30s when she made this series of self-portraits. Old enough, that is, to maintain a degree of objective 
distance Irom the e[periences oI her IormatiYe \ears� bXt perhaps not TXite old enoXgh to be Iree Irom their inflXence�

7he photographs show a IractXred selI� in one worN Irom ���� her Iace is reflected in two circXlar mirrors held to her cheeNs� and 
in others it is shrunk and scattered across a grid of small lenses. Carey seems to share with Sherman an awareness of the cultural 
constrXct oI selIhood� and a critical Xnderstanding oI the wa\ we Iorge XniTXe identities Irom a miasma oI read\made Iorms� 7hat 
conception is not necessarily any less mysterious than the notion of an inherently fathomless soul. In Carey’s photographs, however, 
the mystery is arrayed across the surface rather than buried beneath it.

Self-Portrait, 1987, Polaroid, 84 × 66 cmSelf-Portrait, 1987, Polaroid, 84 × 66 cm
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NINA FREUDENHEIM, INC.

NINA FREUDENHEIM, INC.   140 NORTH STREET, BUFFALO, NEW YORK 14201   716-882-5777

 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

STRUCK BY LIGHT

New Works by Ellen Carey

NINA FREUDENHEIM GALLERY

140 North Street Buffalo, NY 14201

March 3 – April 11, 2012

Opening Reception: March 3, 2012  - 6 – 8 PM

Artist Talk with Reception for Artist: March 30, 2012  - 5:30 – 8 PM

The Nina Freudenheim Gallery is pleased to announce the exhibition of new works by

photographer Ellen Carey.

Throughout her career, Carey has been breaking past convention to explore abstract and

minimalist photography. Unlike many photographers whose subject is the reason for the

photograph, Carey’s artwork allows the process of capturing color and light to be the driving

force behind her images.  Through her prolific career, Carey has spent much time examining the

earliest practitioners of at the dawn of the medium found in the British inventor of paper

photography, William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) with his discovery of the photogram

method (1834), exploring the “shadow” negative image. His earthy tones and experiments

parallel early forays into color by his contemporary, the Victorian Anna Akins, the first woman

photographer and the first in color, in the cyanotype method (1841); it makes a Prussian blue.

By investigating the very fundamentals of capturing color in a photogram, through light, Carey

has mastered a path beyond cyanotype and paper print, bringing to these a unique and

compelling range of form and hue, high impact compositions partnered with inventive methods

of expression. Her monumental photograms titled Dings & Shadows take as their visual cue, in

content and context, a palette of photographic color theory—R/G/B/Y/M/C—a characteristic

inherent in the medium and one that Carey joyfully celebrates with bold innovations.

In Struck by Light, Carey uses light and only light to capture her images in the “light tight” color

darkroom.  In effect, she works blind to create these photographic works, only afterwards can she

see where her process has taken her. The large prints of this exhibition find their compositions

located in chance and skill, from the fast-paced process of moving light to the random and

deliberate folding and creasing of paper, Carey explores abstraction and minimalism on her own

terms. The “ding” is taboo, but here the artist intentionally creates them to serve as “shadow

catchers”, simultaneously breaking ground and photographic tradition. Her techniques yield

spectral variety, the traces of its “prima facie” fluid in the artist’s hand. In her Polaroid Penlights

Pulls, Carey takes a different approach, literally striking the Polaroid negative with light, in

effect, making the first 21
st
 century photogram, with Polaroid’s instant, color technology.

The Nina Freudenheim Gallery is free and open to the public Tuesday through Friday from 10

until 5 and by appointment on Monday and Saturday.
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Artist Ellen Carey is pushing the boundaries of photography
By James Chute
June 19, 2012

(Yen as she emplo\s what coXld be considered archaic technolog\ ² one oI onl\ ¿Ye� large Iormat� �� ; �� 3olaroid instant cameras 
still in existence — she is pushing the boundaries of the conventional preconceptions associated with what a photograph should look 
like.

“Minimalism and abstraction in photography could be considered a kind of contradiction in terms,” said Carey, who teaches the 
Hartford Art School. But clearly, that’s not the way she considers it.

$lthoXgh she had been worNing on the large-Iormat 3olaroid cameras since ����� her images were mostl\ representational Xntil 
1996, when by accident, she continued pulling the paper out of the camera and created an abstract, parabolic-shaped form on a 
scroll-like sheet of paper.

In that single, unintended “pull,” which is the name she’s given to that form of art work, she moved from representation to abstraction, 
from a way of working where the process served the image to where the process was the image.

“It was a metaphor for what was happening in my life,” said the 60-year-old Carey, who at the time had lost her brother, her mother 
and a aunt in rapid succession. “Because in photography, one thinks about it being a record and document, a snapshot of human life. 
My whole life had sort of collapsed...”

Just like that photo, which she quickly realized was not a mistake but a gift that continues to inform her art making.

With the elimination of the narrative and her rejection of the literal image in favor of mystery and metaphor, she’s dubbed her art 
practice ³3hotograph\ 'egree =ero´ �inspired b\ the 5oland %erthes¶ ���� booN� ³:riting 'egree =ero´��

(llen &are\� �0Xltichrome 3Xlls� ������

'on¶t eYen mention the word digital photograph\ to lens-based artist 
Ellen Carey.

“I’m not sure it’s a correct description,” said the pioneering photographer, 
whose images have been widely exhibited and are in the collections of 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Art Institute of Chicago and 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, among other institutions.

Carey prefers the term “digital imaging technology.”

“I think one has to be careful when one talks about photography,” she 
said.

,I &are\ is a pXrist when it comes to de¿ning photograph\� she¶s an\thing 
but when it comes to making images.
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Sometimes she puts the paper through the camera with the lens closed, but most of the time the lens is open, allowing the light to 
excite the often unconventional combinations of inks that create colors that often no one has ever seen before, and given the inexact 
nature of the medium, colors that are unlikely to be produced again.

Every time she puts a piece of paper in the camera, she can’t be entirely sure of what’s going to happen. That’s the nature of her 
medium.

³7hat doesn¶t bother me�´ &ar\ said� ³3art oI being a pioneer� or an aYant-garde artist� is abandoning and letting go oI control�´

But is she a pioneer, boldly shattering photographic conventions, or is she a dinosaur, wedded to a outmoded, barely breathing 
technolog\ that has alread\ died twice �3olaroid declared banNrXptc\ in ����� then the compan\ which had picNed Xp the name ¿led 
Ior banNrXptc\ in ����� 7he cXrrent ³3olaroid´ compan\ is associated with /ad\ *aga and no longer maNes instant ¿lm� $ coXple 
entrepreneXrs haYe taNen that on� at least Ior the moment��

³3olaroid called me in ���� and said it was oYer and here it is ���� and ,¶m still shooting�´ she said� ³,¶m committed to the materials� 
they have a soft edge brilliance and character all their own.”

And she’s committed to the process, whose limitless possible outcomes still excite her.

“There’s nothing like it,” she said. “I’m having a blast. And I’m going to keep on going.”
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Ellen Carey, 20×24 Polaroid Pulls and Rollbacks
2009
By John Reuter

One of the more unique artists working with Polaroid 20×24 technology today is 
(llen &are\� (llen ¿rst began Xsing the ��î�� in ���� while it was hoXsed at the 
0XseXm oI )ine $rts 6chool in %oston� (llen¶s ¿rst worN was a series oI selI por-
traits� lit with colored gels and later painted with enamel paint� 7hese eYolYed into 
another series oI selI portraits made in 1ew <orN that combined close Xp portraits 
lit with colored gels with intricate collages oI blacN and white graphic images�
7hese mXltiple e[posXres blended the abstract and narratiYe in compelling com-
ple[it\� ,n the ����s &are\ moYed on to prodXce the series oI ³3Xlls´ and ³5oll-
bacNs´� (liminating the ¿gXre altogether� &are\ created these abstract images 
taNing IXll adYantage oI the camera as a printmaNing machine� ([ploiting the roll 
¿lm natXre oI the s\stem� &are\ prodXced pieces sometimes seYen to ten Ieet 
in length b\ letting the camera rXn be\ond its XsXal stopping point� $t times� the 
positiYe woXld be cXt awa\ Irom the negatiYe and ³rolled bacN´ into the camera Ior 
additional e[posXres and deYeloping�
+ere is an e[cerpt Irom the essa\ ³(llen &are\ Irom 0atri[ to 0onXmental´� b\ 
Ben Lifson.

7here are artists who �we are persXaded� are aIIorded glimpses oI another realm� oI a better order� or oI order itselI and its possibil-
ities� which glimpses inIorm their art Irom that point on� (llen &are\ is sXch an artist� +ers is a Yisionar\ world Irom which she has 
retXrned to giYe Xs reports� which are her pictXres�
$bstract" <es� %Xt also concrete in their Iorms� details and imager\� (ach Iorm is precisel\ what it is�
6he has stripped the photographic process down to its irredXcible elements and handles these so as to maNe them almost concepts� 
almost representatiYe oI photograph\¶s means rather than the means themselYes� a camera±the 3olaroid �� ; �� inch Yiew camera� 
an obMect ² a piece oI white board� and Yer\ bright colored strobe light� 7his last is reflected oII the board at the moment oI e[posXre� 
$nd so the camera photographs not the obMect bXt onl\ the light�

,n a word� ,mpressionism�
&are\ calls it ³3hotograph\ 'egree =ero´� aIter the )rench writer 5oland %arthe¶s :riting 'egree =ero� +er process seems so mXch 
distilled to the basic elements oI her mediXm that one might wonder how this can be photograph\ at all� 7rXe� the instrXment is a large 
Yersion oI the earliest cameras� %Xt as &are\ points oXt� photograph\ ³comes with certain historical associations´ that its pictXres will 
be descriptiYe or discXrsiYe� portraits� landscapes� still liIe� 7here are Iew trXl\ abstract photographs� ³6o that when \oX haYe pictXres 
that \oX don¶t Nnow how the\¶re made� and what the\¶re pictXres oI²and this is especiall\ trXe oI m\ worN²those e[pectations are 
challenged�´ 1onetheless� in her worN light is recorded b\ a lens and photosensitiYe materials� which are the groXndworN Ior creation 
in this mediXm� +ence the title� which seems to redXce &are\¶s part in the creation oI her pictXres to that oI little more than a camera 
operator²a term taNen Irom photograph\¶s earliest da\s in $merica�
&are\ coXnters this implication b\ calling herselI a ³lens based artist´� and indeed she is in artistic control throXghoXt the process� 
choosing the colored gels to place oYer her strobe lights� choosing the d\es that will deYelop the image �haYing a strong sense oI how 
colored light as interpreted b\ the d\es will behaYe on 3olaroid¶s paper� she oIten Xses two or more d\e pods�� down to the moment 
when she releases the shXtter and pXlls the 3olaroid positiYe�negatiYe material Iarther oXt Irom the camera than its deIaXlt length oI 
twent\-IoXr inches²hence her term Ior these pictXres� ³3Xlls´²and oIten separating positiYe Irom negatiYe beIore both are read\� or 
re-e[posing a 3Xll� or interrXpting the camera¶s actions� ³,t¶s a Yer\ flXid process� , do sNetches«bXt there¶s a lot oI room Ior«chance� 
randomness� which oI coXrse is one oI the actiYities in art practice�´ $nd cites ³people liNe -ohn &age� /aXrie $nderson«´
7hXs she creates abstract photographs that are at once trXl\ abstract and trXl\ photographic�





THE INDECISIVE IMAGE
In pictures of ethereal specks and kaleidoscopic explosions of color, photographers 
are embracing abstraction.
March 1, 2008

By Eric Bryant

In Marco Breuer’s recent photographs, black specks dance across a white surface, leaving faint trails that mark the passage of 

time. Sensuous blocks of yellow glow like crystals lit from within, and drippy parallel lines that seem to sit on top of the paper 

call to mind $ction 3ainting� 0ade withoXt camera or ¿lm� these lXsh� te[tXred worNs� collected in %reXer¶s ���� booN (arl\ 
Recordings, defy our basic notions of what photography can be. Breuer achieves his effects by burning photographic papers, 

scraping their emXlsions� and e[perimenting with chemical IormXlas that were popXlar in the ��th centXr\�

Breuer is one of a wave of photographers now gaining recognition for work that abandons recognizable subject matter. 

³$bstraction goes bacN to the Yer\ beginnings oI photograph\ and has come bacN in diIIerent reYiYals�´ sa\s 5o[ana 0arcoci� 
photograph\ cXrator at the 0XseXm oI 0odern $rt in 1ew <orN� ³7here were the 1ew 9ision people in the ����s and another 
groXp in the ����s� and it is here again right now�´

7he range oI worN recentl\ on Yiew testi¿es to the cXrrent strength oI abstract photograph\� /ast Iall� a miniretrospectiYe oI 
%reXer¶s e[plorations oI light-sensitiYe materials was IeatXred at 9on /intel *aller\� and (ileen 4Xinlan¶s disorienting close-
Xps oI spaces IractXred b\ mirrors and light were showing on the other side oI 0anhattan at 0igXel $breX *aller\� 7his winter 
:alead %esht\ e[hibited his Iolded-paper photograms in lXrid colors at &hina $rt 2bMects *alleries in /os $ngeles� while 
$lison 5ossiter¶s Iogg\ prints made on Xne[posed photographic paper were on Yiew in ³7he 'eath oI 3hotograph\´ at 6tephen 
%Xlger *aller\ in 7oronto� $nd when the :hitne\ %iennial opens this month� it will inclXde photograms oI screens that appear 
digital b\ -ames :elling� one oI %esht\¶s teachers at 8&/$ and an inflXence on a whole generation oI photographers looNing 
at abstraction.

The reasons for the resurgence of abstraction are almost as diverse as the work itself. “The question of what sort of object 

the photograph is ineYitabl\ leads to the e[amination oI abstraction�´ sa\s /\le 5e[er� whose booN tracing the histor\ oI 
abstract photography is scheduled to be published by Aperture in the fall. That question has loomed ever larger in recent 

decades as the notion of photographic veracity has come under assault. The idea of photographic “truth” is undermined by the 

conceptXal inYestigations oI sXbMect matter in &ind\ 6herman¶s ¿lm stills and 3hilip-/orca di&orcia¶s staged street scenes as 
mXch as b\ the mass media¶s embrace oI 3hotoshop� 'igital adYances in the commercial realm haYe drawn art photographers¶ 
attention bacN to a range oI earlier methods� ³, ¿nd ��th-centXr\ photograph\ most interesting becaXse the mediXm was not 
\et standardi]ed�´ sa\s %reXer� ³1ow� too man\ people aXtomaticall\ maNe ��-b\-��-inch color prints� MXst liNe printing �-b\-�� 
blacN-and-white was the deIaXlt �� \ears ago�´

And while recent years have witnessed a market enamored of pristine oversize prints that require labored postproduction, 

cameraless photograph\ reintrodXces immediac\ and chance into the process� ³5ather than worNing si[ hoXrs on the perIect 
print� , can go into the darNroom withoXt an idea and MXst let a direction appear as , worN�´ sa\s 5ossiter� 2ther obserYers 
see the pXll oI art-historical inflXences� ³, thinN that a lot oI these artists are getting bacN to these moYements in the histor\ 
oI photograph\ connected with light e[periments�´ sa\s 0arcoci� ³%Xt the\ are also looNing be\ond photograph\ or eYen 
abstraction to the artists in the ����s and ¶��s who Xsed XnconYentional techniTXes� liNe -ames 7Xrrell� *ordon 0atta-&larN� 
$nthon\ 0c&all� and 5obert 6mithson�´



:hile YarioXs ��th-centXr\ photographers inadYertentl\ sNirted abstraction� $lYin /angdon &obXrn was the ¿rst to deliberatel\ em-
brace it nearl\ a centXr\ ago� $roXnd ���� he Xsed cr\stals and mirrors to create worNs he called 9ortographs� t\ing the images to 
9orticism� a moYement oI &Xbist-inspired painters and scXlptors in %ritain� 6ince then� man\ oI photograph\¶s best-Nnown names²
Irom 3aXl 6trand� /otte -acobi� 0an 5a\� and +arr\ &allahan to :olIgang 7illmans²haYe been drawn to abstraction� bXt MXst a 
handful have made it the centerpiece of their endeavors. “Abstraction was seen as being contrary to the supposedly genuine nature 

of the medium,” observes photographer Joan Fontcuberta.

1o single moYement has emerged in the ¿eld� althoXgh a nXmber oI loose-Nnit groXps haYe adYocated Ior the abstract potential oI 
photograph\� the teachers at the &hicago ,nstitXte oI 'esign in the middle oI the last centXr\� the $ssociation oI +eliographers and the 
*eneratiYe 3hotographers oI the ����s� and the &oncrete 3hotographers� largel\ based in *erman\� toda\� %Xt none oI these coXld 
rightly be called a school, and each embraced a number of approaches.

7he &hicago ,nstitXte was an oXtgrowth oI the 1ew %aXhaXs school� IoXnded in ���� b\ /t£s]ly 0ohol\-1ag\� +e had begXn e[-
perimenting with photograms as earl\ as ����� and the\ pla\ed an essential role in his ³1ew 9ision´ theor\� which soXght to e[pand 
hXman perception� $lthoXgh an obMect� sXch as an eggbeater� ma\ appear in 0ohol\-1ag\¶s photograms� that speci¿c image is com-
pletely beside the point. The artist’s concern was making a fuller range of light effects visible to the human eye.

For two decades after World War II, the institute was also home to Aaron Siskind, whose abstract works could not be more unlike 

those oI 0ohol\-1ag\� 6isNind Xsed a camera and photographed real things� bXt oIten in e[treme close-Xp or in other wa\s that woXld 
eliminate the Yiewer¶s Irame oI reIerence� :hen stripped oI their conte[t� peeling paint or distressed wood became geometric Iorms 
and lXsh te[tXres� 6isNind� who showed at &harles (gan *aller\ alongside :illem de .ooning� was the onl\ photographer associated 
with the 1ew <orN 6chool� and his abstract worN is rightl\ called e[pressionist�

Even today much abstract work can best be understood as tending toward one or the other of these masters’ primary techniques: 

creating unique cameraless prints in the darkroom or rendering real subjects unrecognizable as a result of manipulations either before 

the camera or in postprodXction� 2Yer the last decade or so� these two techniTXes haYe been Moined b\ a third� process-based worN� 
which is indebted as mXch to recent research into the methods oI ��th-centXr\ photograph\ as to the process artists oI the ����s 
and ¶��s�

Breuer is perhaps the most radical of the process photographers, but he started his career at a very old and traditional school in 

*erman\� the /ette-9erein %erlin� ³$Iter that� , needed to ¿nd some place where , coXld worN oXtside the rXles�´ he e[plains� 6o he 
moved to a remote village and began producing all the work that had been percolating in his mind. “I thought if I minimized new visual 

inpXt²no teleYision� no billboards� no maga]ines²and ma[imi]ed m\ oXtpXt� , coXld get eYer\thing oXt oI m\ s\stem� 7hat is when 
I started digging deeper into the process and engaging with materials.”

7oda\� at his home and stXdio in 8pstate 1ew <orN� %reXer pXrsXes his worN almost as a series oI e[periments� ³2Iten , am tr\ing to 
force materials to do things,” he says, “and it is the material’s resistance that suggests the image.” In 2005, for instance, he set out to 

see if he could instill a sense of immediacy into the gum bichromate printing method, in which the emulsion is traditionally laid down in 

la\ers� in the case oI color images� and can taNe da\s to bXild Xp� +e eYentXall\ came Xpon the techniTXe oI abrading the emXlsion 
with a palm sander� 7he ¿nished images resemble colonies oI mold spreading across the sXrIace and pXddling to Iorm richl\ Yaried 
tonalities.

(llen &are\� who worNs with a ��-b\-��-inch 3olaroid camera� also disrXpts a careIXll\ tXned process� albeit a relatiYel\ new one� +er 
ongoing series “Pulls” and “Rollbacks” present irregular shapes in deeply saturated colors, sometimes drawn out to several feet long. 

7he worN� which was on Yiew throXgh last month at ,%8 *aller\ in 3aris� is made b\ interrXpting the d\e-transIer process in which 
pigmented emXlsion migrates Irom the contact negatiYe to the positiYe print paper� or b\ mi[ing incompatible chemicals� sXch as color 
emXlsions and blacN-and-white deYeloper� 7he names Ior the series came Irom the ph\sical worN oI manipXlating the camera appara-
tXs� bXt eYen aIter \ears oI e[perimentation the oXtcomes are largel\ be\ond &are\¶s control� ³7he materials inIorm the process� and 
the ‘Pulls’ are documents of their own making,” she says. “In a certain way, this is the action of the thing making itself.”



&arlos 0otta went eYen IXrther in letting the pictXres maNe themselYes in ³$ 7ree ,s a 7ree ,s 1ot a 7ree�´ which was shown alongside 
the worN oI %reXer� among others� in ³$gitate�´ a ���� show at 6) &ameraworN in 6an )rancisco that helped de¿ne the term ³process 
photography.” For the series, Motta tacked unprocessed photographic paper to trees for a week at a time and let the elements go to 

work. The prolonged contact with bark, leaves, and rain resulted in surfaces that appear both liquid and corroded.

A desire to engage with the accidental motivates many of the artists whose work can be categorized as darkroom abstractions. To 

prodXce his ³&hance´ series� 6ilYio :olI� whose show at 5obert 0ann *aller\ in 1ew <orN will be Xp throXgh the ��th oI this month� 
Xses leader²the ¿lm at the beginning oI a roll that is neYer shot throXgh the lens bXt ma\ be e[posed while loading a camera� :olI¶s 
chromogenic d\e-coXpler prints� which are Xp to si[ Ieet tall� present intense monochromatic ¿elds that mimic the compositions and 
emotional tension of Rothko paintings.

7hoXgh :olI doesn¶t control the e[posXres� he pores oYer hXndreds oI leaders looNing Ior a Xsable Irame� $lison 5ossiter is more 
s\stematic in carr\ing oXt the proMect she calls ³/aments�´ 3rinting IXll sheets oI commercial paper that haYe neYer been intentionall\ 
e[posed� she is creating an archiYe with at least one e[ample with an e[piration date in each \ear oI the ��th centXr\� 7he proMect 
began when a search Ior discontinXed ¿lm on e%a\ led her to the aXction oI a complete photographer¶s stXdio� inclXding paper that 
had e[pired in ����� 5ossiter printed a sheet and was sXrprised to ¿nd an ethereal image that looNed liNe a cloXdscape at dXsN� the 
result of years of light leaking through the packaging. “The move to digital imagery is fantastic in terms of postproduction and espe-
cially in photojournalism,” the artist acknowledges. “But the way that silver gelatin materials make use of light and precious metals is 

astoXnding� and there is nothing liNe the beaXt\ oI ��th- and ��th-centXr\ materials�´

5ossiter has e[perimented with darNroom techniTXes� inclXding ³drawing´ directl\ on paper with a light� 6he began b\ prodXcing 
nearly unrecognizable outlines of land masses and now does the same for “pictures” of horses from famous paintings. “The image 

is not abstract, but the technique is,” she says. “It only requires light and chemistry, and it goes directly from idea to object without 

making reference to a thing.” Rossiter has also made photograms, the oldest and still most widely practiced cameraless technique.

%oth light drawing and photograms ¿gXre in 5a\ .� 0et]Ner¶s recent worN� on Yiew at /aXrence 0iller *aller\ last winter� 7earing and 
stacNing photosensitiYe blacN-and-white papers� careIXll\ controlling the e[posXres� he creates collageliNe geometric images that 
feature stark contrasts as well as subtle shading.

7he same restrictions are made plain in the title oI :alead %esht\¶s photogram 3ictXre 0ade b\ 0\ +and with the $ssistance oI 
/ight������� -Xst as the title highlights the lacN oI an oXtside reIerence� the artist has made a Yariet\ oI sXch worNs b\ creasing and 
eYen crXmpling the paper� a techniTXe meant to draw Yiewers¶ attention to the ph\sical properties oI the mediXm� 'epending on the 
paper Xsed� the ¿nished imager\ ranges Irom mottled gra\ tones to pastel mists to brightl\ colored Naleidoscopic MXmbles�

Beshty “is interested in treating the image abstractly rather than the content being abstract,” Whitney Biennial cocurator Shamim 

0omin sa\s oI the photograms� 7hat distinction helps linN the photograms to %esht\¶s other worN� sXch as the groXp oI mXltiple e[-
posures included in the biennial that the artist says depict the abandoned Iraqi embassy in Berlin. In both bodies of work, Beshty is 

tr\ing to maNe e[plicit the essential TXalit\ oI the artworN as an obMect rather than an image�

$ similar emphasis is eYident in the worN oI -ames :elling� who is showing at the biennial Ior the ¿rst time aIter nearl\ three decades 
oI photographic e[perimentation� ³:elling has been tremendoXsl\ inflXential on the post±*regor\ &rewdson generation� the people 
who are not pursuing portraiture or setup photography,” Momin says. “But he is also included because this is a very fertile moment 

for him.”

)or his show in the spring oI last \ear at 'aYid =wirner galler\ in 1ew <orN� :elling e[hibited three series that e[empliI\ the range oI 
techniTXes aYailable to those who create abstract images b\ distorting the ¿gXratiYe or remoYing its conte[t� ,n the ³$Xthors´ series� 
Ior e[ample� :elling printed photos he had taNen oI drapes two decades earlier as a seTXence oI high-contrast monochromes in 
negatiYe� +e named each worN aIter a ��th-centXr\ writer� bXt the correlation between the mood\ colors and the indiYidXal aXthors 
remains unclear.



,n contrast� 4Xinlan eschews technical manipXlations in the darNroom� %\ careIXll\ arranging obMects� cropping� then enlarging the 
small scenes, she fashions almost indecipherable pictures. Titled “Smoke and Mirrors,” the works are honest about their attempt to 

deceiYe� 7he reflected planes and reIracted light harN bacN to &obXrn� bXt the angXlar compositions and strong colors more readil\ re-
call the e[periments oI %arbara .asten in the ����s� .asten� howeYer� reYersed the pla\ with scale� photographing IractXred architec-
tXral spaces and printing them as small pX]]le pieces� /ast \ear .asten showed some oI these Yintage worNs at 'aiter &ontemporar\ 
in &hicago� bXt recentl\ she has been worNing on tabletop arrangements Xsing wire screens shot at angles to create moirp eIIects�

Rather than manipulate the content before the lens, Roger Newton has manipulated the lens itself. By shooting through glass and 

plastic Iorms ¿lled with flXid²water� mineral oil� corn s\rXp²he creates sXrreal distortions oI the natXral world� +e has latel\ been 
working on a diamond lens; the resulting pictures are nebulous, and as with the earlier works, the lens is both a tool and the subject.

:hile these aTXeoXs images haYe emotional resonance� the\ lacN the direct e[pressiYe intentions oI 6isNind and those who dominat-
ed the last abstract photograph\ reYiYal� in the ¶��s� &onceptXal concerns regarding the obMectiYit\ oI the image� the limits oI percep-
tion, and the intrinsic properties of materials have moved to the fore as photographers venture into the digital age.

A historian of the medium as well as a photographer, Fontcuberta over the years has revisited many earlier techniques, using them to 

e[plore these contemporar\ concerns� +is ³+emograms�´ enlarged depictions oI a drop oI blood� asN Yiewers what the\ e[pect Irom 
a ³portrait�´ +is starr\ ³&onstellations�´ made Irom photograms oI his car¶s bXg-splattered windshield� prod Yiewers to TXestion the 
source of photographic information. But recently Fontcuberta has concentrated on a number of digital projects, hoping to get beyond 

what he calls third-class sXrrealism and neo-pictorialism� ³'igital photograph\ shoXld be mXch more than 3hotoshop and photomon-
tage,” he says.

7wo \ears ago� at =abrisNie *aller\ in 1ew <orN� he showed his ³*ooglegrams�´ photomosaics that piece together miniatXre digital 
images selected b\ the search engine to create pictXres with oIten ironic relations to the constitXent parts²portraits oI millionaires 
were assembled into an image of a homeless man, for instance. And Bellas Artes in Santa and Aperture in New York have shown his 

³2rogenesis´ pictXres� which Xse a soItware program that renders three-dimensional terrain to transIorm selectiYe scans Irom art-his-
torical worNs²a 7Xrner landscape� Ior e[ample²into otherworldl\ topograph\� :hile both series contain recogni]able imager\� the\ 
call into question the boundaries of representation in the information age.

-ason 6alaYon taNes these ideas a step IXrther in his show at the &olXmbXs 0XseXm oI $rt� which rXns throXgh 0a\ �� )or his ³$mal-
gamations´ and ³��� 6pecial 0oments´ series� Ior instance� he conYerts similar images²oI newl\weds or 3la\bo\centerIolds²into 
data sets and compresses them. The fuzzy results, as with so much abstract photography, are at once vaguely familiar and completely 

meaningless.



Feminist Art With an Edge
January 7th, 2007
By Benjamin Genoccio

The Lyman Allyn Art Museum in New London is not known for displaying feisty contemporary art, which is what makes “femme brut(e), 
its big fall show of artworks by women, so surprising. Given that this sort of thing is so rarely on display at the museum, it was even 
more sXrprising to discoYer that some oI the art comes Irom the mXseXm¶s own collection� 7his is a terri¿c show� perhaps one oI the 
best to be staged at the museum in some time.

Nancy Stula, the curator, has assembled an engaging selection of early, confrontational feminist work with more recent, varied offer-
ings by female artists. The contrasts of tone and subject matter between the two groups, spilling across two levels of the building, help 
illustrate just how far female artists have come.

The title of the exhibition suggests the idea of women who are raw, tough or brutal. But it is more of a metaphor than anything else, 
characterizing artists who — one way or another — have sought to challenge the historically marginalized position of women. “With 
the youngest of the artists in this exhibition born in 1959,” Sherry Buckberrough, an art historian, writes in the show’s catalog, “all came 
of age while the status of women in the art world was still strongly contested.”

The early years of feminism saw female artists embrace numerous strategies to combat art world sexism and discrimination. One 
popular approach was to reclaim women’s creative histories by adopting materials and art-making practices once commonly, and 
pejoratively, associated with femininity — needlework, weaving, pottery, printmaking, to name a few. Among the many artists who took 
up this challenge was Miriam Schapiro, represented here by an ebullient circular collage that draws on patterning and textile traditions.

The design of Ms. Schapiro’s concentric, centralizing composition alludes to women’s genitals, which points to another visual strategy 
adopted by female artists: an empowering use of sexual imagery and depictions of the female body. Before the early 20th century, 
women were largely excluded from art academies, and even when they were allowed in, they weren’t allowed to study nude models. 
Men, in this way, maintained a virtual monopoly on their depiction.

Caricature and satire were also important tools for early feminist artists. May Stevens’s “Study for print ‘Big Daddy’ ” (1969) is an early 
drawing for her “Big Daddy” series of paintings depicting a thick-necked nude man with a slobbering bulldog sitting on his lap. The 
¿gXre� whom the artist called ³big dadd\�´ is a cartoonliNe personi¿cation oI male aXthorit\ and oI 8nited 6tates militarism dXring the 
Vietnam War era; the paintings are some of the most famous works of early American feminist art.

The tradition of feminist satire is carried on in the work of Alison Saar, who is represented by a color woodcut, “Sweeping Beauty” 
(1997), depicting an upside-down image of a naked woman with hair like a broom head. It is a caricature of the domestic chores 
commonl\ ascribed to women� with the ¿gXre mirroring the crXci¿ed &hrist in religioXs paintings�

Artists like Nancy Spero, Lynda Benglis and June Wayne, who were involved in the feminist art movement from its early days, also 
have work exhibited here, but it concerns other issues. Ms. Wayne, a master printmaker, is represented in the show by some “ex-
ploratory images of interstellar space,” as Ms. Buckberrough writes in the catalog, but which are really formal explorations of the 
printmaking medium.

Angry social and political protests about gender are largely a thing of the past. The new wave of female artists are working on issues 
and concerns similar to those of their male counterparts. Among them is Ellen Carey, a photographer who creates startling abstract 
colored 3olaroid images Xsing random deYeloping emXlsion flows� 7he images depart Irom standard photographic traditions in mXch 
the same way that the work of her feminist predecessors departed from art history.
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Ellen Carey
Review by Barry Schwabsky at Ricco/Maresca Gallery (NYC)
November 1998

Abstraction in photography can be such an insipid affair. It happens 
when the photographer conceives of abstraction as an already 
existing thing---a subject that can be represented like a battle or 
a nude. Much rarer is the case, as in Ellen Carey's new work, 
when abstraction represents a real disruption of the assumed link 
between photographic image and referent---in which an aporia is 
introduced that leads one to question just how what I am seeing 
relates to what it is I'm looking at.

In these photographs, I know very well what I am seeing: unframed, 
irregularly cut sheets of photographic paper on which appear 
simple, toothlike blobs of intense, saturated color or sharp black. 
Sometimes the blobs shift from color to black in the same work, 
but they always retain their identity as simple forms in the process 
of changing color. These forms are sometimes pierced by radiant 
circles of white or color, or crossed by thin horizontal bands. 

Most of the sheets are limited to a single color plus black, white, and gray, but since the sheets are composed, for the most part, of 
two to four panels, multiple colors occur in a single work. In No. 78, 79, 80 (Birthday Portrait), 1997, one color is found on each sheet.

The relationship of all this to abstraction in the American painting of the '60s and '70s is pretty clear. The swoop of Ellsworth Kelly's 
simple curvilinear forms, each with its single bright hue, is an especially audible echo. The paradox is that while Kelly's colored 
shapes really are abstracted from things seen in the world, their strength lies in formal self-containment that never asks us to search 
for sources; Carey's shapes---simply because they occur in photography---insist that we imagine a preexisting referent. Their power 
lies in the frustration of that exercise.

We want photography to show us something. These photographs know that, and use that desire to show us what we don't usually 
think of as a thing, the light itself (and, in some cases, the darkness) through which images of things come to us. Everything else 
resides in the ph\sical manipXlation oI ¿lm dXring the time oI e[posXre and deYelopment �with the 3olaroid ��-b\-��-inch camera 
that has been Carey's primary instrument for the past three years)---a manipulation alluded to in the exhibition title "Pulls." Of course, 
something produced these particular shapes and colors, though I may never be able to reconstruct just what that was; but the primary 
referent here is something ordinarily treated as a medium but now to be experienced as a materialized presence.

There's a searing quality to the light, as Carey shows it to us, and even more to the darkness that is not quite its opposite. The sharp 
edges of her forms really seem to cut, and even when light seeps through the edges and makes them hazy, they maintain a burning 
quality. So although the colors are bright and transparent, the feelings that accumulate around them are far from weightless. Carey 
betra\s a certain distrXst oI her worN
s abstractness� or perhaps oI her Yiewers
 abilit\ to cope with it� b\ sXppl\ing speci¿c� emotionall\ 
charged accounts of her intended symbolic contents for some of the images---as though they might otherwise have collapsed into 
insipid abstract photograph\� 6he needn
t haYe worried� -Xst as the light oI these pictXres flows oXt oI the gap between what ,
m 
looNing at---oXt oI the bait and switch between reIerent and mediXm---so does their speci¿cit\ oI emotion�
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