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Jo Ann Callis emerged on the Los Angeles photography scene in the
mid 1970s, where she gained a reputation as an artist who worked
with color photography, making pictures that were suggestive, sensual,
and surreal. Schooled at UCLA under the eye of Robert Heinecken,
Callis never considered photography as a frame of observed reality.
Rather, she fabricated situations to be captured on camera. The

trajectory of “Woman Twirling,” the title of her recent survey

exhibition at the J. Paul Getty Museum, for example, parallels the

ups and downs in Callis’s personal life. She sees hersell” as a woman
twirling, perhaps spiraling out of control at times, as the title suggests.

Yetitis her ability to channel emotional turmoil into evocative images

that resonate beyond the particulars of a situation that makes Callis’s

vision unique,

It is evident that Callis loves color photography, yet throughout
her carcer she has moved back and forth between color and black
and white, later adding painting and digital collages to her oeuvre.
Figure under Bedspread and Chair and Pillow, both black-and-white
photographs from 1974, reference the confines of domestic space

and a sense of isolation, ideas that she continued to explore in later

works. For Callis, the setting, a domestic space, is both a prison and
playground. The works are less about that space than the impact the
walls have on an individual. In almost all of Callis’s work on view, a
single object or individual performs an action. The pieces ask what

happened, what is about to happen, and why.

Callis challenged the stercotype of a contented housewife by making
photographs that disrupted the complicity of traditional home
life. Influenced by the work of Paul Outerbridge, particularly his
carbro prints from the 1930s in which lush skin tones contrasted

with patterned backgrounds, she began to rearrange the furniture

in her house, painting walls and controlling the lighting to create
images. She also drew from surrealism, giving presence to the fantasy
worlds in her imagination. Like Outerbridge, she carefully arranged
her images, painting with light and ignoring the conventions of a
traditional color palette, instead trying to imbue her images with
colors that evoked emotional states. The element of control is crucial
in these images—very little is left to chance. Callis leaves behind

whatever she might be juggling in her personal life at the door in

order to direct her own stories.

A

The exhibition groups the works somewhat chronologically and
somewhat thematically, allowing viewers to bounce back and forth
between early and later works, comparing and contrasting the use
of color with black and white, While the color works stand out, the
black-and-white images introduce a more experimental artist. The
photographs from 1974 to 1976 are studies of bodies in space, and
spaces without bodies. Her interest in the figure as a messenger of
hidden emotions is evident in Woman with Mask (1974), which depicts
a masked, naked adolescent casually leaning against a textured
boulder. The work is purposely ambiguous. Gown in Moonlight (1976)
and Bed with Glass and Ribbon (1976) both allude to events that have

already taken place, yet never tell the whole story. In the black-and-
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