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Preface

-

began my teaching career in 1975. 

a number of art periodicals, including Arts Hartford Advocate, Art 
New England, and Sculpture 

-
tended to accompany you into the sometimes tricky terrain of contemporary 

teacher and as a writer, and for which, over the long course of my own education, 

-
stantial knowledge of what came before, the trouble with looking at contempo-
rary art is that the jury is still out on art of the present. 

-

-

-

generation of artists, keep the dialogue of culture alive, and there is nothing more 
lively and entertaining than that vigorous and sometimes contradictory world of 
thought. 

 Innocent Eye.
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Chapter  6

Sol LeWitt

Perhaps like the dra"smen who are commissioned to execute Sol LeWitt’s 
work from a set of written instructions and diagrams (but may never 
actually meet the artist himself), you may be wondering, who is this guy? 
#e impact on twentieth-century art of LeWitt’s ideas has been both 
profound and controversial, among artists and in academic circles. 

Yet if approached with the thoughtful neutrality that the work demands, 
the paradoxical character of LeWitt’s art—that it seems so clear on the one 
hand (i.e., in the instructions: “ten thousand lines about 10 inches long; 
covering the wall evenly; black pencil”) and is so impossibly complex on 
the other (resulting impression: a silken web of silvery marks, like mohair 
gauze)—makes curiosity acute. 

Unless you refuse to cross that barrier around what many consider the 
de!nition of art: hand-made, one-of-a-kind works in traditional genres. 
By contrast, LeWitt’s refocusing of attention on the intellectual rather than 
the manual takes some people one step too far into an art world where 
they do not want to go. For those people, LeWitt’s departure from treasured 
artistic values opened the door to the greatest ill of contemporary art, its 
incomprehensibility, the impossibility of “relating” to the work. 

What may be surprising to those who lament the loss of “classical” 
values in art is that the !rst step in this direction was made during the 
High Renaissance by none other than Leonardo da Vinci, who relentlessly 
sought to elevate the status of the artist by arguing that the visual arts (then 
considered manual trades) were an occupation fully equal to the liberal arts 
of literature, poetry, music, and dance. Giorgio Vasari, that great sixteenth-
century chronicler of the Italian Renaissance, describes Leonardo’s response 
to a patron who complained that the artist stood too long lost in thought 
when he should have been working: Leonardo “. . . reasoned about art, and 
showed him that men of genius may be working when they seem to be doing 
the least, working out inventions in their minds, and forming those perfect 
ideas which a"erwards they express with their hands.” 

attached, each beginning with a capital letter. Could be a witticism—“sol” 
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-
work is not about him,
into physical form. He conceived of the artist more along the lines of an archi-
tect, whose blueprints direct a construction of a building, or a musical composer, 
whose notations direct a performance, than as someone with skillful mastery. To 

-
olutionary principles
forms (that drawing should be intrinsic to a wall, rather than “hung upon it,” or if 

approaches (that 
attitudes 

(that art-as-concept is physically temporary, situationally 2exible, and cannot be 
“owned”): the concepts that have so deeply in2uenced successive generations of 

artists, curators, critics, and historians, but also (and to a remarkable degree) 
many regular folks—people outside of elite art circles who have had direct ac-

galleries.

volunteered or been commissioned to participate on the work crews needed to 

and “structures” (he declines to call them sculptures) for which he has become 
famous.

-

-

an artist of the highest stature.

are not only groundbreaking but also reach back in history. As utterly modern as 
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-
tion to early Renaissance concepts of visual representation—emptied, of course, 
of the perspective illusion that was the fundamental premise of Renaissance art-

-

or Piero della Francesca, they might see the structural scheme that enabled per-
spective: a checkerboard ground-plane setting up modular spaces for projected 

-
tures arranged into mathematically ciphered optical recession.

visual systems are woven together at once (solid blocks and “open” or skeletal 
blocks: rising incrementally, falling incrementally), interpenetrating in recipro-

like a pristine white architectural model of a city block, one senses rather than 

another side, however, the blocks step up one module at a time towards center, 
-

ferent system makes itself known, like interwoven voices in a musical round, 
complicated but harmonious. 

-
ed directly on the wall (like frescos), shaped to their architectural surface like a 

-

their scrupulous abstraction, freed from the hand of the artist, which constitutes 
the intrinsic democracy of the work—nothing elitist or erudite, just plain logic, 

-
ist-driven systems—ideas—that adapt not only to realities of the physical spaces 

the sense that each piece insists upon a completely contextual reading.



control over the way a viewer will perceive the work. Di!erent people will under-
stand the same thing in a di!erent way.”

-

illustrate the so-called real world, instead acknowledging the reality of art: that 
while a drawing of something in the world is not the real thing, a drawing of a 
line is a real line.

-

voice to contemporary ideas about presentation and perception. Especially in-

with his related drawings, which were executed in isometric fashion (rather than 
in perspective), in order to represent and explain but not illustrate the three-
dimensional structures he had built to carry out 122 possible non-repeating per-

representational systems devoted to expressing each iteration of the same idea in 
an individual way—following its own particular rules—showing how many pos-

might physically imply (but not delineate) a cube.

-
en together, they sound a sort of visual chord for an idea that by this point is far too 
complex to hold in memory. Yet individually each one, neatly gridded and labeled, 
is spare, concise and devoid of expressive (narrative) burden.

-
ly graphing increments of angle and proportion true to fact and not warped by 

form—interesting as shapes in their own right, irrespective of representational 

the hands of his hired artisans) and brought round again, and is then displayed 
in a traditional museum with barrel vaulting and gilt picture moldings that frame 
that oldest of western conceits, the “window on the world.”
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kinds of synthesis, and yet never to repeat himself. Together his “Paragraphs of 
Artforum in 

1967 and 1969 respectively, remain the most coherent body of thought on their 
subject.

art is conceived, executed, and considered in the modern world, due to his ongo-
ing conversations with other artists across every possible genre, his dialogue with 
art history, and his exemplary stance regarding “ownership” and “permanence” 
of art objects, and furthermore thanks to the generous distribution that contin-
ues to be made of his personal collection of contemporary art, which includes 

artists.  

-
ate and concrete. Here logic is made transparent, in the dual sense of that word—

viewer and artist with respect to their physical relation to the work, giving no 
hierarchical preference to one or the other when interpreting objects generated 

fact, centrally concerned with the inherent shortfall in our perception of ideas.
-

of the space, of the form, but they are 

or reconstructed in another place, can even take on new form in that new place, 

are—
present tense—art.

good ideas.

Sol LeWitt: Incomplete Open Cubes, 
 Sol LeWitt: A Retrospective,
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Ellen Carey: What dread hand and what dread eye . . .

No matter what their grievances with modern art, almost everyone is 
comfortable with photography, which constitutes the last bastion of popular 
assumptions about what is commonly termed realism. Here is a medium 
that is necessarily “real”: technologically reproduced from reality itself, 
without any of the o&ending manipulation and abstraction to which 
modern drawing and painting so o"en succumb. #at photography is the 
epitome of realism is implicit in my students’ compliments about artists they 
admire: “Van Eyck’s painting is so amazingly realistic—like a photograph!” 

What most people don’t realize is that photography, too, is open 
to abstraction, and even its earliest practitioners created forms on 
photosensitive paper that were adventurous experiments with light and 
shadow, not merely recordings of visual data.

What is remarkable about Ellen Carey is, !rst of all, that her work is 
entirely abstract, and secondly that her abstraction is for the most part 
joyously accessible—large-scale, glossy, and gorgeously colored. 

Simply put, it is a pleasure to stand in front of this work and just look. 
If you stop there, however, you’ve missed essential parts of the potential 

experience—the complexity of the artist’s conceptual foundation, and 
the surprisingly personal genesis of her imagery—which are the wacky, 
irreverent, and well-informed sources of her experimentation. Because for 
all the polish of Carey’s !nished works, they are the result of an ecstatic, 'y-
by-the-seat-of-your-pants, crazy-assed instinct. 

In Gaelic, the name Ellen means “light,” and light is the very engine 
of her chosen medium as an artist. Where most photographers use a 
camera as a kind of recording device, Carey takes the mechanism apart, 
conceptually, letting its processes become her subject. #e results are 
real objects, all right, but their subject matter is metaphoric, not directly 
illustrative. Uniquely among her peers in the world of large-format Polaroid 
20 x 24 photography—notably including Chuck Close and William 
Wegman—Ellen Carey does not “take” pictures. She makes them.

E -

far more direct: the transcription of the event of light—its recorded absence or 



11

-

point, enabled by a newfangled chemistry of silver and salt. 

cannot be separated from history: not from the history of photography, nor from 
-

incorporated abstraction, and in more recent years has embraced minimalism 
and conceptualism.

-
edy. Titled No Voice is Wholly Lost (a phrase derived from a book on grieving by 

Family Portrait (1996 and 1999), 
Birthday Portrait (1997), and Mourning Wall
responses not only to the dying of the millennium but also to the deaths of three 

pain of loss into a conceptual dialogue with light, manipulating the process of 
Polaroid photography into an elegiac form.

-
morials are at once celebratory and pensive, monumental-scale “photographs” 
that are whimsical and transcendent, resembling melted Crayola crayons or pud-

produced by the signature processes that Carey has pioneered in her two decades 

to their process, which should be familiar to anyone who has used a hand-held 
Polaroid camera. Each of these huge pictures is the product of successive expo-

-
tions of gender. 

(birth/death) is made evident in the fact that she displays them side-by-side with 
their “negatives,” the chemically coated facing-paper that has been peeled away 
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from the mirroring positive. Further, in the Birthday Portrait group, in a kind of 
conceptual denial of death, instead of cutting Polaroid prints o! at the conven-
tional twenty-four inches as they scroll out of the camera, Carey continues to 

-

and then the glossy, jewel-like positive is spooled back into the camera, where it 
receives a new “negative” for each of a second, third, and even fourth exposure. 

raku pottery, the combinations are unpredictable productions, intuitively 
 Family Portrait suite (1996) is 

the room, the viewer encounters on the center wall seven color Polaroid positives 

to right: two glossy black rectangles, then two ivory white, a single black pane, 

mother, her four siblings and herself. 

lit white rectangle.

scales, like keys on a piano, mirroring the spectator in the glossy sheen of their 
surface, blocking entry into the picture plane, which is not a picture at all but 
merely the registered evidence of the presence or absence of light. Each 2anking 

-
cally black—whether exposed to light or not, the negatives present the same. 

-

turmoil of a funeral wake.  
Mourning Wall -

mental work, her millennial crossover. A composite image thirteen feet high and 
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thirty-eight feet wide, this is certainly one of the largest photographic works in 
-

position whose immediate impression is physical—a wall of slate-like rectangles 
-

dows,” one for each year of the century, rendering meaning like a silvered mirror-
-

fronting us with the contrasting e!ect of a non-color “black”: not black at all, but 
whitish-gray and leaching silvered salts.

Each image is a large-format (20 x 24-inch) Polaroid negative, created by ex-

Peeled away from the positive—which looks white—these negatives assert them-

the aim is presentation, not re

-

in the dripping margins of each print where the chemical emulsion “weeps” with 
gravity.

hang. 

utterly mundane—more connected with frayed duct tape or crumbling mor-

“sound” of a hundred television screens gone suddenly blank—switched on, but 
vacant. 

-
thing of direct visceral experience. Unalleviated by any hint of documentation, 

No Voice is Wholly Lost: Family Portrait, Birthday Portrait, and Mourning Wall 
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Like most digital media, videography—the younger sibling of !lmmaking—
is a genre that has not had time to settle into convention, in large part 
because the ubiquity—and user-friendliness—of digital-editing capabilities, 
which have opened the door for anyone to tackle an art form that used to 
require massive corporate organizational structures and investment. #e 
result is an explosion of creativity and an anything-goes spirit of the frontier. 
YouTube enables everyone to broadcast videos into cyberspace, where, 
remarkably, somebody is bound to discover them.

#e essay that follows deals with an enterprising young artist who, by 
writing a successful grant proposal, was able to bring together forty-!ve 
artists and produce a multi-site exhibit whose sole continuity was the use of 
!lm or digital video in the consideration of a shared but open-ended topic: 
the hotel room.  

leaving in his wake a whole new way of considering what constitutes a work 
of art. His pithy outlook, articulated in 1969 in a list of in2uential sentences, in-

-
periment mounted by three prominent Connecticut contemporary art spaces—

-

the venture, whose own work dealing with hotel rooms (inspired by his peripa-
tetic experience as an artist) was the germ for the idea that ultimately involved 

50,000 Beds.

with an artistic freedom that is the heart—and liability—of the entire enterprise. 

were set loose in hotel rooms across the state of Connecticut. Each was allotted 
in situ,
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that knit them together. 
-

place and as a dreamland, as settings of both desperate loneliness and fetishist 
obsession, and perceived from viewpoints as disparate as surveillance cameras 

pretend we just discovered a camera lens”) to surreal and cartoon landscapes.
As a viewing experience, 50,000 Beds is hard to consolidate. At each venue, 

from program to program without any sense of where you are going, or why—an 

that your route controls the “remote.” At each of the venues, there were rapt view-
ers tucked into chairs or leaning against railings, some connected by earphones, 

screens. 

front of each viewing station. 
-

ly unmediated way … until it dawns on us that we are passing along anonymous 
corridors separating individual worlds that have little or nothing to do with one 
another except through some accident of architectural alignment.

the cunning interplay of peripheral vision and carefully gauged audio-sound 
leaks. Even the stage-set installation strategy (a viewer must climb stairs to a suc-

placements: some on monitors, some projected directly on the wall, some over 
neatly-made beds) becomes the metaphorical projection of hostelry. 

50,000 Beds is most successful in its overall concept, or in independent mo-

except conceptually. As a cumulative “event,” 50,000 Beds insists on contempo-
rary rather than modernist tactics, employing juxtaposition rather than unity, 
duality rather than integration, parallel universes rather than universality. A 
viewer needs buckets of time (not to mention transportation) and considerable 

must enter and act upon the stage the curator and the participating artists have 
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moments recorded with hotel workers, for instance) are salted among specious 
-

tions overlaid onto real-time footage) is likewise shocking.

a vantage point somewhere in-between the microcosm and macrocosm. 

(though they were conceived and executed separately) echo and dance with one 

#ank You For Not Smoking and the genuine poignancy of 
Housekeeping, in which a hotel housekeeper tells of suicides in the 

rooms she cleans. 
First and last, however, something as banal as the idea of a hotel room gal-

50,000 Beds, a collective project coordinated by Chris Doyle and 



From the collaborative installation 50,000 Beds, coordinated by Chris Doyle and hosted in 2007 
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Ellen Carey (above), “Multichrome 
Pulls” (2007). Polaroid 20 x 24 
Dye-Di!usion Transfer Prints from 
Photography Degree Zero (1996–2012). 

permission.

Ellen Carey (le"), “Purple Negative 
Pull” (2005). Polaroid 20 x 24 
Dye-Di!usion Transfer Print from 
Photography Degree Zero (1996–2012). 
Used with permission of the artist.
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from the A!erword

a time when talk itself was suspect , and started writing just about the time some-

-
thing that should explain itself—or go without saying. 

is pretty much the same, although for distinctly di!erent reasons. Artists want 

their art to take the form of pictures and sculptures of the regular sort, meaning 
representational: simple, declarative, and directly illustrative of the world they 
received from a largely conservative tradition, from photography, and from mo-
tion pictures. 

A picture, most folks assert, is or should be worth a thousand words … and, 
of course, nobody wants to hear those thousand words.

“modern art,” roughly translated as anything abstract or otherwise execrable. 
“Modern,” or any of its more recent permutations like “contemporary” or “con-
ceptual,” is a dirty word, implying a scam perpetrated by shysters who want to 

My struggle as an artist has been to shut up and pay attention to what is hap-
pening under my hands, physically and visually. 

My struggle as a writer and as an educator has been to step out from behind 
the shield of preconceptions to form my own opinions. 
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