






Zoe Leonard

Five series of Zoe Leonard’s photographic works, from the late 1980s 
to the present, unfold through four chapters to form a matrix of the 
politics of seeing. Together, they map the sensorial, physical, and 
political capacity, limits, and contradiction embedded in perception, 
how that process materializes and dissipates, and what documenting 
the inhabited world means. 

A single photograph returns from the series Sun Photographs 
(beginning in 2010). Cloistered in one room in Chapter One, 
February 27, frame 30 (2012) circles back to the present and 
outwardly into another room. Made by working against the basic 
rule of photography by pointing the camera directly at the sun, a 
vibrational force blurs the boundaries between center and periphery, 
between here and there. Seeing becomes an embodied and temporal 
experience, as it affects one’s proprioception, the body’s ability to 
sense its orientation.

The porosity of Leonard’s work is not restricted to the visual or 
conceptual, as it has the ability to map its resonance to the conditions 
of daily lives. In Chapter Two, photographs from Leonard’s Aerials 
series scattered and moved in divergent pathways. Acting as a pivot, 
these images looked down from above, at various sites of human 
mobility, zooming into rows of train tracks that transport people 
and goods, into urban planning, and conscious and unconscious 
roadmaking. As with the earliest photographic technology of aerial 
photography, the survey of land from this vantage point is rife with 
the politics of control. The flight paths guided by Leonard’s images 
generate a heightened awareness to the fact of the world as a 
construct of power relations, but one that could perhaps evaporate 
in the granular structure of an image.

Leonard’s interest in the social, political, and subjective positionings 
of the act of surveying extends to her recent large body of work, In The 
Wake (2016). Post-WWII family snapshots track the artist’s family’s 
statelessness for over a decade. Her mother’s family from Warsaw 
was active participants in the Polish Resistance Movement. She, 
along with Leonard’s grandmother, escaped to reunite with her great 
aunt in the Displaced Persons camp in Italy and eventual immigration 
to the United States. A rare series depicting human figures, Leonard’s 
methods challenge the tenets of archiving, by disrupting, interrupting, 
and fragmenting the reading of her family photographic archive, 
through repetition, glare, paper curl, and fracture, to push towards 
a sense of statelessness as a political and mental condition. These 
photographs of photographs are shot with multiple cameras, from 
medium format and 35mm film cameras to her cell phone, towards 
an insistent disavowal of unity, and the instability of seeing across 
time. 

Crossing the Equator (2016) is a set of five prints that first only 
appear as black and white images from a distance. New York Harbor I 
(2016) is a set of duo images that seem to be cradled by the surface 
where the photographs lay. A slight pressure of the background 
suggests an active, receptive, and unstable ground. Untitled (2016) 
is a singular image. Through reflection and glare, it questions our 
desire and ability to see fully. The surface where the photo rests 
seems to forms a current – neither fabric, paper, nor water. Perhaps 
an image from the past is always in the process of making, forming 
a kind of blur that seizes movement in time, inhabiting what Leonard 
calls an “alternative space of being in the world.”




