
“Photography burst into my life
when I least expected it, threw
everything I knew out the
window, took the reins, and it
has identified me while giving
me a place,” visual artist
Kelsey Duff explains. She uses
the medium of photography to
build a language to visually
speak words, emotions, and
thoughts that are often difficult
to verbally articulate. In the
series of 21 self-portraits
produced for her first solo
exhibition with phICA, Kelsey
reveals the vulnerability she
feels as a young woman just
entering her twenties and
coming of age. She wrestles
with issues of identity – who
she is in this grow-up-fast world
– her hopes, fears, neuroses,
successes, failures. Her
images give a visual voice to
how she walks the tightrope of
being a student, a professional
photographer, working a full
time job, and being an active,

sociable young person. She makes work that is idea-driven, experimental,
and introspective in response to the natural world and her experiences in
it. Kelsey sparks some viewers to react with memories of their own similar
past experiences while providing a touchstone to other young people going
through awesome and tormenting rites of passage. Kelsey has a large,
diverse collection of cameras some of which she uses in her image
making. She works in traditional processes like 35mm and Polaroid films,
as well as with digital media used in creating this exhibition for phICA. 

Unlike people obsessively snapping cellphone selfies, Kelsey made self-
portraits by sitting in front of the camera after setting the auto-timer to
take the photo. In fact, everything we view in her photos is the result of her
obsessively directing and staging the shoot. She tirelessly shops in fabric,
thrift, and clothing stores to acquire props and costumes. She finds fabrics
that provide complimentary or confrontational backdrops for the clothing
she selects which, when composed along with her props and distinctive
hair styling and make-up, have the overall effect of saturation, of retro and
current fashion, and the look of vintage record album covers and fashion
magazine ads. However, superseding this conflation of visual sensations is
the anonymity factor of her self-portraits, the scratching out or covering of
her eyes. This element at once emphasizes her vulnerability as well as the
universal aspect of coming of age. Unlike other photographers, Kelsey
does not use software programs with her images. The work is done in the
camera. She modifies images by working directly on them with hand-
applied processes.

Kelsey is a student at Mesa Community College, Mesa, Arizona, where
she actively pursues photography instruction with the goal of building
technical prowess towards her career goal of being a successful
professional photojournalist. 
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Phoenix Institute of Contemporary Art (phICA) is
a private, not-for-profit 501(c)3 educational
organization committed to arts advocacy and
education through its programming. 


