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MARY ELLEN MARK

“American Odyssey”

This great retrospective brings together 120 images taken over the past 35 years, and is the famous photographer’s first exhibition dedicated exclusively to her work on America. It includes a number of photographs which have never been exhibited before and some of her best work over the years, from 'Streetwise' to 'Beauty Pageants', from 'Rural Poverty' to 'Texas Rodeos', from 'The Damm Family' to 'Christian Bikers'. For the first time in Italy the exhibition will include 10 polaroids directly from Marianne Boesky Gallery in New York from the photographer’s most recent work, 'Twins'.

With her inimitable ability to make her subjects into living icons, Mary Ellen Mark was recently nominated most influential female photographer of all time by American Photo Magazine readers.

Her penetrating vision with its great capacity for empathy is revealed in photographs ranging for portraits taken over the years of a 'homeless' family living in their car and the devastating lives of women in psychiatric hospitals, to the gigolos of Miami, transvestites, Halloween and spring celebrations, theme parties and graduation ceremonies: an overview of society in the USA.
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Mary Ellen Mark is exclusively represented in Italy by Grazia Neri

An exhibition from the Hasselblad Center, Göteborg, Sweden

BIOGRAPHY

Mary Ellen Mark was born in Philadelphia into a middle class family. After taking her degree in Art History, she attended a photojournalism course at the Annenberg School of Communications. She travelled for two years in Turkey, Greece, Spain and Italy on a scholarship. Back in New York, she became a professional photographer and opened her own studio.

The world of film was the source of her first jobs as a set and portrait photographer. She worked on the sets of a number of films including Federico Fellini’s ‘Satyricon’. Her meeting with Miloš Forman and collaboration on the set of ‘One flew over the cuckoo’s nest’ led in 1979 to Ward 81, a dramatic voyage through the women’s ward of an American psychiatric hospital.

Attracted by people living on the margins of society, Mark investigated a wide variety of themes in her work; book titles include Falkland Road (Knopf 1981), documenting prostitution in Bombay, Mother Teresa’s Mission of Charity in Calcutta (1985), a homage to the missionary’s work in the poor quarters of the Indian city, Streetwise (1988), a reportage on street kids in Seattle, the anthological volume Mary Ellen Mark: 25 Years (Bulfinch 1991), Indian Circus (Chronicle 1993), a passionate look at life in the circus and those who live it, American Odyssey (Aperture 1999), a critic and ironic look at the United States over the past 35 years, and Mary Ellen Mark 55 (Phaidon 2001). Her most recent book is Twins, a study of twins due to be published in October 2003.

Mark’s contact with international celebrities from the world of film and culture and her sincere affection for the disadvantaged led to the publication of Portraits, published in Italy by Federico Motta Editore (1995).

Her photo features are published regularly in Life, The New York Magazine, The New Yorker, Harper’s Bazaar, Rolling Stone, The Sunday Times Magazine and Vogue. Mary Ellen Mark currently works as staff photographer for The New Yorker.

Mary Ellen Mark is one of the most widely recognised and acknowledged photographers of her generation. She has received numerous awards, including two Robert Kennedy Awards, the Leica Medal of Excellence, the Canon Photo Essayist Award, the World Press Photo Award, the Infinity Award for journalism, the Victor Hasselblad Cover Award, the Creative Arts Award, the Cornell Capa Award from ICP (International Center of Photography), the Erna & Victor Hasselblad Foundation Grant, and the Walter Annenberg Grant for her travelling exhibition and book entitled American Odyssey, which made its debut at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in the spring of 2000 and is still travelling the world.

Excerpt from Mary Ellen Mark’s postscript to the book 
AMERICAN ODYSSEY

“Looking back, my work in America strikes me now as being a long and blessed journey. A journey that has taken me from one end of this country to the other many times and allowed me to enter into the lives of countless people. From the extremely poor to the very rich I have been a witness to some of the things that make this country so extraordinary. I have photographed people at baby beauty pageants, and in single's bars; at twins' conventions, and Ku Klux Klan gatherings. I have crossed paths with some wonderful people and some terrible ones. One thing is for sure, for all of its ups and downs it has always been an incredible adventure. You can find everything in this country, anything goes, and anything can happen. My travels through America have defined my vision as a photographer. 

I started photographing in the early 60's when I was a student at the Annenberg School for Communications. From my first day out on the street with a camera, I knew that was it: I was going to be a photographer. That childhood sense of excitement has never left me, nor has my enjoyment of the contact with people that photography gives me. Taking pictures can be a contradiction because the camera at once facilitates that connection with the subject and at the same time provides a necessary distance. Sometimes my work focuses on aspects of life that are very difficult. When the camera is between me and the subject, (it often shields me from a grim reality) while allowing me access to otherwise (impenetrable) worlds.

I try to spend as much time as possible on a project to build a rapport with my subjects. Intimacy is very important in my photographs. Being a woman is often an advantage in enabling me to achieve this intimacy because people, especially strangers, are less threatened by women. In Ward 81, the women had to know and trust me before they would allow me to enter their painful lives. As a woman, I was able to photograph the patients bathing and witness the most personal details of their lives. Tiny, from Streetwise, was able to relate to me in part because I am a woman. The men in her life were mostly customers and she had a different relationship with them. 

The prostitutes in Bombay were much more open to me for the same reason. And the extremely macho Dean Damm would have definitely been threatened by the presence of a man talking photographs of his family.

I photographed the Damm family twice, first in 1987 and then again in 1994. As it turned out, both times were pivotal moments in their lives. In 1987, Linda, Dean, Jesse, and Crissy had just been thrown out of a shelter. Sometimes they stayed in a motel for the weekend, if Social Services could arrange it, but mostly they all lived in their car. Seven years later, they were again desperate, squatting in an abandoned ranch. Jesse and Crissy were twelve and thirteen and not attending school. There were two more children, Ashley, six; and Summer, four. Linda and Dean were heavily into drugs, and consumed by the mounting pressures in their lives. I was able to locate the Damms the second time because, like Tiny, I gave them my phone number and they would call collect now and then to tell me what was happening in their lives. Photographing the same people over many years can be a very intense experience.

Tiny (from "Streetwise") was twelve years old when we met and was completely candid and open in front of the camera — except for the very first time I saw her and took her picture in a parking lot (She thought I was the police, screamed and ran away). Once we got past that Tiny was totally herself. Now, eighteen years later, she still loves being photographed. We met again recently—it had been about five years since we last saw each other. She is now a single mother with five children—all by different fathers. She is still beautiful. For the first time since I have known her we related to each other as adults and peers. Her own children are wonderful. I especially bonded with twelve-year-old Shawnee (La Shawndrea) and was deeply moved by her autobiographical poem that I have included in this book. Tiny's life is so difficult. She tries very hard to make it work and yet she essentially survives on welfare. Still, Tiny has many dreams. They are not as grand as they were when she was twelve "I wanna be really rich ... and live on a farm with a bunch of horses, which is my main best animal ... and have three yachts or more ... and diamonds and jewels and all that stuff". At thirty, she wishes for a man to treat her well and take care of her and like any mother she wishes for a better life for her children (of course she would still like to be rich one day). Watching her grow and change over time, getting to know her children (continues to be) a privilege for me, a unique experience of trust and understanding that has only grown over time.

From my earliest days as a photographer, many of my subjects have been on the edge of or outside the mainstream of our culture. Some of them were pushed over the edge (due to) painful circumstances and some of them manage to survive even with the most unspeakable and unjust obstacles placed in their lives. I've always tried to let my photographs be a voice for people that have less of an opportunity to speak for themselves.

I like to think that my photographs stand on their own as singular images. In that sense, I am not really a photo essayist. I am always thinking about making pictures that speak for themselves. A great picture has to go beyond the literal subject matter. In the way that poetry is beautiful and emotional in its abstraction, photographs have to be a little abstract, too. Ultimately, I want my photographs to move people.

Looking back on this journey through America I would not change a thing. Without photography my life would have been unimaginably different. For one thing, I would have missed meeting all of these amazing people that shaped my life. I am very grateful and looking forward to many more years of making photographs, (as) the odyssey is not over yet. 

‘TWINS’

(Excerpt from Mary Ellen Mark’s foreword to the book “Twins” – Published by Aperture)

Five years ago, I started working with the Polaroid 20x24 camera. I use this camera most often as a portrait camera. 

I’ve always been fascinated by twins. In my forty years as a photographer, I have always photographed twins whenever I could. 

The Twins Days Festival in Twinsburg, Ohio is an annual gathering of several thousand sets of twins with festivities and events. I heard about it several years ago and I very much wanted to go there to take pictures. My first trip to the Twins days Festival was in 1998. It was an incredible visual experience but at the same time very strange and at times frustrating. It was as if I was seeing double, and I felt a bit left out, not being a twin. 

In April 2001, we started planning the project. We contacted the Twins Days Festival to begin setting everything up. My husband, Martin Bell, began to design the set and lighting. In August 2001, two vans and one truck carried a crew of twelve people, a lot of equipment, and the huge Polaroid camera from New York to Ohio.

And then in 2002 we did it again.

So, we all want to say, thank you twins. We will be forever grateful for your kindness and collaboration.

This winter I spent many hours on the phone talking to almost all of the twins that I photographed and ended up with way over a thousand pages of transcripts. I found the process of interviewing the twins almost as interesting as taking their pictures. People described the wonderful, as well as the painful things about being twins. The crazy moments, the embarrassing moments, and the fights, as well as the great love they share with each other. I was deeply touched at how willing all of the twins were to open up their lives and hearts to me. Again, thank you. 

Mary Ellen Mark, January 2003

