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The self, finally, is a kind of theater, an ongoing  

transference of identity, an endless “acting out.” 

Henry M. Sayre1 

 

Despite the fact that Susan Unterberg rarely figures in her own work, her heterogeneous, 

yet always conceptually linked, series of photographs created over the past twenty-five 

years might all be described as self-portraiture. Her portraits of others can more easily be 

interpreted as surrogates for herself, but even in her more recent (and more abstract) 

representations of nature there exists an in-depth investigation into her personal history. 

Complicated through processes of transference, blurring, and abstraction, Unterberg’s 

experiences get translated into more universal terms. Considered retrospectively, the 

work becomes a prolonged and pronounced commentary on how, throughout our lives, 

we continually reconstruct our perception of self.  

 In Unterberg’s first color photographs from 1980, she shot individual portraits of 

dogs as she roamed the streets of New York City. Prior to this, she imagined her interest 

in such socially engaged documentarians as W. Eugene Smith and Lewis Hine would 

portend a future for her in a similar genre of photography. As she was also particularly 

inspired by the typological image making of August Sander, her impulse to photograph 

dogs, at first glance, seemed to be an objective consideration of the variety of breeds to 
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be found in the city. Later, it became clear to Unterberg that these dog portraits were in 

fact portraits of her. Rather than an extensive, impartial, open-ended archive of dogs, the 

body of work revealed particular biases; biases that were, in fact, revelatory of 

Unterberg’s assessment of herself at the time. She was drawn to the pedigreed dogs, 

whose well-groomed countenances indicative of distinguished lineages could not 

completely mask their loneliness, timidity, and yearning for love and acceptance. 

Unterberg’s dog portraits might offer some insights into New York’s street life (replete 

with dogs) and its inhabitants in the way that the lives of Sander’s subjects can be read in 

their faces, but, more aptly, the dogs are proxy for her and the series emblematic of 

photography’s capacity to grapple with life’s intimacies and intricacies, even when 

masked as something more objective. 

 Similarly, Unterberg’s captivating 1981 series of twelve black-and-white portraits 

of men who were building a new subway line near her apartment seems to adhere to the 

rules of classification. These straightforward, unembellished portraits could fittingly be 

located in direct lineage with Berenice Abbott and Dorothea Lange, female 

photographers committed to documenting life in America in the first half of the twentieth 

century. Like a social scientist, Unterberg approached the workers while on their break, 

learned about their trade and particular skills, and asked permission to take their 

photographs. Each subject Unterberg selected had a different job, resulting in a kind of 

map or illustration of the specific labor practices related to the modern urban subway 

system, one rooted in character types. Attempting to remove contextual information, 

Unterberg directed the men to stand in front of a nearby building’s nondescript façade, 

like a studio backdrop, from where they stare intently yet comfortably into the camera 



lens. As social documentary, these images are highly successful. The men are adorned in 

their working clothes, hard hats atop their heads or carried in hand. Their relaxed body 

language and amiable facial expressions allow the viewer to discern some core 

understanding of who these men are, while the group portraits reveal the closeness of 

their collegial relationships.  

Yet, in the end, the process was as much a part of the work as the images 

themselves. Unterberg had to overcome any (perfectly reasonable) fear of approaching 

strangers she might have had, as well as any misgivings about the potential for being 

underestimated or scrutinized as a young, female photographer. Reminiscent of Laurie 

Anderson’s 1973 photographic series Object/ Objection/ Objectivity, in which she used 

the camera lens to turn the gaze on its head by asking ten men who had made sexual 

advances to her on the street whether she could photograph them, Unterberg takes as her 

subject in the Workman series the very group most notoriously associated with 

objectifying women. Thus, the work’s ostensibly typological function is ultimately 

usurped by the role it plays in Unterberg’s self-assertion, both as a woman and a 

photographer. For both Anderson and Unterberg, the willingness and ease with which 

most of these men agreed to be photographed was an ultimately welcome, if not initially 

slightly disconcerting, upheaval of the overtly indoctrinated distinctions along such lines 

as gender, class, and race we all live with everyday. The hierarchical relationship 

between artist and sitter/model, between man and woman, and between working class and 

bourgeois are thrown up and renegotiated, shedding light on the utter complexity of these 

relationships. These (perhaps unconscious) subthemes found in the Workman series—of 

the fluidity of identity and the way that relationships are constantly being reconfigured 



and reestablished—are the incipient preoccupations that will mark Unterberg’s 

photographic practice for many years to come. 

 In 1985 Unterberg created a series of photographs consisting of several self-

portraits alongside portraits of her mother. This project, entitled Self-Portrait/Mother, 

was a seminal moment in Unterberg’s career for, although deeply personal, it represented 

a shift in her practice toward a heightened awareness of photography as a medium and 

established her conviction to formally and conceptually investigate its history, 

characteristics, and potentials.  This work marked the beginning of her entrenched 

preoccupation with the role of photography in revealing small kernels of truth, or, in 

many instances, illuminating our collective faith in photography’s ability to glean the 

truth and how it, rather, encourages masquerading and artifice. During this period 

Unterberg had a passion for nineteenth-century American portraiture by such painters as 

Ammi Phillips, Zedekiah Belknap, and Erastus Salisbury Field for their straightforward 

and unsentimental approach to the figure. Just as Walter Benjamin notes in his early 

writing on the “aura” of the photograph, the power is located in the image, and 

Unterberg’s interest in the portrait led her, too, to seek out a kind of aura, one that, like 

Charles W. Haxthausen elucidates in his writing on Benjamin, is identified with 

subjectivity: “The aura of early photography is bound up with the human gaze into the 

primitive camera, a gaze that ‘penetrated the medium.’”2  As viewers, our subjectivity 

plays a vital part in our reading of the image, just as the subjectivity of the sitter defiantly 

addresses us and makes its presence known. Although Unterberg’s photographs are 

nuanced and rarely dogmatically assert their position, they nonetheless participate in an 
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ongoing dialogue about the role of photography, one aligned with Roland Barthes as he 

struggles with his fear of inauthenticity as the subject of an image. Barthes surmises, “In 

terms of image-repertoire, the Photograph represents that very subtle moment when, to 

tell the truth, I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming an 

object….I am truly becoming a specter….The Photographer knows this very well, and 

himself fears…this death in which his gesture will embalm me.”3  The instability of 

subjectivity and the role of photography in both its assertion and its masking is the 

subject—both overtly and at times tangentially—of much of Unterberg’s work. 

 Unterberg’s choice of a simple Polaroid point-and-shoot for her Self-

Portrait/Mother work speaks to the ubiquity of the family portrait after the advent of the 

camera and the twentieth century’s increasing fascination with the photographic 

documentation of our lives in what might be described as snapshot culture (now 

embodied in the ease and ready manipulation of the digital camera).  As Barthes points 

out, “To see oneself (differently from in a mirror): on the scale of History, this action is 

recent, the painted, drawn, or miniaturized portrait having been, until the spread of 

Photography, a limited possession, intended moreover to advertise a social and financial 

status—and in any case, a painted portrait, however close the resemblance…is not a 

photograph.”4 Embracing the immediacy and compactness of the Polaroid, Unterberg 

shot her self-portraits by simply holding the camera out in front of her face. What struck 

her instantly upon the (inevitable) juxtaposition of her portraits with those of her mother 

was the visibility of their familial emotional ties. The images captured what was an 
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observable pain, passed down from one generation to the next. Just as Henry Sayre has 

written about Nicholas Nixon’s series of annual photographs of the Brown sisters (his 

wife and her three sisters), Unterberg’s mother/daughter portraiture challenges the 

assumptions we make about this type of apparently vernacular photography. In Sayre’s 

discussion of Nixon’s The Brown Sisters, he poses a question that is the same question 

Unterberg posed for herself in the act of creating Self-Portrait/Mother and several 

subsequent series revolving around family relationships. Sayre writes: 

 

…[family] photographs…tend to present themselves as the result of some 

apparently objective process by which the real world is directly inscribed 

upon paper. That is, their meaning is seemingly direct, unmediated; they 

record and contain the moment in all its vernacular fullness. Yet at the 

same time—and this is the difficulty—most photographs of this kind, 

despite all their directness of vision and clarity of presentation, remain in 

and of themselves largely meaningless….They seem merely personal and 

private, devoid of general interest….If Nixon’s series of photographs of 

his wife and her three sisters seem, at first, closer to the family album or 

the mantelpiece than to Artforum, that is because Nixon is preeminently 

challenging the ease—and condescension—with which we tend to 

approach images such as the ones he gives us….But the ultimate source of 

the…photograph’s power and interest is, I think, its very specificity, its 



complicity with the exigencies of historical time, its documentary status. 

The question is just what meanings such documents can begin to elicit.”5   

 

The question, then, is what meanings can we ascertain from Unterberg’s candid 

mother/daughter portraits? Glimpses of her personal narrative may be superficially 

revealed in the juxtaposition of her image with that of her sixty-seven-year-old mother, 

but ultimately, no readily transparent narrative is provided. We are left to fill in the 

blanks of the story ourselves, which, inevitably becomes the story of our own lives and 

relationships. The viewer has not gained any noteworthy insight into the life of this artist 

so much as been encouraged to ponder the archetypal relationships that we negotiate 

every day of our lives, and, perhaps most importantly, how these relationships get played 

out not on a personal platform but on a social stage. 

 What is so compelling about Unterberg’s self-portraits alongside images of her 

mother is that there is an honesty of representation revealed by the camera’s lens despite 

the fact of the pose. Her early portraits seem to demonstrate Unterberg’s belief in and 

search for the essence of photography (at least in the genre of photographic portraiture), a 

conviction also held by Barthes, who, shortly after the death of his mother, searched 

through photographs of her intent on finding the image that would embody her and, in the 

process, allow him to discover what sets photography apart from other media.6  For 

Barthes, the search for the essence of a person was bound up inextricably in an essence of 

photography that could only be understood by evaluating its medium-specificity.   
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Diane Arbus has described this revelatory ability of photography as “the gap 

between intention and effect”—the way that a portrait can somehow capture that tension 

between what we’d like to present about ourselves and “what you can’t help people 

knowing about you.”7  This distinctive aspect of photography is, of course, left in part up 

to chance, yet intuition is also at the core of an artist’s ability to bring forth these 

elucidating moments. Unterberg notes the importance of instinct and chance in her 

practice, and indeed, has described her way of working as being guided by a “power of 

intention,” much like Arbus’s description. It is not that the photographer can necessarily 

capture the “true essence” of an individual person, and, in fact, Unterberg is not 

interested in this per se; she would likely share Barthes’s characterization of setting this 

goal as the equivalent of a Sisyphean labor doomed to failure. Culling through dozens of 

photographs of his mother determined to find the one that captured her being entirely, 

Barthes describes the laborious process, “…I was struggling among images partially true, 

and therefore totally false. To say, confronted with a certain photograph, ‘That’s almost 

the way she was!’ was more distressing than to say, confronted with another, ‘That’s not 

the way she was at all.’ The almost: love’s dreadful regime, but also the dream’s 

disappointing status....And confronted with the photograph, as in the dream, it is the same 

effort, the same Sisyphean labor: to reascend, straining toward the essence, to climb back 

down without having seen it, and to begin all over again.”8 Not consumed by the essence 

of the individual, in this series Unterberg captures a more universal truth about the 

critical relationship between mother and daughter. Some sense of a specific past may 

emanate from the prevalence of distress and dismay located in these faces, but more than 
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this, an indescribable something about being a mother and about being a daughter is 

pictured here, a something that, whether or not we ourselves are either mother or 

daughter (or both), we nonetheless understand. It is inside the frame but outside of 

language; it is not easily characterized through descriptive adjectives but can be 

understood implicitly within its cultural context. As a viewer, Barthes describes this 

phenomenon perfectly when he says, “I am the reference of every photograph.”9  Herein 

lies the essence, which Unterberg inadvertently stumbled upon while trusting her instincts 

(her “power of intention”) and will then seek out in a number of future portrait series 

related to the bonds of relationships. 

 In 1990 Unterberg shifted her attention to fathers and sons. Rather than an 

impulse to remove herself from the photographs, the fact that she could claim to be 

neither a father nor a son (nor did she herself have a son) was the primary impetus for the 

series. Instead of exploring herself through all the known quantities that constitute her 

identity, she chose to push the boundaries of the self-portrait by presenting that which she 

could never be in an effort to understand this relationship, and herself, more fully and to 

locate the threads that surely connect our experiences within the family, whatever 

specific roles we play. Having often been instructed to forget everything she knows while 

doing her graduate work in photography at New York University, she tackled head-on 

this thing that was inherently outside her lived experience and (by biological 

determination) would remain so. After receiving a grant to work in Polaroid’s studio with 

their 20-by-24-inch camera, she began making portraits in diptych and triptych formats of 

fathers and sons who she invited to the studio. Both people she knew and complete 

strangers, the figures, who are almost always standing, are portrayed in what is clearly a 
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studio setting with no legibly site-specific background, props, or contextualizing 

information, save the variously colored backdrops that absorb the light and add an almost 

painterly formal quality to the images. Given this very simple working structure, there is 

a fascinating diversity within the series. Most telling is how the physical juxtaposition of 

the sitters conveys so much about the dynamics and emotional tenor of their 

relationships. These are not dramatic portraits wherein facial expression and distortion 

are used to carry meaning; conversely, the subjects all display a rather serene air of 

somewhat concentrated indifference. In other words, there is no hamming for the camera, 

no deliberate conviction to exhibit the essence of one’s personality in this single image, 

nothing unnaturally extroverted. And yet, the relaxed tone of each portrait indicates that 

Unterberg successfully puts her subjects at ease, and again and again, the very human 

qualities, from admiration to bewilderment to intimidation, that make up these 

relationships are palpable. 

For The Brown Sisters, Nicholas Nixon has been shooting his wife and her three 

sisters with the same large-format camera annually for the past twenty-five years. Lee 

Friedlander photographed his family repeatedly from 1958 on. Repetition is integral to 

much family photography; it is, in part, this repetition that makes the family photograph 

so recognizable. Faces appear and reappear, proximities reflect levels of intimacy, and 

recurring types of events are indicators of familial ties and time passed. For Unterberg the 

repetition is not enacted through a process of multiple encounters with her subjects but 

rather by the definition of the relationships themselves. Since 1990 she has photographed 

mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, mothers and sons, sisters, and couples, bringing 

dozens of different people into her studio, each photo shoot resulting in a single image for 



exhibition. For all their variability and nuance, certain patterns emerge. Sons tend to 

distinguish themselves more overtly from their fathers at younger ages, while emulation 

in dress and style is more visible as they settle into adulthood. Close Ties, Unterberg’s 

series of black-and-white photographs and accompanying video of men circling around 

their mothers, makes evident the complexities of this intimate bond. The ongoing push 

and pull of overlapping identities is mimicked in the instinctual choreography of the 

figures moving in and out of physical proximity. Yet the audio culled from interviews 

with the subjects curtails some of the intricacies and ambivalences so unmistakably on 

view in the images, as the mothers and sons state near-clichéd claims when asked about 

one another. A son praises his mother for cooking and cleaning for him and not giving 

him “any problems.”  A mother ascribes her own attributes to her son, describing him as 

“funny, sweet, sensitive, creative…like me.”  The use of language here seems to reduce 

and oversimplify, calling attention to how social mores often limit the truthfulness and 

candor of our verbal expression. Yet it also brings to mind the rich history of 

investigation into these formative relationships to be found in literature. Oedipal and 

Electra impulses have been recounted from Sophocles to Shakespeare and are the subject 

of the in-depth psychoanalytic theories of Freud, Jung, Jacques Lacan, Felix Guattari, 

Helene Cixous, Judith Butler, Nancy Chodorow, and Melanie Klein. The universality of 

the theme of family bonds suggests there may be a facility or habitual ease with which we 

consume their particulars, and yet these are loaded subjects from which all the emotional 

baggage of our lives can so alarmingly be revealed.  

 



The simultaneous attraction and aversion stimulated by these relationships are 

uncannily pictured in Unterberg’s family portraits. What fascinates about the family 

photo—and continues to provide such rich subject matter for artists as diverse as Nixon, 

Friedlander, Catherine Opie, Carrie Mae Weems, Tina Barney, Sally Mann, and 

numerous others—is the repetition and recognition of the family drama. In the 

Father/Son, Sisters, and Couples series, Unterberg echoes the psychological dimensions 

of these relationships in formal terms. The diptych and triptych format allows her to split 

the image, creating physical breaks that can be read psychologically. In one image, for 

example, the father stands alone in the left panel looking over at his three sons, who are 

grouped closely together. The youngest, positioned in front and striking an almost defiant 

pose, is the only person looking directly into the camera’s lens. With his arms crossed 

over his belly, he most closely replicates his father’s pose but his mimicry feels self-

conscious and intentional, even feigned. The eldest, who stands with his brothers in the 

right panel of the diptych, is located physically closest to his father; his right arm, 

shadowed and blending in with the khaki green background, visibly slips into the other 

frame so that we see he is close enough to reach out and touch his father. The more 

apparent similarities in facial features and physique create an obvious bond between 

eldest son and father, yet there are other family dynamics on view that serve to 

underscore this opinion. In addition to the youngest son’s need for self-assertion, the 

middle child’s role is made visible. Standing furthest from the father and staring off, he is 

the most physically distinct from his father of all the siblings. He leans in a protective 

pose toward his younger brother, while the eldest looks at him, head turned slightly, with 



a mixture of envy and suspicion. The family’s makeup is apparent in this single image, 

and our ability to read it speaks to its archetypal function.  

However universal the visual language Unterberg inscribes into her portraits, they 

also embody an instability, one that is related to the constant flux of how we perceive 

ourselves within these social structures. More than the somewhat obvious (though by no 

means less compelling) assessments of love, admiration, envy, and fear found within 

these images is our willingness to identify with these relationships and to project our own 

experiences onto the subjects presented. To remember, recount, interpret, and confront is 

all part of our lifelong investigation into understanding the people we have become. 

 Posed portrait photography, especially of the family portrait genre, is often 

accused of a kind of inauthenticity, of providing the stage (frame) upon which its players 

can improvise, rehearse, and present themselves in any way they like. To fully accept a 

photographic image as the evidence of an actual event, the viewer must suspend their 

disbelief. Always viewed after the captured moment, vernacular photographs are valued 

for the access the artist is given to his/her subjects and the element of time is fundamental 

to our understanding of the image. Barthes summarizes, “Since every photograph is 

contingent (and therefore outside of meaning), Photography cannot signify…except by 

assuming a mask.”10  Describing such great portraitists as Sander and Richard Avedon as 

mythologists, Barthes’s emphasis on the theatrical is perfectly suited to how Unterberg 

approaches her portraiture. Recognizing the photographic format as inherently a 

simulation, a frame into which the figure is placed and frozen in time, she creates images 

that possess a remarkable balance between the presentation (and representation) of the 

self and those aspects that shine through regardless of intention.  
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Unterberg favors a straightforward approach to her photography and has resisted 

the kind of self-conscious and overt staging that such artists as Cindy Sherman, 

Yasumasa Morimura, and Gregory Crewdson have made so famous. Nonetheless, 

Unterberg is well aware of the “posturing,” as Sayre has called it, from which 

photography cannot be separated. Portraiture has a long and active role in the production 

of the public persona, which has historically been understood to contrast markedly with 

the private, candid reality. Unterberg’s staging may be unobtrusive and rather subdued 

compared to some others, but her decision to shoot her family portraits in the studio with 

the figures in precisely orchestrated juxtapositions is a nod to the history of the family 

portrait genre (both in painting and photography) and its inherent artifice. The family 

structure itself is a social construct, and these portraits underscore this fact. Intent on 

portraying the diversity found within the American family—families of different races, 

interracial couples, lesbian couples, couples with a pronounced difference in age, those 

who are physically handicapped—Unterberg is equally committed to acknowledging that 

these differences must nonetheless be considered in relationship to a shared social 

contract and within the notion of the institution. As Sayre writes, “…how thoroughly the 

institution of the family and the institutions of art are implicated in the same rhetorical, 

aesthetic, and social structures.”11 

 Unterberg’s DoubleTakes series from the mid-1990s continues her exploration 

into the theatrical, moving away from the portrait and into interiors. The predetermined 

dimensions of the large Polaroids in her family portrait series inspired an inventive and 

highly considered division of the image. In DoubleTakes she once again splits a larger 

image but, in this case, by disrupting a single picture externally with the matte. A well-
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known framing device, the use of the matte makes the intervention more subtle than in 

her earlier work. The once whole image is carefully divided into cohesive halves so that 

the question of their original relationship remains ambiguous. The works do not suggest a 

metonymic relationship between the images, but rather the objects in the frames appear 

quite autonomous. Indeed, the realization that a single interior view contains these 

discreet objects is somehow surprising, and intriguing, as it is this realization that 

encourages close inspection. By zeroing in on the details of how one object is placed next 

to another, a strong sense of intimacy permeates the work. A vase of lush, red roses sits 

next to a graphic painting of a female figure by Manuel Pardo, a set of keys hangs near a 

reproduction of a famous sixteenth century painting from the Ecole de Fontainebleau 

owned by the Louvre, and a stark white lampshade is reflected in a mirror over an iron 

bed frame. Nothing in these interiors shouts out for our attention; these are the very 

things—windows, curtains, furniture, keys, artworks—that fill our homes and we 

continually walk past without notice. But Unterberg draws our attention back to these 

objects and proclaims their theatricality with one simple gesture. The double take 

depicted in this work is not only in the reconsideration of the specific objects 

photographed but in a heightened awareness of the viewing process itself. The way that 

we see is foregrounded here, emphasizing that the slightest alteration to framing and 

composition can profoundly alter what an image can signify.   

 At this time Unterberg made another important shift in her work when she began 

shooting her natural surroundings. Representing what she felt was a major break from a 

primarily studio-based practice focused almost exclusively on the figure, her landscapes 

pick up on some of the painterly qualities found in earlier series and engage directly with 



the question of how photography can grapple with distinctions between abstraction and 

representation. With an uninhibited experimentalism and using such techniques as 

blurring, layering of imagery, and manipulation of perspective and scale, in several 

subsequent series of work Unterberg approaches her subject matter in highly original 

ways, encouraging us to consider the world around us and, moreover, to remain cognizant 

of the (often unconscious) act of seeing. Unterberg has described her DoubleTakes work 

as poetry, wherein the details of our surroundings are brought into focus or pushed out 

and recessed. Her inclination toward an ambiguous, nonlinear narrative, one implied but 

never truly articulated, was an important component of the early portraiture and remains 

in DoubleTakes, as well as the later, more abstract works.  

 In some of her earliest photographs of natural surroundings from the mid-1990s, 

Unterberg shot views of trees reflected in a lake. The layering of imagery creates a 

swirling tension in these otherwise serene, even innocuous, lush landscapes—sky and 

water are nearly indistinguishable, goldfish swim across a grove of trees, and the shore of 

the lake inhabits the sky like an ominous storm cloud covering. Moments of confusion 

begin to flirt with abstraction, but the landscape is generally recognizable, and the 

saturated colors and looming sense of nature’s power are more aligned with eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century painting than with twentieth-century photography. These works 

have an undeniable relationship to, for example, the thunderstorm-filled skies and plump 

green foliage of American painters Thomas Cole and Frederic Edwin Church or the sense 

of the sublime visualized in the enrapturing yet daunting scenes of such British painters 

as Thomas Gainsborough, J. M. W. Turner, and John Constable. Unterberg’s landscapes 

may not be as outwardly turbulent as Turner’s roiling seas, but an underlying tension, a 



kind of discomfort rooted in mysteriousness, saturates the images. Beneath the serenity, 

the potential for upheaval exists. In creating these works, familiar as postcards in their 

benign picturesqueness yet otherworldly in overall sensibility, Unterberg was again 

driven by a need to explore self. Trees, Fish, Flying Carpets, and others from this body of 

work are undeniably landscapes, yet the lake’s surface as a site of reflection also conjures 

up the mirror. Unterberg may not visually figure in these photographs, but the act of 

mirroring, or the process of being faced with oneself, is a primary concern. The 

emotional tone she establishes and shares with Hudson River School and British 

landscape paintings can be ascribed to a personal emotional state, one specific to 

Unterberg’s experience, yet once again, universal enough to resonate with viewers. 

 Whereas Unterberg’s early photographs and ongoing depictions of the family are, 

in part, indebted to such inspirations as the posed dramas of Julia Margaret Cameron and 

the frank honesty found in Hannah Wilke and Richard Avedon’s portraits of their parents, 

art works outside the medium of photography often served as a catalyst or reference in 

her later photos of nature. Observing a white horse walking around an indoor track in a 

barn near an artist residency one summer, Unterberg was struck by the majesty of this 

creature and the vacillation between its innate wildness and its domestication within the 

confines of its current habitat. She photographed the horse in color with little visible 

background as it moved through space, and the resulting images capture its beauty and 

dignity, elevating it to mythic stature. Unterberg visited the unicorn tapestries at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art many times as a child; thus, this white horse came to 

embody many of the same characteristics found in the masterly and mesmerizing tapestry 

The Unicorn in Captivity from the turn of the sixteenth century. Like the captive unicorn, 



this horse appears resigned to its safe custody on a ranch. Noting the horse’s repetitive 

motion around the arena, Unterberg equates one image of the horse walking with a 

marked determination with the eternal exertion of Sisyphus. But the images considered in 

their entirety hardly conjure futility or helplessness. In the powerful body of the horse, 

captured as a near-apparition continuously in motion, there exists both socialization and 

potential revolt. Just as we are each faced with the social mores that structure our daily 

lives and just as we must continually adjust our sense of subjectivity within a collective 

social identity, this inner struggle is encapsulated within this graceful creature. As with 

many of the people Unterberg has photographed, the white horse becomes, in some large 

measure, a surrogate for her. One of the earliest works in the series, titled Unicorn, is 

perhaps most explicitly a self-portrait. The blurring of the creature’s face and body 

disallows assessing her through distinguishing physical markers, thus her symbolic role 

becomes foregrounded. The unicorn in the medieval tapestries represented fertility and 

procreation, yet was the subject of persecution by relentless hunting parties. Even in the 

face of this hostility, the medieval unicorn, and Unterberg’s contemporary interpretation 

of her, appears calm and regal. 

 In her next series, Unterberg pushes her acute observations to the point of 

surrealism. In her untitled series of horse eyes and manes, the use of the close-up links 

the horse’s physical details more overtly to the human. Moreover, the reflective orbs of 

the eyeballs and the colorful and course tufts of hair are immediately reminiscent of 

landscape. Just as John Coplans’s prolonged and exacting study of his own nude body 

was poetically evocative of the planes, surfaces, and textures of the world around us, 

Unterberg’s horse manes, in particular, often framed within blue sky or abstracted green 



foliage, each represent an uncharted terrain, which we are invited to traverse. The lack of 

specificity and distinguishing characteristics here places the emphasis on the 

supernatural. Unterberg’s horse eyes are like planets at various stages of eclipse or deep 

and dark recesses leading to some other dimension or world.  

In 2000 Unterberg shifted the camera’s gaze back to the human body in a series of 

bizarre, yet fascinating uncomfortably close views of people’s thumbs. With the thumb 

pad pointing toward the camera, we are reminded how the uniqueness of the individual is 

naturally etched onto this very small surface. Like more traditional portraits of the face, 

the differences from thumb to thumb are surprising and noteworthy, but it is how easily 

the documentation of this single body part slips into sheer surrealism that is most 

captivating. Jutting out and abstracted to the point of utter confusion, the thumbs appears 

phallic, grotesquely textured, and singularly determined, their presence somehow forced 

upon us. Indeed this relationship to the grotesque offers an unusual poignancy inspired by 

the realization that an effort to look honestly means a willingness to see it all. Vacillating 

between beauty and repugnance, these images are startling for their ability to find a 

middle ground between representation and abstraction, singularity and repetition, the 

familiar and the exceptional. 

 In her commitment to experimenting and incorporating a sense of play into her 

practice, Unterberg makes forays into near-abstraction and, in the process, transforms 

something ordinary into something extraordinary. She succeeds again and again in 

surprising her viewers by allowing us to see things in new ways. Her careful attention to 

detail and her innate sense of color bring forth qualities that can easily be overlooked. In 

her quest for an honest image, she has permitted herself to be the subject—at times 



acutely, at others tangentially, at times reluctantly, at others unconsciously—of her 

investigation. Unterberg may not often be the focus of her images, per se, but the rigor 

with which she grapples with the question of subjectivity is as determined as the 

sentiment Barthes expresses when he fights against becoming a specter. Unterberg has 

been taking pictures for more than twenty-five years through social, political, and 

personal upheaval, progress and failure, and it is from these experiences that her true 

inspiration derives. Her commitment to the sometimes discomforting, sometimes 

liberating act of exploring self must then be read as a political act. As Barthes so 

adamantly proclaimed, “It is my political right to be a subject which I must protect.”12 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 15. 


