
 

A MODERN ARTIST FOR THE POST-MODERNIST WORLD 

NOTES1 ON LUCINDA DEVLIN‘S PHOTOGRAPHS 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 

Lucinda Devlin is an artist with an 

extraordinary relevance for recent 

debates on contemporary art and 

culture. Her career began in the mid 

1970‘s, in the aftermath of 

‗Modernism‘, and spans the 

ensuing ‗post-modernist‘ period, 

still influential today.  

Her principal subject matter is the 

semi-familiar, everyday environ-

ment, as in the banal interiors of 

Pleasure Ground, ranging from 

tanning salons and gyms to fantasy 

motels, clubs and sex shops.  

 

 

Lucinda Devlin, Executive Motor 

Home, Syracuse, NY, 1977 

 

                                                 
1 Excerpts from the text,  Lucinda Devlin: A Modern Artist for the Post-Modernist World                              



     

 

 

 

 

 

With The Omega Suites, the series 

which won her international 

celebrity, or perhaps rather 

notoriety, Devlin has identified the 

ultimate post-modernist theme: the 

American pre-occupation with 

institutionalized death.       

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Lucinda Devlin, Lethal Injection Chamber, Idaho State Penitentiary, Boise, Idaho, 199 

 

 

 



 

The key to Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs lies in the apparent absence of the human subject. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(…) With the human subject of 

Devlin‘s photographs absent, 

b a c k g r o u n d  m o v e s  t o  t h e  

foreground of our attention. At this 

point the realization begins to dawn 

that people are everywhere, 

invisibly, present in Devlin‘s 

photographs and that, first and 

foremost, these are photographs 

about an ‗abstract‘ human subject. 

   

 

 

 

 

 
Lucinda Devlin, Figure Spa Sun Booth, Dewitt, NY, 1979 

 



THE PHOTOGRAPHIC CANON  
Lucinda Devlin is thoroughly versed in the formal and thematic language of the history of photography. 

Her work can best be appreciated with this perspective in mind. 

       

 

 

 

Eugene Atget, Crépy-en-Valois, vieille demeure XVI siècle, 1921 

 
 

Lucinda Devlin, Lethal Injection Chamber, Nevada State 

Prison,   

Carson City, NV, 1991 

 

Eugene Atget 

 

The key to Atget‘s creative vision would appear to be a belief that close observation translates into formal order in 

the camera frame. 



The connection between Atget and Devlin can most interestingly be established on formal grounds.   

The close observation and formal intelligence which go into the composition of Atget‘s images are rediscovered 

and explored in Devlin‘s photographs.  

 

 

 

 

 Eugene Atget, Saint-Cloud, 1921-1922  Lucinda Devlin, Bombard Buick, Syracuse, NY, 1979 

    

 

 

 

 

 Eugene Atget, Sceaux, coin pittoresque, 1922  Lucinda Devlin, European Health Spa, Syracuse, NY, 1977 



Above all, the most important and fundamental issue is that of belief.  Both artists innately trust that the physical 

world is rich in meaning for the human mind and that art has the power to convey that experience.   

 

 

 

 

 
 Eugene Atget, Sceaux, juin, 7 h. matin, 1925  Lucinda Devlin, Skyline Caverns #2, Front Royal, VA, 1980 

    

 

 

 

 

 Eugene Atget, Saules, 1919-1921  Lucinda Devlin, SunBoard, Bäderhaus, Bad Kreuznach, 2002 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Eugene Atget, Fête du Trône, 1925 

 
  Lucinda Devlin, Electric Chair,  

Greensville Correctional Facility, Jarratt, VA, 1991 

 

 

 

 

 



August Sander 

 

At first glance, if one thinks of Devlin as a photographer of interiors, the connection with Sander‘s portrait project 

‗People in the Twentieth Century,‘ may be surprising. However, the relationship between Sander and Devlin is much 

closer than might be initially imagined. Devlin‘s connection with Sander runs deep and requires us to revise our 

understanding of her work.  

 

 

 

 

 
August Sander, Young Farmers, 1914 

 
Lucinda Devlin, Paradise Stream Archery Room,  

Mt. Pocono, PA, 1979 

Sander photographed the human subject and set out to compile a systematic portfolio of social types, setting each 

subject in the context of his trade or function. (…)  Each portrait is acutely drawn to reveal complex individual 

psychology. Sander is known to have been skeptical about modern progress and these portraits betray a tension 



between human subject and social reality. 
 

 

 

 
August Sander, Savings Bank Cashier, Cologne, 1928 

 
Lucinda Devlin, Lethal Injection Chamber, 

 Petosi Correctional Center, Petosi, MO, 1991 

                           

                       

Devlin‘s photographs can be deduced directly from this model. She shares a similar conceptual approach and an 

equally ambivalent view of her social context.   

 

Through looking at Sander, Devlin discovers how the psychological tension of the portrait can not only be preserved, 

but can actually be heightened, through removing the human subject from the photograph.  

 



 

 

 

 

 
August Sander, Mr. and Mrs. Hahner, 

Uckertseifen, Westerwald, 1926 
 

Lucinda Devlin, Graceland Wedding Chapel,  

Las Vegas, NV, 1987 

    

 

 

 

 

 

August Sander, Mr. and Mrs. Schenk,  

Uckertseifen, Westerwald, 1926 

 

 

Lucinda Devlin, Morgue, Outlook Hospital,  

Summit, NJ, 1989 

 



Walker Evans 

―For in the immediate world, everything is to be discerned, for him who can discern it..." 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, James Agee & Walker Evans   

 

Devlin always cites Walker Evans as the principal formative influence on her work. (…) 

 

 

 

 

Walker Evans, Alabama Tenant Farmer Wife, 

(Allie Mae Burroughs) 1936 
 

Lucinda Devlin, Gas Chamber, Arizona State Prison, Florence, 

AZ, 1992 

 

                 

 

close observation; the distillation of form into images that remain fresh and hold the eye; the discovery and pursuit 

of a broader subject beyond the isolated photograph. 



 

 

              

 

 

 
Walker Evans, Girl in Window, Havana, 1932 

 
Lucinda Devlin, Final Holding Cell,  

Indiana State Prison, Michigan City, IN, 1991 

 

 

When we look at a photograph by Walker Evans, we understand there is a sub-text, turning form into content and 

content back into form, so that the image has meaning.  A photograph by Walker Evans is always talking to us. The 

same must be said for Devlin‘s photographs. The inherent narrative of Devlin‘s images allows her to make 

photographs which carry the story of people who are not actually visible in the image. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Walker Evans, Bethlehem Pennsylvania, 1936 

 

Lucinda Devlin, Lethal Injection Chamber, 

 Territorial Correctional Facility, Cañon City, CO, 1991 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Diane Arbus 

The first point to note when considering the connections between Arbus and Devlin is a technical one.   

Both work with a 2 ¼ inch camera, in square format, with wide-angle lens, and without cropping the image. 

 

  

Diane Arbus, A family on their lawn one Sunday in Westchester, NY, 1968 Lucinda Devlin, Executive Motor Home, Syracuse, NY, 1977 

  

  

Diane Arbus, Pin up Collection at Barbershop, N.Y.C. 1963 Lucinda Devlin, Boulevard Books, Rubber Goods Display, Dewitt, NY, 1985 



 

 

 

Arbus specialists all, with reason, focus on her original and extraordinary relationship to her subjects. (…) 

 

 

 

 

 

Diane Arbus, Child with a toy hand grenade in Central Park, 

1962  

Lucinda Devlin, Autopsy Room,  

The Struthof Concentration Camp, Natzweiler, France, 1993 

 

 

The enduring power and fascination of Arbus‘ photographs derives from the nervous tension, springing from this 

intense engagement with the subject.  

 



  

Diane Arbus, Identical Roselle, NJ, 1967 Lucinda Devlin, Inhalationstherapie, 

Therapeutisches, Zentrum, Bad Harzburg, 1999 
 

The relevance of all this for our appreciation of Devlin‘s photographs becomes acute when we recognize that her images are about 

human subjects who are absent or ‗abstracted‘. Devlin employs an Arbus-like urgency and concentration, together with a similar 

attention to detail, in order to capture her fugitive subject.  Above all, the same involvement with narrative, driven by curiosity and 

interrogation to reveal what cannot be seen, must be brought to bear. 

 

  

Diane Arbus, Triplets in their bedroom, NJ, 1963           Lucinda Devlin, Ruheraum, Kaiser-Wilhekm-Bad, Bad Homburg, 1999 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Diane Arbus, Seated man in bra and stockings, 1967  Lucinda Devlin, Electric Chair, Holman Unit, Atmore, AL, 1991 

 

 

For both Arbus and Devlin, this approach at some level becomes a process of interior reflection which is ultimately 

a search for self-knowledge. 

 



 

Contemporary Art: The Body as Measure2 

 

New demands were made of art in the 1960‘s with the advent of our present consumer society and the notion that 

everything, including art, is a commodity.  (…) 

 

 

 

 

 

Andy Warhol, Brillo Box, 1964  Donald Judd, Untitled, 1966/1968 

 

 

 

Pop art, with its reference to the artifacts of everyday life, and Minimalism, with its more abstract emulation of 

industrial production models, grew out of this new situation.   

                                                 
2 Excerpts from the accompanying text, Lucinda Devlin: A Modern Artist for the Post-Modern World, Part III  



At the same time, a profound malaise and deep personal anxiety seems to accompany these models and has found 

expression in contemporary art. Warhol‘s dark side of electric chairs and car crashes provides a foretaste.   

 

 

 

 

 

Andy Warhol, Electric Chair, 1964 

 

Lucinda Devlin, Greenhaven Correctional Facility,  

Greenhaven, NY, 1991 

 

 

 

Nauman and Smithson [see following page] raised these issues in very forceful ways and have seen their reputation 

with successive generations of younger artists grow.  Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs situate themselves at the nexus 

of these symbiotic Pop/Minimal and Process/Performance tendencies of contemporary art.  

 

 

 



Smithson‘s imagination led him back to his New Jersey childhood of Passaic, Rutherford and Clifton, 

in order to study the landscapes of waste and industrial decay that the glamorous façade of industrial society 

ignored and rejected.  (…) 

 

 

 

   

Robert Smithson, Partially Buried 

Woodshed, 1970 

Lucinda Devlin, La-V-Marie Coiffures, 

 North Syracuse, 1979 

Robert Smithson, Glue Pour, 1969 

 

 

Devlin‘s photographs of small towns in up-state New York, and elsewhere, offer a close parallel with 

Smithson‘s New Jersey. Both artists make similar use of the contemporary environment to express skepticism of 

the American Dream. 

 

 

 



 

Devlin shares with both Nauman and Smithson an inquiry into how language functions in visual art.  (…) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Bruce Nauman, South America Triangle, 1981 

 

  Lucinda Devlin, Electric Chair,  

Somers Correctional Institution, Somers,  CT, 

1991 

 

 

For Nauman and Smithson, the literary reference had become Beckett, and for Nauman after 1980, such authors as 

V.S. Naipaul and Jacobo Timerman.  Under the influence of their accounts of state oppression and terrorism, 

Nauman‘s thinking takes on explicitly political concerns. In this connection, Devlin‘s sinister series The Omega 

Suites (…) links to the torture chairs suspended in Nauman‘s sculptures. 

 

 



Devlin‘s attention moves towards marginality, deviance and perversion, with edgier material on the 

commercialization of sex and the ethics of medicine and the law. It amounts to an inventory of the management of 

desire, disease, and death. 

Desire   

 

 

 

Richard Prince, To Richard Prince, Let‘s not and say we did, 

Jennifer Aniston.(Project for W Magazine) 2007 

 Lucinda Devlin, Boulevard Books, Peep Show,  

Dewitt, NY, 1985 

Disease   

   

 

 

Damien Hirst, School, Installation at Lever House, NYC, 2007  Lucinda Devlin, Gross Anatomy Lab, 

 University of California, Riverside, CA, 1982 



Devlin, like Nauman and Smithson, is interested in the dichotomy of object and subject. It is in the context of this 

thinking that Devlin‘s fundamental gesture of removing the human subject from her image must be situated. To 

say that there are no people in Devlin‘s photographs, because none are visible, is to turn the human subject into an 

object.  

Death   

 

 

 

Ed Ruscha, Truth, 1973 
 

Lucinda Devlin, Rostrum, Lethal Injection Chamber,  

Cummins Unit, Grady,  AR, 1991 

Spectacle   

 

 

 

Cindy Sherman, Untitled #298, 1994  Lucinda Devlin, Black Poodle Club, Nashville, TN, 1979 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information about Lucinda Devlin, please contact: 

  

Paul Rodgers / 9W 
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info@paulrodgers9w.com 

 

www.paulrodgers9w.com 
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LUCINDA DEVLIN 

A MODERN ARTIST FOR THE POST-MODERNIST WORLD 

 
Art is always about the ' 'subject ' ' ,  never the ' 'object ' ' .   

Always the ' 'subject' ' .  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Lucinda Devlin is an artist with an extraordinary relevance for recent debates on contemporary art and culture. Her 

career began in the mid-1970‘s, in the aftermath of ‗Modernism‘, and spans the ensuing ‗post-modernist‘ period, 

still influential today. Although these cultural trends have been endlessly discussed, it might be worth briefly 

defining ‗Post-Modernism‘ as a debate over issues of social value, conducted in tandem with the on-going 

coverage of television and mass media. The central aesthetic concept of Post-Modernism is that contemporary art 

consists of a manipulation of styles in the service of a sociological view of the world.  Post-Modernism has 

proscribed, or somehow invalidated, the proposition that art can invent or renew our immediate visual awareness. 

It can be argued that Post-Modernism is not seriously concerned with aesthetic issues and should be defined as an 

'an-aesthetically‘ based view of the world. Nevertheless, Post-Modernism clearly has had a powerful attraction for 

the contemporary art world and has provided a reassuring framework of aspiration for many artists. 

 

Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs resonate on two distinctly different levels in this debate. On one level, she embraces 

the preoccupations of her contemporaries and forcefully engages with the themes and subject matter of the post-

modernist period.  Her principal subject matter is the semi-familiar, every-day environment, as in the banal 

interiors of Pleasure Ground, ranging from tanning salons and gyms to marginally more exotic fantasy motels, 

clubs and sex shops. These environments all bear a trace of tawdriness, offset by aspirations of fantasy. They are 

scenes of voyeurism and inhibited theatricality where one senses that issues of ordinary identity are at stake.3  In 

                                                 
3 An interesting recent exhibition of the Marieluise Hessel Collection at Bard College, entitled Wrestle, of major contemporary artists working 

against the background of, and in contrast to, the prevailing Post-modernist ideology, focuses on this central theme of identity in 

contemporary art.  Its curator, Tom Eccles, wrote in the catalogue: ―Time and again, as one leafs through the many pages of the collection 

catalogue, the question of the self, of art as a barometer of our identity or identities, comes to the fore.  There is a constant and restless 



all of this, we feel the influence of the post-modernist mind-set.  Furthermore, the underlying themes of pleasure 

and pain, so dear to the post-modernist sensibility, pervade all of Devlin‘s work. In this respect, with the The 

Omega Suites, the series which won her international celebrity, or perhaps rather notoriety, Devlin has identified 

the ultimate post-modernist theme: the American preoccupation with institutionalized death. 

 

However, conversely, Devlin‘s intention seems very far removed from the aesthetic outlook of Post-Modernism. A 

view that people are ultimately the product of social forces, to the point that death can be ordered and sanitized by 

a society seeking retribution for barbarous acts, is a bleak outlook on existence.  It encourages the commercial 

exploitation of sensation and the numbing addiction of its overload.  It pursues explicit and sensationalist subject 

matter for the sake of shock. Where there is no initiative of original thought, and the notion of sociological 

determinism precludes it, passive obedience will set in and a nihilistic cynicism will prevail. Ironically, none of this 

outlook is to be found in Devlin‘s photographs. Devlin consistently disappoints our post-modernist expectations. 

She provides none of the visual narcotics that the post-modernist sensibility has come to expect. There are no 

lewd acts, no prosthetics of exhibitionism, in her photographs. There is no human exploitation. In fact, there are 

no visible human beings there at all. Instead, Devlin brings a passionate inquisitiveness to bear on these interiors 

and invites her viewers to join her in the discovery of what their reality reveals. 

 

The key to Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs lies in the apparent absence of the human subject. We are left to ask what 

these photographs are about. Are these simply spaces where people have momentarily stepped out? Their careful 

composition testifies to an ambition to tell the whole story and not one bereft of the central protagonist. Do they 

belong to a genre of objective, architectural photography? The places she selects have no obvious architectural or 

historical interest. These are pictures of ordinary interiors in which human space is explored. With the human 

subject of Devlin‘s photographs absent, background moves to the foreground of our attention. At this point, the 

realization begins to dawn that people are everywhere, invisibly, present in Devlin‘s photographs and that, first and 

foremost, these are photographs about an ‗abstract‘ human subject. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                

inquisitiveness, a drive to encounter what might clumsily be called ―otherness‖ with all its concomitant totems and taboos‖. Tom Eccles, 

Wrestle: Marieluise Hessel Collection (Bard College: Hessel Museum, 2006), p.133. 

 

 



In Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs, one discovers a second level of intellectual inquiry, quite different from the 

apathy of post-modernist attitudes, where she sets up an active space for introspection and reflection.  Her 

photographs are vital adventures of discovery based on sympathetic involvement with the human subject and faith 

in the viewer‘s capacity to understand subjective value. She believes that, given the chance, her viewer will engage 

with the subject. To better realize how these complex photographs function, the themes of space, background and 

an abstract human presence must be explored both in the context of the history of photography and also of the 

broader aesthetic and intellectual history of modern and contemporary art. 

 

PART I  

 

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC CANON  

 

Lucinda Devlin is thoroughly versed in the formal and thematic language of the history of photography. A full 

appreciation of her work needs to take this dimension into account.  However, widely exhibited as her images have 

been, and admired as they are by international specialists and the public, they have not yet been given serious 

consideration against this aesthetic background.   

  

Devlin cites four key figures who have been important influences on her work: Eugene Atget, August Sander, 

Walker Evans and Diane Arbus. There may be others who have interested her, and who feed into this tradition, but 

these are the four names that she has given. Looking at this group of extraordinary photographers, it should not 

come as a surprise that they constitute the inner core of what could be considered the canon of modern fine art 

photography, as mapped out by John Szarkowski, the pioneering curator of the Museum of Modern Art‘s 

Photography Department. It is not a coincidence that Devlin should mention these four names, nor is it hubris on 

her part. Again, Devlin is an artist who has always measured her work against the evolving aesthetic language of 

photography‘s history. This selection of influences signals her ambition and the serious purpose she brings to the 

making of photographs.  Devlin only bears witness to her intention.  The truth lies in the comparison of images.   

 

When one looks at Devlin‘s photographs, the question is: do her images take on depth and complexity of vision 

through a dialogue with the work of her august predecessors?  The answer from the findings of this study is a 

resounding, Yes. 

 



Eugene Atget - 

 

Perhaps the excitement that we feel when looking at Atget‘s photographs comes from the awareness that we are 

witnessing the birth of a new art form. These are images of a city, Paris, made by a solitary individual whose most 

immediate motivation was presumably commercial. Yet, in Atget‘s knack for establishing formal comparisons 

between images, and in his habit of returning to locations to make new images at different times and under 

different conditions, much as did his great contemporary Cezanne, we see the photographer gradually become 

aware that he is inventing a new visual language.  The key to Atget‘s creative vision would appear to be a belief 

that close observation translates into formal order in the camera frame.  Above all, his vision resides in a faith that 

reality will not let him down. As a result, his historical portrait of Paris, carries the past experience and culture of 

the city across time and into the living present. 

 

The example provided by Atget is of central importance for Devlin. There is an obvious parallel between their two 

bodies of work: in Atget‘s case, scenes of architecture and nature in the urban context, most often without the 

human figure; in Devlin‘s, scenes of interiors, more systematically devoid of the human figure. However, the 

connection between Atget and Devlin can most interestingly be established on formal grounds. The close 

observation and formal intelligence which go into the composition of Atget‘s images are rediscovered and explored 

in Devlin‘s photographs.   

 

Above all, the most important and fundamental issue is that of belief.  Both artists innately trust that the physical 

world is rich in meaning for the human mind and that art has the power to convey that experience.   

 

August Sander - 

 

Sander presents a second approach to this new enterprise of photography as a fine art form. It is 

interesting to compare and contrast the two ventures of Atget and Sander.  Atget‘s subject is a culture, that of his 

native France, whereas Sander‘s is a portrait of the German people, not, incidentally, a national portrait, which no 

doubt is what displeased the Nazis about his work.  Also, Atget‘s project developed organically out of the daily rote 

of location photography, while Sander‘s work was conceptually thought out in advance.  For Devlin, as an American 

photographer, like her predecessor Walker Evans, the opportunity to study the diverse interpretations of these two 

great Northern European cultures through such creative minds, provides a broad and inspiring frame of reference 



for her work.  In addition, Sander takes on greater resonance when one considers Devlin‘s career in Germany and 

her series Water Rites, on the theme of German public baths. 

 

At first glance, if one thinks of Devlin as a photographer of interiors, the connection with Sander‘s portrait project 

People in the Twentieth Century, may seem surprising.  However, the relationship between Sander and Devlin is, in 

fact, much closer than might initially be imagined. Devlin‘s connection with Sander runs deep and requires us to 

revise our understanding of her work. Sander photographed the human subject and set out to compile a systematic 

portfolio of social types, setting each subject in the context of his trade or function.  Young Farmers stands against 

the background of a country road, while a Savings Bank Cashier stands in front of an early computing machine.  

Each portrait is acutely drawn to reveal complex individual psychology.  Sander is known to have been skeptical 

about modern progress and these portraits betray a tension between human subject and social reality.  Devlin‘s 

photographs can be deduced directly from this model.  Devlin shares a similar conceptual approach and an equally 

ambivalent view of her social context. In her case, however, the human subject is, apparently, absent. If, as it is 

here being proposed, the human subject is the focus of Devlin‘s photograph, why does she take it out? Through 

looking at Sander, Devlin discovers how the psychological tension of the portrait can not only be preserved, but can 

actually be heightened through removing the human subject from the photograph. Instead of presenting a portrait, 

cut out against a background, Devlin creates an image that is suffused with invisible human presence. 

 

Walker Evans - 

―For in the immediate world, everything is to be discerned, for him who can discern it..." 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, James Agee & Walker Evans 

 

Devlin always cites Walker Evans as the principal formative influence on her work.  Evans was a keen student of 

Atget and Sander, and is also, of course, the lynch-pin for Szarkowski‘s photographic canon.  It is not surprising 

that Devlin should feel such a kinship with Evans, considering their shared American background and appreciation 

for these earlier masters.  Of particular importance for Devlin, is Evans‘ interest in vernacular subject-matter. 

Clearly Devlin‘s work can be seen as a continuation of what Evans termed, ‗the documentary style.‖ 

 

Evans had been vastly influenced by Atget, taking up the same salient points of interest which give his work the 

dimension of art: close observation; the distillation of form into images that remain fresh and hold the eye; the 

discovery and pursuit of a broader subject beyond the isolated photograph.  It is entirely possible that Devlin first 



discovered these qualities in Evans, before gaining first-hand knowledge of the French photographer. Evans adds a 

more active involvement with the human subject, favoring direct frontal positioning of the camera and a minimum 

psychological barrier between viewer and image.  Devlin follows these interests, to the point that many 

observations made by leading Evans scholars, such as Lincoln Kirstein‘s identification of a ‗moral implication‘4 in 

Evans‘ work and Jeff Rosenheim‘s remark that Evans focuses on a ―vernacular idiom of the neglected and 

commonplace,‖5 can equally be made of her work. 

 

However, there is another key issue connected to Evans, and taken up by Devlin, which is of the greatest 

importance for the whole question of an emergent photographic aesthetic, namely its potential relationship with 

literature.  Evans had started out with the ambition of becoming a writer.  He had gone to live in Paris in 1926 with 

this intention.  The writer he most admired and wanted to emulate at the time was Flaubert.  It was not until 

another four years had passed, and after he had discovered Atget, that he turned to photography.  Furthermore, 

Evans‘ great breakthrough, which ultimately makes him the esteemed artist he is today, is inextricably bound up 

with the photo-text project commissioned by Fortune Magazine and ultimately expanded into the book Let Us Now 

Praise Famous Men, written by James Agee. Two remarks need to be made in light of Evans‘ literary interest in 

Flaubert.  First, apart from being a creative literary genius of the highest order, Flaubert, as he reveals in his 

correspondence, like Cezanne, thought profoundly about the challenge of the new aesthetic of modern art that had 

been emerging over the long course of the nineteenth century. Secondly, fine art criticism has largely insisted on a 

complete separation of art and literature, with incalculable and unresolved implications. 

 

It is fascinating to consider that photography may have been forced to develop a modern visual aesthetic, separate 

from painting and sculpture, because of this link to literature and its proscription by art criticism. If such is the 

case, we might ask what this photographic aesthetic consists of? Consider Flaubert‘s statement that: ―there is no 

such thing as beautiful thought without beautiful form, nor vice versa,‖6 and compare it with the comment by John 

Szarkowski: ―Form is perhaps the point of art. … In this peculiar art, form and subject are defined simultaneously.‖7 

The peculiar art that Szarkoski is referring to is, of course, photography. When we look at a photograph by Walker 

Evans, we understand that there is a sub-text, turning form into content and content back into form, so that the 

                                                 
4 Cited in ―The Cruel Radiance of What Is,‖ Jeff Rosenheim, Walker Evans (New York :Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000) p.59 

5 Ibid. p.59 
6 Flaubert, Correspondence, Vol. 1 (Pléade, Gallimard), pp.350-51. 

7 John Szarkowski, William Eggelston‘s Guide (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1976), p. 7 



image has meaning.  A photograph by Walker Evans is always talking to us. The same must be said for Devlin‘s 

photographs. The inherent narrative of Devlin‘s images allows her to make photographs which carry the story of 

people who are not actually visible in the image.   

 

 

 

Diane Arbus - 

 

Arbus specialists all, with reason, focus on her original and extraordinary relationship to her subjects.  It is perhaps 

worth stating the obvious in regard to Arbus, namely that she was a woman. Devlin and Arbus share that identity 

which, inevitably, is a determinant in the work that they do.  Not that femininity should be taken, in either case, to 

stand for an explicit agenda. Perhaps for both, it represents more of an interrogation.  It is also interesting that 

both artists work with a 2¼ inch camera, in square format, with wide-angle lens (at least, in Arbus‘s case, when she 

was using a Rollieflex), without cropping the image. One can ask why Devlin would adopt an approach that Arbus 

uses for psychological purposes when she is ostensibly photographing interiors.  This shared interest in technique 

may alert us to how Arbus and Devlin are interested in exploring analogous thematic lines of aesthetic inquiry.     

 

Sandra Phillips has written with insight and sensitivity about the implications of this technical approach for Arbus.8 

Previous to 1958/59, we are told, Arbus had cropped her image in order to extract her subject from the mass of 

information available to her by photographing with a light, flexible hand-held camera. As Phillips explains to us, 

the more cumbersome 2¼ in. camera does not permit this.  Its image must be realized with the complicity of the 

subject and, if it is to be presented without the selective process permitted by cropping, then the quality of 

intimacy, for which Arbus is justly famous, must be captured in the moment when the shutter is released. The 

enduring power and fascination of Arbus‘ photographs derives from the nervous tension, springing from this 

intense engagement with the subject, which her process requires.  In order to capture this intensity, Arbus had to 

enter into the drama of her subjects, getting to know them as much as possible in advance. She would spend 

significant time with them, entering into the narrative of their lives, as a preparation for the moment when she 

would catch their personal story with her camera. It is this drama which led Szarkowski, in the catalogue to his 

                                                 
8 Sandra Phillips, Diane Arbus: Revelations (New York: Random House, 2003), pp. 59-60 



epochal New Documents exhibition, to make the claim that Arbus, along with Friedlander and Winogrand, had 

effected a ―shift‖ in Evans‘ documentary style. 

 

The relevance of these considerations for our appreciation of Devlin‘s photographs becomes acute when we 

recognize that her images are about human subjects who are absent or ‗abstracted‘. Devlin employs an Arbus-like 

urgency and concentration, together with a similar attention to detail, in order to capture her invisible subject. 

Above all, the same involvement with narrative, driven by curiosity and interrogation to reveal what cannot be seen, 

must be brought to bear. Phillips‘ remark, that Arbus‘ use of the 2 ¼ in. camera with wide-angle lens, ―served to 

emphasize the psychological component of the subject and its imagined quality‖ can with equal justice be applied 

to Devlin, as can her further remark that ―understanding of the productive tension between empathy and critical 

distance in her work represents almost a theoretical gloss on the nature of photography itself.‖9  For both Arbus 

and Devlin, this approach at some level becomes a process of interior reflection which is ultimately a search 

for self-knowledge. 

 

 

PART II  

 

THE AESTHETICS OF MODERN ART 

 

Even to this day, consideration of the relationship between photography and modern art, notably painting, has 

been taken up to a great extent with the issue of whether the medium of photography qualifies as a fine art. This 

preoccupation, fundamentally a quest for cultural legitimacy, amounts to a curious inferiority complex, since it can 

equally be argued, and has been, that photography introduced new aesthetic elements which were in turn taken up 

by modern painting. Surely photography should be credited with fostering the outlook behind Baudelaire‘s clarion 

call for an art of modern life, to replace the historical and mythological subjects of academic painting. Similarly, the 

development of improvisational points of view and the use of cropping as elements of composition, employed to 

such effect by Manet among others, can be seen as providing inspiration for Cubism and ultimately offering an 

early impetus for Abstraction.   

                                                 
9 Ibid. 



 

The issue has never seriously been whether photography qualifies as a fine art.  What is perhaps true, however, is 

that initially photography constituted a separate tradition, establishing something of a parallel trajectory alongside 

painting. As a result, it has been assumed that the major innovations of Cubism, Fauvism and Abstraction, the 

revolutions of line and color, were exclusive to painting and photographers did not need to apply. This point is 

illustrated if one places side by side a photograph by Atget and an analytic cubist painting by Picasso or Braque, 

conceivably made at the same time.  If the Cubists represent modernity, then apparently Atget is working out of a 

very traditional aesthetic; if Atget presents a modern vision, then the Cubists have plunged into incoherence.  On 

the other hand, perhaps a whole new aesthetic, embracing both Atget and the Cubists, was born in the transition 

between the 19th and 20th centuries. 

 

 

Conversely, another related issue is to see how an artist could in time begin to feel a common aesthetic language 

between painting and photography. It may not be quite possible to say that this was fully the case for Walker Evans 

or Diane Arbus. Is it possible to say that it is now the case for Cindy Sherman, Andreas Gursky, Jeff Wall, or Richard 

Prince? Many influential commentators would answer that it is. This study argues that such a case can certainly be 

made for Lucinda Devlin, for precise reasons which need to be explored. 

 

In order to consider this proposition, one has to first decide what the great early movements of modern art, 

Cubism, Fauvism and Abstraction, signify. As previously suggested some elements of photographic technique fed 

back into modern painting. Looking further, it may be generally acknowledged that the outcome for painting 

somehow resulted in a collapse of the representational model, just at the moment when photography seemed to 

assure its enduring presence. There is a wonderful, paradoxical, passage in John Szarkowski‘s book on Atget, in 

which he describes the advent of photography. Szarkowski writes that the invention of photography represents a 

late eighteenth century conceptual endeavor to solve ―the problem of how chemistry might marry the geometry of 

optics and the energy of light.‖ He goes on to say ―Once that abstract problem was solved, photography was 

quickly snatched from the hands of the philosophers, and delivered into the hands of the entrepreneurs.‖10 It might 

be helpful to think again of photography, and all art, as a powerful force of abstraction from reality, and put these 

questions of aesthetics back in a philosophical context. What does it mean to say that painting would no longer 

represent the outside world?  Does this amount to an abandonment of, or separation, or alienation, from the 

                                                 
10 John Szarkowski, Atget (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2000), p. 13 



physical world, or again an idealization, or inversely an embrace of the chthonic, or sublimation, or a synthesis of 

reality?   

 

It seems clear, at least, that the Cubists, under the impetus of the new dynamic of modern life, were intent on 

dislocating form and content. Cubism is an art of the modern city, its architecture, its mechanization, and its 

habits, which have disrupted continuity with nature.  The privileged subject of a Cubist painting is the Parisian café 

scene, with the newspaper, disseminating information and opinion about current affairs, at its center. This 

dislocation was effected by a new organization of the canvas, based on horizontal and vertical axes, reducing 

emphasis on renaissance perspective.  Fauvism, launched by Derain and Matisse, in the little fishing village of 

Collioure in the South of France, is still primarily an art of landscape. However, Fauvism also, based on the 

discovery of how color released light, effects a powerful dislocation of natural vision.  Both Fauvism and Cubism 

may be taken as a celebration of a new vision, constructed along channels of energy.  However, the practitioners of 

this new vision, led by Matisse and Picasso, were always dubious of taking art into what might be called ‗pure 

abstraction.‘ The abstracting tendencies of Fauvism and Cubism can hardly be ignored and are clearly pursued by 

Matisse‘s simplifying impetus, which leads to the late cut-outs and, ultimately, to the Vence Chapel, and by Picasso 

through his deformation of human representation. Yet neither artist takes the final step into this notion of 

abstraction. They felt they would be abandoning the real world. The question is, can there be another notion of 

abstract art?   

 

It seems that photography, an art form supposedly forever grounded in some fateful manner in natural 

representation, might provide one.  It is fascinating to see, for example, how Devlin‘s use of the square format 

view-finder and wide-angle lens creates a tension which evokes Cubist construction, based on vertical and 

horizontal axes. Furthermore, her practices of frontal positioning and advancing of viewpoint recall the celebrated 

spacial flattening-out of Cubism.  It is also fascinating to see how color is an essential ingredient in her vision and, 

paradoxically, tempts the eye to conceptually probe spatial depth.11 Overall, Devlin‘s images create effects where 

line bends in the viewer‘s eye, evoking a tension in the image, and color tends to dissolve outline. 

 

                                                 
11 John Szarkowski has emphasized in his catalogue William Eggelston‘s Guide, how color threw photography into a state of upheaval. He 

writes: ―For the photographer who demanded formal rigor from his pictures, color was an enormous complication of a problem already 

cruelly difficult. And not merely a complication, for the new medium meant that the syntax the photographer learned---the pattern of his 

educated intuitions—was perhaps worse than useless, for it lead him to the discovery of black-and-white photographs.‖ John Szarkowski, 

William Eggelston‘s Guide (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1976), p. 8 



The whole issue of how modern art has seemed to be leading inexorably towards abstraction and what that might 

mean for its role as mediator between the human subject and the world, together with periodic reactionary returns 

to ‗representation‘ that we have seen in contemporary art, remains contentious.  However, for Devlin it may be 

that, at a moment in her creative imagination, she came to understand that she could ‗abstract‘ the human figure 

from her photograph without abandoning it.  If this is the case, then different aesthetic strands of inquiry may be 

seen to coalesce. First of all, as mentioned above, there is Evans‘ understanding, via Flaubert, of how a photograph 

can contain narrative. Then, there is the discovery, first through formal innovation in painting, and also through the 

―abstract problem‖, alluded to by Szarkowski, ―of how chemistry might marry the geometry of optics and the 

energy of light,‖ that content in art can be conveyed along lines of energy rather than outline and perspective. 

Photography addresses these issues with a mechanism which turns a positive image into a negative and then back 

into a positive. What Devlin may have done is to allow this mechanism based in the play of positive and negative to 

determine her creative composition. The removal, or ‗abstraction‘, of the human subject in her image would then 

become a negative presence rather than an absence.  It may be, therefore, that Devlin is interested in what the 

camera does not see, or how the camera can reveal what is not seen. The human subject remains, but becomes a 

negative ‗abstracted‘ subject, and so the possibility of a new, ‗open‘ subject is introduced in the mind of the 

viewer. If this is true, then Devlin may have freed photography, once and for all, from the notion that it looks out 

onto a ‗real‘ world, and have introduced an altogether more complex apprehension of lived experience.  

 

A considerable distance has been traveled from the great movements of formal innovation of early twentieth 

century painting to the current photographs of an artist like Lucinda Devlin.  It is possible to retrace the aesthetic 

thought that connects them, but an important link would be missing if we did not turn our attention to the 

intervening generation of American Abstract Expressionist painters who occupied center stage in the art world at 

mid-century. Devlin‘s birth in 1947 coincides with the break-through of Barnett Newman, Jackson Pollock and 

Mark Rothko into their mature work. Do they have anything to add to the story that is being developed here?  In 

fact, the affinities and parallels between the ideas that they developed with such originality, and in the face of such 

determined opposition from their contemporaries, and those that, hopefully, are emerging from this discussion of 

Lucinda Devlin‘s work, are so extraordinary that they cannot be overlooked. 

 

The Abstract Expressionist endeavor begins as a crisis of representation. Rothko addressed the issue in his 1958 

Pratt Institute lecture: ―I belong to a generation that was preoccupied with the human figure and I studied it.  It was 

with utmost reluctance that I found that it did not meet my needs. Whosoever used it, mutilated it. No one could 



paint the figure as it was and feel that he could produce something that could express the world.  I refused to 

mutilate and had to find another way of expression.‖12  In a famous interview with Emile de Antonio two months 

before his death, Newman, looking back, made the following statement:  ―About twenty five years ago for me 

painting was dead.  Painting was dead in the sense that the situation, the world situation, was such that the whole 

enterprise as it was being practiced by myself and by my colleagues seemed to be a dead enterprise …  I felt the 

issue in those years was: what can a painter do?  The problem of the subject became very clear to me as the crucial 

thing in painting.  Not the technique, not the plasticity, not the look, not the surface: none of these things meant 

that much. The issue for me – for all the fellows, for Pollock, for Gottlieb – was: what are we going to paint?‖13  

Newman is here explicitly rejecting the ‗formalist‘ school of criticism developed by Fry and Bell in England and later 

adapted by Greenberg in the United States. With this problem in mind, a group of artists, including Newman and 

Rothko, formed a school in 1948 with the rather inelegant name of ‗The Subjects of the Artist.‘ The way forward, it 

transpired, was to be into abstraction, but not an abstraction which was separate from the real world.  The Abstract 

Expressionist artists addressed themselves to the question of content in abstraction and vehemently rejected the 

efforts of formalist critics to avoid the issue.  They were categorical on the matter, with Rothko declaring ―My art is 

not abstract; it lives and breathes.‖14 Abstraction did not eliminate the subject. The figure disappeared in order to 

be re-presented more forcefully in abstract form. 

 

The Abstract Expressionists also insisted that art was intimately related to thought and language.  As early as 1944 

Newman had written: ―The art of the future will, it seems, be an art that is … capable of expressing the most 

abstruse philosophical thought,‖15 and Rothko asserted that ―Painting certainly is a result of thinking.  It causes 

thinking.  It, therefore, can certainly be a form, or means, of thinking, a means of philosophic thought.‖16 This 

insistence that visual art is a form of thinking raises the question of its relationship to language and literature.  

Once again, Newman is unequivocal.  He declared, ―The empty canvas is a grammatical object – a predicate. I am 

the subject who paints it. The process of painting is the verb. The finished painting is the entire sentence, and 

that‘s what I am involved in.  Those who emphasize the world of objects and insist that an object can be art, it 

                                                 
12 Mark Rothko, Pratt Institute lecture, October 27, 1958  

13  Interview with Emile de Antonio 1970, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of  California Press, 1992)  

14 James Breslin, Mark Rothko (University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 276 
15 Barnett Newman, On Modern Art: Inquiry and Confirmation, 1944, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of 

California Press, 1992) 

16 James Breslin, Mark Rothko (University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 260 



seems to me, in the end make man himself an object.‖17 In his 1965 interview with David Sylvester, Newman further 

states that: ―my work moves from the ‗making‘ … to the ‗saying‘.‖18 It will be noted that these fundamental 

elements in the overview of Abstract Expressionism recall the thinking of Flaubert, whose ideas had been taken up 

by Walker Evans and John Szarkowski: the inextricable bond between form and content; the relationship of art with 

philosophy and literature. 

 

The Abstract Expressionist painters came up with a whole range of pictorial innovations to meet the challenge 

which they felt was facing them. First of all, there is the concept of the all-over canvas and an understanding of 

how the work of art can be organized along lines of energy rather than perspective, so spectacularly demonstrated 

in Pollock‘s technique. Then, there is the issue of experimentation with figure/ground and positive/negative 

relations,19 dramatically embodied in Rothko‘s painting. Then there is new and original thinking about the role and 

effect of color.20  Further, there is the issue of ‗scale‘, as distinct from size, so central to Newman‘s art, and the 

related notion of ‗measure‘, talked about by Rothko.21  All of these issues are to be found in Devlin‘s work. Every 

                                                 
17 Barnett Newman, Interview with Lane Slate, 1963, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of California Press, 

1992)   

18 Barnett Newman, Interview with David Sylvester, 1965, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of California 

Press, 1992)   

19 ―(…) the age-old problem of painting what‘s positive, what‘s negative, how does it play out, how is it acted, in the tensions that are 

developed between figure and background …‖ Conversation with Dan Rice, Rothko‘s assistant, in Rothko: The Murals 1958-59, (Pace Gallery, 

catalogue, 1997) 

20 Newman had this to say on color: ―The thing about color that is important is that the color has to be created by the artist. (…) color is 

something that an artist creates himself by the things he wants that color to do (…)  It seems to me that one has to go beyond the sensations 

of colors to make color‖. Interview with Andrew Hudson, 1966, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of 

California Press, 1992).  Rothko is on record stating some very surprising and paradoxical ideas about color which completely contradict the 

popular notion of the artist as the master of chromatic beauty.  He spoke of ―no-color paintings‖ or of ―taking the color out.‖ Conversation 

with Dan Rice from Rothko: The Murals 1958-59, (Pace Gallery, catalogue, 1997). 

21 Newman returned on a number of occasions in his writing to the question of scale: ―size is not enough (…) The real problem lies in the 

painter‘s sense of scale‖. In ‗The Case for ‗Exporting‘ Nation‘s Avant-Garde Art‖, interview with Andrew Hudson, 1966 from Barnett Newman, 

Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of California Press, 1992). On his recorded visit to the Louvre, he constantly evaluates the 

paintings he is viewing in terms of scale.  In front of Ucello‘s Battle he declares ―It is beyond the problem of size.  It looks big.  The content 

and the form are inseparable.  That‘s scale.‖  In front of Gerricault‘s Raft of the Medusa: ―Fantastic!  The scale is marvelous.  You feel the 

immensity of the event rather than the size of the canvas.  Great!  Wild painting!  The space does engulf one.‖ ‗Through the Louvre with 

Barnett Newman‘ by Pierre Schneider, Artnews 1969, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of California Press, 

1992). Talking about the invention of his signature ‗zip‘ in the breakthrough painting ‗Onement‘, Newman states ―I was emptying the canvas 

by assuming the thing empty, and suddenly in this particular painting, ‗Onement‘, I realized that I had filled the surface. (…) That stroke 



element of information in her photographs, be it the swing doors in the foreground and fluorescent tubes in the 

background of the cabin‘s recess of Figure Spa Sun Booth, Dewitt, NY. 1979, or the lamp fixtures in the foreground 

and stage curtain in the background of Black Poodle Club, Nashville TN. 1979, has equal value in an all-over 

abstract field of energy and light, conducted by saturated color.  Spatial ambiguity is created.  Composition 

motivated by ‗content‘, not size, achieves ‗human scale‘. With the human figure absent from the scene that is being 

photographed, the background steps forward in a play of positive and negative to become the apparent subject of 

the image.   

 

Again, the catalyst for Devlin, as for the Abstract Expressionists, is the decision to take the human subject out of 

the picture. Once that decision is made, the question becomes, how does one put the human experience of being 

alive back into art?  The key discovery is that a subject can occupy the visual space of a painting, or a photograph, 

without being visibly present. Devlin realizes that this idea, contrary to what might have been expected, is perfectly 

suited to the photographic medium.  When Devlin takes up this idea, she establishes common ground with the 

central tradition of modern aesthetic thought and situates her practice of photography firmly in the context of fine 

art.   

 

 

PART III 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                

made the thing come to life for me.  I feel that my zip does not divide my paintings.  I feel it does the exact opposite.  It does not cut the 

format in half or in whatever parts, but it does the exact opposite:  it unites the thing (…) In the end size does not count.  Whether the easel 

painting is small or large, it‘s not the issue.  Size doesn‘t count.  It‘s scale that counts.  It is human scale that counts, and the only way you 

can achieve human scale is by content‖.  Interview with Emilio de Antonio, 1970, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, 

(University of California Press, 1992) 

As for Rothko, he stated that his paintings ―are involved with the scale of human feelings, the human drama, as much of it as I can express‖.  

Peter Selz has written on Rothko that: ―Holding tenaciously to humanist values, he paints pictures which are in fact related to man‘s scale and 

his measure.  But whereas in Renaissance painting, man was the measure of space, in Rothko‘s painting space, i.e. the picture, is the 

measure of man … But to repeat, they also measure the spectator, gauge him.‖ Mark Rothko, A Retrospective 1945-60, Whitechapel Art 

Gallery 1961, quoted in James Breslin, Mark Rothko (University of Chicago Press, 1998). To the question put by Duncan Phillips ―Am I right 

that in your approach to your work, color means more to you than any other element?‖  Rothko replied ―No, not color but measure.  It‘s all a 

study in proportion.‖  Ibid. p.469.  

 



CONTEMPORARY ART – THE BODY AS MEASURE 

 

Art historians have focused on how a new generation of artists in the 1960‘s broke from the past of Abstract 

Expressionism and European modern art. It is enough to read the formulations of Donald Judd, the most strident 

advocate of this position, to understand the vehemence of this polemic in the art world of the time. The Abstract 

Expressionists were pilloried for their metaphysical aspirations and, above all, for what was taken to be their 

preoccupation with ‗self-expression‘. With hindsight, we can see that deeply felt issues of identity and differing 

definitions of ‗the subject‘ were at stake. Less attention has been paid to the continuity between Abstract 

Expressionism and the post-war, New York-based, avant-garde of such artists as Bruce Nauman and Robert 

Smithson. Yet Nauman‘s preoccupation with the body as measure of knowledge comes directly from Abstract 

Expressionism, and in particular is an extension of Pollock‘s painting technique, and Smithson‘s speculative 

thinking recalls Newman‘s writings. Given the failure to make these connections, the question of how a 

contemporary artist such as Lucinda Devlin relates to the issues of identity and ‗the subject‘, and the place she 

occupies in contemporary art, may need some further elucidation. 

 

Nauman and Smithson are widely acknowledged and admired for breaking the hold of painting and opening fine art 

to new and innovative media: earthworks, performance and video. Nauman famously stated that he finally broke 

with Frank Stella because: ―It became clear that he was just going to be a painter. And I was interested in what art 

can be, not just what painting can be.‖22  Behind this outlook, lies Duchamp‘s famous put-down of painting as 

merely ‗retinal‘ art, as opposed to an art that deals with ideas.  What, then, can possibly justify the mention of a 

photographer, supposedly of interiors, such as Lucinda Devlin, in connection with these iconic figures and the 

major stakes of contemporary art? As in the earlier cases of Devlin‘s relationship to the great nineteenth and 

twentieth century photographers Atget, Sander, Evans and Arbus, and to the emerging aesthetic of modern art in 

Cubism, Fauvism and Abstract Expressionism, a closer look at Devlin‘s photographs reveals singular parallels and 

connections with the concerns of contemporary art in general and the work of Nauman and Smithson in particular. 

 

New demands were made of art in the 1960‘s with the advent of our present consumer society and the notion that 

everything, including art, is a commodity. Art would have to be intelligible to a broader public of collectors and 

museum goers.  It would have to acknowledge a new artificial ‗neo-surrealistic‘ environment, based on information 

                                                 
22 Cited in Neal Benezra ―Surveying Nauman,‖ Bruce Nauman (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center ,1993), p.16  



and commercial promotion, disseminated by television and mass media. Pop art, with its reference to the artifacts 

of everyday life, and Minimalism, with its more abstract emulation of industrial production models, grew out of this 

new situation. At the same time, a profound malaise and a deep personal anxiety seem to accompany these models 

and have found expression in contemporary art. Warhol‘s dark side of electric chairs and car crashes provides a 

foretaste. Nauman and Smithson raised these issues in very forceful ways and have seen their reputation with 

successive generations of younger artists grow. Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs situate themselves at the nexus of 

these symbiotic Pop/Minimal and Process/Performance tendencies of contemporary art.   

 

The America that is focused on production and wealth, self-promotion and success, has enclosed artists within 

horizons that they have had increasing difficulty in seeing beyond. Notably, acceptance of the myths of 

consumerism, with their fascination for the immediate and superficial appearance of things, has alienated artists 

from the intellectual concerns and metaphysical vision of modern art, and notably from the Abstract Expressionists 

who preceded them and who remain, ironically, the founding fathers of contemporary American art. Though quick 

to take issue with their predecessors, such avatars of contemporary art as Nauman and Smithson have protested 

this impoverishment of their artistic prerogative. Devlin, too, has embraced this protest and made it central to her 

work. 

 

The social divide between affluence and modest middle-class standards is one level at which a conflict of vision 

emerges in contemporary American art. The view of Pop and Minimalist art towards commodity-based American 

culture was essentially one of complaisance, if not complicity. Judd‘s polemics were designed to make a place for 

his own work in the art world, and Warhol‘s later career as a socialite proves beyond any doubt that he was more 

than willing to identify with established value.  In contrast, Smithson laid out an alternative, dissident position in 

his art and writings which critically rejected the tenets of American culture and evoked the social origins and 

political views of the Abstract Expressionists. If his immediate target was the ‗formalist‘ painting that Clement 

Greenberg was promoting at the time, his broader objective was to overturn the credibility of a value system which 

denied or obscured whatever was incompatible with its self image of commercial prosperity. Smithson‘s 

imagination led him back to his childhood of Passaic, Rutherford, and Clifton, New Jersey, in order to study the 

landscapes of waste and industrial decay that the glamorous façade of industrial society ignored and rejected.     

 

Devlin has traveled a similar road. Her photographs are of the contemporary, everyday, urban environment that we 

all inhabit.  However, Devlin does not frequent the world of America‘s big cities and affluent suburbs with their 



economies of scale and the wealth that is channeled through them. Hers is not a vision of the American Dream, 

promoted by advertising and the television networks. The ‗Pleasure Ground‘ photographs have been taken for the 

most part in smaller, slower, often economically disadvantaged or over-looked towns such as Mount Pocono, 

Pennsylvania, or Syracuse and Dewitt, New York. Her photographs may be drawn from the society of Pop culture, 

but, rather than focusing on its glamour, they throw light on the banality of ordinary lives.  It is a blue-collar world, 

hardly prosperous and certainly not upwardly mobile, based less on aspiration and more on limited resources and 

hard reality. Devlin‘s photographs of small towns in up-state New York, and elsewhere, offer a close parallel with 

Smithson‘s New Jersey. Both artists make similar use of the contemporary environment to express skepticism of 

the American Dream. 

 

Devlin shares with both Nauman and Smithson an inquiry into how language functions in visual art. When one 

reads the very active critical debate in the 1960‘s, in Artforum and other journals, one sees that the central issue 

was about the relationship, or lack thereof, between art and language. The ‗formalist‘ critics of the day, advocates 

of a decorative abstraction in painting, asserted that the visual arts were devoid of language, that painting should 

be rigorously defined in terms belonging to its medium of line and color.  Everything else was ‗theater‘. Smithson, 

on the other hand, argued strenuously that art and language could not be divided from each other. In this, we see 

Smithson in accord with the outlook of the Abstract Expressionists of the previous generation, who had always 

protested against the formalist interpretation of their work. However, this interest in language, literature and 

thought also allies Nauman and Smithson with the Walker Evans documentary and narrative tradition of fine art 

photography, mentored by Flaubert, that Devlin represents today. For Nauman and Smithson, the literary reference 

had become Beckett, and for Nauman after 1980, such authors as V.S. Naipaul and Jacobo Timerman.23 Under the 

influence of their accounts of state oppression and terrorism, Nauman‘s thinking takes on explicitly political 

concerns. In this connection, Devlin‘s sinister series The Omega Suites, which also, as previously stated, evokes 

Warhol‘s electric chair and car crash images, links to the torture chairs suspended in Nauman‘s sculptures. 

 

Devlin, like Nauman and Smithson, is interested in the dichotomy of object and subject. Both Nauman and 

Smithson placed this concern at the center of their work and, in so doing, they were looking directly back to 

Abstract Expressionism. There is a particular closeness in Smithson‘s ideas and way of thinking to Newman on this 

issue.  Newman argued that most people confused genuine ‗subject matter‘ in art with what Meyer Shapiro, the 

great Columbia University academic who was an important reference for the Abstract Expressionists, had called 

                                                 
23 See Neal Benezra ―Surveying Nauman,‖ from Bruce Nauman (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center ,1993), p.37 



‗object matter‘. Newman stated: ―It is the ‗object matter‘ that most people want to see in a painting.  That is what, 

for them, makes the painting seem full.‖ And again, as cited earlier, he stated ―Those who emphasize the world of 

objects and insist that an object can be art, it seems to me, in the end make man himself an object.‖24 Donald Judd, 

of course, was the defrocked evangelist of objecthood. Smithson, however, in his critique of Minimalist art, 

declared: ―my work has always been an attempt to get away from objects,‖ and elsewhere: ―Objects are phantoms 

of the mind, as false as angels.‖25 Smithson contemptuously summed all this up, in a moment of exasperation, 

when he declared: ―I‘m sick of positivists.‖26 It is in the context of this thinking that Devlin‘s fundamental gesture 

of removing the human subject from her image must be situated. To say that there are no people in Devlin‘s 

photographs, because none are visible, is to turn the human subject into an object. 

 

Hopefully, enough has been stated to make the case that Devlin‘s photographs concern themselves with the key 

issues in contemporary art, as those issues have been framed by such artists as Warhol, Judd, Nauman and 

Smithson. It can be seen in the subject matter of her photographs, in their exploration of the visual and verbal, and 

in how they address the philosophical questions surrounding object and subject that everywhere haunt 

contemporary art production. These considerations reveal Devlin to be a leading protagonist of contemporary fine 

art. Yet, we still have not got to what makes her photographs so significant in this contemporary art context. That 

will only be grasped when we consider how these photographs actually function. 

 

When Jackson Pollock took his canvas off the wall and placed it on the floor of his studio, turning from the vertical 

to the horizontal axis and projecting the physical presence of his body into painting, something shifted in the 

symbolic order of art. This act of Pollock‘s prepared the way for Nauman and Smithson to step out into the real 

world with their art.27 Nauman took his own body as the point of departure for his art and his studio as the space 

for his inquiry. He adopted sensation and physical experience as the human subject‘s basic instruments for 

receiving knowledge of the outside world. Nauman has spoken of how contemporary dance, and specifically 

conversations with Meredith Monk in San Francisco in 1968, encouraged him to cultivate body awareness and to 

                                                 
24 Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, (University of California Press, 1992),  

25 Fragments of an Interview with Patsy Norvell, 1969 from ed. Jack Flam, Robert Smithson the Collected Writings (Documents of 

Contemporary Art: University of California Press, 1979), p.195 

26 Ibid. 

27 For another look at these issues, see Carter Ratcliff, Hantaï in America, (ed. Paul Rodgers 9/W Gallery, New York, 2006) in which the writer 

explores Simon Hantaï‘s invention of the ‗folding method‘ as a response to Jackson Pollock and as an exploration of issues that elsewhere 

were taken up by Bruce Nauman and Robert Smithson. 



engage his surroundings.28 From this came the idea of creating experimental environments and using mundane 

physical activities as learning opportunities. In turn, this led to closely supervised viewer participation and 

consideration of issues of social constraint and abuse. Paul Schimmel has put forward the notion in connection 

with Nauman‘s art that: ―We become the subjects of his sculpture.‖29  

 

A close consideration of Devlin‘s photographs reveals striking parallels. Nauman‘s studio becomes, in Devlin‘s 

hands, a series of everyday interiors. These interiors are all dedicated to various, designated, physical activities. In 

the absence of the human subject, their contents and the actual spaces themselves are made to tell the story of 

what takes place there and how it shapes the participants of the experience. Devlin‘s photographic technique, 

using a square format and proximity of viewpoint, simultaneously compresses the image and creates the illusion of 

inviting, perhaps forcing, the spectator‘s involvement. In front of Devlin‘s photographs, viewers have recounted 

time and again the strange and disturbing experience of being drawn into their often cramped and uncomfortable 

spaces. As the viewer‘s eye explores the image, he or she begins to feel that actual sensations of pressure, even 

discomfort, are being brought to bear on the mind. As in Pollock, and in sharp contrast to the usual experience of 

looking at two-dimensional art on a wall, viewers of Devlin‘s photographs feel their bodies in play.  In this manner, 

Devlin subtly conveys, using still photographic images, the same sense of an unfolding performance that Nauman 

achieves with video. Starting out with mundane scenes such as the interior of an RV or a beauty salon, Devlin‘s 

attention moves towards marginality, deviance and perversion, with edgier material on the commercialization of 

sex and the ethics of medicine and the law. It amounts to an inventory of the management of Desire, Disease, and 

Death. We immediately think of the The Omega Suites, but we should also look at Corporal Arenas and even, 

surprisingly, Water Rites. Devlin‘s images may initially strike the viewer as innocuous enough, especially given the 

quantity of explicit shock material that vies for attention on the contemporary art scene. However, any sense of 

complacency should be quickly dispelled when the viewer wakes up to a realization that he or she is perhaps being 

invited to become the subject of vivisection or execution. Finally, the true cultural impact of these photographs is 

grasped only when we acknowledge that we have become inured to these practices, to the point that we no longer 

know whether they enable or alienate us. If, as Nauman and Devlin concur, we are what we do, should we not have 

a better understanding of the implications? 

 

                                                 
28 Neal Benezra ―Surveying Nauman,‖ in Bruce Nauman (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center ,1993), p.16 

29 Paul Schimmel, ―Pay Attention,‖ in Bruce Nauman (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center ,1993), p.80 



Turning now to Smithson, the key to his thinking is to be found in what he called ―the back and forth thing.‖30 By 

this he meant a notion of art, as in his ‗Non-sites,‘ that is based on the dialectic between a fixed identity and a 

horizon on which consciousness is dispersed and then brought back to its starting point. Smithson stated: ―There 

is a dialectic between inner and outer, closed and open, center and peripheral (…) Existence becomes a doubtful 

thing.‖31 Smithson, like Nauman, is positing a dynamic art of physical experience that actively engages the viewer. 

Rather than seeing the human subject ‗objectivised‘ in representational outline, as in pre-modern art, or literally in 

three dimension as in Minimalist sculpture, it becomes mobile, autonomous, atomized.  An exactly analogous 

process is at work in Devlin‘s photographs. By removing the visible human subject from her image, she sets up a 

dynamic where the background sweeps forward and the human ‗locus‘ is blown outward to the periphery and then 

brought back in the mind of the viewer. Standing in front of Devlin photographs, viewers realize that they are the 

real subject of the image and that they have been embarked on an adventure in which they do not remain wholly 

themselves. 

 

Smithson had a particular affinity with the spiral.  This interest is prefigured in the ‗Man of Sorrows‘ drawings of 

1960, is carried over to the ‗Gyrostasis‘ of 1968, and, of course, finds its ultimate expression in the ‗Spiral Jetty‘, of 

1971. What Smithson liked about the spiral form was that it bent the viewer‘s perceptions.32 To experience the 

‗Spiral Jetty‘ one has to imagine walking out onto its rugged surface and feel one‘s body turning in its coils with the 

elements of sky and earth tilting around one.  Smithson spoke about the physical sensation of anxiety, and even 

nausea, that was provoked by being on the jetty. Again, this experience of vision being bent by the elements, so 

dramatically demonstrated at the ‗Spiral Jetty‘, is to be found in the subtle visual nuance, no less powerful once 

discovered, of Devlin‘s photographs. 

 

Devlin has also remarked that making her photographs requires a whole series of steps into an often alien world. 

She speaks of having to overcome strong temperamental aversion in confronting this task. These photographs 

awaken and challenge the oppressive immediacy of the real world. First of all, she has to identify suitable locations, 

involving places that in the normal course of events she would never visit. Then she has to confront the task of 

                                                 
30 ‗Earth‘ 1969, from ed. Jack Flam, Robert Smithson the Collected Writings. (Documents of Contemporary Art: University of California Press, 

1979), p. 178 

31 Fragments of an Interview with Patsy Norvell, 1969 from ed. Jack Flam, Robert Smithson the Collected Writings. (Documents of 

Contemporary Art: University of California Press, 1979), pp.192-193 

32 This Smithson-style bending of perception and its attendant awareness of surrounding space continues to play a key role in Richard 

Serra‘s sculpture. 



obtaining the necessary permission for the shoot, often dealing with hostile bureaucracies.  In the case of the The 

Omega Suites, for example, it involved making the case for visiting the scene of functioning execution facilities and 

enduring the skepticism and disapproval of prison authorities. She has not been able to get the necessary 

authorization to visit an execution facility since 1998, when the death sentence began to be a focus of renewed 

public and policy interest and her work began to gain notoriety. Then, of course, she has to undertake the location 

shoot, be it a prison environment, or a fantasy motel where, she has remarked semi-humorously, that she has 

spent some of the more unpleasant nights of her life. The physical making of Devlin‘s photographs, therefore, 

involves a psychological anxiety of confronting the unknown that can be compared to Smithson‘s encounters with 

the natural elements. 

  

The parallels between Smithson and Devlin do not stop here. The closer one looks, the more one realizes that the 

two artists are exploring similar experience. A number of further interests and concerns voiced by Smithson in his 

writings can be seen at work in Devlin‘s photographs.  Foremost among these, is the issue of limits or boundaries.  

Smithson declared ―I think the major issue now in art is what are the boundaries.‖33 Smithson, of course, was 

involved in the effort to extend boundaries by going out to the ‗site.‘  However, it is essential to an understanding 

of his thought to realize that the ‗Non-Site‘ art works, which are the product of these expeditions, require a return 

to the gallery space where they were to be shown. The art experience had to be framed inside limits.  ―All 

legitimate art deals with limits. Fraudulent art feels that it has no limits. The trick is to locate those exclusive limits. 

You are always running against those limits, but somehow they never show themselves.‖34 When we look closely at 

Devlin‘s photographs, we realize that they are also, above all, a study in limits.  The question is, What do we see?  

or, What is not seen?  

 

This issue of limits and boundaries that both artists share is amplified by a concern with time and ‗timelessness.‘ 

Smithson and Devlin are each dealing with the problem of how meaning seems to be both contained inside and 

outside time.  Smithson has in mind geological time, which, it is true, dwarfs the fragile structures of Devlin‘s 

ephemeral interiors, although it should be remarked that one of her series is entitled Subterranea. However, Devlin, 

in her own way, treats time as expansively as does Smithson. At first, in response to the question framed above of 

                                                 
33 ―Smithson‘s Non-Site/Sites (1969)‖, from ed. Jack Flan Robert Smithson the Collected Writings,(Documents of Contemporary Art: University of 

California Press, 1979), p 175 

34 Fragments of an Interview with Patsy Norvell 1969 from ed. Jack Flan Robert Smithson the Collected Writings.. (Documents of 

Contemporary Art: University of California Press, 1979), p. 195 



What do we see? in a Devlin photograph, the answer, given that the human ‗subject‘ is absent and, therefore, 

‗suspended‘ in parentheses, is perhaps, little. The banality of Devlin‘s interiors imposes a paralyzing limit on the 

mind, trapping it in the ‗here and now‘ of the scene.  The artist must then employ intellectual intelligence and all 

her technical skill with composition and color in order to make a work of art. She does so by probing the physical 

absence and the social vacuity of her interiors in an effort to open up a space outside time where a new ‗subject‘ 

can be encountered.  In some profound manner, the subject of Devlin‘s photographs ‗ignores‘ time.  

 

It is interesting, when establishing these parallels between the work of Robert Smithson, the sculptor of earth 

works, and Lucinda Devlin, the photographer of interiors, to realize that Smithson himself was deeply involved in 

photography and thought of art and the world in terms of the camera frame. He stated: ―I don‘t think you can 

escape the primacy of the rectangle. I always see myself thrown back to the rectangle.‖ And again, ―Photographs 

are the most extreme contraction, because they reduce everything down.  That fascinates me.‖35 In other words, 

the act of taking a photograph is analogous in Smithson‘s mind with his dialectic of the ―back and forth thing.‖ 

Smithson himself did not try to make art with photography, using it only to document his sculpture. Devlin, on the 

other hand, has taken up that challenge. What Devlin has achieved with photography is to take the emphasis on 

real experience that Nauman and Smithson explored in three dimensional space and put it back on the wall.  

Only, Devlin would no doubt qualify Smithson‘s statements about the primacy of the rectangle by remarking that  

what interests her is the square! 

 

For over thirty years, Lucinda Devlin has been making fine art photographs that represent a major contribution to 

innovative contemporary aesthetic thought. In keeping with the great tradition of modern art, along with Newman, 

Pollock and Rothko, and Nauman and Smithson, and also along with Evans and the modern tradition of fine art 

photography, Devlin understands that these are crucial stakes for the future of contemporary art. With her 

photographs, Lucinda Devlin has cast a vote against the ‗objectification‘ of art and life and is campaigning for the 

survival of subjective experience. 

 

© Paul Rodgers / 9W 2007 
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LUCINDA DEVLIN 

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 
 

EARLY LIFE  

Born 1947 (Ann Arbor, Michigan) into a working-class family, and raised in Durand, a railroad-hub town of 3,500 people, 

Lucinda Devlin has given a characterization of herself in her early years as having had a shy, naïve personality, and of having 

come from a sheltered, small-town background. 

 

Devlin belongs to the first wave of the post-war baby-boom generation, as her father had come back from military service in 

WWII. Her family profile, typical of the period, could be categorized as aspiring to the collective American Dream: childhood in 

the 1950‘s, represented by a harmonious family life and material well-being; adolescence in the 1960‘s, coinciding with the 

maturing of the ‗Great Society‘, but also with conflict, disillusion and political radicalism: the onset of the Vietnam War, the 

Civil Rights struggle, the assassinations of the Kennedy brothers and Martin Luther King.   

 

Television‘s Arrival  and America‘s Reaction  

With the arrival of a television set in every American home, the notion of ‗visual culture‘ was born. Mass media emerged as an 

ubiquitous presence in American life. The baby-boom generation was the first to have its consciousness irrevocably 

transformed by television‘s saturation of images. Television sold the American Dream. Shows such as Father Knows Best and 

Leave it to Beaver presented an idealized model of family life. People in diverse geographic locations were watching the same 

shows, listening to the same news, and laughing at the same jokes.  A new social and national identity was born with the 

notion that life runs along sociologically determined tracks.   

 

At the same time, television opened a window onto national and international affairs that confronted middle-America with a 

confusing and threatening reality and shifted towards a harsher, more politically charged atmosphere.  As Devlin‘s peers were 

drafted into the Vietnam War, Ann Arbor, a major college town, became established as a locus of left-wing activism, staging 

numerous anti-Vietnam War protests illuminating the dissident consciousness of the time.  In due course, Walter Cronkite, the 

voice of television homogeneity, turned against the war, prompting President Lyndon Johnson to declare that he had lost 

America. 

 

American artists of the period were generally liberal and left-leaning. However, they had to sift through their feelings about 

the new version of popular, commercial culture. Television short-circuited the formal continuity of modern art. Modern art, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Father_Knows_Best
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leave_it_to_Beaver


which had found expression in the United States with Abstract Expressionism in the 1950‘s, was consigned to history before 

its contemporary potential could be significantly explored. From the 1960‘s on, television became a presence in contemporary 

art. Contemporary photography, specifically, measured itself against television, either as an endorsement of its values or as an 

effort to establish a counter-weight. Again, with hindsight, we can see that the movements of Pop and Minimal art sought an 

accommodation with the commercial promotion and celebrity profiling of social values that television disseminates. Parallel, 

and less widely known, a more heterogeneous, dissident movement of ‗process‘ art emerged: Bruce Nauman explored the 

psychological malaise of contemporary culture, while Robert Smithson fixed his attention on the landscapes of waste and 

industrial decay that are its by-products. 

 

Central to Devlin‘s life as an artist, her work confronts the reality that her imagination has to a great extent been formed by 

the new sociological paradigm shaped by television. With hindsight, for artists growing up in the baby-boom generation, 

television, as a medium of entertainment and social consciousness, was an inescapable, ever-present fact of life, with 

incalculable influence over their imaginations.  For those born in its earlier years, like Devlin, the situation is nuanced.  There is 

often the recollection, as in her case, of early years spent without television, and then its arrival one day in the living-room. 

Life would never be the same, although the distant memory of a previous time lingers on. Lucinda Devlin‘s photographs have 

registered the visual consciousness of this new television age with its increasingly conflicted content. In the classic 1939 

Hollywood movie The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy was transported out of her home in depression-era Kansas, rendered in black and 

white, and woke up in a fantasy world of Technicolor.  This transformation seemed to have come true for the average American 

in the 1950‘s, although the wicked witch of social conflict soon followed.  At the outset of her career, Devlin, like Dorothy, 

made the transition from black and white to color, stating that it gave her access to a store of personal experience.   

 

The relevant parallel here amongst her peers is perhaps with Cindy Sherman.  Both freeze Technicolor vision in order to see 

what is going on behind their ideal facade.  Sherman, in her large color self-portraits of disguise, explores the ironic edge of 

fantasy, while Devlin looks closely into the real world.  Devlin‘s photographs draw from the everyday environment of popular 

culture.  However, the sense of unease in her images and her focus on small-town life align her with Nauman‘s and Smithson‘s 

dissident wing of contemporary art. Lucinda Devlin‘s work raises doubts about the American Dream. 

 

 

 

Relevant Events and Exhibit ions in the 1960‘s 

John Szarkowski was appointed chief curator of photographs at the Museum of Modern Art in 1962. He established the canon 

of modern photography with a focus on Walker Evans. Devlin has commented in connection to this tradition: ―I have associated 



myself with what Walker Evans called ‗Documentary Style‘. But I never thought of my work as documentary photography per se.  

My subject was often very personal interiors, coming out of my experience.‖36 

 

At the same time, leading New York School artists began to exhibit: Andy Warhol (Stable Gallery, 1962); Donald Judd (Leo 

Castelli Gallery, 1966); Robert Smithson (Dwan Gallery, 1966); Bruce Nauman (Leo Castelli Gallery, 1968) Szarkowski curated 

New Documents at the Museum of Modern Art (1967) which launched the careers of Diane Arbus, Gary Winogrand and Lee 

Friedlander, whose work he defined as a ‗shift‘ in Evan‘s documentary style.  Devlin has also identified Arbus as a major 

influence on her work. 

 

EDUCATION 

Devlin entered Michigan State University‘s under-graduate program in 1966. Finding the large population of the campus 

overwhelming, she transferred to Oakland University and then to Flint Junior College, before ultimately transferring to Eastern 

Michigan University and living in Ann Arbor, which she found more manageable. Oscillating between majors, Devlin studied 

interior design, then literature and finally art. 

 

While in school, Devlin took a 3-dimensional design course taught by John Orentlicher, whom she later married (now 

divorced).  Orentlicher had been a sculptor and was turning to video.  He had attended the Art Institute of Chicago and was 

well informed about contemporary art movements such as Pop and Minimalism, as well as the more recent developments of 

earthworks, performance and video. Devlin entered Orentlicher‘s circle of friends, many on the faculty of Eastern Michigan, and 

learned about the broader horizons of contemporary art. These associations promoted a sense of artistic vocation in Devlin. 

Looking back, she states: ―I always considered myself an artist and I always hung out with other artists‖37. Devlin left for 

graduate school at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1972, as a result of Orentlicher‘s encouragement. Finding the big city yet 

again overwhelming, Devlin returned to Eastern Michigan University and continued to pursue her MFA degree.  

 

Devlin has said, ―My twenties were a difficult and emotionally very turbulent time for me. I was probably very open to influence.  

John had a huge impact.‖38  The influences of Pop, Minimalist and Conceptual art have been apparent in multiple aspects of 

Devlin‘s work: her choice of subject-matter, her practice of working in series, her paired-down compositional sense, the 

implicit social commentary of her images and the over-all conceptual positioning of her work.    

 

Graduate Work  

                                                 
36 In conversation with the writer, November 2007 

37 Ibid 

38 Ibid 



Back at Eastern Michigan in the fall of 1972, Devlin enrolled in the newly established MFA program. Students could choose 

photography but classes were unstructured and there was little formal teaching. Lynne Cohen was on the faculty and moved 

her interests from print making to photography around this time.  Beyond the teacher/student relationship, Devlin and Cohen 

were drawn into a fruitful exchange, focusing on the domestic interior as a photographic subject, which Devlin was beginning 

to explore in her earliest images of her parents‘ living-room.   

 

Cohen moved to Ottawa, Canada in the following year (1973), and, henceforth, Cohen and Devlin‘s work developed on very 

different lines. Significant as the early exchange with Cohen undoubtedly was for Devlin, it is worth noting that today a 

comparison between the two artists, as in the exhibition A Place Without A Place at the Thessaloniki Museum of Photography, 

Greece (Summer 2007), is instructive because, beyond a degree of shared subject matter, it reveals two very distinct and 

contrasting visions of contemporary art. Cohen photographed exclusively in black & white until 1998, while, in contrast, Devlin 

places color at the center of her aesthetic from 1977 onwards. Cohen employs a rectangular format, while Devlin identifies 

herself with a square format. Cohen transforms narrative into commentary, standing above, or apart, from her subject, 

injecting her vision with an implicit political censure.  Devlin employs a close viewpoint to engage her subject and incorporates 

narrative with nuanced meanings beyond an explicit political outlook.  Cohen sets up a divide between herself and her subject, 

in order to capture the alienating quality of the contemporary, high-tech world in which we live.  She explores the object status 

of anonymous institutions, emptied of the human subject. Devlin explores her own personal experience inviting the viewer to 

enter her images as one would an interactive movie. Ultimately, Devlin‘s photographs are about the human subject. Cohen is 

on record as acknowledging that her aesthetic thinking looks back to Marcel Duchamp‘s Ready-Mades, while Devlin‘s work 

reveals itself to be closer to the aesthetic of Robert Smithson. 39 

 

Relevant Events and Exhibit ions in the 1970‘s 

In 1971, a Walker Evans retrospective was held at the Museum of Modern Art.  Devlin visited New York to see this exhibition 

and bought the catalogue which is still in her library.  She said that this may have been the first book on photography that she 

owned, mentioning the photograph of a chair on its back cover, and other images of interiors without people from the 

sharecropper photographs, as having played into the early photographs which she took of her parents‘ living room.  

 

Stephen Shore had a one-person exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (1971). The following year Shore 

made his ‗on the road‘ series during a cross-country trip, working for the first time in color. A retrospective of Diane Arbus 

was held at Museum of Modern Art in 1972.  Devlin was visiting New York and saw the exhibition, which made a major 

                                                 
39 For the aesthetic of Devlin‘s photography, see accompanying text,–  A Modern Artist for the Post-Modern World - Notes on Lucinda 

Devlin‘s Photographs, ed. Paul Rodgers/9W, 2007.  For the difference between Smithson and Duchamp, see Smithson‘s trenchant and 

devastating rejection of Duchamp‘s position in Moira Roth‘s ―An Interview with Robert Smithson (1973)‖, edited by Naomi Sawelson-Gorse, 

Robert Smithson, (The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2004). 



impression upon her.  Bernd & Hilla Becher started showing with Sonnabend Gallery, NY. New Topographies at George Eastman 

House, including the work of the Bechers, was exhibited in 1975. The Museum of Modern Art presented Eggelston‘s Guide, the 

first one-person exhibition of color photography at the museum (1976). 

 

Evidence was presented at San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (1977), travelling to the Fogg Art Musuem, Harvard, and the 

Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago.  A project of two photographers, Larry Sultan & Mike Mandel, Evidence exhibited 

decontextualized and found documentary photographs in an art context.  The show had a significant influence on 

photography in the 1970‘s. It broke with the model of fine art photography as an expression of the artist‘s unique sensibility 

and proposed images with an objective focus. This aesthetic approach was endorsed by Minimal and Conceptual art circles 

which were based on a Duchampian objective frame of reference. Henceforth, the idea that art, made from a direct 

confrontation with reality and rejecting the concepts of influence and connoisseurship, became canonical in contemporary 

photography, and facilitated its merger into the wider field of contemporary fine art, with a minimalist bias.   

 

In the same year of 1977, Cindy Sherman started her film-still series; Jeff Wall made his first back-lit transparencies; and 

Richard Prince gained notoriety by re-shooting four photographs that had previously appeared in the New York Times, 

prompting a discussion concerning authorship and the authenticity of photographic images. At the same time, Devlin began 

work on Pleasure Ground.  

 

In 1978, Mirrors and Windows, a survey of American photography since 1960 curated by John Szarkowski at the Museum 

of Modern Art, explored the dichotomy between documentary images and those that represented a more subjective view of  

the world.   

 

EARLY CAREER 

Devlin and Orentlicher had moved to Syracuse, New York in 1976 to take up teaching positions.  From the outset, with 

Pleasure Ground, an analytical symmetry to Devlin‘s oeuvre emerged.  Pleasure Ground was drawn from small-town scenes 

similar to those of her childhood and plays a central role in her work.  All the artist‘s other series either develop from it or 

define themselves in relation to it.  

 

Devlin‘s work has taken shape in clearly delineated series around carefully chosen and researched themes that are contained 

under the broad taxonomy of Desire, Disease, Death and Spectacle.  To date, these comprise Pleasure Ground (1977- ), 

Speleological Explorations (1980- later subsumed into Subterranea), Corporal Arenas (1980- ), Habitats (1985- ), The Omega 

Suites (1991-98) Water Rites (1999-2002), and Field Culture (2005- ).   

 



Devlin‘s photographs offer themselves to the viewer, less as a vehicle for communicating documentary information, and more 

as images of aesthetic conceptualization. As a result, her work functions less through the process of accumulation of images 

as through the integrity of the complete artistic statement that is contained in each image.  In other words, the individual 

image does not need the company of other images to validate itself. In this respect, her process of making photographs is 

closer to Cindy Sherman, Jeff Wall, and Andreas Gursky than, for example, to Eggleston and Shore.  In addition, fresh insight 

into the complexity of Devlin‘s vision can be had from making comparisons of images from different series and disparate 

subjects.40 

 

It is also worth noting that Devlin began her mature work in the period when a new ‗feminist consciousness‘ was emerging in 

art and she clearly takes account of it in her photographs. While Devlin might not accept the tag of being a ‗feminist artist‘, her 

identity as a woman can be felt in the point of view of her photographs. It is also true that Devlin has encountered all the 

issues associated with being a female artist and it is interesting to note that the only time where there is a significant  

gap in her work is during a three year span (1994-1996) during which she and her second husband Peter Alexander adopt  

their daughter from China.    

 

Technique 

Devlin‘s approach is dictated by her over-all project. Working on specific themes, Devlin selects her subject in advance and, 

once on site, carefully composes her image.  She researches each location and then, in the cases of photographing in 

commercial or institutional locations, often goes through often arduous and protracted bureaucratic negotiations in order to 

obtain the necessary permissions.  Indeed, one of the many issues raised by her work is that of artistic freedom and the 

obstacles that it encounters.  What she has not photographed, what we shall never know because she may not have been 

allowed to photograph, may be as important as what she has been able to photograph. For example, since 1998 she has been 

unable to extend The Omega Suites because the American prison system has become concerned about the renewed debate 

over capital punishment. Furthermore, Devlin does not go out into the world to capture chance occurrence. She makes 

photograps with a 2¼ inch camera on a tripod with slow exposures and available light. She, therefore, does not have the 

option of rapidly taking many ‗snap-shots‘ and afterwards editing her images as is custom in street or portrait photography. 

The process of printing her own images is enormously time consuming and involves high degrees of technical concentration 

and mastery. For these reasons, Devlin‘s output is necessarily small.   

 

Due to her painstaking working method, Devlin has developed a distilled and concentrated body of work. The viewer of 

Devlin‘s photographs will better comprehend the full measure of her vision by considering each image, the production of each 

year, and the evolving comparative language of images from different series developed in tandem, on their own terms, rather 
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than as an accumulation of visual information. Both formally and thematically, Devlin‘s images, holding the eye and rewarding 

close attention, offer a complete artistic statement.   

 

Devlin‘s Relationship to ‗New Objectivity ‘ and the Düsseldorf  School  

Lucinda Devlin interacted with what was happening in German photography during the mid-seventies. Bernd & Hilla Becher 

began teaching at the Düsseldorf Academy in 1976 and mentored the emergence of a new school of young photographers. 

The Bechers looked back to the New Objectivity movement of German photographers from the 1920‘s and ‗30‘s, most 

prominent among them being August Sander. This relationship to Sander provides an initial point of reference between the 

Becher‘s vision and that of Lucinda Devlin.41   

 

On the other hand, while there is a clear parallel in subject matter, the Bechers based their aesthetic position on a style of 

objective image making which is only partially shared by Devlin. The Bechers photographed industrial architecture. Their 

students, also, had a particular focus on architecture and by extension, interiors, upholding their mentors‘ concern for 

objective vision.  Even when they photographed people, as in the portraits of Thomas Ruff or in the crowd scenes of Andreas 

Gursky, the Becher students objectified the human subject. As a consequence, the Bechers were embraced by American 

Minimalists and Conceptualists, such as Carl Andre, Sol Lewitt and Douglas Huebler, and the Düsseldorf school has been 

widely admired in the American contemporary art world.  

 

In turn, Devlin has been associated with the Minimalist and Conceptualist aesthetic with which she grew up in the 1970‘s 

American art world, and also with the Düsseldorf school, sharing a focus on examining the infrastructure of contemporary 

urban life – in their case, the architecture of post-war reconstruction, set against a background of alienation in post-war 

German society; in hers, small-town life which stands in the shadow of American cosmopolitan prosperity.  Devlin‘s work has 

been enthusiastically received in Germany. However, Devlin does not unequivocally embrace the objective vision of the Becher 

School and, ultimately, her involvement with personal experience and the ‗subject‘ sets her apart. 

 

Early Exhibition History  

In the mid-seventies, Devlin began to exhibit in shows at galleries (J. Walter Thompson Gallery, Detroit, MI, 1974; "Americana", 

Creative Eye Photo Gallery, Los Angeles, CA, 1976; "Magic Silver Show", Clara Eagle Art Gallery, Murray, KY, 1979.);  in 

museums (University of Michigan Art Gallery, Ann Arbor, with Lynne Cohen, 1973; "Monuments, An Exhibition of Visual 

Sociology", Michael C. Rockefeller Arts Center, Fredonia, NY, 1976; Photo Gallery, Detroit Public Library, 1979); and also in 

many newly formed photography co-operatives ("Photography and Language", Camerawork Gallery, San Francisco, CA , 1976; 

"How America Lives", Midtown Y Gallery, New York, NY, 1976; Lightwork Photography Grant, Lightwork Visual Studies, 

                                                 
41 See accompanying illustrated comparison, A Modern Artist for the Post-Modern World.  



Syracuse, NY, 1978.) These photography co-operatives, established in the early- to-mid seventies, in tandem with the many 

feminist collectives and alternative spaces of the time, provided important venues for a new generation of photographers, who 

were conscious of their mission to make fine art photography, but found the established institutions of the art world to be 

closed to them. 

 

CAREER 1999 TO PRESENT 

Throughout the eighties and nineties, Devlin regularly exhibited in a variety of locations (see the artist‘s resume at 

www.paulrodgers9w.com). Then in 1999, a new phase of Devlin‘s career began with ―Raume‖, a three person exhibition of 

Lucinda Devlin, Andreas Gursky and Candida Hofer in the Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria. Devlin began an active program of 

international solo and group exhibitions in prominent museums and biennials.  

 

The celebrated Swiss independent curator Harald Szeeman took a particular interest in Devlin‘s work and curated a solo 

exhibition of the complete The Omega Suites series, in his "Plateau of Mankind" exhibit at the Venice Biennale (2001), where 

the international art world discovered her and an overwhelmingly favorable press included an eleven page spread in Der Stern 

and Artforum‘s ‗Best of the Year‘ front cover. 

 

Devlin‘s contemporary career in Europe was ushered in with an exhibition of ―The Omega Suites‖, in Aberdeen, Scotland, 

(1995), followed by an exhibition in "Macht/Onmacht", Antwerp Belgium, (1996). The current German interest in her work 

stems from her first exhibition at Galerie m Bochum, (1998).  Her current U.S. career dates to her first show at Paul 

Rodgers/9W Gallery in New York, (2001), of The Omega Suites.    

 

Selected Solo Exhibitions  

Lucinda Devlin‘s one person exhibitions, in this most recent phase of her career, include: "Water Rites and The Omega Suites", 

DAAD Galerie, Berlin Germany, (2000); "Pleasure Ground", Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France, (2002); ―Prison Terms", Center 

for Creative Photography, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, (2002); "Pleasure Ground", 25th Biennale São Paulo, Brazil, 

American pavilion curated by Julian Zugazagoitia, (2002); ―The Omega Suites‖, Encontros da Imagem, Braga, Portugal, (2002); 

"Pleasure Ground, Corporal Arenas, The Omega Suites", Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indianapolis, IN, (2002);"Water Rites", 

Museum Kurhaus Kleve, Germany, (2003); ―The Joy of My Dreams/La Alegria de Mis Suena‖, curated by Harald Szeeman, 

Seville, Spain, (2004); ―The Omega Suites‖, The Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT, (2007).  

 

 

 

 



Selected Group Exhibitions  

Lucinda Devlin has also participated in many group exhibitions including: "In A Lonely Place", Lucinda Devlin, National Museum 

of Photography, Film and Television, Bradford, England, (2001); ―Excess‖, curated by Michael Rush, with Lucinda Devlin, Jessica 

Craig-Martin, and Daniela Rossell Palm Beach Institute of Contemporary Art, Lake Worth, FL, (2002); "The Culture of Violence", 

with Lucinda Devlin, Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Barbara Kruger, Bruce Nauman, Joel Sternfeld, and Andy Warhol, University Gallery, 

University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA, (2002); ―Andy Warhol – Commodities, Celebrities, Death & Disaster‖, Lucinda Devlin, 

Michael Bevilacqua and Yasumasa Morimura, Salina Art Center, Salina, KS, (2004); ―A Place Without a Place‖, Lucinda Devlin and 

Lynne Cohen, Thessaloniki Museum of Photography, Thessaloniki, Greece, (2007).  

 

Publications 

Devlin‘s exhibitions have been reviewed by leading publications such as Art Forum; Art In America; Tema Celeste; Time Out 

New York. She has been covered by photographic publications such as the British Journal of Photography; Camerawork; 

Afterimage; American Photographer; Camera Austria; Lightwork. Her images have appeared in leading news sources such as 

The New York Times Magazine; The London Times; the London Telegraph; der Stern Magazine; Time Magazine; Harper‘s; The 

Village Voice; The Washington Post and The New York Sun, and cultural publications such as, The New Yorker Magazine; Exit 

Magazine; Grand Street; Topic Magazine; Nest Magazine; Lapham‘s Quarterly, Jalouse; and Vanity Fair. There are two books on 

Lucinda Devlin‘s work published by Steidl Verlag: The Omega Suites, (2000) and Water Rites, (2003).  

 

Selected Collections  

Devlin‘s work can be found in prestigious institutions such as the Whitney Museum, New York City, NY; San Francisco Museum 

of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA; Norton Museum of Art, Palm Beach, FL; Collection Ackermans at Landessammlungen NRW, 

Düsseldorf, Germany; Wadsworth Athenaeum, Hartford, CT; Guggenheim Museum, New York City, NY; Milwaukee Art Museum, 

Milwaukee, WI; Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indianapolis, IN; Houston Museum of Art, Houston, TX; Bibliotheque Nationale, 

Paris, France; National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, Bradford, Great Britain; and the Princeton University Art 

Museum. 

 


