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Mary Kelly: A brief introduction 
The American artist Mary Kelly was first brought to the public’s attention 
after the media’s response to her work Post-Partum Document in 1976 
whilst exhibiting at The ICA, London. 
 
Post-Partum Document (1973-79) is a series about motherhood, 
documenting Kelly’s relationship and observations of her child.  This 
was particularly interesting as the series presented observations from 
child, mother and father combined with psychoanalytical perspectives, 
in the form of texts and objects to create a narrative.  Mary Kelly was 
interested in psychoanalytical theory to further understand human 
behaviour, and used it to add credence to her practice, so that the 
voices in her work are not simply personal.  This approach is found 
within all of Kelly’s work. 
 
Most of Mary Kelly’s work contains text, raising questions rather than 
providing answers.  She rarely works with figurative images, preferring 
to use a variety of other combined forms, such as object and text, 
where the viewer creates the image in their mind.  This allows the 
viewer to have a more personal response to the artworks and requires 
the viewer to spend time with the works to gain a better understanding. 
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Post-Partum Document : Documentation V  
Classified Specimens, Proportional Diagrams, Statistical Tables, 
Research and Index (second version) 1977 
Perspex units, white card, wood, paper, ink, mixed media 



Mary Kelly’s Projects 
•  Post Partum Document 1973-9 – A work made up of a series which broke the taboo of 

motherhood in contemporary, critical art practice. 
•  Interim 1984-85 – a series of works which explores the post-maternal role of women as they 

enter middle age.  It is made up of four parts: Corpus, Pecunia, Historia and Potestas. Interim, 
Part 1: Corpus is currently on display at the Whitworth. 

•  Gloria Patri, 1992 – An analysis of the masculinity complex in men and women against the 
backdrop of the Gulf War 

•  The Ballad of Kastriot Rexhepi, 2001 – This piece is a collaboration between Mary Kelly, 
composer Michael Nyman and soprano Marie Angel.  It is developed from an article found by 
Mary Kelly in the Los Angeles Times.  The story was of a Kosovo-Albanian infant who is found by 
the Serbian army and re-named, the child is then taken by NATO forces and re-named once again 
before returning to its true family.  The piece explores the relationship between identity, ethnicity 
and language – how a name and language can shape your identity. 

•  Love Songs 2005-7 – This series of works comprises of pieces which refer to the demonstrations 
and the protests which took place in the Seventies and examines whether that had an impact on 
the following generations.  For example, Multi-Story House, where views of women from the 
seventies are presented in laser-etched form onto Perspex inside the house structure, with the 
voices of their daughters’ generation presented on the outside. 

•  Habitus 2010 – This piece takes the form of an Anderson shelter and is a collaboration between 
Mary Kelly and Ray Barrie.  Questions and perceptions of war are presented through text cut into 
the Anderson structure.  The text is read via the large mirror under the shelter, placing the viewer 
amongst the text. 

 
All works on display at the Whitworth Art Gallery, Mary Kelly: Projects, 1973- 2010 5 
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Use of text 
Mary Kelly uses text in most of her work.  She 
uses it in a variety of ways, employing different 
techniques and materials. 
 
It is by juxtaposing objects, found text, 
documented conversations and observations 
that Mary Kelly presents an image. 
 
The selection of words is very specific, almost 
scientific, choosing to combine psychoanalytical 
language with the recording of data and 
observations. 
 
A pattern of three emerges in Mary Kelly’s work 
– three languages; three ways to present an 
idea; three people; three panels.  Post-Partum 
Document: Documentation VI appears to take 
the form of a ‘mini’ Rosetta Stone, where the 
same text was presented in three different 
scripts and provided the key to understanding 
Egyptian Hieroglyphs.  In PPD: Documentation 
VI, the three scripts help us to understand the 
development of a child’s language. 
 

Mary Kelly’s presentation of text 
 
•  Laser cut acrylic and metal text 
•  Printed text from a rubber stamp 
•  Typewritten text onto paper, diaper  

lining, luggage label 
•  Vinyl text on slate and 

compressed lint 
•  Silkscreen printed text onto 

Plexiglas 
•  Etched text onto polished 

aluminium shields, trophies and 
discs 

•  Newspaper text 
•  Handwritten text 
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Post-Partum 
Document: 
Documentation VI, 
Pre-writing 
Alphabet, Exergue 
and Diary  
(details) 1978 
Perspex units, white 
card, resin, slate 
15 units,  20 x 25.5 cm each 
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Techniques 

•  Laser cutting 
•  Typewriting 
•  Etching on aluminium 
•  Screen printing 
•  Intaglio printmaking 
•  Embossing  
•  Handwriting/calligraphy 
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Habitus, 2010, Mary Kelly and Ray Barrie 10 



Explanation of Techniques 
Laser Cutting 
This technique was originally used for industrial applications.  Laser cutting works by 
directing the output of a high power laser, by computer, at the material to be cut.  The 
material then either melts, burns, vaporises away or is blown away by a jet of gas.  It 
leaves the edge with a high quality surface finish. (Multi-Story House, Habitus) 
 

Typewriting 
The text is created by a mechanical device with keys that, when pressed causes 
characters to be printed on a medium such as paper. (Post-Partum Document) 
 

Etching 
The process of using strong acid to cut into the unprotected parts of a metal surface to 
create a printing plate.  An acid-resistant substance is coated over the metal surface.  
This is then drawn on with an etching needle.  The plate is placed into an acid bath.  The 
acid eats into the exposed areas to reveal the drawn image. (Gloria Patri) 
 

Screen Printing 
This is a printmaking medium based on the simple idea of the stencil and uses a woven 
mesh screen to support the ink-blocking stencil.  The artist makes a stencil and places it 
on the the screen.  Ink is forced through the screen with a squeegee.  Photo stencils can 
also be used which allow photographic images to be part of the print. (Interim, Corpus) 
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12 Multi-Story House, 2007, Mary Kelly and Ray Barrie 



Intaglio Printing 
The word intaglio means ‘incision’ in Italian.  For this technique the image is created by 
making incisions or fine cuts into the surface of a printing plate.  The plates are commonly 
made from copper and zinc.  The image is carved into the surface by either etching, 
engraving, dry point, aquatint or mezzotint.  To print, ink is applied to the surface and then 
rubbed with a cloth to remove the excess.  A final wipe is often done with newspaper, 
leaving ink only in the incisions.  A damp piece of paper is placed on top and the plate 
and paper are run through a printing press, where the pressure transfers the ink from the 
plate onto the paper. (Vox Manet) 
 
Embossing 
This is a technique that is achieved by applying heat and pressure to a substrate, such as 
paper (or lint in Mary Kelly’s case) to create a raised image higher than the substrate.  In 
printing, this technique is accomplished on a letter press.  Most types of paper can be 
embossed.  Embossing without ink, so that the image is raised but not coloured, is called 
blind embossing. (The Ballad of Kastriot Rexhepi) 
 
Handwriting/Calligraphy 
Handwriting can take many forms and can be interpreted to give the reader an insight 
into the writer’s personality.  Calligraphy is a more formal, decorative way of writing which 
contains flourishes using an ink scribe.  Mary Kelly uses handwriting to show the viewer 
that the presented thoughts are filtered through another’s eyes and not to be taken as a 
literal fact. (Post-Partum Document, Vox Manet) 
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14 The Ballad of Kastriot Rexhepi, 2001 



Questions  to consider 
•  Why does Mary Kelly use a variety of techniques? 
•  What do you associate with these techniques?  
•  Is Mary Kelly’s selection of text medium, whether it is typed, etched, 

etc., related to the time that she made the work?  For example 
would Mary Kelly use computer printed text instead of typewritten 
text if the work was made today rather than in the Seventies? 
Consider the context. 

•  Why does Mary Kelly use text in most of her works? 
•  Consider why Mary Kelly combines text and image within her 

practice? 
•  Do you think that the viewer should invest a lot of time reading and 

looking at her work, rather than a quick glance at the installation? 

15 



16 

Vox Manet, 2006-08,  
Dear Andy 



Themes and Methodology 

Themes to explore 

•  Personal and collective 
memory 

•  Feminism and art 
•  Maternal fetishism 
•  Objects and words 
•  Use of text 
•  Identity of women through 

different stages of life 
•  Historical events 
•  Everyday life 
•  Masculinity 
•  Idea of time 
•  War 

Research Methodology 

•  Cultural artefacts/ magazines, 
websites, romantic fictions 

•  Recording conversations 
•  Newspaper articles 
•  Psychoanalytical approaches 
•  Recording everyday life  
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Feminist Readings 
 
•  Feminism http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feminism  
•  Luce Irigaray http://www.iep.utm.edu/irigaray/  
•  Julia Kristeva http://www.egs.edu/library/julia-kristeva/biography/  
•  Helene Cixous http://www.egs.edu/faculty/helene-cixous/biography/  
•  Simone De Beauvoir http://www.iep.utm.edu/beauvoir/  
 

Psychoanalysis Readings 
 
•  Andre Breton, Nadjia (1928), Gallimard, Paris 1964 
•  http://www.studiocleo.com/librarie/breton/bretonpage.html  
•  Louis Aragon and Andre Breton, ‘Le Cinqantenaire de l’hysterie’, La 

Revolution Surrealiste, n. 11 ‘Gallimard’, 1928 
•  Sigmund Freud, ‘Female Sexuality’ (1931), Pelican Freud Library, 

London, vol. 7, ‘On Sexuality’, p373 http://www.iep.utm.edu/freud/  
•  Jacques Lacan, ‘Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis’, 

Penguin Harmondsworth, 1977, p 107 
http://www.lacan.com/perfume/Kellyinter.htm , Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage 
and Reflections on the Ego’. 
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Weblinks 
•  The Surrealists( Marcel Duchamp, Andre Breton, Salvador Dali) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surrealism  
•  Sculptures Involontaires, Brassai 

http://www.fundaciotapies.org/site/spip.php?article4078  
•  Minimalism 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/384056/minimalism  
•  Meret Oppenheim, Ma gourvernante, My nurse, Mein Kindermachen 

( 1936) 
http://i12bent.tumblr.com/post/236920875/meret-oppenheim-ma-
gouvernante-1967  

•  Conceptual Art http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conceptual_art  
•  Joseph Kosuth, One and Three chairs, 1965 

http://www.moma.org/modernteachers/large_image.php?id=207  
•  Film/ The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser by Werner Herzog 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Enigma_of_Kaspar_Hauser  
•  Jenny Holzer http://www.jennyholzer.com/  
•  Barbara Kruger http://www.barbarakruger.com/  
•  MARY KELLY  
      http://www.marykellyartist.com/ 
      http://www.frieze.com/issue/article/the_body_politic/ 
      http://the-artists.org/artist/Mary-Kelly   
      http://www.jca-online.com/kelly.html  
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Optional Extras 
Portfolio Development Days 
FREE 
 
Opportunities for Key Stage 4 students to work with an artist and 
undergraduate students to develop their work.  Your students will be 
introduced to Mary Kelly’s work and shown new ways to develop ideas, 
and participate in a practical workshop using print, textiles or drawing. 
 
Choose from the following dates: 
Wednesday 11 May   10 – 3 
Thursday 12 May    10 – 3 
Tuesday 17 May    10 – 3 
 
Contact Denise Bowler on 0161 275 8455 or e-mail 
denise.bowler@manchester.ac.uk 
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