
Truth and Beauty 

Jo Anna Isaak 
 

Susan Unterberg’s photographic practice has undergone a radical transformation over the 

twenty years she has been working. She began in the early eighties during the heyday of 

the feminist intervention in the art world. Her early portraits of mothers and daughters 

addressed her own personal situation in political terms, and she continued for several 

years to explore the interrelationships between human beings, particularly family 

members. Always, this exploration had an ethical dimension. Without ever being 

didactic, the work was about a striving for social justice, always gesturing toward the 

potential for equitable relations between people. Then, during a summer spent in 

residence at Yaddo, her work changed from the political to the poetic. Her subject matter 

changed from people to nature—the lake, fish, horses, insects, clouds, leaves, flowers, 

etc. absorbed her attention. Her photographs took on a painterly quality similar to the 

water lily series by Claude Monet. On this, the occasion of her first retrospective, I have 

included some of the early commentary I wrote on Unterberg’s photography. I have also 

looked at her more recent work and found a similar impetus running through each 

stage—the work that seemed to be about a striving for social justice had in it a deep 

appreciation for beauty and the work that seemed to luxuriate in the pleasure of beauty 

may in fact be about a striving for justice.  

 

Truth 

Mothers and Daughters 
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What I find striking about Susan Unterberg's photographs of mothers and daughters is 

their honesty, an honesty that could only come with age, with difficulty, with a 

willingness to relinquish the advantages and security that an idealized version of the 

family provides, an honesty that perhaps could only come from a middle-aged woman. 

The images are straightforward, unaltered, unposed close-ups; the subjects look directly 

at the viewer and do not smile. A series of seven photographs of each daughter is 

juxtaposed with seven images of her mother. They are not constructed as narratives yet 

they tell stories of pain, frustration, anger, ambivalence, even loneliness. In looking back 

and forth from mother to daughter we see the physical resemblances, the effects of aging, 

the similarities in gestures and expressions, stories of what was and what will be, but we 

also see signs of resistance and acceptance. 

 All the photographs are of white, upper-middle-class women. The signs of the 

class background can be seen in the clothing, cosmetics, and hairstyles, in the masks of 

respectability that in some cases seem to be slipping. While the photographs are 

revealing, the photographer describes them as "manipulations," just like all photographs. 

"The process of image making is preeminently an art of decision making, so I spend a lot 

of time sequencing and editing. Clearly the work speaks about me," she explains. An 

earlier series of photographs of dogs were also explorations of the constraints an upper-

middle-class life imposes upon women: "Quite unconsciously, I had picked only 

pedigreed specimens and photographed them in a way to reveal their vulnerability, pain, 

and constraints. This was not unlike the way I had experienced my own upper-middle-

class life of enforced conformity." The first portraits of the mother/daughter series are of 

herself and her mother. Her statements about the photographs speak of her identification 

with her mother, with her mother's pain, the pain of her mother's illness, and her 
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unarticulated anger. At the same time she says, "I am trying hard not to become my 

mother, not to accept the rules which governed my mother's life,” rules that demand a 

daughter be "pretty, pleasing, placating, find a husband, and have children." The aim is to 

reveal the real cruelty such a trivialization masks. There is a kind of exhilaration in this 

unflattering presentation of self as "unlovable, an old woman, and bummed out" and, 

worse yet, the presentation of all that we resist in our mothers, the self we will become in 

old age. Contrary to Sartre's claim that after forty we get the face we deserve, women 

after forty get the face they have the courage to present. 

 

Fathers and Sons 

 

“What is the use of being a little boy if you are to be a man what is the use?” —Gertrude 

Stein 

 

“Once an angry man dragged his father along the ground through his own orchard. 

‘Stop!’ cried the groaning old man at last, ‘Stop! I did not drag my father beyond this 

tree.’” This story is the epigram to Gertrude Stein’s novel The Making of Americans. 

Stein’s long account of the formation of the American character is about repeating and 

what is repeated in this tale of father and son: the old Oedipal ritual of revolt, reprieve, 

recapitulation, and repatriation. The story is repeated, Stein explains, because “every time 

it is so it is so it is so.”1 Unterberg’s series of photographs of fathers and sons shares this 

paradoxical quality of particularity and repetition in the story that is repeatedly told by 

these images of fathers and sons. Like the earlier series of mother and daughter 

photographs these images of fathers and sons are straightforward and unaltered. They are 
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not constructed as narrative yet they tell far more precisely scripted stories than the 

stories of pain and frustration, anger, or love that could be traced from the repeated 

juxtaposed faces of mothers and daughters. Perhaps the repetition of the women’s faces 

made the psychological drama rawer, more intense; perhaps the emotions are less intense 

in the fathers and sons series because the artist is neither father nor son, she is more 

distanced from this dyad in the family configuration, or perhaps the men being 

photographed are more guarded. Whatever the reason, the power of these images lies in 

their emotional economy and understatement. 

 What is most haunting about the fathers and sons series, the secret of their 

uncanny effect, lies again in the repetition; only now the repetition is not in the repeated 

image of each person presented by the photographer but the repetition played out by the 

characters themselves. The sons repeat the father in myriad ways, perhaps most tellingly 

in the manner in which they have chosen to resist him, as if unaware that that was 

perhaps the way the father had staged his own resistance; but the repetition is cumulative, 

each family photo repeats the drama of the preceding one. The viewer comes to realize he 

is watching the gradual making of the making of Americans. It is just here in this 

repeated sameness that one finds the artist’s subtle and even sympathetic subversion of 

the patriarchy. 

 In some cases, one can sense the conflict between father and one of his sons; the 

younger son frequently, for often the elder son’s strategy has been to become just like 

Dad. The artist at times overdraws this drama in the way the figures are positioned or in 

the expression they are told to adopt. In one diptych, for example, the four family 

members are all looking in different directions, revealing the artist’s manipulations. At 

the same time, a great deal is revealed by the seemingly accidental details in these 
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photographs. In these the viewer is given a glimpse of a much larger portrait of patriarchy 

than one particular son’s emulation of, or resistance to, his father. One is struck, for 

example, by the clothing each man chose to wear to the photo session. No instructions 

about what to wear were given by the photographer, but frequently the similarity in dress 

between father and son is remarkable—even to tiny accessories. This mimicry is most 

frequent in the more successful-, prosperous-looking father and sons, and one could be 

led to believe that the Oedipal conflict in these cases had been resolved; yet, on the 

contrary, these tiny details seem to give us a glimpse of where the war is raging. This 

corporate camouflage is most overt in the diptych of a black man and his two sons. The 

father faces the viewer directly; he looks prosperous, wearing a conservative, well-cut 

black suit, white shirt, black and white tie, and handkerchief in his lapel pocket. This is 

where the viewer’s gaze becomes transfixed—on the tie and handkerchief—not on the 

man’s face but on the artistry of those accessories. When your gaze returns again to the 

man’s face you sense that his confidence is somehow linked to those accessories. In that 

tie and handkerchief there is a double articulation: an appropriation of the most corporate 

attire that is subversive by being so excessive. His two sons look on from the other side 

of the diptych. They are stylish dressers, but they don’t yet know what the father seems to 

understand about camouflage.  

 There is a much more overt break in these photo texts. The photographs 

themselves are split—usually bisecting the father’s body vertically. Interestingly, when 

the father is elderly the dividing line moves more often onto the son’s body, the son who 

has now taken on the function of the father. This split in the father’s body suggests 

something of the father’s role as progenitor or, on the other side of the divide, the son’s 

role as “chip off the old block.” But the split down the father’s body also signifies 
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another body upon which the reproduction of the patriarchy is based—the mother’s body. 

The mother is the link from the father to son, but she is excluded from the patriarchy. 

Somehow in these photographs the mother’s absence is foregrounded. The artist has 

managed to trace the workings of patriarchy across a body that is not represented in such 

a way as to make that absence a dominant “presence.” 

 These are not reassuring reflections on masculinity. The artist has not done as 

Virginia Woolf has suggested women must do in order to provide reassurance—reflect 

back to men an image of themselves twice their normal size. She has simply re-presented 

them and that, of course, is not simple. Whether we read the surface of photographs 

presented to us, or read between the lines, through the gaps and the breaks in the text, the 

narrative reveals not how men are fitted into place within patriarchy, but, in this sensitive 

portrayal of fathers and sons, it is recognized that most men do not willingly slip into 

their roles as men, if indeed they do at all. 

 

 

Beauty 

 

In the green water, clear and warm, 

Susanna lay. 

She searched 

The touch of springs, 

And found 

Concealed imaginings. 

—Wallace Stevens, “Peter Quince at the Clavier.” 
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She discovered it the summer of 1995—beauty that is, the pleasure to be found in the 

beauty of nature. During the warm days of summer by the lake the senses had 

overwhelmed the intellect and filled her vision with pleasure. Everything had slowed 

down in that harmonious heat. A feeling of lazy bliss had hung in the air all summer long. 

Color and light, temperature and humidity predominated. “It Must Give Pleasure,” 

Wallace Stevens says of the imaginative process in “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction”; it 

must provide “a freshening of life.”2 She had found that pleasure, felt the change of 

consciousness that occurs in the presence of the beautiful. It was natural that the 

discovery of this sensual mode of imaginative perception take place by a lake: “Perhaps 

the truth depends upon a walk around a lake.”3 She spent a long time beside those 

amorous waters, slipping like a fish into the unruffled lake. 

  Gaston Bachelard, in Water and Dreams: An Essay On the Imagination of Matter, 

claims that an examination of the imagination always leads us to water: “In the 

imagination of universalized vision, water plays an unexpected role. The true eye of earth 

is water. In our eyes it is water that dreams.”4 The cosmos, then, is in some way clearly 

touched by narcissism. The world wants to see itself. It is the reciprocity of our 

engagement with water that makes it the natural element of artistic contemplation; our 

examination of water always involves us in self-reflection. All that summer she had 

watched the world contemplate itself in the large tranquil eye of the lake while her own 

reflection had floated over the water like a little wafer of light. In her photographs of the 

reflective surfaces of the lake she played with water’s penchant for trompe l’oeil effects. 

She recorded inverted aerial worlds, populated with flying fish, trees, sky, and clouds 

entangled in the ripples and reeds of the lake. It is as if Unterberg had photographed the 
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lake in Edgar Allan Poe’s “Landor’s Cottage”: “The lake reflected so perfectly all objects 

above it, that where the true bank ended and where the mimic one commenced, it was a 

point of no little difficulty to determine. The trout, and some other varieties of fish, with 

which this pond seemed to be almost inconveniently crowded, had all the appearance of 

veritable flying fish. It was almost impossible to believe that they were not absolutely 

suspended in the air.”6 

She brought the record of her vision back to the city and offered it like a gift of 

beauty to her friends. Eager, excited by her discovery, she spread out the images before 

us, and then seeing us look at her photographs she became anxious, shy, almost diffident, 

as if knowing that accepting this much pleasure all at once would be a shock for us as it 

had been for her. Acceptance of the pleasure offered by beauty takes time; it is a process; 

one must have time to grow accustomed to the gay and green of beginnings. In fact it had 

taken her many years to come to this, to work through all that complexity of human 

emotions and the sturm und drang of the family drama. Out of all that now she had found 

a place made simple by the loss of detail, and she had let herself dissolve into it. She 

became as light as the shadow of the fish that falls through the pale green water. 

The earlier work may have been a necessary preparation; perhaps it was a similar 

process in human terms. Elaine Scarry in her book On Beauty and Being Just traces the 

connection between beauty as “fairness” and justice as “fairness.” Scarry defines fairness 

as a symmetry across social relations. What were those years of exploring the 

relationships between family members about if not the search for fairness, for a way to 

imagine equitable relations between people? According to Scarry, the beautiful object—

in its symmetry and generous sensory availability—assists in turning us to justice.7 The 

movement toward justice we undergo in the presence of beauty alters consciousness in 
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the direction of unselfishness. Beauty also takes us out of ourselves. Beauty, according to 

Simone Weil, requires us “to give up our imaginary position as the center….A 

transformation then takes place at the very roots of our sensibility, in our immediate 

reception of sense impressions and psychological impressions.”8 

 Beauty also brings us face-to-face with our own powers to create; it provokes us 

to bring new beauty into the world. Unterberg returned to the lake at the end of that 

summer to explore what she had discovered, a little worried that what she had found 

might be gone. By now she had developed a gluttonous appetite for beauty and for the 

connections she was forming between her own body and this newly discovered sensual 

mode of experiencing the natural world. The eroticism in her photographs is as apparent 

as it is in the voluptuous paintings of flowers by Georgia O’Keeffe or in the light and 

water and flowing curves of the trees and the contours of the nude bathers in Matisse’s 

painting Luxe, Calme, et Volupte. The erogenous zones had expanded to encompass 

everything in nature—creation, growth, flowering, and death. The experience of beauty is 

deeply somatic, Scarry notes, “what happens, happens to our bodies.”9 By the time she 

returned, the lake had changed. The languor of summer days had dissipated along with 

the humidity. She floundered for a time. Then she got caught up in the raucous colors of 

autumn and soon she was orchestrating these colors in full chords as deftly as a musical 

conductor. This was the second discovery: that, like the singer in Wallace Stevens’s 

poem “The Idea of Order at Key West,” she was the source of the plenitude she was 

creating, “she was the maker of the song she sang,” and the lake “was merely a place by 

which she walked to sing.” 

 She would return to the lake for years to come: it would remain a center point 

emanating a series of ripples, constantly expanding her way of seeing. The large tranquil 
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eye of the lake would be replaced by the deep soulful eyes of horses; the fish would be 

lost in brilliant saturated color abstractions of themselves. “It must be Abstract,” Stevens 

says, again referring to the imaginative process. It must be possible to discover, to find, 

not to impose, so that out of nothing “the real will from its crude compoundings come.”10 

By now she has the gift outright. Mirroring the ever-fluid phenomena of nature became 

the guiding principle behind her photographs ever since. “The freshness of transformation 

is / The freshness of a world. It is our own, / It is ourselves, the freshness of ourselves, / 

And that necessity and that presentation / Are rubbings of a glass in which we peer.”11 

She is a mirror now; she is that large tranquil eye in which the world looks and admires 

itself. 
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