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Rita Bernstein @ Gallery 339

Joanna, Age 16.

In the late 1980s, Rita Bernstein gave up 
a successful career as a civil rights law-
yer to devote most of her time to making 
photographs. “I was primarily involved 
with sex discrimination issues.   Some 
of my most rewarding accomplishments 
from that time in my life include open-
ing Central High School and Girard Col-
lege to female applicants—both schools 
had previously been closed to girls,” says 
Bernstein. “I have always been  very in-
terested in people and how they relate to 
one another, both of which are  core is-
sues in civil rights law and both of which 
I have continued to explore in my work.”

Her subjects have often been family 
members. However, explains Bernstein, 
who grew up in New York in a relatively 
observant home, “I have photographed 
my daughter very frequently  over the 
years, but I never really viewed the pic-
tures as  particularly about her (nor did 
she) or about my gaze as ‘parent.’ Rather, 
I am exploring memories, and emotions, 
of my own childhood.  The most valuable 
thing about photographing one’s family, 
of course, is the incredible access: When 
the light is just right, there they are. So it 
can be very intuitive and spontaneous. 
Over the years, I have continued occa-
sionally to photograph children, but it is 
no longer my intention to examine child-

hood specifically. Rather, the uninhibited 
behavior of young people is a rich clue to 
the interior life generally; with awkward-
ness and eloquence, children practice the 
same complex psychological and social 
dramas with which we continue to strug-
gle as adults. I was entranced equally by 
their grace and their missteps; they would 
falter and make midcourse corrections, 
and they almost never gave up.”

Although her imagery is decidedly con-
temporary, she has maintained a strong 
commitment to traditional printmaking 
processes and the beauty of the hand-
made object. Bernstein applies liquid 
silver emulsion onto delicate Japanese 
Gampi paper in a process that is uncertain 
and serendipitous; no two prints are ever 
quite alike.  Bernstein accepts and even 
embraces the inability to wholly control 
the process.  It imparts individuality and 
subtle imperfections that are in accord 
with the fragility and humanity of her im-
ages. “I have been very process oriented 
in my work from the beginning,” she 
says.  “I always loved the ‘object quality’ 
of beautiful prints and saw that as a criti-
cal component of what I wanted to do. It 
has never been just about the image for 
me.  I  searched for  some time for a pro-
cess that was sympathetic to my imagery.  
In both my pictures and my prints, I am 
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courting the imperfect, the messy, the raw 
and the vulnerable.” 

Bernstein’s photographs have been 
widely published and exhibited, and she 
has received fellowships from the Penn-
sylvania Council on the Arts, the Indepen-
dence Foundation, and the Leeway Foun-
dation. Her prints are in the collections 
of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, The 
Museum of Fine Arts Houston, and the 
Woodmere Art Museum. The exhibition 
runs through January 29, 2011 at Gallery 
339, 339 South 21st Street at Pine Street 
in Center City, Philadelphia. For more in-
formation, call 215-731-1530 or go to gal-
lery339.com
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