
Image Language presents the work of American artist Sarah Charlesworth  
(1947–2013), tracing her creative output over the course of forty years across 
her formative involvement in art publications to her later camera-based projects. 
Charlesworth worked serially throughout her career—in the sequenced format 
of magazines, in her production of photographs, and in her methodical and 
thematic organization of reference images. Bringing together publications, 
ephemeral materials, and photographic works from the artist’s archive, the 
exhibition focuses on Charlesworth’s early formal and conceptual strategies, 
exploring how she utilized photography and appropriation to investigate  
the cultural influence of images.

Associated with the Pictures Generation of the late 1970s, Charlesworth 
adhered to a regimented process of gathering and archiving images from 
newspapers, press clippings, advertisements, and cultural magazines ranging 
in type from fashion to lifestyle to pornography. As one of the first of the 
postmodern artists to re-purpose found images, Charlesworth's work was 
shaped by the idea that an image contained references to a history of other 
images, and that this quotational gesture could offer a strategy of access  
and communal language.

Sarah Charlesworth: Image Language is organized by Christine Robinson and  
on view from February 27–April 19, 2020.

This program is supported, in part, by an award from the National Endowment for the Arts, public funds from  
the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with City Council, the New York State Council  
on the Arts with the support of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and the New York State Legislature, and the Andy 
Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts.
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Sarah Charlesworth: Image Language is organized by Christine Robinson and 
will be on view for approximately 6–8 weeks upon Printed Matter’s reopening.





The Fox (1975–76)

Influenced by Conceptualism and the dematerialization 
of art through other means like writing, Charlesworth 
began to study and write about contemporary art 
toward the end of the 1960s, and became affiliated  
with the New York division of Art & Language. In 1975, 
she and Joseph Kosuth co-founded The Fox, an art 
theory magazine emphasizing artistic collaboration, 
and political and theoretical debate. 

Charlesworth was a central figure of The Fox, editing 
and writing several texts for its three issues, before 
disagreements between its editors caused them  
to disband. Her texts for the magazine became urgent 
proposals for an end to the problems associated  
with the commodification of art and for artists to hold  
a greater sense of cultural responsibility, writing in  
the first issue: “We have lost touch—not only with 
ourselves and with each other but with the culture of 
which we are a part. It is only by confronting the prob-
lem of our alienation, making this the subject of our 
work, that our ideals take on new meaning. We move  
to become one again with culture in our sense of 
shared concern.”

From The Fox Issue 1, 1975



Tables of Contents, The Fox Issues 1, 2 & 3, 1975–76



Left: Announcement poster, The Fox Issue 1, 1975
Right: The Fox notice of ceased publication, 1976



Modern History (1977–79)

During the late 1970s, Charlesworth’s art production 
comprised numerous serial investigations that  
challenged and exposed forms of representation.  
This process began with her first series, Modern  
History (1977–79), in which the artist interrogates the 
reproduction of contemporary events through the 
collection of newspapers, the removal of their text,  
and the photographic documentation of the results. 
Charlesworth discarded everything but the mastheads 
and images in order to investigate how we receive 
cultural information, and to emphasize the power and 
effect of photographic language on the public. 

The complete Modern History series consists of  
sixteen distinct multi-panel pieces, each focusing on a 
unique subject and following a set of conceptual con-
straints. In The Wall of Tears (Study) (1979), 
Charlesworth chose three Italian newspapers from 
June 8, 1979, each featuring an image of Pope John 
Paul II praying. He kneels before an altar erected  
above Polish train tracks used to transport millions of 
Holocaust victims to the concentration camp at 
Auschwitz. Out of view are hundreds of thousands of 
visitors, photographers, and news reporters, witnessing 
and recording the media spectacle. While Charlesworth 
typically installed Modern History pieces as linear 
progressions, she played with their visual formations  
in two published catalogues of the series, Modern 
History (Second Reading) (1979) and April 21, 1978 
(1984), translating their original configurations into 
paginated sequences.



Regard (Study), 1979
From the series “Modern History”
Black and white prints



The Wall of Tears (Study), 1979
From the series “Modern History”
Black and white prints



United We Stand / A Nation Divided, 1979/2003
From the series “Modern History”
Black and white prints



Modern History (Second Reading), published by New 57 Gallery,  
Edinburgh, 1979



Modern History (Second Reading), published by New 57 Gallery,  
Edinburgh, 1979



Modern History (Second Reading), published by New 57 Gallery,  
Edinburgh, 1979



Stills (1980)

Charlesworth’s series, Stills, from 1980, began with  
the artist’s own image research at newspaper stands 
and the New York Public Library; pulling images from  
a variety of sources including press images, Hollywood 
production photos, news and lifestyle magazines,  
and art history textbooks. The images are from suicides, 
fire escapes, and movie stunts. The life-size black- 
and-white photographs that make up Stills depict 
falling and jumping bodies, individually suspended in  
air while plummeting toward unknown fates. In this 
work she refrained from identifying sources or contexts 
in their titles, other than the names of the individuals 
and sites photographed, if known. 

The subject matter and formal composition of  
Stills—figures frozen in motion, descending from one 
point to another—refers back to a lineage of art  
historical images. Works by Henri Cartier-Bresson, 
Yves Klein, Andy Warhol, Bas Jan Ader, and Jack 
Goldstein all factor into this history. Charlesworth’s 
project, on the other hand, emphasized unknown 
outcomes. But perhaps more than their art historical 
lineages, the images in Stills, post-9/11, are now  
inextricably linked to the media images from the  

World Trade Center.





The Pictures Generation

Charlesworth is often associated with the 
Pictures Generation, a moniker originating 
from Douglas Crimp’s 1977 landmark exhibi-
tion Pictures. In the late 1970s, the artists of 
the so-called Pictures Generation radically 
transformed art in the aftermath of Minimal-
ism and Conceptual art. Charlesworth and 
peers such as Laurie Simmons, Barbara 
Kruger, Cindy Sherman, Sherrie Levine, 
Louise Lawler, and Richard Prince began 
utilizing appropriated images from newspa-
pers, magazines, film, and other media in 
their work in order to address problems of 
representation and the dominance of mass 
media. These artists became known for 
seeing the photographic image as serial and 
simulacral, or as Jean Baudrillard declared, 
“a copy without an original”—pointing to  
the image’s representation as a construc-
tion rather than reality itself.

The ascendance of the Pictures Generation 
put into question the modernist view of  
the photograph as a unique and authentic 
product of the artist. Roland Barthes’ text 
“The Death of the Author,” and its idea that 
one text (or image) in actuality contains 
references to multiple texts (or images) that 
came before it, were influential to many of 
these artists.

Charlesworth maintained a regimented 
practice of gathering and archiving—exclu-
sively incorporating appropriated images 
into her work from 1977 through 1991. She 
collected images from various sources—
newspapers, press clippings, advertise-
ments, photography and film books, as well 
as cultural magazines ranging in type from 
fashion to lifestyle to pornography—and 
archived them thematically in labeled files 
and folders for later access. 



In-Photography (1982)

Published in 1982 with CEPA Gallery in Buffalo,  
the artists’ publication In-Photography predominantly 
features works from the 1981–82 series of the same 
name. For the first time with these photographs, 
Charlesworth drastically altered her source images—
splicing, exploding, and reorienting images to form  
new compositions, collaged on monochromatic back-
grounds to be re-photographed and printed as  
seamless photographic works. In-Photography opens 
with an essay by Charlesworth in which she considers 
her theoretical views on photography, the objectivity  
of the image, and the role of the photographer. She 
concludes the text, articulating the visual strategy 
explored in the photos to follow and inserts herself as  
a crucial figure in the process: “Sometimes I open  
an image in order to make room for myself, to disrupt 
the closure of an intensified unknown.”

In-Photography, table of contents [left] and cover [right], published by  
CEPA Gallery, Buffalo, NY, 1982 



Explosion, 1981, in In-Photography, published by CEPA Gallery,  
Buffalo, NY, 1982 



Venus, The White Lady, and Light Break (from The White Lady series, 
1981), in In-Photography, published by CEPA Gallery, Buffalo, NY, 1982 



Lightning and Samurai, 1981, in In-Photography, published by  
CEPA Gallery, Buffalo, NY, 1982 



A Lover’s Tale (1983)

Published by Wedge Press as part of its “Pamphlets” 
series of artists’ publications, A Lover’s Tale (Wedge 
Pamphlet 13) by Charlesworth places dramatic stills 
from Old Hollywood romances and vampire films into  
a narrative sequence. The characters vary across 
images but function as recognizable photographic 
archetypes who illustrate the timeless story of  
seduction by brute force.

Wedge Press also produced a seminal periodical  
called Wedge—combining artists’ projects and critical 
and theoretical writings, edited by Phil Mariani and 
Brian Wallis during the early to mid-1980s. A Lover’s Tale 
was included in Wedge, No. 3 / 4 / 5 (1983) Partial  
Texts : Essays and Fictions, a special issue that gathered 
into one folder fourteen artists’ chapbooks investigating  
the “viability of a politically engaged form of writing.” 
Along with Charlesworth are books by Kathy Acker, 
Roberta Allen, Nan Becker, Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, 
John Fekner, Matthew Geller, Candace Hill, Silvia  
Kolbowski, Harry Kondoleon, Gary Indiana, Mariani, 
Richard Milazzo, and Reese Williams.

A Lover’s Tale, title spread, published by Wedge Press, New York, 1983



A Lover’s Tale, published by Wedge Press, New York, 1983 



A Lover’s Tale, published by Wedge Press, New York, 1983 



A Lover’s Tale, published by Wedge Press, New York, 1983 





BOMB

In 1981, Charlesworth and a small group of artists  
and writers in New York, including current Editor in  
Chief Betsy Sussler, founded the magazine BOMB.  
The publication offered a collaborative space for artists 
to work out their ideas in essays, interviews, and conver-
sations without the presence of journalists and critics. 
The name and logo of BOMB derived in part from Blast,  
a British art and literary journal from the early 20th 
century—it also referred to the short life the magazine’s 
founders thought it would probably have. Charlesworth 
created the front and back covers for the first issue, 
pairing her 1981 works Empire Light (Positive) and the 
inverted Empire Light (Negative). The images, re-photo-
graphed press photos sourced from the Picture Collec-
tion at the New York Public Library, depict a streak of 
lightning illuminating the night sky, looking as though  
it has just struck the Empire State Building.

Charlesworth’s work appeared on several other covers: 
in 1987 with Snake from the Objects of Desire series,  
and in 2008 for the 25th anniversary issue—a 20x24-
inch polaroid from her Action Paint series. In this  
image, drips and splatters of paint are lit and frozen in 
time, confusing and collapsing the distinctions between 
mediums. In 2013, a memorial issue dedicated to 
Charlesworth featured Rider, from the 1983–84 series 
known as Red Collages. In addition to her presence  
on the covers of BOMB, she was also featured in  
numerous interviews and portfolio spreads.

Above: Empire Light (Negative) 
[left] and Empire Light (Positive) 
[right], back and front cover  
of BOMB No. 1, Spring 1981

Left: BOMB No. 1 mock-up



Process documents for BOMB No. 3, Spring 1982
Reproduction courtesy the Butler Library, Columbia University



Spread in BOMB No. 3, Spring 1982, featuring photos  
from The White Lady and In-Photography



Glossolalia (1983)

In the Spring 1983 issue of BOMB, Charlesworth  
and Barbara Kruger published an eleven-page portfolio 
of text and photographic images titled “Glossolalia.”  
The magazine piece presented nearly fifty cited 
declarative statements on the subjects of images,  
photography, and representation, responding to mount-
ing theoretical debates surrounding postmodernism  
and the contemporary status of the photograph in the 
1980s. Some of the quoted ideas align while others 
appear to contradict each other, offering various inter-
pretations of the function of photographs. The title 
“Glossolalia,” meaning to speak in tongues or to speak 
without intelligible meaning, suggests the difficulty  
of finding clarity amidst these differing theories. 

In the pages following these quotations are black- 
and-white reproductions of images by Charlesworth, 
Barbara Kruger,  Laurie Simmons, Richard Prince,  
Cindy Sherman, James Welling, and others—artists 
primarily associated with the Pictures Generation. 
Charlesworth’s image in this section comprises ten 
black-and-white dice suspended in mid-air against 
a black background highlighting photography’s 
historical qualities of chance, fate, and ephemerality. 
The piece offers a lens into the fixations that would 
occupy Charlesworth throughout her career with work 
that probed the problems and possibilities of the 
photograph.



Sarah Charlesworth and Barbara Kruger, title spread of the portfolio  
“Glossolalia,” in BOMB No. 5, Spring 1983



Sarah Charlesworth, Untitled (from the portfolio “Glossolalia” by 
Charlesworth and Barbara Kruger, in BOMB No. 5, Spring 1983)



Red Collages (1983–84)

Red Collages consists of four cibachrome photographs 
made from collages of single images, which have  
been excised from their original contexts, cut up and 
reassembled into other forms. These works are associ-
ated with and anticipate the conceptual and visual 
themes of the series that would follow, known as 
Objects of Desire. In the production paste-up for Rider, 
a LIFE magazine clipping of Natalie Wood (rehearsing 
for the film Gypsy) reveals the shape of a cowboy  
riding a horse on the reverse side of the page. By super- 
imposing one image onto the silhouette of the other, 
Charlesworth created a visual narrative between the 
two images, allowing doubled readings and merging 
extreme gender stereotypes.



Construction, 1983–84
Fashion Collage, 1983–84
From the series “Red Collages”
Cibachrome prints with lacquered frames



Sarah Charlesworth exhibition invitation cards



Light Weave, 2009
From the series “Work in Progress”
Fuji Crystal Archive print with lacquered wood frame



Seated Buddha (Small Version), 2000
From the series “0+1”
Fujiflex print with lacquered wood frame



Available Light (2012)

After nearly two decades of photographic investigations 
involving appropriation, a surprising shift occurred 
in 1992 when Charlesworth began making her own pho-
tographs—trading her use of found images for actual 
objects photographed in the studio. From this point on, 
the artist exclusively worked in this mode. The series 
Available Light (2012) is a formal investigation of light 
and objects. The twelve photographs and diptychs  
in the series were photographed with available light in 
her studio on color film in a palette of black, white,  
and turquoise. Charlesworth transformed the space 
beside her studio window using forms of material and 
natural light: objects, paper, reflections, refractions. 
Some images echo the central placement of isolated 
objects of earlier series, such as Objects of Desire, 

taking up an alternative mode of appropriation.



Hourglass, 2012
From the series “Available Light”
Fuji Crystal Archive prints with lacquered wood frame



Candle (Small Version), 2012
From the series “Available Light”
Fuji Crystal Archive prints with lacquered wood frame



Crystals, 2012
From the series “Available Light”
Fuji Crystal Archive prints with lacquered wood frame
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Index card, process for “Glossolalia,” 1983


