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Visages De Nuit  

. . .  because  the  n i gh t  be longs  to  lovers ,  because  the  n i gh t  be longs  to  l i f e  

. . . ��� (Pa t t i  Sm i th )  

  

A l l  pho tog raphs :  ©  Wendy  Pa ton ,  Tex t :  Anne  Ko tzan  

���An e legan t  woman  i s  i n  the  spot l i gh t  so  tha t  she  inev i t ab l y  a t t rac t s  the  v iewer ’ s  
gaze .  But  she  herse l f  i s  look ing  to  the  s ide  pas t  the  v iewer  and  outs ide  the  
photograph .  I t  i s  n i gh t ,  a  f e s t i ve  event .  The  men  are  wear ing  wh i te  sh i r t s  w i th  
b lack  su i t s ,  bu t  she  i s  wear ing  a  b lack  top  w i th  a  l i gh t -co lored  b l azer .  Under  her  s ty led ,  shor t  ha i r ,  her  forehead  i s  
f u r rowed ,  the  l a rge ,  dark  eyes  r immed w i th  b l ack ,  her  mouth  s l i gh t l y  open .  S tar t l ed ,  s tunned ,  speech les s ,  she  i s  
l ook ing  in to  space—or  do  her  eyes ,  ques t ion ing ,  meet  those  o f  the  man ,  who i s  h in ted  a t  by  the  hand  in  the  lower  
r i gh t -hand  corner  o f  the  photograph?  The  scene  ra i ses  ques t ions .  D id  she  ju s t  ge t  some bad  news?  D id  she  surpr i se  
her  husband  w i th  h i s  lover ?  Or  i s  th i s  a  s t i l l  f rom a  f i lm ,  a  c r ime  thr i l l e r ?  The  arc  between  the  v iewer  and  the  
woman i s  comp le ted  by  the  man  in  the  background  who i s  observ ing  what  i s  go ing  on .  Apar t  f rom her ,  i t  i s  on ly  the  
heads  and  sh i r t s  o f  the  men  tha t  s t and  out  f rom the  b l ackness  o f  the  photograph .  Wendy  Pa ton  has  ca l l ed  her  ser ie s  
of  photographs  “Faces  o f  N igh t . ”   A woman ,  her  head  covered  by  a  scar f ,  hurry ing  across  a  n i gh t t ime  s t ree t ,  a  man  
gent l y  c los ing  h i s  eyes  for  a  k i s s ,  an  o ld  woman w i th  a  mu f f l e r  a round  her  neck  doz ing  peace fu l l y ,  and  many  o ther  
scenes ,  por tra i t s ,  and  de ta i l s  tha t  she  has  encountered  dur ing  her  n i gh t t ime  forays  through  New York  and  Par i s  
accompan ied  by  her  camera .  “ I  ge t  my  in sp i ra t ion  f rom what  I  see ,  and  I  see  peop le ,  emot ions ,  the  d i f f e rence  
between  darkness  and  l i gh t , ”  she  says  a t  the  open ing  o f  her  show  a t  the  in  focus  ga l l e ry  in  Co logne  in  l a te  J anuary  
of  th i s  year .  “ I  l i ke  to  work  in  a  c rowd ,  a t  wedd ings  and  ga l a s .  Peop le  genera l l y  don ' t  even  not i ce  tha t  I 'm  
photograph ing  them.  I  myse l f  seem to  d i sappear  in to  the  n i gh t .  I  u se  on ly  the  ac tua l  l i gh t  tha t  i s  ava i l ab le ,  a  
mechan ica l  camera ,  and  no  te lephoto  lens . ”  

For  th i s  photographer  who comes  f rom a  more  rura l  env i ronment ,  i t  was  a  comp le te l y  new exper ience  to  exp lore  
the  n i gh t  l i f e  o f  the  b i g  c i t y .  Pa ton ’ s  ch i ldhood home was  in  Eas t  Meadow,  Long  I s l and ,  about  an  hour  outs ide  o f  
New York  C i ty .  “At  the  t ime ,  I  d idn ’ t  th ink  tha t  I  wou ld  someday  be  ab le  to  love  New York ,  bu t  the  c i t y  gave  me 
the  opportun i t y  to  see  l i f e  d i f f e rent l y .  Ar t i s t i c a l l y .  i t  was  l i ke  a  muse . ”  Wendy  Pa ton ’ s  rura l  l i f e ,  however ,  was  
ne i ther  peace fu l  nor  easygo ing ,  bu t  very  concentra ted  and  charac ter i zed  by  very  h i gh  demands .  

Be fore  Wendy  Pa ton  became a  photographer ,  she  had  a l ready  fu l f i l l ed  another  dream.  L ike  many  l i t t l e  g i r l s ,  she  
l oved  horses  and  f rom the  age  o f  f i ve ,  she  had  r id ing  l e s sons .  So  by  the  t ime  she  was  pu t  in to  a  horse  su lky  for  the  
f i r s t  t ime  a t  the  age  o f  14 ,  the  way  had  a l ready  been  char ted .  “From th i s  day  on ,  i t  was  my  dream to  par t i c ipa te  in  
and  w in  t ro t t ing  races . ”  In  September  1972 ,  “ I  had  ju s t  turned  21  and  was  work ing  for  a  t ra iner  when  another  man  
wanted  to  h i re  me to  t ra in  h i s  two horses .  I t  was  an  opportun i ty  tha t  I  se i zed  immed ia te l y . ”  And  th i s  was  the  
beg inn ing  o f  her  career  a s  the  owner  o f  a  r ac ing  s t ab le .  Two years  l a ter ,  she  had  a l ready  won her  f i r s t  r ace  a t  the  
Goshen  Racetrack  and  in  1978 ,  she  won aga in  a t  the  Rooseve l t  Raceway .  Her  ma le  co l l eagues  l earned  qu ick l y  to  
t ake  her  ser ious l y .  Pa ton  was  ab le  to  expand  her  s t ab le  to  48  horses  and  in  1982 ,  her  rac ing  s t ab le  had  earned  an  
i n come o f  one  m i l l ion  do l l a r s .  And  in  1983 ,  she  was  the  on ly  woman to  ever  w in  the  year -end  t ra in ing  t i t l e  a t  the  
Rooseve l t  Raceway .  

Wendy  Pa ton  had  not  on ly  rea l i zed  her  dream,  bu t  she  had  arr i ved  a t  the  zen i th  o f  a  horse  rac ing  career  when  she  
dec ided  to  go  back  to  co l l ege  in  1985 .  “ In  the  rac ing  bus iness ,  every th ing  i s  j u s t  about  the  race .  And  I  f e l t  tha t  I  had  
ach ieved  every th ing  tha t  I  cou ld  ach ieve  in  horse  rac ing .  Bes ides ,  I  was  deep ly  cur ious  about  o ther  th ings  in  l i f e ,  
and  th i s  has  rema ined  a  dr i v ing  force  to  th i s  day . ”  Two years  l a ter ,  she  le f t  the  t ro t t ing  race track  beh ind  and  in  
1990 ,  she  comp le ted  her  degree  in  commun ica t ions  and  ar t  management .  Pa ton  has  been  in teres ted  in  mus ic  and  
thea ter  s ince  her  ch i ldhood .  “ I  a lways  fe l t  tha t  there  were  two th ings  tha t  I  had  to  do  in  my  l i f e .  One  was  horse  
rac ing  and  the  o ther  was  someth ing  a r t i s t i c . ”   Driven  by  her  deep  need ,  i n  1981  she  began  to  look  for  a  means  o f  
crea t i ve  express ion  d i scover ing  photography  in  the  process .  “ I  began  to  exper iment  w i th  a  manua l  camera ,  a  Canon  
AE1 .”  She  found  mot i f s  everywhere— i n  her  f am i l y ,  among  f r i ends ,  i n  the  countrys ide ,  and  a t  the  race track .  At  the  
t ime ,  her  photographs  were  ma in l y  in  co lor .  But  a s  someone  who was  se l f - t aught ,  she  deve loped  photographs  in  
b lack  and  wh i te  a s  we l l .  She  d id  not  l earn  darkroom work  unt i l  the  ear l y  1990s  wh i l e  she  was  s tudy ing  a t  the  
I n terna t iona l  Center  o f  Photography  in  New York .  

B lack  and  wh i te  became her  med ium .  “ In  those  l earn ing  years ,  I  rea l i zed  tha t  I  had  to  photograph  what  moved  me 
persona l l y  and  i t  became a  MUST to  engage  w i th  i t  and  put  i t  on  f i lm . "  Her  work  "V i sages  de  Nu i t”  w i th  i t s  
ephemera l  n i gh t t ime  por tra i t s  a l so  emerged  f rom her  in teres t  i n  "unders tand ing  and  cap tur ing  peop le ' s  comp lex i t y ,  
how they  rea l l y  a re . "  

From the  very  beg inn ing ,  her  pa th  has  been  charac ter i zed  by  empathy ,  fu l l  commitment ,  and  a  ser iousness  o f  
purpose  a s  we l l  a s  an  in sa t i ab le  cur ios i t y  about  l i f e  i t se l f .  We l l -mean ing  adv i ce ,  such  a s  "Th i s  has  never  been  done  
be fore"  or  "That ' s  imposs ib le , "  has  never  been  ab le  to  de ter  her  f rom her  p l ans .  For  Wendy  Pa ton ,  f ear  i s  not  a  



good  adv i sor .  Th i s  was  someth ing  she  had  learned  a t  the  race track .  Bes ides ,  she  a lways  had  a  spec i f i c  goa l  there ,  
whereas  in  photography ,  her  exper ience  i s  comp le te l y  d i f f e rent .  “ In  photography ,  I  have  the  f reedom to not  th ink  
about  success ,  and  I ’m  learn ing  to  have  pa t ience—with  myse l f  and  w i th  o thers . ”  Here ,  she  i s  fo l low ing  the  adv i ce  o f  
master  pr in ter  Chuck  Ke l ton  who has  been  her  mentor :  “ Ju s t  do  the  work .”  And  she  i s  do ing  her  work  we l l  and  
with  pass ion ,  w i thou t  car ing  about  i t s  acceptance  by  o thers .  Ke l ton  has  rema ined  her  most  importan t  teacher  for  
her  work  in  the  b l ack -and -whi te  l ab ,  and  he  i s  now her  adv i sor ,  her  mentor ,  and  her  f r i end .  He  i s  the  name beh ind  
Ke l ton  Labs ,  wh ich  has  such  notab le  photographers  as  L i l l i an  Bassman ,  Rober t  Capa ,  He len  Lew i t t ,  and  Magnum 
Photos  a s  i t s  cus tomers .  Her  encounter  w i th  M ichae l  Kenna  has  p l ayed  another  s i gn i f i c an t  ro le  in  her  deve lopment  
as  a  photographer .  She  was  f a sc ina ted  when  she  saw h i s  work  a t  an  exh ib i t ion  in  Los  Ange les ,  and  in  2003 ,  she  
reg i s tered  for  h i s  workshop  in  France .  " I  l e arned  a l l  the  necessary  techn ica l  a spec t s  o f  t ak ing  p i c tures  a t  n i gh t  w i th  
l ow l i gh t  f rom h im .”  In  the  same year ,  she  took  advantage  o f  the  opportun i t y  to  s tudy  nude  photography  w i th  
Luc ien  C lergue .  

Wendy  Pa ton ’ s  debut  in  Europe  was  the  exh ib i t ion  o f  her  ser ie s  “V i sages  de  Nu i t”  in  Co logne .  She  presented  her  
own ,  persona l  s t y le  w i th  sharp  contras t s  o f  b l ack  and  wh i te  a s  we l l  a s  a  sk i l l f u l  i n terp l ay  o f  sharp  and  b lurred  focus .  
Somet imes  she  crops  her  protagon i s t ,  somet imes  she  shows  the  en t i re  person ,  somet imes  her  sub jec t  i s  i so l a ted  
f rom the  crowd ,  then  aga in  in tegra ted  in to  i t ,  somet imes  a s  a  por tra i t  or  reduced  down to  a  g raph ic  de ta i l .  A l l  the  
photographs  have  a  techn ica l  per fec t ion  in  common as  we l l  a s  a  f i e rce  in tens i t y  tha t  cap tures  the  v iewer ’ s  gaze  and  
te l l s  s tor ie s .  Be tween  2006  and  2008 ,  a rmed w i th  her  prac t i ca l  and  inconsp icuous  Le i ca  M7 ,  Pa ton  headed  o f f  a ga in  
and  aga in  in to  an  un fam i l i a r  wor ld  o f  urban  n i gh t  l i f e .  As  Weegee  and  Winogrand  have  done ,  she  a l so  looked  for  her  
protagon i s t s  on  the  s t ree t ,  i n  c rowds ,  a t  par t ie s .  But  a s  opposed  to  Weegee ,  who pre ferred  to  use  f l a sh ,  Pa ton  
works  exc lus i ve l y  w i th  the  l i gh t  tha t  i s  there .  She  has  a l so  avo ided  spec tacu l a r  venues  and  (c r ime)  scenes .  To  some 
degree ,  snapshot  aes the t i c s  in form her  work  a s  i s  the  case  w i th  Winogrand ,  bu t  her  v iew tends  to  sub jec t i ve l y  
i n terpre t  what  she  sees  more  than  tha t  o f  the  s t ree t  photographer .  As  she  uses  on ly  a  50mm lens ,  she  has  to  a lways  
be  very  c lose  to  the  peop le  she  photographs .  “ I f  a  person  not i ces  me ,  I  sm i le ,  s ay  thank  you ,  and  keep  go ing . ”  But  
she  i s  u sua l l y  ab le  to  rema in  unnot i ced ,  l i ke  Henr i  Car t ie r -Bresson  back  in  h i s  day .  Her  photographs  te l l  the  s tory  
of  her  encounters  w i th  peop le  and  the i r  emot ions  but  they  a l so  revea l  a  g rea t  dea l  about  the  photographer  herse l f .  
I t  i s  her  v iew o f  the  wor ld  tha t  she  presents  to  us  a s  an  image .  “For  me ,  photography  means  concentra t ing  on  
someth ing  and  pee l ing  back  the  ind iv idua l  l a yers  un t i l  you  have  reached  i t s  t rue  essence .  Th i s  can  be  the  moment  
when I  p ress  the  shut ter  bu t ton ,  how I  deve lop  the  f i lm ,  or  how I  u l t imate l y  pr in t  the  photograph—or  a  
comb ina t ion  o f  a l l  th ree . ”  

  

Wendy  Pa ton  was  a  success fu l  horse  t ra iner  and  eques tr i an  be fore  she  began  her  second career  a s  a  photographer .  
She  recent l y  ce lebra ted  her  f i r s t  exh ib i t ion  in  Germany .  
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