
 
 
Roe Ethridge: Commercial break 
 
Roe Ethridge's pictures blur the boundaries between advertising and art photography. 
His work has put him in line for this year's Deutsche Börse prize 
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Roe Ethridge studied photography at the Atlanta College of Art, but to make money after he graduated, 

he found work as a catalogue photographer. 'That's the main photo industry in Atlanta,' he says. He has 

since become one of the most sought-after commercial photographers in New York, where his expertly 

polished simulations of reality appear in the best of the fashion and lifestyle glossies. 

 

All the while, though, he has been quietly making his own artworks, which are best described as expertly 

sequenced groups of images. They pivot on the plastic nature of photography – that is, how easily 

pictures can be replicated and recombined to form new visual impressions. He often borrows from images 

already in circulation, re-photographing a sticker on his daughter's school book, for example, or scanning 

the pattern on a piece of fabric, and combines them with out-takes from his own commercial work, 

harking back to a time when photographers such as Irving Penn and Man Ray sat comfortably in both 

commercial and art camps. 



 

This collision of high and low modes is central to his art. The manufactured perfection of the commercial 

world injects his work with a kitsch sheen, and while his portraits of women nod to Picasso and Matisse, 

they also twinkle with humour. 'It became obvious that pulling things from one side to the other was how 

photography had to work for me,' he says. 

 

Ethridge, 41, never intends his work to generate a precise meaning. In his mind, the most disappointing 

gallery experience is when he feels he has finished with the exhibition before he has even left the 

building. 'I think work should take some time to open up,' he says, 'and the intentionally mysterious 

combinations of images in my work are to ensure that you continue to mull over it for some time after you 

have seen it.' 

 

His show at the Arles Photography Festival, for which he is nominated for this year's Deutsche Börse 

Photography Prize, is meant to radiate the idea of seasons. 'It's not conceptual,' he says. 'It's about 

whatever sticks. I don't have a script. I have an idea that I work around, but don't necessarily solve.' 
	  


