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Anne Arden McDonald
Searching for a Sense  
of Wholeness  

the atoms of light and the causality 
of human existence. The existential 
level of her works is conditioned by 
the physical presence of the matter 
of the photographic medium itself, 
as well as by the physical presence 
of the author in the picture, 
when she visually transforms her 
innermost being tensions into the 
personified symbols of extinction 
and transience. The portfolio also 
offer a very interesting interview 
by Rafaelo Kazakov with Anne, 
where she introduces her effort to 
transcend the reality, her searching 
for inspiration in literature, song 
lyrics, poetry and mythology, but 
also how she transformed her 
imagination into her works mainly 
in the endless symbol of circle, and 
all this taking into account the time, 
faith and geopolitical background in 
which she grew up and formed. And 
through the prism of all this, the 
abstract work became a being of a 
bigger story, the story how planets 
were born and the universe started.
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Statement:  
Cameraless Photography
 
While most photography employs 
a lens, and either film or a digital 
sensor, this series explores ways of 
generating images on photographic 
paper without using a camera or 
negative. The source of inspiration 
for inventing processes that inform 
the resulting photograph is the 
dialogue that occurs between 
painters or sculptors, and their 
chosen medium. Another is the 
scientific method, where you 
observe phenomena, formulate a 
hypothesis, test it with experiments, 
use careful measurements, note 
variables, observe results, and use 
this information to build an image. 
While still working with photo 
paper, light, and chemistry, I revisit 
some historic processes like Man 
Ray’s photogram, Pierre Cordier’s 
chemigram, and lumen printing, and 
also invent other ways of producing 
images without using a negative. 
These processes are utilizing 
optical situations, or chemical 

reactions, or a combination of the 
two. Applying glue as a resist and 
digging down to the photo paper 
surface with alternating photo 
chemicals causes an image to 
emerge on the paper in the form 
of a chemical painting. Some of 
these camera-less experiments 
include painting bleach onto 
blackened photo paper, building 
layered piles of glass and eggshells 
and moving around them with a 
flashlight to make an exposure, and 
growing a self-replicating garden 
of mold that feeds on silver gelatin 
paper. In one image, over 100 
medicines, spices, and household 
cleaners were applied to photo 
paper and run through darkroom 
chemistry to test for colours and 
textures. The methods are an 
unorthodox collection of materials 
and techniques from the domestic 
and scientific realms, brought 
into the darkroom, often coaxing 
or scrubbing an image into the 
photographic paper. Some images 
are made in the dark and some 
in daylight, some processes are 

Abstract
The portfolio of the world renowned 
American visual artist Anne Arden 
McDonald presents a few of her key 
art projects, which are significant for 
her whole artwork. The presented 
cycle of Self Portraits, by building 
installations in abandoned interiors 
and performing privately for her 
camera in these spaces, opens for us 
largely the authoŕ s own conceptual 
way of thinking about the medium 
of photography. As the author says 
in her statement, the performances 
explore her relationship to the 
world around and are part ritual, 
part dance and part daydream, 
because she feels frustrated by the 
limitations of an earthbound body. 
This dilemma of living in a body with 
a mind that dreams serves as visual 
metaphors for struggles we face 
each day: tensions and balances, 
the necessity of keeping hope 
alive despite the obstacles, and the 
challenge of acknowledging our 
vulnerability without being crushed. 
Searching for this line of thought 
is also typical in her other project 
titled Cameraless Photography, in a 
large body of dreamy photographs 
shot with a Diana camera over 
several decades, which gives her 

artwork an incredibly strong time 
dimension without using a camera 
or negative. And Anne Arden 
McDonald continues the thought 
in this context, even now, when 
more recently she has been using 
light and chemistry the way a 
painter or sculptor would to build 
images on photographic paper, thus 
succeeding and revisiting some 
historic photo processes like Man 
Ray’s photogram, Pierre Cordier’s 
chemigram, lumen printing, etc. 
Thanks to these camera-less 
experiments, we can be spectators 
of a chemical painting, where in 
one image, over 100 medicines, 
spices, and household cleaners were 
applied. Her imagery emerges as 
circles and spheres, representing 
planets and atoms, visualizing the 
macrocosm and the microcosm of 
life, which is strongly related to 
search for a sense of wholeness. 
Her dream structures carry a 
metaphor of the journey, of a 
sacred wandering, and also pose 
interesting questions about what 
photography is, and what it can be. 
It is a holistic philosophy of thought 
as well as an authorial process 
by which the author semantically 
searches for the primary essence of 

Anne Arden McDonald, Self portrait, 2021
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additive and others reductive, the 
result is a series of photographs. 
The imagery emerges as circles and 
spheres, representing planets and 
atoms, visualizing the macrocosm 
and the microcosm of life as we 
know it, but it is also related to my 
search for a sense of wholeness.
Photography is a very young and 
exciting medium, and there is so 
much undiscovered terrain. In some 
ways, it stands at a precipice: digital 
photography is eroding the availability 
of some analog materials, and the 
study and use of silver gelatin papers. 
I am working to develop these 
processes, and to pose interesting 
questions about what photography is, 
and what it can be. 

Statement:  
Self Portraits
	  
I build installations in the landscape 
or in abandoned interiors and make 
private performances for my camera 
in these spaces. The performances 
explore my relationship to the 
world around me and are part ritual, 
part dance and part daydream. I 
have many fantasies that I cannot 
actualize in everyday life – flying 
is the most insistent of them – and 
I feel frustrated by the limitations 
of an earthbound body. This is 
a dilemma we all share: being 
both flesh and spirit, living in a 
body with a mind that dreams. My 
images serve as visual metaphors 
for struggles we face each day: 
tensions and balances, the necessity 
of keeping hope alive despite the 
obstacles, and the challenge of 
acknowledging our vulnerability 
without being crushed.

Interview of Rafaelo Kazakov  
with Anne Arden McDonald

Rafaelo Kazakov: I started talking 
about not recognizing in young 
people today, what I remember me 
and my friends to be, which was, for 
lack of a better phrase, “exploding 
into life”. But then immediately I 
have the caveat that we were living 
in a repressed culture (in Bulgaria), 
we spoke English, and we separated 
ourselves from the establishment 
and that internal emigrate migration 
was a big way that me and my 
friends defined ourselves. So I don’t 
expect this from youngsters in the 
world where we have internet, we 
live in a democracy, kind of, and 
information is at your fingertips. 
So that’s why I was very interested 
about what you said that you 
recognize some of the adjectives 
that I described myself, in yourself, 
how you describe yourself back then 
and you say, how you were hunting 
for information and digging into 
libraries? Can you continue that 
thought?

Anne Arden McDonald: Well, 
it’s interesting, because this is 
something that I’ve always thought 
was a connection between myself 
and the Central European guys 
whose work I resonated with, (and 
represented for years, including 
Pavel Pecha), because I also grew 
up in a repressed culture. I grew 
up born-again Christian in the 
South, and the range of what I was 
allowed to be, especially as a little 
girl turning into teenager turning 
into a woman was, the path was 
very narrow, it felt very small, the 

possibilities that were available. And 
so part of what I was doing with 
the self portraiture was, trying to 
imagine. I didn’t relate to the role 
models that were around me. So I 
was looking to literature and song 
lyrics and poetry and mythology, 
and looking to these places to 
sort of cobble together a self. To 
pull little pieces of things that 
resonated with me, and try to pull 
them together and perform them 
into being. I’ve always really related 
to the Central European guys, I 
thought we had that in common, 
that we were all trying to transcend 
the reality that was obvious to us.

Raffy: The reason I was asking is 
because it’s the same thing. The 
system repressed you not so much 
overtly in common. I mean, in the 
80s, communism was kind of light 
beer. But in terms of opportunity, a 
ceiling of what you could become, 
it resonates with me what you said, 
the ceiling was, you either, if you 
want to be true to yourself, if you 
want to be honest and not discredit 
and sell your soul, you’ll become 
like an engineer and you’ll work 
in an office as a systems manager 
your whole life, that will be your 
ceiling. If you want to grow, you’ll 
have to become a member of the 
Communist Party, and then sell your 
soul. With a woman in the South 
you couldn’t even, there wasn’t even 
a party, because you’re a woman. 
So I didn’t know that part of your 
background, or I forgot it. So in 
that sense, that sense of push and 
pull, like really tense reckoning of 
opposites, which is so amazing in 
your early photographs, becomes 

a little more explainable, you were 
not only trying to find yourself as 
everybody does at that age, but you 
were also like almost trying to break, 
transcend that environment, you did 
break it, you did transcend it.

Raffy: From what you can 
remember, are the watches the 
first time the circle appears as a 
clear presence? Because the circle 
is obviously an endless symbol. 
End-less literally, of course. And it 
appears in all cultures, and it’s the 
interconnection of everything, and 
how there is no beginning and there 
is no end. Especially in your present 
work, that of course, is full force in 
in your process, and in the fluidity 
of the process, but I also remember 
circles in other pieces… Certain 
things are unconscious and then 
they become conscious. Like look 
how often I’m doing this, I’m thinking 
about it. Is it anywhere besides the 
watches, before you come to the 
current ones, where it’s again and 
again circles?

Anne: Yes, there are a number of 
compositions in the self portraits 
that are very circular, even if they’re 
not specific circles. The one that I 
call spinning, which is number 24. 
The one where I’m in Yellowstone 
Park and I’m kicking up a leg, that 
landscape is very circular also. That’s 
number 2, then number 22, which 
is at Cliff House in California, also 
has a very circular composition, but 
they are circles inside of rectangles, 
or some of them are ellipses, like 
they’re ovals inside of a rectangle. 
And then when you get to the Diana 
work, because the Diana camera 

vignettes by nature, those are often 
a circle inside of a square. So there’s 
often a circle sort of embracing the 
photograph and helping your eye to 
move in the frame. So that rhythm 
has been there, even if the actual 
physical structure of a circle hasn’t 
been there, I have often enjoyed 
that rhythm. 

Raffy: One thing you said makes 
me smile, because if I’m not being 
too simplistic – a circle inside 
a rectangle is such a way good 
way of describing the freedom 
you were trying to gain, while 
being circumscribed by the very 
rectangular and right-angle-y 
expectation, of what you’re 
supposed to be, and to do. So in 
terms of compositions, I find this 
especially striking, how, without 
me consciously thinking, certain 
compositions crop up again and 
again and again. And it’s almost like 
a formal structure that is partially 
independent, it’s like a way of 
organizing space. It’s like the brain 
has a paradigm of some sort. And 
sometimes I’m like, let me not do 
this, like I’ve done this before. 

Anne: Okay, so, wait a minute, let 
me insert something here, because 
I think there is a real continuation, 
because the self portraits were 
about me searching for a sense of 
wholeness. And I think that this 
other body of work, the abstract 
work, when I first started it, I 
had the feeling that it was about 
the microcosm of the cell, or the 
macrocosm of the universe, or the 
planets. But I think that actually, the 
reason that the circle is so insistent 

is because it’s about my own 
wholeness, and my struggle to find a 
sense of wholeness. Like, I think if it 
wasn’t inside of me, it wouldn’t be so 
insistent and compelling. You know, 
I think I would have dropped it by 
now if it wasn’t really me that I was 
talking about.

Raffy: That’s quite significant what 
you said, yes. In a certain way, an 
artist works and works and works. 
And you are both putting yourself 
into the work, and the work is 
putting itself into you, and changing 
you. Most people don’t have like a 
tangible physical result from their 
work at the end of the day. It’s 
quite powerful to have a piece. It’s 
like, wow, it’s an object, I did it. You 
know, if you’re a train conductor, it’s 
probably a gratifying job. But at the 
end of the day, you know that you 
transported so many people. So the 
fact that we create these objects, 
and then they become separate 
from us, we have to let go of them. 
It’s powerful in itself. But then they 
live in us, all the pieces that you 
have done, and you have sold, or 
have lost, or destroyed, or are in 
precious collections. They’re inside 
of you. They’re all pieces of you, I 
think. You cannot lose an art piece.

Anne: We were talking about 
the connections between the 
two bodies of work, and I think of 
the narrative qualities of the self 
portraits as being sort of a thin 
slice of a story, and the abstract 
work as being a bigger story, like, 
this is how planets were born and 
the universe started. I think there’s 
something to be said for connecting 
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the two types of stories, I get the 
feeling that if I get it right, with the 
new body of work, it’s connected 
to a more timeless story. It’s not 
necessarily a human story. It’s 
something very elemental and basic. 
It’s something very core. And very, I 
mean, I’m making a circle.

Anne Arden McDonald 

is a Brooklyn based visual artist who 
grew up in Atlanta Georgia. From 
age 15 to 30 she made self 
portraits by building installations in 
abandoned interiors and performing 
privately for her camera in these 
spaces, publishing a book of this 
work in 2004. For 20 years, she 
was a private dealer for 13 Czech 
and Slovak photographers who do 
performances for the camera. She 
also has a large body of dreamy 
photographs shot with a Diana 
camera over several decades. More 
recently she has been using light 
and chemistry the way a painter or 
sculptor would to build images on 
photographic paper. McDonald’s 
work has been exhibited widely: in 
the past 30 years, she has had 44 
solo exhibitions in 10 countries (about 
230 total shows in 14 countries) 
and has been published in over 215 
places in 20 countries, including in 
Aperture, European Photography, 
and Eyemazing Magazines. Her 
work is in the collections of the 
Brooklyn Museum, the Worchester 
Art Museum, the Houston MFA, 
the Denver At Museum, the Detroit 
Institute of Art and the Bibliothque 
Nationale in Paris. She was a Lapine 
Fellow at the Millay Colony, was 
given a grant of studio space from 
the Sharpe Foundation, and has 
been in residence at the Byrdcliffe 
colony from 2015-2017. She taught 
for 6 years at Parsons School 
of Design in New York, and has 
lectured about topics such as staged 
photography, self portraiture, Czech 
and Slovak photography, alternative 
photography, and her own work.
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Self Portraits, 1987 - 1995

Untitled Self Portrait #12, Connecticut, 1989
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Untitled Self Portrait #3, Connecticut, 1987
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Untitled Self Portrait #55, 1994

Untitled Self Portrait #25, Massachusetts, 1990

Untitled Self Portrait #38, Czech Republic, 1992



18	 Anne Arden McDonald 
Portfolio	 Searching for a Sense of Wholeness 

19	 European Journal of Media, Art & Photography, 2021, Vol. 9, No. 1

»

Untitled Self Portrait #22, California, 1989 Untitled Self Portrait #24, California, 1989
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Untitled Self Portrait #67, New York, 1995 Untitled Self Portrait #41, Hungary, 1992
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Untitled Self Portrait #61, Austria, 1994

Untitled Self Portrait #40, Hungary, 1992

Untitled Self Portrait #2, Wyoming, 1987
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Deep Space, 2015, 20 x 16 ins.

Growing Planet, 2015, 20 x 16 ins. Molecule, 2017, 20 x 16 ins.

Cameraless Photography, 2015 - 2019
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Earth Flower, 2019, 20 x 16 ins.

Enzyme Print, 2016, 20 x 16 ins
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Particle, 2018, 20 x 16 ins. Virus, 2018, 20 x 16 ins.

Sublime, 2019, 20 x 16 ins.
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Shattered, 2017, 20 x 16 ins. (n/a)

Nebula, 2017, 20 x 16 ins. (n/a) Rust Flowers, 2019, 24 x 20 ins.
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Cluster, 2016, 24 x 20 ins.

Imprint, 2017, 24 x 20 ins. Island, 2018, 24 x 20 ins.

Wet Rust, 2019, 24 x 20 ins.

Falling, 2016, 24 x 20 ins.
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Big Bang, 2016, 40 x 30 ins.

Fragility, 2018, 34 x 29 ins.
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Saturn, 2016, 40 x 30 ins.

Void, 2018, 30 x 30 ins.


