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The human body is a magnificent and yet innately 

delicate system of symmetry that is so all-present 

and integrated in the human experience, it only be-

comes visible in the mind’s eye through the possi-

bility of its disruption. This is the role that loss plays 

in the two streams of work by ellen Garvens that 

comprise Prosthesis. Her Ambivalence images and 

Construction assemblages evoke both the structure 

and the disturbance of the system of symmetry that 

defines our physical existence. 

 The two harmonious parts in Prosthesis speak 

to and magnify each other as they reference the 

fragility of this system, the body, and photography 

itself. The Ambivalence photographs depict pros-

theses in the process of their manufacture; these 

images document the creation of manmade de-

vices that are destined to restore the balance of 

the body at the point of its loss. In this way, the 

Ambivalence photographs draw the contour of an 

exquisite interior armature, a system of support  

for the body that becomes visible, in this case, 

through the act of its replacement. Like a photo-

graph, a prosthesis echoes the shape of what once 

was. Its shape derives from an antecedent no lon-

ger present, signifying not only the passage of time 

but also the ephemeral nature and delicacy of the 

human form. 

 While Garvens’ Ambivalence photographs 

document physical devices that contain the mem-

ory of the body, her elegant Constructions give 

form and frame—body—to the photographs within 

them. Hand tools, some from everyday life, such 

as scissors and pliers, and some, including probes 

and tooth extractors, more directly related to the 

maintenance of the body, integrate with images of 

hands and other overtly organic forms. The pho-

tographs that lie at the core of the Constructions 

are most often bifurcated, mirror images of a single 

organic element. Creating a whole and symmetri-

cal form from one photographic frame mimics the  

role of a prosthesis, which takes the shape of one 

limb to form another in an ultimate act of healing 

and completion.

 Although the Constructions bring the themes 

of the body and the revelation of its armature  

into three dimensions, we are denied full disclo-

sure of their mysteries. The gallery wall inserts 

itself as its own support structure, blocking our 

full view to the back of the assemblages. This dy-

namic with the wall underscores and references 

the true nature of the photograph: It renders the  

surface lines and textures of its subject in seemingly  

mechanical and all-encompassing detail as it leaves 

what lies behind that surface to the blind leap  

of interpretation.

 While Prosthesis presents many eternal and 

deeply provoking concepts about the nature of our 

corporality, the exhibition has also been staged at a 

particular time in our county’s history when we are 

distinctly, inextricably, and unavoidably confronted 

with the reality of the loss of limb and even of life. 

As America engages in wars in parts of the world 

that remain distant from the everyday experiences 

of the majority of its citizens, the immediacy and 

preciousness of the body is reasserted in observing 

and contemplating works, such as those presented 

in Prosthesis, that serve as reminders of the ines-

capable tenuousness of our body human. 

Mary Goodwin

Assistant Director

Light Work

t h E  s h a P E  o f  W h at  o n C E  Wa s
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Drawing, 2005
Pigmented inkjet print, 24 x 30"
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Tenderness, a capacity for compassion that both 

emerges from and responds to the capacity to hurt, 

is an act grounded in the ineradicable vulnerability 

of embodied human life. The wonder of Prosthesis 

is how vividly these works evoke tenderness toward 

bodies without directly representing any. Though 

absent as a photographic referent, the body is 

very much present in these artworks in the form 

of evocations and traces. At the same time, many 

of the photographs and sculptures foreground the 

traces of human handling and repairs, bespeaking a 

craftsman’s touch, a work of caring, the warmth of 

a healing gesture. 

 As different as the Constructions assemblag-

es and the Ambivalence images are, the shapes 

and textures in both series—their symmetry, their 

sensual roundness, their wrinkliness, their tissue-

like membranes—register as organic. They invite 

us, embodied creatures that we are, to identify the 

bodies that they figure. Yet each work, even as it 

provokes such inquiry, also refuses it satisfaction. 

That moment of recognition when the puzzle is 

solved, the question answered, the thing identified 

does not come. Without the closure of identifying 

the body depicted, we can only identify with it.

 This suspended evocation of the body ren-

ders the carefully poised intrusion of implements 

into photographs in each of the Constructions vis-

cerally affecting. Sharp metal devices intrude and 

divide, pinch and flay. The body evoked in the pho-

tographs is threatened, the fear of pain looms near. 

And yet, great care is tangibly present as well, in 

the precision and balance with which these tools 

stand poised. They might cut the photographs, 

might alter them, but never heedlessly, and never 

with an intention to damage. The conjunction of tool 

and image achieves an intimacy that evokes not 

only fear, but also trust. The tools themselves also 

evoke living forms. With their tapering curves, the 

delicate points of their tips, they seem almost to 

have emerged from the photographs like budding 

plants, tender tendrils. 

 The pain evoked in the Ambivalence series 

is not visible in the same way as it is felt in the 

Constructions, but its presence is all too real in 

the wounded bodies of the people for whom the 

prostheses pictured are being crafted. Here, the en-

counter with a shape hard to identify but recogniz-

ably of the body gives pause for reflection on loss 

and on the creative work of healing. If this is the 

shape designed to restore wholeness, what must be 

the dimensions of the damage? These photographs 

invite the act of witnessing and imagination that we 

call empathy.

 The work in Prosthesis focuses our attention 

on bodies, their fragility, their resilience, their power 

to both wound and to heal. If the ability to suffer 

defines our shared human condition, a capacity to 

recognize the suffering of others and respond with 

compassion and creativity is what makes us fully 

human. In Prosthesis, ellen Garvens invites us to 

reflect on this capacity and to exercise it. 

Janelle S. Taylor

t h E  B o dy  P r E s E n t  /  a B s E n t

Janelle S. Taylor is an associate professor of medical 
anthropology at the University of Washington, Seattle.
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Map, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 43 x 30"
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Probe, 2003
Toned photograph, nasal probe, and brass, 15 x 9 x 10"
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Hemlock, 2000
Photograph, plumb bob, thread, needle, and brass, 11 x 7 x 4"
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Gloss, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Red Scissors, 1998
Toned photograph, tin snips, thread, and brass, 9 x 9 x 2"
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Blue, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Pregnant, 2000
Toned photograph, weeder, and brass, 13 x 7 x 7"
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Latitude, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Save, 2003
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Mantis, 1999
Photograph, bonsai scissors, and brass, 9 x 4 x 6"



1 9

Knot, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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White, 2003
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"



2 2



2 3

Criquet, 1999
Toned photograph, pliers, harp, and brass, 9 x 9 x 7"
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Ribcage, 1998
Photograph, pry blade, and steel, 12 x 10 x 4"
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Shield, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 27 x 32"
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Spotting, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 32 x 27"
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Green Tea, 2003
Photograph, pick, thread, light bulb, and brass, 14 x 5 x 5"
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Webbing, 2000
Photograph, spreader, and brass, 13 x 9 x 3"
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Central, 2005
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Narrow, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Plums, 2003
Photograph, thread, plumb bob, and crimper, 15 x 10 x 12"
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Flight, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 36 x 30"



3 6



3 7

Helm, 2007
Pigmented inkjet print, 22 x 26"
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Sebastian, 1998
Photograph, jumper cable clamps, and steel, 19 x 7 x 3"
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Sisters, 2003
Photograph, pliers, c-clamps, and brass, 27 x 13 x 6"
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Index, 2003
Pigmented inkjet print, 30 x 25"
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Frog, 2002
Photograph, tooth extractor, and dermal curette, 15 x 9 x 6"
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Gloves, 2007
Pigmented inkjet print, 20 x 26"
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Pair, 2004
Pigmented inkjet print, 22 x 26"
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Lily, 1999
Toned photograph, spreader, and brass, 6 x 16 x 4"
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r E G E n E r at i o n s

In Prosthesis, my photographs and assemblages, 

although completely different in scale, dimension, 

and materials, are of the same impulse—an inter-

est in the body and its undeniable fragility. Held still 

at the point where one thing ends and another be-

gins, this work represents what is gone, as well as 

what is created in its place. 

 The small Constructions sculptures use vari-

ous hand tools to manipulate and look behind the 

façade of images, referencing an intimate relation-

ship to the body, healing, and medicine. I began the 

Constructions series in 1998 when I was pregnant 

with my son mason. my mother was diagnosed with 

cancer right after mason was born in April 1999. 

It was a remarkable juxtaposition—her body get-

ting weaker and her slowly leaving us over the next 

eight months, while mason was beginning his life 

and getting bigger and stronger at an equally rapid 

rate. I cast her hands while she was very sick, and 

her hands appear in many of the assemblages.

 After working on the Constructions for a num-

ber of years, a visit to the university of Washington 

Prosthetic and Orthotic Clinic formed a connec-

tion between my assemblages and their corporeal 

counterparts. This visit and the genesis of the Am-

bivalence photographs started near the beginning 

of the war in Iraq. I began to think about how the 

need for prosthetics is exacerbated by war, and the 

fact that this need is still an ongoing consequence 

of our previous war in Southeast Asia. 

 The prosthetists and orthotists at the clinic 

were generous in letting me observe, look around, 

and set up my camera in the lab. evidence of the 

process of prosthetics was everywhere. Work sur-

faces were full of glue, tape, and plaster; sheets of 

plastic and rolls of “socks” were stored in all avail-

able spaces. It was immediately clear to me what I 

wanted to photograph. I was drawn to what was in 

the process of being made. 

 This process is intimate and intense. Pa-

tients’ limbs are cast after surgery, inserts are 

made around the casts, and external structures 

are formed around the inserts. each stage is built 

around the previous one, extending the boundaries 

of the body. The materials and process, though new 

to me, were also familiar to me as an artist. The 

activity of building and adding on, the residue of 

materials, the signs of notation and change are all a 

part of my process as an artist and were evident on 

the surfaces and objects of the lab. 

 The title Ambivalence pertains to the feelings 

I have had photographing these forms. The word 

suggests the conflict and uncertainty of viewing 

forms that are both beautiful and uplifting as well 

as uncomfortable to look at. The discomfort comes 

from realizing you are looking at something private 

or personal, something that represents someone 

else’s pain. 

 In Prosthesis, as objects restrain, support, ex-

tend, and suggest pain, it is the effort to re-visual-

ize, extend, and heal that brings the work together. 

Ellen Garvens
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The Prosthesis Foundation of H.R.H. The Princess Mother, Chiang Mai, Thailand, 2007
Pigmented inkjet print, 22 x 26”



ellen Garvens has explored combining photogra-

phy with a number of other media including glass, 

metal, slate, marble, and found objects. Her photo-

graphs have become sculpture, drawings, and art-

ist books. In a 2008 online book entitled Making 

Devices, her work also incorporates narratives from 

those who wear or make prosthetics and orthot-

ics. To research Making Devices, she visited pros-

thetic/orthotic clinics in the united States, Laos,  

Cambodia, and Thailand. 

 Garvens received a bS in Art at the university 

of Wisconsin and an mFA from the university of 

new mexico. She has received a Fulbright-Hayes 

Scholarship (for research and travel to Cameroon, 

Africa), a national endowment for the Arts Individual 

Fellowship Grant, and an Artist Trust/Washington 

State Fellowship. She has been a finalist for the 

Flintridge Foundation Award. Her work has been 

reviewed in Arts Magazine, Art on Paper, Sculp-

ture Magazine, The Village Voice, New Art Exam-

iner, New York Times, Creative Camera London, 

and SF Camerawork. Her art has been featured 

in an mIT Press book, entitled Each Wild Idea, by  

Geoffrey batchen. 

 Garvens is married to painter Jim Phalen 

and has two children. She teaches photogra-

phy at the university of Washington in Seattle. To 

read more about ellen Garvens and her work, visit  

www.ellengarvens.com.

Front Cover—Ribcage, 1998, photograph, pry 
blade, and steel, 12 x 10 x 4”

I would like to thank Mary Goodwin for the insight to 

incorporate both bodies of work, Constructions and 

Ambivalence, in this exhibition and catalogue. I also 

thank the University of Washington Simpson Center 

for the Humanities and the Royalty Research Fund 

for their support of my research. A sincere thank 

you to the UW Prosthetic/Orthotic Lab and Clinic 

for their openness and interest, in particular Danny 

Abrahamson. Thank you also to Janelle Taylor for 

contributing a poetic and perceptive voice about 

the work. Most importantly, Jim, Cole, and Mason, 

thank you for your love and for being there.

Ellen Garvens




