Ellen Carey — Artist Statement: Photography Degree Zero 

Questions frequently asked about my work include, ”How is this picture made?” followed by “What is this a picture of?” The first question addresses photography as process. The photographic object often involves an intersection of process and invention, as does the practice of photography itself. In traditional photography, both the process and the invention are “transparent”, mere means to an end. In my work the process becomes the subject. The second question addresses the conundrum of a photographic image without a picture or a “sign” to read. These two questions challenge our cultural and historically prescribed expectations for this medium to narrate and document, all the while revealing no trace of its own origins.

Both my photographic practice and umbrella concept fits under Photography Degree Zero, my phrase that originated in 1996 from my first Pull; I am its senior user and it doubles for all my one person exhibitions since that year. It references Roland Barthes’s book, Writing Degree Zero (1953), which offers a critical discourse on the departure from a descriptive narrative in French avant-garde literature. In related fashion, my work represents a departure from the picture/sign idea in photography found in images such as landscapes, portraits or still life. Instead, my work consists of a photographic image made without a subject, or any reference to a place, a person or an object. These are artworks I make in a studio, with a camera, but without a darkroom. It involves the large format Polaroid 20 X 24 camera that I began using in 1983. Familiar with the inner intricacies of this camera, I discovered new photographic possibilities in 1996. I named the new artworks Pulls, and later Rollbacks — here a Pull is rolled up, re-fed back through the camera for one or more exposures — to reflect the physical picture-making activity. In addition to my technique, a visual form called the parabola is introduced as a conical loop, or a hyperbola, new to the medium — shapes seen in nature in the frontal curve of a comet or the dip in a pinecone.

A single Pull, with its signature black shape, is a different form of photographic document—that of the exhausted and unexposed — Polaroid dyes pulled out from the camera’s rollers. This camera produces a unique, large contact positive print, along with its negative, in a one-step peel-away method taking a mere 60-seconds to develop. In a series of changes, actions or functions I am able to make work that is both photographic/process and abstract/minimal at the same time, often exhibiting the negatives along with the positives, giving equal status to both. Color has broad, universal appeal, as does the language of photography. A concentrated interest in color as subject and object, material with meaning, and process in photographic art has led me through uncharted territories along a path of discoveries and surprises. With new possibilities and arrangements, I found that my need to rely on traditional photographic colors faded away. They were displaced by imagined, chemically created colors, which I conjured up by using gel-colored light or no light at all — the “zero” in my concept — instead of exposing my lens to a view in front of my eyes. 

In my Polaroid Pulls, I mixed and mismatched conventional practices with experimental abandon. What evolved was a menu of inventive techniques and methods that brought to life colors and combinations of colors, which have never been seen. For me, the use of color gained momentum over time, evolving to an even brighter, bigger and bolder — blow-up — to use a photographic term. Cross processing is another term that allows me to paint with light using the Polaroid pods-as-paint tubes, my enriched palette digs deeper into color’s mother lode. With each new change in Polaroid, I have responded. New forms and shapes are made in tandem with a dazzling array of colors, some subtle and muted, some chemically created co-existing with their former “real” selves, opening up horizons in the relatively short history of color photography. New experiments have yielded a further interesting mix of feather-blended colors, swirls and elongated shapes extending the parabola into a solid, albeit, organic shape. A single Pull, with its signature conical black loop, usually has a horizontal line denoting an end, between light/exposure, no light and the “zero” of no exposure; this divides the picture plane and now it is gone.

This new development in 2009 finds Pull with Mixed and Off-Set Pods made with no light, the “zero” of my practice Photography Degree Zero; rich, glossy blacks are feather-blended with amber, striated textures.  Precursors in 2008 produced a group of artworks, such as Pull with Flare, in a different palette — cool, minimal austere.  The newest ideas are realized in Pulls with Mixed and Off Set Pods (2010) — a suite of four panels in Y/R/G/B that mix and match bold experiments to create vibrant, new colors and dramatic, inventive forms.

The Polaroid 20 X 24 camera/studio is now privately held as 20 X 24 Holdings LLC (www.20X24studio.com). Most projects have been self-funded, with the exception of Mourning Wall sponsored by Real Art Ways (2000); Self Portrait at 48 (2000) from a fellowship grant awarded by The Connecticut Commission on the Arts; a site-specific installation of monumental Pulls XL for The Wadsworth Atheneum and my MATRIX#153 solo exhibition (2004-05) that used the even larger Polaroid 40 X 80 camera; dismantled soon after, never re-built. 
