








Visual overload=an occupational hazard if you are in the art world. Images abound. Some we seek oul.
Some are thrust upon us. Very few remain in our memory to tantalize and delight us.

Ellen Carey’s images remained in my memory, long after | first saw them at her 1989 John Good Gallery
exhibition. And they continued to tantalize me.

Carey's work g.lmkr lo me as a woman. Often, ||mkin.E at I'I'I_\'.:i{'" in a mirror, | wonld recall the in:lagilluliu' use she
made of her own face, marvel at her inventivenesz, and speculate about the I.E}thulugh'ul implications of her sell
portrails for herself and for other women.

Her phiotographs struck me also as the dircetor of an art and musie program that thrives in the halls of science—
a program that takes as its inspiration Albert Einstein’s statement, “All religions, arts and sciences are branches of
the same tree.” The theoretical duality of art and science has been noted by many philosophers besides Einstein.
For me, Ellen Carey’s later photographs embody this complementarity.

Thus it was that a year after | had first seen her work, Arts in the Academy invited Carey 1o develop an exhibition
presenting an overview of her photography of the past seven vears. Quite by coincidence, a similar idea had
occurred to Patrick MeCaughey, Director of the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartlord, Connectieut, whe has curated
a show of Ellen Carey’s work lrom 1978 10 1991, on view at the Atheneum May 17 1o August 16, concurrent with
the Academy show.

With the gr;u"iml:i and generous support of the Polaroid 'ﬁlrpnmlinﬂ, pﬂl‘liulllnrl}' Sam Yanes, Director of Cﬂlpﬂl‘ﬂh’r
Communications and Barbara Hitcheock, Director of 'El}rp-ﬂr.ll: Cultural Affairs, the .-ilrullrmy was able to hrjulg ilye
project to fruition. We wish to express our gratelul appreciation to Polaroid and to others who contributed o the
exhibition: Dr. John Gibbons of Hartford, Connecticut: Javne H. Baum of the Jayne H. Baum Gallery, New York
City; and collectors of Carey’s work whe leaned the Academy important works—the Polaroid Corporation,
Cambridge, Massachusetts; Edward Downe, Jr. and Timothy Greenfield-Sanders of New York City: lan Glennie,
Director of the Texas ul]"-l'."l‘}' in Houston, Texas: and First Bank .":'-:..:-H:m, Ine. of .“inm:-;lpnlh.. Minnesota,

Fredrica W. Wechsler  Director, Arts in the Acadeary  April 1992
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ACK [0 THE FUTURE:

HE PHOTOGRAPHY OF CLLEN DAREY

Critical commentary on the remarkable
levie of women ph{rtngr:lp]mrﬁ. of the [980: has tended
to focus on artists like Barbara Kruger, Sherrie Levine,
and Louize Luwler, which is to say on work that can
casily be seen as eritical commentary in isell, s
|1:Il'ti|} a-'urfu'i:.iing that erities should rn|:1rgf* misi
L'Illhusfel.-eliru||:.' on the work that most immediately
shares their own guild-values, and in o period that
combined political reaction with a new feeding [reniy
in the art market, this TRSpOTEEe Was quin.' unclerstand-
able, even desirable. Yet among the things forgotten
in the rush to recode art photography as eriticizm
of media ideologics was the original ulopian promise
of modernizm. This is the promise that made whole
schools of women artists in the first place possible:
rumars of its death have been greatly exagoerated by

analysts ol postmodernism.

In her self-portraits of the 1980s and her
abstractions of the FM0s, Ellen Carey has retrieved
and refined this promise. In doing this, a lesser artist
might fall into a vacuous, merely celehratory optimism,
Tt ‘:.unrjl.' dies not lack Tor r'-||]11]-nlzr', i|'r|:n:p.'1 Or o=
hastorical tactics. In fact, sinee she bgran ur:i:ng thie
hig Polaroid 20 X 24 camera in 1984, her work has
;;rmiuzllllr evolved from a neopsychedelia o a neo-
maodernism, which is to iy Lhat she has :Jr]ilmr:ns*l:.
evoked historical periods of soetal and aesthetic
progress. By looking backward to moments that looked
forward, and by ollering a pr.'wlii:ul interpretation
of cach moment in rpuestion [her psvehedelia has more
e do with |5r']-rf=r5l*1 |"Ii|l'_'g.' than with rock coneert
posters; her neomodernism approaches minimalism),
(:-'l!'l'}' reeminds us that the Jrossame [romn modernism
through late modernism to postmadernism was
not lincar, :i-:rr[ul:n.li:ll1 ani tod ali;-',ing, but recursive,

ureven, and differential.



This is a lesson we may leel we have
already learned rom commentaries on painting by
critivs like Benjamin Buchloh, But if *recursive,
uneven, and dilferential™ also means broken into
seectors, where do we stand with the camera artz? In
film, for example, we have no decisive consensus on
what in the first place constitutes modernism ([ W,
Grillith? Fisenstein? Orzon Welles? Maya Deren?
Jean-Lue Godard?) S0 when Hal Foster tells us, rpuile
persuasively, that contemporary art is conditioned by
the remotencss of modernism and the intrusiveness
of the media, he i defining a circumestance which is
experienced quite differently by eamera artists, for
whom the terms “modernism™ and “media”™ are not in
the lirst place necessarily distinet. Moreover, if the
official grand narrative of modernist photography
establishes s century-long continuity by relving
heavily an documentary work, we also necd a h'l.-ilnr‘r
ol that |:|i.-ir~|r|:1ir|uil:r by which the camera avam-
|1__r|ur1||1..-:, which 1':Im-r;_-;v1| from the art schools in the
19040 and the 19705, responded across a distinet
interval to the moment of high modernism. In that
perspective, the accomplishments of Constructivist,
Bauhaus, and Surrealist photography had remained
quite marginal 1o official moderni=m, and were thus
available to the new artistie amd eritical strategics
ol 1he yoars farmative Tor arisis like !_f:ma!.'_ whao ape

now in their thirties and forties.

Carey was a [ounding member of the
Hallwalls group. which came together in Bulfalo in
the mad=1970: and ineloded Cindy Sherman, Robert
Longo, Nancy Dwyer, Michael Zwack, Charles Clough,
Anne Turyn, and many others. Belore moving lo
New York in 1979, Carey had her first public show on
a Buffalo city bus with Cindy Sherman, and the com-
parison is instruetive. During the 19805, both women
made images of themselves, vet both refused the
conventional expectation of the artists sell-portrait,
[']l.m]:-iing not o endow the sell with substanee and
depth bt 1o question it at the surface. 17 Sherman
sugeested confessional traditions, which she then sub-
verted by the serial assumption of lietional idemtities,
Carey kept her distance from directly personal rev-
elation with a problematic of masking, concealment,
and camoullage. Rather than relving on traditional
{and traditionally feminine) eodes of clothing and
veiling, Carey decorated and dissimulated herself with
fractals, galden sections, and other proportional
harmonics Tound in natare, seience, amd mathematics,
Itoth women also made eritical use of the feminine
mystique, Sherman by staging and exacerbating the
mutability and clusiveness long associated with woman,
{-".II!"I‘}' |1}' I'E‘r|1*|1|l'ljfil'|g the calculated detachment of
the photographic model, that most widely disseminated
of mlern imilgus of [l.'-ll]i.l]i.ﬂi.l.:.'. (Between 1970 and
1974, Carey Tunded her undergraduate education at the
kansas City Art Institate by warking as o model for
Hallmark grecting cards.) While Sherman evoked @
past. placing hersell among significrs rangng from
B-movices to women of history, Carey evoked a Tuture,

placing hersell among such signifiers of postmodern
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seienee as Julia sets, Mandelbrot sets, and fractal
clusters. With thiz wry sense of the place of the woman
{particularly the woman artist) in the cncounter
between seience and art, Carey iz perhaps less
reminizcent of Sherman and closer to a ligure like

Laurie Andersan.

r.:lrl“:ln"ﬁ late 19805 transition 1o abstraction,
though cradual, was startling. since she had first come
o New York at a New Wave moment which coineided
with the exhaustion {and the defunding) of the
canceplual/minimal ambit 1o give rise w graflliti art, (o
nearexpressionism, to appropriation, to anything bt
abstraction. In retrospect, however, it seems elear that
Carey was not fullv accomplizshed as an antist before
her mid-B0s neo-geometric work, which is 1o say that
we can see the abstract elements used as overlays in
those photographs as forerunners of the more recent

and mare direc engagement with ali=traction.

The mid-80s Polaroid |mrlr.|iL-= amd =cli-
portrails pose a basic question about the |:|-'Im'tugr.*1p||ir
medium: “How did she make this picture?™ The
reason is that evervthing we think we know about the
Polaroid process would seem 1o militate against the
possibility of the double exposure which Carey uses 1o
such striking effect. With its elementary seomelric
vocabulary, this work also evokes the camera as an
apparatus consisting of a cirele and a square (a lens
and a box, or a lens and a frame of [lm). In the
dilliculty of providing an answer., the question about
the medinm is postmadern; in its Fformaliso amd
“materialism.” the evocation of the apparatus is

neomodern: and, as we have seen, the dlesign of the

Abstract No. 7, 1991

work combines a elose-up or medium close-up of a
model with an element of Op-inflected psyehedelia.
Yet the result is anvthing but regressive, partly becansze
the moments evoked signify as progressive, and partly
hl'{"ﬂ in=a Ij“'}' II[H L Ill'l'll I'{lll:-'l'i{lll.‘:l‘\' ;'l-“pl""l'i “II'H:I:L'II:
compare, for example, the neoclassicism of a Roben
Mapplethorpe, whose devation to a pristine photo-
craphic surlace was clear from his shock when wold
that earlier in her carecr [Elnr_\ bl painted on
photographs. Carey still speaks today of “painting
with light.” although the reculting surfaces are mueh
more seamless than those of the carlier literally

painted work.

In =1 :mlm'lr_'.' and Abjection,” Victor
Burgin argues that Enclidean geomelry gave rse Lo a
maodel of vision as a cone extending outwards from the
individual eve or mind, and that this model was
intersected in the Renaissanes I.l!.' the ]Iil‘tl,.ll"{‘ ||I;|me-
(thus Brunellezehi and “Renaissance ||:rr:_'=|u':cl_it|_-"}.
He coneludes that in the century of Einstein and
Frewd, the cone of vision madel is no longer capable
of explaining either the eve/mind of the subject or

the space that he/zhe SUFVEYs: however, we can now



find the origin of peometry in what Julia Kristeva calls
abjection, a movement of revalsion by w hich the
subjeet is constituted as such. In aiher words, the
subject/object universe of inside vs outside and selfl vs
other is [lrl!ijl-l'-i.“L'tl on the ztl:_ii.::.'liull ol .-smmrlhing
disagrecable or harrific, something vast out or rejected;
I begin to exist by repudiating something which is not-
me, “Geometry amd Abjection™ eould readily he
translerred as o title 1o a8 number of Carey's early
Paolaraid :il.‘H'lllH'-ll'.'lilri, with their alfectless and/ar
melanchaoly faces barred and banded by simple
geometric designs. (Description here is alveady
interpretation, but these are consensus views.) f.'zlrl‘.:.'
arrives at a conclusion much like Burgin's, sinee she
proceeds in short order from Euelidean 1o fractal
geomelry, from an idea of space centered on the
indhividual ::uhji'r:l io g science of chaos in which that
subject is dissolved. Thus the diptychs, croses,
diamonds, grids and branches that follow the sell-
portraits behave like exploded disgrams ol the
previous work, Gone is the head-on rendering of

the self, though the missing link hetween the self-
portraits und the stacking, exponeniial branch pieces
is provided by an arm pieee. Gone too iz literal
superimposition, superseded by a conceptual collage
of relationships among much more numerous panels,
Individually minimal pestalts (cireles, color fields,
Howers, [ramelines) add up to large works of great
physical ]w.m:t}'_. preaccupiod with symmetry and
asymmatry, a mapping of sell-replicating forms, and

tra I'lFFl'.I rImatioee HEM Rt Ei;i.iJ.L'.

The best of the recent black and white
work is more authentically minimal, and poses an even
mare hasie question about plmtnl'_zrﬂ!:lhiu represen-

tation, “What is this a picture of?” The answer is no

more and no less satistying than what meets the eve;
Lhis is work that focuses attention on the specilic
textures of light, reticulation, framing, amd patterning,
reminding us both that a photograph is always
premised on the real and that it s prejudieial o el e
the real with a recogmizalle representation. This

work reminds us too, that although plmtngmph:.‘ has
developed in tandem with other media, it also has its
own distine |!I'i5l|2li|':.':. unlike neominimalism in painting
and seulpture, the return to minimalism in photo-
graphy 15 a return to something that hardly existed

in the first place, with the exception of some carly
1970s" serial work. Onee again, however, '['.'::lrrll.' i= not
content with mere reminders; the best of her recent
work embodies a rare combination of simplicity and

innovation, which bodes well for her artistie Tulure.
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