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The Book of Eileen 

Artist Eileen 
Quinlan’s 

photographic 
oeuvre 

continues 
to develop 
before our 
very eyes.

Words by William J. Simmons
Artwork by Eileen Quinlan
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I’m not 
seeking 
clarity or 
harmony. 
I’m 
hoping to 
embrace 
contra-
dictions 
and to 
hold them 
close. — Eileen 

Quinlan

It has become a cliché for postmodern art to be so hyper-
conceptual as to demand the most arcane theorization, to exist 
between categories, to call no one medium home, to eschew 
visual pleasure and beauty, to privilege intellectualism over lived 
experience. Eileen Quinlan’s work could be understood in this vein at 
first glance—her photography is rigorous, well-researched, grounded 
in art history, and visually difficult to place. It is, at times, like the 

most tightly composed poem—filled with lines and words that loop 
back to one another, where meaning flitters, swirling like fall leaves 
in the wind. As Quinlan observes, she refuses to be transparent to 
interpretation. “I do aim to armor my work against hasty theorization,” 
she says. “I don’t want it to be illustrative in that way.” Theory informs 
Quinlan’s work, but it is never a determining force. 

In this way, there is a radical sincerity in Quinlan’s photography, 

which is distinctly generous and even “punk.” In Quinlan’s series of 
self-portraits shown at the 2017 Venice Biennale, for example, the 
viewer, the photograph, and the artist all come together in an intimate 
dance, and the identity of each comes into conversation with the other 
without a trace of irony. Images of her own body pressed against glass 
evoke the hidden layers of photography—the lenses and emulsions 
and stratifications of light and imperfections that coalesce to create 

a bold investigation of self and image. We orient our own bodies as 
sites of visual pleasure alongside Quinlan’s, and we understand the 
materiality of our own skin even as we see it dissolving before us. 

This is not quite the New Sincerity offered by some to combat 
the irony and pessimism of postmodernism; it is not a return to 
modernism or a blithe investment in sentimentality. Quinlan uses the 
language of postmodernism, certainly, but not only for its own sake 
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or for the sake of merely appearing critical. She instead expands the 
conversation to allow a difficult lexicon to become something legible 
and embodied without losing any of its depth or complexity. In fact, 
many have written about Quinlan’s work with a latent nostalgia 
for late modernism, as if her photography is a compendium of so 
many references to past avant-gardes. This, however, misses the 
point entirely, and, it could be argued, comes from the anti-feminist 

position that art made by women is always in a process of homage 
to canonical male artists. It is therefore critical from art historical 
and feminist standpoints to understand Quinlan’s referentiality as 
dealing with an entirely different set of concerns than those to 
whom she is often compared. 

By the same token, Quinlan’s photography has been called 
“self-referential,” but her desire to transcend the conceptual and 

enter an affective relationship with the viewer complicates this 
analysis. “I prefer not to think of my pictures as photography about 
photography,” she says. “That feels dull and lifeless. I don’t see my 
work as a taxonomy, though others often discuss it as a catalog 
of photographic genres—still life, self-portrait or even the dreaded 
‘selfie,’ landscape, etc.—and many folks talk about abstraction 
versus figuration, or staged versus straight, chance-based versus 

highly composed. But it’s often admixtures, insistently non-binary.” 
At the same time, Quinlan says, “Liminality and indeterminacy are 
not of interest. This work should stand for something to somebody, 
somehow. Eileen Myles writes about the pronoun ‘they’ as having a 
relationship to Whitman’s quote from ‘Song of Myself’—‘I contain 
multitudes.’ This work can contain multitudes, I hope.” In this 
way, Quinlan transcends the normative confines of photographic 
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discourse, even as she insists on the rootedness of her imagery in 
something discernable, something that resonates with the viewer’s 
lived experience, something that is present and gritty and yet 
difficult to rein in—like flesh. We are reminded that, although we 
exist in innumerable and complex ways in the world, that circulation 
is sited in the particularities of our bodies.  

The political implications of Quinlan’s photography emerge from 

this desire to retain multiplicity. She goes on, “I’m not seeking clarity 
or harmony. I’m hoping to embrace contradictions and to hold them 
close.” This is a distinctly queer-feminist strategy, and it is here 
that the political dimensions of Quinlan’s work emerge. So much 
art considered activist relies on figurative strategies, but as with 
Amy Sillman or Lisa Oppenheim, Quinlan’s abstraction has the same 
urgency as the most representational art. 

Consider her photographs created from scanners. One of the 
most important political acts is to interrogate without respite how and 
why images and the identities that we associate with them become 
concretized in the ways they do. The moment Quinlan uses a mirror to 
short-circuit her scanner, an entire range of representational possibilities 
opens up—a vast array of identities in the process of becoming.

History is neither unilateral nor purely an accumulation of 

events and concepts, like so much detritus picked up by a vacuum. 
Contrarily, Quinlan shows us that the aesthetic experience is 
somewhere between fixity and entropy, the individual and the 
collective, the medium and the dissolution of all media. Her work is 
a threshold. It is the place where you meet your own circulation, the 
place in which you see your own image in the process of creation—
emerging from within us rather than foisted upon us from elsewhere. 
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1
Twin Galaxies
2015
Digital chromogenic 
print mounted on 
Dibond
40 x 30 inches  
(101.6 x 76.2 cm)
Framed: 40 ¼ x 30 ¼ 
inches  
(102.2 x 76.8 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

2
Plastic Hubble 
2016
Gelatin silver print
51 x 40 inches  
(129.5 x 101.6 cm)
Framed: 54 ½ x 43 ½ 
inches  
(138.4 x 110.5 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

3 
Wayland Wood #2
2016
Gelatin silver print
30 ¾ x 23 ⅞ inches  
(78.1 x 60.6 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

4
Wayland Wood #3
2016
Gelatin silver print
30 ¾ x 23 ⅞ inches  
(78.1 x 60.6 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

5
An Aperture #5
2017
Gelatin silver print
25 x 20 inches  
(63.5 x 50.8 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

6
Cut the Rope
2015
Digital chromogenic 
print mounted on 
Dibond
40 x 30 inches  
(101.6 x 76.2 cm)
Framed: 40 ¼ x 30 ¼ 
inches  
(102.2 x 76.8 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

7
“VIVA ARTE VIVA” 
Installation view
May 13 - Nov 26, 2017
La Biennale di Venezia 
57th International Art 
Exhibition 2017, Venice

8
Moab #3
2017
Gelatin silver print, warm 
toned
51 x 40 inches  
(129.5 x 101.6 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

9
Portrait of Space
2011
Gelatin silver print 
mounted on aluminum
60 x 48 inches  
(152.4 x 121.9 cm)
Framed: 62 x 50 inches 
(157.5 x 127 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

10
The Voidist
2013
Gelatin silver print
25 x 20 inches (63.5 x 
50.8 cm)
Framed: 28 x 23 inches 
(71.1 x 58.4 cm)
Edition of 2 + 2 A/Ps

11
Black & white version of 
Smoke & Mirrors #233
2007
Gelatin silver print 
mounted on aluminum
40 x 30 inches  
(101.6 x 76.2 cm)
Edition of 5 + 2 A/Ps

12
The Things as They Are
2010
Gelatin silver print 
mounted on aluminum
24 x 20 inches  
(61 x 50.8 cm) 
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

13
Moab #5
2017
Gelatin silver print, warm 
toned
51 x 40 inches  
(129.5 x 101.6 cm)
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

14
Passing Through
2013
Gelatin silver print
25 x 20 inches  
(63.5 x 50.8 cm)
Framed: 28 x 23 inches 
(71.1 x 58.4 cm)
Edition of 2 + 2 A/Ps

All images courtesy of 
the artist; Miguel Abreu 
Gallery, New York; and 
Campoli Presti, London/
Paris.
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