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When I first encountered Susan Unterberg’s Water Dreams landscapes, I was 

immediately attracted to her tireless craft, her patient search for meaning, the care and 

attention she brought to every detail, every surface. Water Dreams represented a critical 

phase in Unterberg’s production, a moment significantly shaped by experiences she had 

while staying in the artist’s colonies of Djerassi, MacDowell, and Yaddo. Enabled by the 

physical freedom these colonies afforded, by their artistic communities, and by the 

psychological distance from quotidian concerns they provided, Unterberg produced a 

series of works in which fish soar through skies and lakes drift into atmosphere, a series 

quite unlike the emotionally charged and controlled portraits that dominated her earlier 

work. The looser, more calligraphic and colorful Pisces series that followed pulls 

figuration into almost pure abstraction. 

 While Unterberg’s subjects shift from staged psychological dramas to the greater 

fluidity afforded by natural observation, there is a cinematic quality throughout her work 

that is formed by her meticulous control of process, by her assiduous repetition and 

revisiting of forms, and by her use of photography as a means for self-exploration and 

expression. Early projects, such as in the Mothers and Daughters series, are distinguished 

by manipulation of her subjects, where, despite the often loving bonds between the pairs, 

their relationships to one another appear disjoined and their faces anguished due to 

Unterberg’s subtle staging. With time, she gradually shifts her emphasis on control away 

from her subjects and into the darkroom.  Diligently reworking her photographs in the 

studio and under the enlarger, Unterberg places nearly identical images side by side, 

investigates their subtle variations, shifts color almost imperceptibly through exposure, 

and alters the scale and balance in a way that is not unlike a painter making gestural 
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marks in a sketchbook. This method results in such series as White Horses, in which the 

frames are haunted by an eerie green light, the grain bubbles to the point that colors 

separate, and the horses assume an isolated sculptural quality, all without alteration to the 

negatives.  

 Unterberg’s method is to utilize minute variations within each subject, often 

creating countless revisions before exhausting a theme within a series. Even then, the 

imagery holds such profound personal significance that she will transpose it to a 

concurrent series or bring it back in a later one. Fish that appear to launch into flight 

eventually emerge as abstract shapes among bursting bubbles. Their stares suggest the 

eyes of her horses, which correspond to her whimsical practice of collecting and adhering 

glass taxidermy eyes to a series of photographs. And the horses themselves, which first 

emerged in a landscape dominated by rural houses, later appear in a singular series and 

are then investigated further in minute detail. Throughout each series, Unterberg creates 

metaphors for her experiences as a daughter, sister, wife, and mother; her anguish over 

the false expectations created by her childhood and marriage; and for her feelings of 

independence, liberation, joy, and mortality. While her metaphors hold meanings as 

varied and subtle as her shifting images, the formal beauty of her work and the range of 

her subjects carry broad appeal as symbols of life, discovery, and change. 

 Becoming an artist seemed an unlikely path for Unterberg at first. Neither she nor 

those around her expected the thirty-something mother of two to take up a career, much 

less one that balanced technical expertise with creative expression. But while taking a 

course at the International Center of Photography, she embarked upon a seminal project 

that  resulted almost a decade later in obtaining a master’s degree in photography from 

New York University and a lifetime of varied pursuits with camera in hand.  

 Workmen began as a typical assignment to have photography students invite 

individuals outside the classroom to participate in the process. Unterberg wanted to 
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photograph construction workers on a nearby subway line, and they willingly agreed, 

resulting in a series of full-length, black-and-white portraits. Like realist photographs of 

the 1930s, the images are rendered in deep contrast, emphasizing the creases on the 

men’s faces and the roughness of their hands. Their expressions and postures are notable 

for their self-possession, ease, and warmth. 

 Through Workmen, Unterberg discovered that she enjoyed creating a context for 

her subjects and found inspiration in identifying their specific personality traits they 

expressed. Her ease in setting a stage for others without directly participating in these 

scenes initiated a method she later used to explore the familial relationships of Mothers 

and Daughters and Close Ties. In the first series, two rows of headshots are placed side 

by side, one portraying a mother and the other her daughter. The unmistakable 

similarities of their features and the expressiveness of their eyes join them in intimate 

exchange, but instead of seeming reassuring and comforting, they appear concerned, 

troubled, and apprehensive. Contributing to the unsettled quality of these images is the 

uncentered composition, the close cropping, which sometimes makes the whole face 

unreadable, and a muted palette that suggests a past time and distant place.  Instead of 

anything recognizable as ordinary portraits, we are confronted with the representation of 

psychological states that question assumptions about the normative relationship between 

mothers and daughters.  

 This kind of imagery and the disconcerting feeling it creates are elaborated in 

Close Ties. Selecting young men who were in their early twenties (the same age as her 

own daughters at the time), Unterberg photographed as well as videotaped them with 

their mothers. The large-scale, black-and-white photographs made from these sittings 

show the pairs in physical proximity, often touching, but rarely making eye contact. 

When their glances do meet, at least one figure is usually blurred beyond recognition, 

underscoring the transitory nature of their exchange and introducing a mood of isolation. 
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The accompanying video shows the couples slowly moving in and out of the frame, 

occasionally stopping to embrace, their voices describing the feelings they have for one 

another. That their ordinary language cannot adequately express these deeply felt 

emotions only dramatizes the sense of separation that the piece creates. Installed, these 

works are hung from floor to ceiling like wallpaper so that their details become 

indistinguishable and diminished. Although the mothers and sons share physical 

closeness and are often engaged through their sentimental descriptions of one another, 

Unterberg’s approach emphasizes their profound disassociation. 

 Occasionally, Unterberg herself steps into the staging area, breaking the boundary 

between artist and subject.  In Self-Portrait with Mother, a row of seven images of the 

artist are placed adjacent to seven pictures of her mother, each restrained in hue to 

minimize visual distraction and enlarged to emphasize their furrowed brows. While her 

mother appears weary and vulnerable, Unterberg’s face seems to convey defiance, fear, 

and resentment. The similarity of their facial structures points to the artist as a physical 

extension of her mother, but the emotional tenor subverts her prescribed role of obedient 

daughter and placating female. Although the work was bitterly received by many family 

members and friends, Unterberg was satisfied: in the honest expression of unmitigated 

feeling, specifically challenging the notions of femininity impressed upon her as a child, 

she had asserted her autonomy. 

 The Dogs series explores another kind of isolation and frustration. Unterberg shot 

individual pedigreed animals that she found leashed and left outside along the sidewalks 

of Manhattan. In the absence of their owners, these dogs appear lonely, frightened, and 

vulnerable. Their eyes seem to search for reassurance as they hunker behind objects, 

enveloped by darkness that suggests the futility of their situation. Dogs may have begun 

as a relatively simple formal exploration, but years later Unterberg understood the extent 
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of her personal identification with these subjects and was able to characterize these 

images as unambiguous self-portraits. 

 In all of her series, Unterberg employs numerous formal devices to convey mood. 

Among the most consistent is framing, which she often uses to establish ambivalence and 

disassociation, as in Fathers and Sons, Sisters, and Couples. These three series were 

created to examine separate familial relationships, although they were produced with an 

identical working method that resulted in a consistency that suggests a single series. By 

using the Polaroid 20-by-24-inch studio camera, Unterberg transformed the initial 

limitation of the immovable camera frame into a practice that enhanced the emotional 

charge of her portraits. Subjects were photographed in numerous positions. The sheets 

were then arranged so the entire composition appears to have been taken simultaneously, 

yet the individual components were framed separately.  The resulting works read like 

stills from a cinematic story, with subtly mismatched appendages. This partitioning of the 

frames charges the familial drama by severing sibling from sibling and parent from child. 

 While the Fathers and Sons portraits are detached from one another through the 

separation of frames, they are also united by their richly colored, flat settings, which 

direct our attention to the vivid detail and candor of their expressions. At times they 

convey contemplation and contentment, at others impatience and anxiety. One son 

stretches his hand to touch the shoulder of his father in a wheelchair, but his reach is 

interrupted by a border, implying the physical and psychological chasm between them. 

Another image shows two young men dressed in the style of their father, who in turn is 

divided from them as he stares confidently into the camera. If their glances toward him 

communicate their search for self-definition and approval, Unterberg’s division suggests 

that their adolescent journey is still underway. Given that her subjects were not instructed 

to dress in any particular fashion, the degree to which their attire resembles one another is 

striking. However similar they may be in appearance, framed borders intervene, 
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conjuring a sense of alienation and implying the struggle between dependency and 

autonomy. 

 Fathers and Sons enabled Unterberg to develop a format that she utilized in 

creating Sisters and Couples. While framing continues to play an important role in both, 

its effect in the latter two series is more pronounced as a formal device than as a 

psychological divider.  In Sisters, groups are paired and clustered before a lighted gray 

backdrop, and often two or three siblings coincide on the same sheet. The subjects look in 

all directions except at each other. Whether young or old, the sisters maintain physical 

closeness, suggesting their sororial loyalty and support. But their contraveering glances 

emphasize their need to distinguish their identities from one another and to protect their 

independence.  

 Couples examines pairs of people in committed relationships who defy the notion 

that apparently successful partners should share obvious commonalities. Unterberg 

questions how people in conventional relationships can be subject to discord and divorce 

while others who seem so different from each other can flourish. A variety of 

untraditional couples are presented, including pairs who are ethnically diverse, of 

significantly different ages, or of the same sex.  Their faces appear larger than in the 

Sisters series, resulting in an intimacy that resists the separation caused by framing and 

softens the emotional tension. Couples is distinguished from the other two series in that 

its framing divisions act as a metaphor for cultural stereotypes, uniting the pairs rather 

than splitting them apart. 

 Framing again has a unique function in DoubleTakes. In this series, the subject 

shifts from portraits to still lifes found in domestic interiors, created by isolating unlikely 

elements in various homes. Thus, complementarities are emphasized or tensions created 

by photographing overlooked passages within the spaces. Colors and textures are 

juxtaposed and equal weight is given to improbable objects, combining those elements 
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meant to be admired with those that are usually ignored, and causing the right side of the 

frame to bear little resemblance to the left. The relationship between the halves is further 

estranged in the final framing, where a double-paned mat is used to create a diptych from 

a single photograph, ultimately making a perceptual game out of the finished work. A 

caricatured drawing of a woman is countered by a vase with peonies; shelving with 

decorative objects meets wallpaper and a sconce, and a postcard with a classical nude 

tacked to the edge of a desk yields to a dangling key. Moreover, by capturing these 

incongruous elements, each image becomes a multivalent portrait of the inhabitant, 

isolating a fleeting moment of the occupant’s life. Like alienated family members, the 

separation and incongruity of DoubleTakes suggests neglected relationships that have 

been reconciled by the photographer’s hand. 

 The experimental spirit with which Unterberg approaches her work has led to 

several formal explorations that have significantly contributed in one way or another to 

her stylistic development and self-discovery. During three summers of visiting artist 

colonies beginning in 1991, Unterberg searched for ways to further her examination of 

familial subjects by inviting other artists in residence to participate in her process. In a 

Room, Soul Leaving the Body, and Her Life resulted from these efforts, each undertaken 

in small-scale, black-and-white formats and resulting in varying degrees of resolution.  

 In a Room captures Unterberg and unidentified others as they move in and out of 

a threadbare and gloomily lit space. Portions of individual features are at times legible 

and at others blurred into obscurity, an elliptical reference to the people who played roles 

in her earlier dramas, while introducing violent and troubling forces. One frame 

distinguishes itself in that human forms are absent; only a wooden chair, standing in dark 

contrast to its surroundings, sits at the bottom of the frame, weighted by forbidding 

darkness. In a Room, with its evocation of isolation and bleakness, stands as a working 

experiment that furthered Unterberg’s photographic investigation of human theater.  
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 Soul Leaving the Body is a stand-alone study of facial portraits that was created 

the following summer, during her father’s terminal illness. Frail faces emerge from 

saturated blackness, shrouded in haziness, yet ethereal and calm. Their attenuated 

movement suggests the struggle of the soul to release from its physical constraints, 

evoking the spiritual, mystical spaces of the unknown. Its images are as intimate, 

haunting, and singular as the circumstances in which they were created.  

 The series that followed, Her Life, was done in collaboration with the poet Joan 

Murray and became a study of ambiguous social encounters that combined photography 

with verse. A range of agonizing as well as humorous observations on human interactions 

were shaped into minimalist couplets and paired with Unterberg’s images of unidentified 

characters. The series offered oblique glimpses of psychological turning points within 

relationships, where deeply rooted patterns of behavior compete with the possibility for 

change. Images are spare and figures are suspended in motion, suggesting the mutability 

of all human affairs. Along with In a Room and Soul Leaving the Body, Her Life is 

among Unterberg’s last attempts to explore human relationships through figuration before 

turning to more abstract metaphors.  

 As Unterberg continued to attend artist’s colonies, the subjects she found there 

increasingly shaped her working method. She began by capturing hundreds of pictures 

during each visit, bringing the negatives back to her studio to study, edit, compose, and 

revisit throughout the remaining year. The same summer in which she experimented with 

Soul Leaving the Body, Unterberg began to venture deep into the rural areas surrounding 

a colony in upstate New York. Moved by the simplicity of the farm houses and barns she 

discovered, she undertook Technicolor Dreams, a light-drenched series that is 

characterized by colorful forms, painterly strokes, and dissolving textures. Nestled into 

landscapes are generic structures that recall the way houses are drawn by children, but the 

exposure is manipulated so that light washes and smears their surfaces. Through this 
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distortion, the initially wistful landscapes begin to dissolve under closer inspection, 

creating a metaphor for the instability of domestic tranquility and a foreboding 

interpretation of nostalgic memories. 

 A growing fascination with outdoor subjects characterized much of her 

subsequent work. As her exploration of natural phenomena deepens, mood changes from 

troubling and melancholic to luminous and atmospheric. In Water Dreams, fish appear to 

take to the skies; the dappled light infusing their path and the waterscapes that surround 

their bodies become places where dreams can thrive. These are transitional images, not 

only in the expansion of their formal properties but also because they represent a release 

from the artist’s familial concerns. By observing the surfaces of a pond, Unterberg again 

sees relationships in what is commonly overlooked and produces imagery that causes 

perceptual confusion, not unlike the DoubleTakes series. But in Water Dreams, the 

weight of trees dissipates into atmosphere and skies dance with life. It is as if comfort 

with self-expression and openness to chance has produced spaces filled with soothing 

hues and optimistic associations.  

 Water Dreams later informs the increasingly sculptural and shadowy White 

Horses series. These photographs have such a painterly quality that even suggested inert 

materials like linen and granite appear vaporous among their indistinct surroundings. 

These are not prancing, proud, or ennobled animals, but ones whose burden of captivity 

is enhanced by the light dissolving around them, creating indeterminate spaces of 

darkness that confine their movement. Unterberg views these horses as representations of 

her former self, once bound by convention and expectation, and struggling for liberation. 

While her images are infused with the greens and umbers of self-reflection and memory, 

light radiates from within her forms, suggesting the possibility of future transformation. 

 Further sculptural investigations in Horse Eyes and Horse Manes follow from the 

subjects of White Horses. Anthropomorphic qualities are enhanced by isolating one eye, 
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cropping it close within the frame, and then enlarging it to a point that reaches 

abstraction. One image stands apart for its starkness and simplicity. Only the light 

reflecting off the curvature of the horse’s lens is visible, creating the appearance of a 

planetary eclipse and suggesting infinite space. However unsettling their scale may be, 

the eyes remain legible and their expressions of curiosity, weariness, and hope are 

evident. Like the eyes, Horse Manes is also a serial investigation, this time a minimalist 

one that attempts to reduce images to their essence. Colors are intensified by sunlight and 

contrasted against their natural backgrounds, giving the manes the appearance of various 

grasses. These experiments in color and texture assume an abstract quality that 

encourages their interpretation as peculiar, mysterious landscapes.  

 Unterberg’s close observation of the subtlest variations in the forms around her 

and her ability to transform the ordinary into the sculptural eventually led her back again 

to the human body, but this time to a microscopic view of it. Thumbs features minute 

details of these appendages and reveals their broad range of types and character. 

Wrinkles, crevices, and scars are enlarged to such a massive scale that every imperfection 

becomes accentuated, and the final images become awkward and disturbing as well as 

highly sexualized. While the thumb print serves as a metonymic identity to the public, 

these images are all too familiar in an opposite way. Human intimacy and privacy 

collapse to become grotesque and unnerving.  

 Unterberg’s eagerness to experiment is manifest throughout all of her 

photographic explorations. Techniques, subjects, and approaches to her work are 

continuously modified and altered, furthering her investigations and enabling new 

growth. Inspired by the unfamiliar, Unterberg has worked with video, created artist’s 

books, experimented with painting and collage, collaborated with poets to integrate their 

verse with her images, and most recently begun working with digital photography. In 

most cases, her work is conceived and executed as a distinct series. In others, however, 
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she revisits subjects over many years, in a less-directed fashion, simply to stimulate 

further ideas or to satisfy her own curiosity. Among them are leaves, fruit and trees, 

insects, and even parts of the human body. No less than the images in the most sustained 

series, these too enchant the senses with unapologetic beauty.  

 The most conspicuous case of this kind of recurrent interest is the condition of 

pregnancy. For many years, Unterberg has asked expectant women to pose in the last 

days before they come to term. In the resulting images, the women seem to dance through 

the frame, their distended forms soothed by light, even as the blurry focus suggests the 

temporariness of their condition. Celebrations, the photographs capture an ephemeral 

state and rejoice in forthcoming life.  

 Unterberg’s early work is characterized by strict formal control and explicit 

meaning. As it developed, her choice of subject became progressively open to chance, 

admitting the unexpected, the overlooked, the liminal. Her approach to form became 

more relaxed, her framing more spontaneous, her images’ appeal to the eye increasingly 

uninhibited.  

 This development accounts for the looseness and playfulness of her most recent 

series, entitled Pisces. Explosive colors radiate while sparkling water effervesces 

throughout, inviting close inspection in order to distinguish its many images. A bubble 

fuses the fins of two fish, conjoining them in fluid motion, while another captures the 

length of an inverted carp in miniature. In certain frames, only the suggestion of a form is 

visible, perhaps a trailing fin distorted by its depth or light refracted through the 

shimmering surface of the water. Each image dissolves into abstraction with calligraphic 

looseness and luminosity. Perhaps she is waiting for the bubble to burst, because her 

work has so often conjured existential notions of transcendence and mortality. But as her 

subjects drift toward abstraction, her many modes seem to coalesce into a single style.  
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Now it is easy to imagine her as the fish suspended in the heavens, surrounded by stars, a 

comet streaking through the night sky.  


