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Barbara Kasten: Geometric Abstraction on Photography  
From novice to pioneer, Kasten’s explorations of form in photography reflect 
an extraordinary creativity  

Text: Dai Weiping; Editor Chen Yamei; Translation: JiaJing Liu  
 

 “Some people have a misconstrued idea that a photograph is one snap of the shutter. The 
reality for me is that there are multiple steps along the way to making the final result, without 
knowing what that is until it arrives. And then, when it’s on your doorstep, you say: yes, I was 
expecting you.” 

Barbara Kasten was born in Chicago in 1936. She received her BFA from University of Arizona, 
and then graduated from the MFA program at California College of Arts and Crafts in 1970. 
Since the very beginning of her career, Kasten has continuously experimented with different 
configurations of the visual environment. She incorporates geometric shapes, mirrors, glass, 
metal boards, plastic boards, cardboards, and contemporary architecture into her 
photographs of geometric and abstract spaces.  

Although Kasten’s works ultimately take the form of photographs, her art practice is a 
combination of sculpture, drawing, architecture, ready-mades and the multimedia 
experience. She wasn’t interested in photography until she met Leland Rice, who later 
became her husband, at California College of Arts and Crafts. Through Rice, Kasten met many 
photographers and photography subsequently found its way into her experiments.  

In 1974, a chance opportunity led her to create the series “Untitled.” Kasten was using 
fiberglass screens to demonstrate techniques to students in a fiber sculpture class. She 
decided to make cyanotype photograms using the fiberglass screens. She manually applied 
potassium ferricyanide emulsion on Rives BFK printing paper; then she let sunlight shine 
directly onto the photosensitive paper through folded fiberglass screens. As Kasten 
continued working in this experimental mode for the next few years, she added colors and 
the influence of painting in the phtograms became more pronounced. Kasten has said it was 
precisely because she was not trained in cyanotype photography, that these experimentations 
held fresh possibilities to her. In subsequent decades, she would continue to experiment 
creatively with all of the limitations and rules of photography.  

Kasten’s photographs use geometric lines as their basic form. She counted as early influences 
the Bauhaus interdisciplinary style and the Stenberg brothers, who designed sets for Soviet 
Constructivist theatre. In Kasten’s Polaroid photographs from 1980s, the geometric 
abstractions offer a visual link to Russian painter Kasimir Malevich (who was a representative 
of the Suprematist movement, which evolved from Constructivism). So it is no surprise the 
title of this series was “Constructs.” Kasten used color, shape, and space to create sets with 
a theatrical flair, and then photographed them using large-format cameras. Kasten even 
found ways to use the latest color technology at the time—the 20x24 Polaroid camera, of 
which there now are only six in the world. And Kasten’s Guggenheim Fellowship further 
confirmed her importance as an artist.  
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From trying her hand at photography, to becoming a pioneering experimenter, Kasten’s 
explorations of form showed extraordinary creativity. For example, in the Polaroid series, she 
realized that the layers of color form a thick emulsion on the backing paper, which made for 
contrasting effects as in relief sculpture. So she expressed this special aspect of the material 
by photographing metal wires and mirrors, emphasizing the edges. Borrowing from the 
language of printmaking, she called this an “etched line” in the emulsion.  

Photography is the art of light; this is a rule that Kasten knows well. Living in Los Angeles from 
1972 to 1982, she came into contact with the Light and Space movement that was happening 
in Southern California. Artists such as James Turrell, Robert Irwin, DeWain Valentine, and 
Larry Bell were experimenting with light and materials, and their work interested Kasten. At 
the same time, she also counted Minimalist artist Agnes Martin as an influence. These 
influences are collectively brought together in 2011 in the “Studio Construct” series, which 
took on the form of installation photography built inside the studio. Removing the element of 
color, Kasten relied on the composition of light and shadow to create a three-dimensional 
geometric space, where the lines and edges of shapes remain sharp. There is a tangible 
connection between the “Studio Constructs” and Kasten’s series from the 1980s, 
“Architectural Sites.” Taking her camera out of the studio, she used modern architectural 
spaces such as the World Trade Center in New York and Museum of Contemporary Art in Los 
Angeles as subjects. Directing crews of up to 15 people, Kasten used mirrors, colored gels, 
and movie studio lighting to create segmentation in the buildings, which she photographed in 
single exposure, creating colorful photographs that are snapshots of time.  

In Kasten’s recent video installation Glass Curtain, patterns of light and shadow are projected 
onto mirrors and extend throughout the gallery space. Of her approach, Kasten said that it is 
an abstraction whereby the process reveals the object, which is to say that her photographs 
are not intended as representations of reality. Kasten’s newer works increasingly show a 
sensitivity to light as seen through the camera lens. In the “Incidence” series created from 
2009 to 2010, light shone through the Plexiglas was transformed into shadows, while 
intentional scratches left on the Plexiglas’s surface could only be seen through the camera 
lens, fully exhibiting the physicality of the material.  

Kasten has received many honors for her artistic work. Her photographs are exhibited 
internationally, and collected by renowned art institutions including the International Center 
for Photography and Museum of Modern Art in New York. Kasten is Professor Emerita of 
Photography at Columbia College in Chicago.  

 

 


