Ellen Carey — Artist Statement: Struck by Light 
Struck by Light is the name of my other umbrella concept and artistic practice, it refers to artworks made under an antiquated method called the photogram. They are not studio-based, but made in a darkroom, without a camera and in color, which is exceptionally light sensitive, no light is allowed except upon exposure. As practiced in the 19th century by early experimenters, William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) and his contemporary, the Victorian Anna Atkins (1799-1871), one finds a Talbot photogram, his paper negative, a palette rich in earthy browns while an Atkins cyanotype yields a Prussian blue; she the first woman practitioner and the first in color. Briefly stated, Talbot’s photogram (1834) involved placing an object (leaf/lace) onto the surface of light sensitive paper, using the sun for exposure, “sun pictures” were drawing with light. A ghostly, silhouetted negative image of the object’s outline, its “shadow,” was the end result. Talbot’s negative print was contacted for its positive (1840), making the negative and positive axis the foundation for all photography. 

For me, this duality has symbolic and existential overtones as well as physical and material ones, rich for exploring themes that are visually interesting, while providing conceptual/contextual fertile ground in both categories. The negative/shadow/black/death and positive/light/white/life are in fact picture “signs”, reflections on love and loss, minimally rendered, with empty frames of grief in my Polaroids. Expressed differently in my color photogram work, these concepts find connections in overlapping exposures, revealing the range of a color’s “shadow” in a different context, the mixing of light known as photographic color theory (RGB = CMY). 

Made without a camera, I began with a stark, reductive palette of black and white (1992), adding warm tones and muted color (1994-99) evolving to a dedicated, primary focus on color (2000-12) creating photograms in bright hues, luminous with color saturation which parallels the biology of seeing, a new interest, realized in large scale installations, such as Blinks R/G/B/Y/M/C. In contrast to earlier practitioners, I use unconventional (non-art) objects such as metal push pins, glass marbles, or a photographic grey card, to interrupt the light or penlights that strike the paper; all are reflected in the titles. I use light, the indexical in photography, often in tandem with the principles of photographic color theory (R/G/B=C/M/Y) to inform my palette choices and concepts. My projects start with questions and these artistic practices foreground the question: “What does a 21st century abstract/minimal photogram look like?” Blinks answer this, having context and precedence in the “afterimage” phenomena and in Piet Mondrian’s Boogie Woogie painting. My Blinks reflect investigations into the biology of seeing: lines criss-cross the image over saturated fields of bright hues, creating at the intersection tiny squares of black and/or white that “blink” back (at the viewer) in a visceral, post-optical experience, an afterimage. This illusion created as the cones and rods of the human eye try to take in the different wavelengths of colors—R/G/B. 

The Blinks testify to the biology of seeing while simultaneously embracing abstraction and photography in the twenty-first century, using the photogram or digital imaging technologies, final prints can be large. They also act as a metaphor for transformations in our post 9/11 world, where change happens quickly, in the “blink of an eye”; other titles Push Pins, Neo-Ops, Ray Bands, Penlights and Light Struck reflect the objects and methods used. Projects in development are a return to black/white photogram printing, with an emphasis on size/scale to create huge, abstract/minimal images. Parallel to this activity is monumental digital prints that expand my color repertoire in tandem with on-going color photogram work, especially invigorating is the newest Dings & Shadows. Large-scale photograms and digital prints “blow up” forms/objects, color/no color, light/shadow — bigger, bolder, brighter — adding feeling and form to pictures under my concept Struck by Light. This second category of my artwork is less well known and the focus of a one-person retrospective (1992-2009) exhibition titled Struck by Light. Over fifty unique artworks, never seen in public, were showcased at Saint Joseph College University Gallery, curated by Ann H. Sievers, its Director (2009). Both Photography Degree Zero and Struck by Light double as titles for the many one-person exhibitions and artworks since 1996 and 2015 respectively, with a third concept — Disegno e Colore — is a project in development. 

Disegno e Colore uses two vintage techniques; the cliché-verre, or drawing on glass, and the cyanotype, a non-silver process, photography’s first look at color in blue. This phrase references the 16th century dispute between  artists such as Titan and Michelangelo, between a — disegno e colore — drawing and color — the spontaneity of one versus the careful planning of the other. The project’s title revisits and continues this discourse in photography; it uses vintage, cameraless methods from the 19th century.  Cliché-verre, or drawing on glass, pre-dates the invention of photography; color through the cyanotype process, shades of Prussian blue. The botanical and nature studies in cyanotype of the Victorian practioner, Anna Atkins, also the first woman photographer, complement the conceptual underpinnings, giving a contextual foundation to the project’s centerpiece. With its dual emphasis on — drawing and color — and — drawing with light—done at a later time in the 21st century, linking several centuries and mediums, reinvigorating and presenting afresh this lively discourse.
