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Ellen Ziegler

Riddle: What do Turkish typewriters, tarpaper 
and tap dancing have in common?

Answer: These are clues to the remarkable 
creative muse of Ellen Ziegler, artist and 
symbolist by trade, musician, flaneuse (FR. 
female stroller & observer), and daughter of 
a dancer.  The “self-designer” remains true to 
her progressive education: multi-disciplinary, 
experimental and collaborative.

The conceptual sources of phenomenological 
inspiration and mastery of materials are a 
constant.  In Hypnagogue (2009) the Greek 
translation of the word describes a yearning 
for the sleep that allows “lucid dreaming” and 
access to the irrational truth of inner states of 
being.  The “mercury glass,” silvered trapeze-
like platforms suspended on silver wires cast 
mobile shadows.  They are cinematic frames 
of ghostly Surrealist contraptions, not narrative, 
but aestheticized flying creatures of the air and 
intellect.

Ziegler’s ongoing fascination with the material 
and immaterial becomes a metaphor for her 
own evolution as an artist in Hypnopomp (2009) 
defined as a “transition to a waking state,” still 

floating in the ether, but acknowledging the 
physical.  This formalist series, chiaroscuro 
drawings and painting of vaguely naturalist 
marine or geological forms emerge on 
industrial resinous tarpaper.   Artist and 
Scientist conspire together in these works as 
the stuff of art-making becomes the stuff of 
ancient carbon-based life itself. 

The Book of Knowledge (2010) was inspired 
by the quixotic Enlightenment attempt to 
catalogue human knowledge, to separate 
fact from speculation in an encyclopedic 
apprehension of the world.  Ziegler’s tome 
contains no representational illustrations of 
animal, vegetable or mineral, but rather the 
glory of substances themselves flashes of 
gold, brilliant pigment inchoate on the calcium 
encrusted tarry folio leaves revealed in ritual 
page-turning.  

What do artists know and when did they know 
it?  The search for knowledge could be a false 
path, but Ziegler’s art explores the unknown in 
crypto-texts excavated and transformed.

Dr. Elizabeth “Mad Dog” Darrow; ardent artist-activist, 
anarcho-syndicalist, animal-lover, and defender 
of truth and beauty; Professor & Area Head of Art 
History at Cornish College of the Arts; Getty Scholar; 
Lecturer at British Museum, Harvard University, Trinity 
University, University of Washington, University of 
Colorado, Montana State University.

Hypnagogue, installation detail, 2011.  Mirrored glass, 84” x 120” x 13”. Courtesy of the artist

Left: Hypnopomp
Gouache and pencil on tar paper, 2011              
24” x 18”   Courtesy of the artist

The Book of Knowledge   2011
Plaster, solvent, spray paint, gouache, shoe polish on tar paper    
52” x 32”   Collection of Brand Galleries, Glendale, California
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