
Tops Gallery is pleased to announce Portraits of the United States Congress, 1986-1987, an
exhibition of 20 portraits by Judith Joy Ross. All 8-by-10 black and white contact prints, they show
politicians on both sides of the aisle, presented head-on in their offices. Viewed three decades later,
in the midst of one of the most surreal election cycles in American history, they communicate not
the shifting ideology of the American political system, but the human experience at its core. 

Judith Joy Ross (b. 1946) is one of photography's most renowned portraitists. Shooting with a
tripod-mounted 8-by-10 view camera (the kind used for generations) and making contact prints, she
strips photography down to its essentials: the photographer's eye and the subject's presence.
Similarly, her mode has almost always been portraiture, attempting to get to the essential of her
subjects, what is behind their gaze. In this, she has often been compared to August Sander and
Diane Arbus, photographers who sought to categorize society, or to document the uncategorizable.
Whether she is photographing adolescent swimmers, war protesters, or politicians, Ross's work is
"beautiful in its transparency," as Robert Adams puts it in his seminal book Why People
Photograph. 

Photographing Democrats and Republicans alike with the same grace and 
unnerving candor, Ross has said that she made this series to "confront [her] prejudices." Though
they depict a former Klansman, a repugnant segregationist, a D-Day veteran, a former professional
heavyweight boxer, and the lawmaker who sponsored the Pell grant, these photographs seem to
shine through the positions and accomplishments of these men and women, offering a fleeting
glimpse at something so often missed by official portraiture, a candid audience with the people
themselves. Attesting to photography's nonpareil ability to humanize, to link and to equalize, these
works bring new meaning to the term democratic camera.
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