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Efl *rF:r:
At Two Locationsn Photographer Katy Grannan Returns With Richer, Riskier New Work

Only the Lonely
by Jerry Saltz
S e p t e m b e r  1 2 t h ,  2 0 0 3  5 : 0 0  P M

I t  aty Grannan has taken a leap forward in her work.  Her second
New York solo show is better than her impressive 2000 debut
because it is richer, riskier, and more elusive. There's less explicit
nudi ty,  and the compl icated ways she combines voyeur ism,
banal i ty,  and pattern have gotten even more complex and creepy.
This two-gal lery exhibi t ion is so disquiet ing that i t 's  possible to
argue-without stretching the bounds of  credul i ty- that  Grannan is
not only one of the best portrait photographers working today,
she may be a legi t imate heir  to Diane Arbus.

Al though Arbus's subjects are much more unusual  than Grannan's,
both photographers excel at putting something embarrassingly,
almost excruciat ingly int imate in f ront  of  you. Both have a feel  for
the of f ,  the awkward, and the lonely,  and make you exper ience
the jarr ing sensat ion of  feel ing s imultaneously sympathet ic and
super ior  to their  subjects.

Arbus was a master of  the brazenly strange. She stalked her
subjects and was drawn to the marginal .  Grannan is the exact
opposite: She's more removed, less vivid, but often as
devastat ing-Arbus by way of  Duane Hanson. Grannan is lured to
the inwardly marginal  outwardly ordinary:  apparent ly normal people
who have a myster ious need to be seen by strangers.  She places
ads in newspapers that read simply: "Art Models. Artist/
photographer (female) seeks people for portraits. No experience

necessary.  Leave msg."  People cal l  her;  she goes to their  homes, meets them in parks,  or- l ike Humbert
Humbert ,  who descr ibed himsel f  as an "ensnar ing spider"-has them over to her house (which has some of
the weirdest wal lpaper I 've ever seen).  The rest  is  eer iness.

An intr icate game of cat  and mouse ensues. Mult ip le t raps are set  and sprung. I t 's  never c lear who's under
whose thumb. Grannan, who is smart  but  ski t t ish and shy, gives her subjects l i t t le instruct ion.  They decide
where to stand, how to pose, what to wear or not wear.  She holds the camera and places props, but the
ball is in their court. Which may be why her pictures often provide a bizarre, sometimes heartbreaking,
sometimes chi l l ing peek into the inner l ives of  these average people.

For th is show, Grannan photographed in color and, to stunning ef fect ,  in black-and-white.  Some of the
black-and-whites,  col lect ively t i t led "Morning Cal l "  (at  the Salon 94 space),  were made in Al lentown,
Pennsylvania,  in an area photographed by Walker Evans. Many of  these unt i t led images radiate a formal
lucidity reminiscent of Evans, In one picture that packs some of the wallop of Arbus's A lewish Giant at
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home with his parents in the Bronx, an overweight girl, wearing only patterned pantyhose and a sleeveless
top, sits musing on an overstuffed couch. A l itt le porcelain bird looks up at her from the shag carpet. As
with so many of  Grannan's best pictures,  th is image exudes a start l ing ugly-duckl ing qual i ty and provides a
gl impse into the myster ious f issure between sel f - love, sel f - loathing, delusion, bnd desire.  The inter ior  is  a
r iot  of  pat tern/  mater ia l ,  and texture that ,  a long with the of f -center,  s l ight ly t i l t ing composi t ion,  makes this
photograph r ivet ing.

In another bewitching image, a young man wearing nothing but a s i lk  robe that he's let  s l ip suggest ively
open, s i ts on a chair .  He looks out at  us as i f  f rom an Annie Leibovi tz Vani ty Fair  photo,  but  the chair  is  too
smal l ,  so he appears ungainly,  throwing the whole would-be seduct ion into a ta i lspin.  The drowsy dog under
his legs adds a submissiveness and neediness to an already aching image. In another work,  a young
folksinger type with her skir t  h iked up to her hip s lumps on a chair  wi th a gui tar  precar iously balanced
against  i t ,  A tense conspirator ia l  a i r  pervades this and many of  Grannan's photographs, the sense that
these young people wai ted for their  parents to leave or dressed up, chose props, then slowly revealed more
than they thought they would.  I t 's  l ike seeing strangers enact Cindy Sherman and Robert  Mapplethorpe
pictu res.

The works in the equal ly excel lent  color ser ies,  "Sugar Camp Road" (at  Artemis Greenberg Van Doren),  were
al f  made outdoors on publ ic land. Many aoze a fur t ive seediness, as i f  Grannan and her subjects know
something's of f ,  and that i f  they got caught there'd be some discomfort .  My favor i tes here include the
black girf in an orange crocheted bikini, who sits on the side of a road like Manet's Olympia or a displaced
diner from his Le D{jeuner sur I 'Herbe; two bare-chested fat boys in shorts; the overweight girl in black
pant ies who squats in a pool  of  mud; the gir l  who l ies on her back in a r iver;  and the man with an erect ion.
One of  the most t roubl ing and pathos-f i l led is the young nude man who lays back against  a t ree l ike some
dazed Venus or naked Maja.  His c lothes are crumpled nearby,  h is body pumped, his arms tat tooed, and his
pubic hair  groomed into a perfect  rectangle.  The f lop of  h is penis echoes a nearby root.  As he looks direct ly
at  Grannan, who looks direct ly at  h im, t ime stops and an in jured psyche is Ia id bare.  I t 's  shocking. Grannan
isn't mastering the perfect moment but the perfectly f lawed one.
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