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Floating on Air.

N A PERIOD WHEN MUCH CONTEMPORARY
photography is characterized by
highly staged images, the result of
either Hollywood-like production
sets or digital sleights of hand,
Michelle Elzay's photographs provide a
stark and refreshing contrast. Restrained
in composition, palette, subject matter
and installation, Elzay's work is Minimal-
ist in the truest sense—pared down and
literal. Much like Bernd and Hilla Becher,
who document the remnants of industri-
al-era water towers and factories, Elzay
photographs subjects whose lives are
similarly rooted in the past, vestiges of a
disappearing practice that is often invis-

ible to mainstream society.

Elzay began experimenting with
conceptually-based serial photography
in 2002 for a project entitled Abbaye.
Comprised of fifty-cne color photo-
graphs, the series depicts a group of
Benedictine nuns from the Abbaye Saint
Marie du Maument in the Charente re-
gion of France. According to Elzay, Ab-
baye was originally conceived as a vi-
sual experience comparable to that of
viewing a choir. Each sister is seated in
the same frontal position, set against a

neutral white background, and wearing

COVER: HOOT: EURASIAN EAGLE OWL, 2004-2005

a traditional habit and vestment. From
afar, the portraits appear nearly identi-
cal. Their strict formalism and repetitive
nature echo the quiet routine of monas-
tic life. However, this restraint allows the
subtleties of each nun’s personality to
surface, pure and unmanipulated, pro-
viding a glimpse into the private world

of the abbey.

After completing Abbaye in 2004,
Elzay turned her attention to the ancient
sport of falconry. Veiled in history and
myth, falconry has been documented as
far back as 2000 B.C., and can be found
emblazoned in illuminated manuscripts,
carvings, frescoes, and tapestries. Dur-
ing the Middle Ages, it was regarded
as the "noblest” of all medieval sports,
ardently pursued by knights, emperors,
and even bishops. Falconry remains
virtually unchanged today, and is most
often used for hunting. However, in and
around New York City raptors are often
employed for the less dignified purpose
of urban pest management. Falcons are
flown at JFK airport to clear the runways
of birds that might otherwise be caught
in jetengines, and hawks have been used
in city parks to scare away pigeons and

rats. Once revered by ancient societies,



these magnificent creatures now occupy

the margins of contemporary life.

Over the past two years, Elzay has

researched every facet of this guarded

community, meeting falconers and pho-

tographing their birds. The resulting ar-
chive of falconry raptors, entitled Hawke,
extends the tradition of falcon imagery

into the twenty-first century and makes



visible a little-known subculture. For
MATRIX 156, Elzay has selected thirteen
images from the ongoing Hawke se-
ries, illustrating twelve different birds of
prey. Despite their genteel names and
regal appearance, they are all "working
birds,” belonging to a group of mostly
male falconers, including breeders and
wildlife rehabilitators living in the New
York Metropolitan area. Each photo-
graph features a raptor perched on its
owner’s gloved hand. Taken in the mo-
ment just before flight, their compact
and athletic bodies are poised and alert,
as if charged with an invisible energy.
Elzay has isolated the birds against a
white backdrop, and digitally erased the
falconer's outstretched arm in order to
focus attention on the trappings of the
sport: the gauntlet, leashes, bells and
hood. As a result, each falcon seems to
hover in the center of the photograph,

suspended in time and space.

The notion of suspension is, in fact,
a central trope in much of Elzay's work.
Not only do many of her subjects literally
appear to float within the picture plane,
as described above, but their place with-
in society is similarly detached. Falconry,

a sport once revered by commoners and

nobility alike, has all but ceased to exist
in the modern cultural imagination. And
yet, as the photographs attest, this an-
cient practice continues to thrive today.
Elzay captures this tension between past
and present by removing the birds from
their traditional environment and pre-
senting them outside of any recogniz-
able historical context. In doing so, she
not only suggests the timelessness of
falconry, but also its radical (and largely
unknown) transformation in certain seg-

ments of contemporary society.

Another historical sport that contin-
ues to attract a small, but dedicated co-
terie of practitioners is classical fencing.
Guardedcontinues Elzay's exploration of
serial photography, and documents the
members of this quietly flourishing sub-
culture. Created specifically for MATRIX
156, Guarded consists of formal portraits
and action shots of fencers from The
Martinez Academy of Arms in Manhat-
tan. Inspired by the traditional elegance
of fencing portraiture, Elzay's photo-
graphs push beyond idealized images,
making evident the physical and psy-
chological effects of the sport—flushed
cheeks, or a twinkle in the eye. As in the

Hawke series, Elzay draws attention to



the accoutrements of the sport: the foil,
rapier, mask and gloves. Here as well,
the notion of suspense—physical, emo-

tional and temporal—is crucial.

Each fencer was photographed be-
fore, after, and during around of practice.
The resulting images depict moments
of anticipation and suspense (much like
the falcons just before flight), that evoke
the pressure and solemnity of the sport.
However, Elzay has also managed to
tease out the individual personalities of
these serious swordsmen (and women).
Some are shy and avoid the camera’s
gaze; others are defiant and proud, con-
fronting the lens asif preparingfora duel.
Some peer out from behind their masks,
reminding us of the stately hooded fal-
cons that Elzay has also photographed.
Together, these images of fencers and
falcons illustrate an antiquated world of
valor, fantasy, and danger, which remains

alive and well today.

Joanna Marsh

Associate Curator of Contemporary Art
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WORKS IN THE EXHIBITION

All works courtesy of the artist

unless otherwise noted.

Hawke: No Name; Gyr X Prairie Falcon, 2004
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinson
A.and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.1

Hawke: Hoot; Eurasian Eagle Owl, 2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinson

A. and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.2

Hawke: Luna; Redtail Hawk, 2005-2006
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinson
A. and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.3

Hawke: No Name; Gyr X Saker Falcon, 2004
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Parker; Gyr X Saker Falcon, 2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Charity; Gyr X Saker Falcon, 2004
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Wilma; Barn Owl, 2005-2006
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Powder; Gyr X Saker Falcon,
2005-2006
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Petunia; Harris Hawk, 2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Unnamed; Immature Harris Hawk,
2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Hemingway; Great Horned Owl, 2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Prudence; Lanner Falcon, 2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Hawke: Prudence, hooded; Lanner Falcon,
2004-2005
C-print, 30 x 20 inches

Guarded: Elody Massaro, 2006

C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinson
A. and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.4

Guarded: Carl Massaro, 2006

C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinsan
A.and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.5

Guarded: Jared, 2006

C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Purchased through the gift of Robinson
A.and Nancy D. Grover, 2006.13.6

Guarded: Doruk, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Christine, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Joseph, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Russell, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded.: Russell, masked, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches



Guarded: Martin, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Sagar, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Victoria, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Maestro de Armas
Ramodn Martinez, 2006
C-print, 30 x 24 inches

Guarded: Parry 1, 2, 3 and 4, 2006
Four C-prints, 40 x 40 inches each

HAWKE: NO NAME: GYR X PRAIRE FALCON, 2004

MATRIX TALK

On Thursday, September 7, 2006, at 6:00
p.m., Michelle Elzay will give an informal

talk about her work in the MATRIX gallery.

MATRIX 156 is made possible by the
members of the Contemporary Coalition:
Mickey Cartin, The Cheryl Chase and
Stuart Bear Family Foundation, Emilie and
Raul R. de Brigard, Howard and Sandra
Fromson, Nancy D. Grover and Robinson
A. Grover, Carol and Sol LeWitt, Jeffrey
G. and Marcia Reid Marsted, The Ritter
Foundation, The Saunders Foundation,
Philip and Robin Schonberger, Linda
Cheverton Wick and Walter Wick.

Additional support provided by the
Greater Hartford Arts Council's United
Arts Campaign and by the Connecticut

Commission on Culture & Tourism.
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