
Tell all the truth but tell it slant —

Success in Circuit lies

  Emily Dickinson





Elliptical Thinking
Ellen Heck

New Work 2015—2017



Elliptical Thinking: New Work 2015—2017 © 2017 Ellen Heck  www.ellenheck.com



5

Preface

Color Wheels

 Master Studies

 Birdwatching

 Puzzles and Conversations

Models

Fascinators

Exhibition History

Galleries

7

11

15

25

33

51

55

73

77

Contents





7

In a van packed with baby gear, my unshippable art supplies, and a 

box of California succulents, we drove coast to coast in the summer 

of 2015 with our one-month-old son. This, along with living in a new 

state, growing into parenthood, and working from a studio at home 

for the first time was a life change that shifted my perspective on 

the creative process. Watching our son grow, I have thought more 

about the ways in which repetition and point of view influence the 

creation of both minds and art. The pieces I have produced in the 

two years since that trip have focused on exploring this connection, 

and as a result, brought about a few realizations and many more 

new questions.

Preface
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This catalog gives some background to the thinking behind many of 

the pieces on view at my fourth solo show at Wally Workman Gallery 

in October of 2017. Much of the work created in 2016 was shown at 

the Rockport Center for the Arts during a residency there in October 

of that year. As a literary prompt for discussion at the artist talk, Taylor 

Hendrix, director of visual arts, selected this Wendell Berry poem in 

response to my work:

Traveling at Home.

Even in a country you know by heart

it’s hard to go the same way twice.

The life of the going changes.

The chances change and make a new way.

Any tree or stone or bird

can be the bud of a new direction. The

natural correction is to make intent

of accident. To get back before dark

is the art of going.

Two weeks ago, Hurricane Harvey swept Rockport, ripping the roof 

from the art center and destroying the building. As I collect all the 

work created after leaving that place, I’m thinking of friends in Rock-

port putting everything back together, wondering what they’ll try 

to restore and decide to abandon, thinking again about this poem. 

It’s written from the perspective of someone who stays awake to the 

small changes and impermanence of daily life, an optimistic realist 

who wants to explore and still be able to find the place where a 

journey started.
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Color Wheels

My work is a study of identity—its creation, variability, persistence, and 

change. The Color Wheels project addresses this theme through the 

printmaking process. From a single point of origin, multiple reproduc-

tions emerge, diverge, and then come back together to form a larger 

coherent whole.

 Each wheel begins as an intaglio print pulled from the same 

copper plate. Then, I consider the panels individually, often focusing 

on a particular theme. The wheel lends itself to organizing informa-

tion, and I have used it to chart the colors of the San Francisco Bay 

over time, dissect botanical illustrations, organize and label informa-

tion, and document a series of self-assigned systems that are often a 

chimerical mix of process and play.
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Once each piece has developed an identity, I work to bring a group 

of wheels into a larger composition. It’s a study of the collective noun: 

what is required to bring unique images into a cohesive and harmoni-

ous whole? What parts of the original works will I have to sacrifice to 

the greater composition and what will the greater composition bring 

out in its individual parts? There are rules to this game: connections 

between panels must be found organically. Adjacent panels must be 

realized in different media. There must be a reason for each piece to 

exist both in and out of the composition—the individual wheels must 

be compelling pieces that stand on their own as well as contributors 

to a larger whole. There must be good reasons to break my own rules.

 Here, the Color Wheels are divided into Master Studies, Bird-

watching, and Puzzles and Conversations. Each group has different 

goals and processes, though I’ve worked on many simultaneously.
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Master  Studies



Hokusai, The Great Wave off Kanagawa,
c. 1830, color woodcut, 10 x 15 in.

(right)
Mirror Wave, 2017
40 etchings, spray paint, acrylic, and collage
mounted on panels, 62 x 100 in.

The master study wheel sets have been a good excuse to spend time 

examining my favorite pieces of art with the goal of understanding 

why they work the way they do. The idea is not to create a likeness, 

but to break up the image and then put it back together after having 

read more about the artist, the work, and the artist’s original goals. 

This project has frequently pushed me out of my comfort zone, 

demanding the use of colors not native to my palette and ratios not 

yet explored.

Mirror Wave, forty etchings in black and white printed from the 

same copper plate, mounted on panels and arranged to roughly 

approximate a Fibonacci spiral, is the largest piece I’ve created to 

date. The plate and printing began in Newcastle during my residency 

at Northern Print in May 2017. I set some new goals at the planning 

stage. Unlike many past color wheels, this group would focus primarily 

on the diversity that can be pulled from one plate within the print-

making process—the variety of other media would be limited. The 

palette would also be limited to black and white, with tone appearing 

as a subtle side effect of a variety of papers, printing oils, and chro-

matically-mixed blacks. Finally, the plate itself could be significantly 

altered over time. Between days of printing, I deeply etched the plate 

and also burnished out that etching, allowing the many prints to keep 

a record of the changes.

 Not long into this project, mapping out the golden ratios, I 

was reminded how much of art history is connected to phi—nature’s 

magic number for self-replication. The composition, and perhaps also 

the ads for the Hokusai show at the British Museum, got me thinking 

about The Great Wave—though a mirrored version, a nod to print-

making’s constant reversals. In its finished state, alluding to Hokusai’s 
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iconic print, the panels’ edges are painted deepening gradients 

of blue and some of the etchings are printed over mirrored paper, 

aluminum, and silver. A stylized homage to Mount Fuji can be seen on 

the lower left.

 The inspiration for Pink Angels Rotated 90° Counterclockwise 

was more direct. De Kooning’s painting, Pink Angels, is one of my 

favorites for the joy I feel when looking at it. My set of 12 color wheels 

breaks down that original composition. Individual panels include 

overpainted collaged shapes of a Pink Angels reproduction cut 
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de Kooning, Pink Angels, c. 1945
oil and charcoal on canvas, 52 x 40 in.

Titian, Diana and Actaeon, 1556-9
oil on canvas, 73 x 80 in.

(right)
Pink Angels Rotated 90° Counterclockwise,
2016, mixed media on panels, 44 x 59 in.

apart into color fields and reassembled in color order and a tangle 

of charcoal sketches made from Titian’s Diana and Actaeon, which is 

thought to be an inspiration for de Kooning’s original work. I rotated 

the composition 90° counterclockwise because when viewed vertically, 

the intricacy of the top central panel, a watercolor breakdown of that 

section of de Kooning’s piece, was pulling too much of the viewer’s 

focus. On its side, that panel falls out of the central position and the 

eye moves more freely throughout the set as a whole.

 Kamisuki (Combing the Hair) involved a more familiar color 
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palette. Following the same rules as other sets in this series while 

studying a woodblock print of the same title by Torii Kotondo, this 

grouping displays a wide range of labor per panel—some are mini-

malist, while others are built up with multiple layers and repetitive 

markings. The lower left wheel is a ring of Kamisuki thumbnails in a 

range of varying palettes, the mixed result of image searches for the 

“original” Torii Kotondo Kamisuki print.

 The Table Between 9:30 and 9:45 is an homage to Antonio 

López García’s La Cena. I have referenced the original composition, 
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(left)
Kamisuki (Combing the Hair), 2016
mixed media on panels, 59 x 44 in.

Torii Kotondo, Kamisuki, c. 1929
color woodcut, 18 x 12 in.

(right)
Antonio López García, La Cena, 1971-1980,

oil and collage on board, 35 x 40 in.

The Table Between 9:30 and 9:45, 2017 
mixed media on panels, 44 x 44 in. palette, and the artist’s depiction of time through overlapping or frag-

mented layers. Bringing these ideas into my own world, the trapezoi-

dal light area that emerges between the lower panels represents our 

kitchen table, and the wheels document several of the objects that 

passed over it during the creation of the piece: cut-outs from a cereal 

box (lower left), our son’s collection of green Duplos (lower center), 

a letter (lower right). A drawing and two drypoints from a portrait of 

López García’s daughter are still slightly visible in the central panel 

along with a ring from my husband’s coffee mug. In the upper center 
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Untitled Ocean Park, 2017
mixed media on panels, 53 x 44 in.

(below)
Richard Diebenkorn, Untitled,
1986, acrylic, gouache, and pasted
paper on paper, 24 x 19 in.

panel, a functioning clock keeps accurate time, but aluminum spray 

paint has frozen the shadow of the same clock’s hands at a moment 

between 9:30 and 9:45.

 Formally inspired by an untitled Richard Diebenkorn composi-

tion on paper, Untitled Ocean Park explores a new format and color 

relationships within a limited palette. Thematically, it is infused with 

North Carolina summer, an exploration of new materials, and varied 

ways to achieve color balances and linear movement.
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B irdwatching
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The Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses panels pair the 

isolated clarity of natural history illustration with a documentation of 

process. I like to use watercolor in overlapping transparent layers. 

With each color added to the painting of a bird, I also fill the seg-

ments of the drypoint color wheel adjacent to the area of the bird 

where that color is found. Natural history illustration is linked to 

science and categorization in such a way that pulling apart layers to 

reveal the construction of an image seems native to the genre.

 Once the birds are complete individually, I arrange the panels 

(left)
Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 

Great Crested Flycatchers, 2016,
watercolor and acrylic on drypoint on panels,

44 x 44 in.

(right)
Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 

Yellow, 2015,
watercolor on drypoint on panels, 44 x 44 in.
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with the goals of creating movement throughout the larger work 

and unifying the whole. Every Birdwatching wheel set of nine panels 

includes a tenth bird and color wheel that overlaps multiple panels 

cementing the composition.

(left)
Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 
Red, 2015, watercolor and drypoint on panels,
44 x 44 in.

(right)
Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 
Orange, 2015, watercolor on drypoint on panels, 
44 x 44 in.

(next pages)
Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 
Night Slices, 2016, watercolor and oils
on drypoint on panels, 44 x 44 in.

Birdwatching Through Spectroscopic Lenses: 
Green, 2015, watercolor on drypoint on panels, 
44 x 44 in.
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Puzzles  &  Conversations
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I remember the magic of pressing an eye up to a TV screen until 

the image disintegrated into a sequence of red, blue, and green 

rectangles. I am hoping to achieve something similar with the Color 

Wheels. However, throughout this series, I’d like the scale of the larger 

compositions and the individual panels that comprise them to be 

such that you don’t have to lose the overall image to see the detail in 

the parts—both the whole and its components are visually available. 

Emotionally, I want the viewer to be able to hover in the in-between 

place where two different scales are simultaneously experienced. For 



me, this feeling resembles the one I get right before understanding 

something new (on its exhilarating side) and also the one I get when 

overwhelming joy is tinged with the awareness of that joy’s transience 

(on its heartbreaking side). Sally Mann writes about a similar feeling in 

her autobiography Hold Still, “I see both beauty and the dark side of 

the things… And I see them at the same time… For me, living is the 

same thing as dying, and loving is the same thing as losing, and this 

does not make me a madwoman; I believe it can make me better at 

living, and better at loving, and, just possibly, better at seeing.”

 One of my favorite things about printing a varied edition (and 

in some sense, all editions printed by hand will be varied editions) is 

having the opportunity to see the same image in a variety of ways: 

this copper plate can look like this or that, when it’s turned, this 

happens, etc… With the Color Wheels series, this is an experience I’d 

like to share with the viewer. In life, generally when we make choices, 

we choose one path while simultaneously not choosing an infinite 

number of others. It’s easy to wonder where the ones we almost took 

would have led. Printmaking is generous in that it allows you to make 

many choices with the same image. While printing a variety of color 

wheels from the same plate, I like being reminded that there are a lot 

of different good choices out there. It’s a unique luxury to be able to 

choose not just one, but many of them.







On the Brink of M draws its composition from an Instagram detail of 

the stained concrete studio floor of Mallory Page, an artist who also 

shows at Wally Workman. While only a sliver of the original image is 

still visible in the center panel, the color wheel derived from it extends 

outwards to the documentation of events taking place during the 

work’s completion. In the upper right corner, a log of volunteer hours 

for my son’s school is listed with an accumulation of the school’s logo 

stamp that I was using to create 250 play passports for their annual 

Global Village celebration. The bottom right panel charts our office 

pens and their reactions to different solvents. The center panel on 

the right takes the original intaglio wheel image and offset prints 

the same plate several times over itself creating a darkening blue, 

which works with the overall composition to give the impression of 

deepening water. On the arc of the same panel’s top half, the central 

Instagram image has been cut apart and rearranged to blend the reds 

through grays to dark blue.

 As a composition, a horizon line is beginning to emerge and a 

blush spreads along the top horizontal intersection. This set of color 

wheels reads as a landscape for me, possibly on the verge of a river-

bank or lakeshore in the morning or late afternoon. Varying light and 

depth are present in every panel and the piece as a whole is telling 

a story about the richness to be found at intersections. I like that 

looking closely at a detail—even at the floor, can reveal a horizon.

(left)
Carolina Color Wheels: On the Brink of M,

2017, mixed media on panels, 44 x 44 in.

(previous page)
Carolina Color Wheels: Green Fans, 2016,

mixed media on panels, 44 x 44 in.

(next pages)
Carolina Color Wheels: Cool or Warm to the 

Touch, 2017, mixed media on panels,
44 x 44 in.



Cool or Warm to the Touch studies balances of contrast, saturation, 

and temperature. It is a gray piece that also represents the full range 

of value from white to black. The title refers to many of the panels’ 

sub layers—cool blues in some places and very warm red-oranges in 

others. I imagined this set as a faceted stone, potentially cool or warm 

to the touch depending on its placement in the sun.

 The center left panel catalogs all of the gray markers produced 

by Prismacolor divided into Cool, Warm, French, and Neutral. The 

lower right is a layering of neon tapes under an acrylic roller. The 

center right is a progressively opaque fish-eye glimpse of Delaroche’s 

painting The Execution of Lady Jane Grey at the National Gallery. The 

top left was painted with our outdoor broom. The top center began 

with a full color wheel of blended Crayola children’s markers, and then 

asks the question, “Is it gray?” All swatches that did not pass this test 

were then painted over in gray oils.





42

Like other wheel sets, Echeveria and Piccadilly Circus deals with 

identity and connection. Inspired by the Piccadillies of Dieter Roth, 

the middle left panel references the artist’s long-running series, the 

original inspiration behind the Color Wheels project. With Drift, I 

focused on movement within the larger composition, paying close 

attention to the self-imposed rule that transitions from one panel to 

the next must always be achieved with different media. Green Fans 

(p. 37) is more thematic, narrowing the palette and including refer-

ences to natural history illustration and Robert Henri’s painting The 

Carolina Color Wheels: Echeveria
and Piccadilly Circus, 2016,
mixed media on panels, 44 x 44 in.

(right)
Carolina Color Wheels: Drift, 2016,
mixed media on panels, 44 x 44 in.
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Green Fan. There are several different types of green fan visible in 

this piece. Finally, Dixie Classic (p. 44), named after Winston-Salem’s 

annual Dixie Classic Fair incorporates a moving transparent film 

that slowly rotates throughout the day to create the ever-changing 

swatches of its color wheel.

 Long Wave (p. 45) was built with many of the rules and goals 

of Mirror Wave. The title acknowledges the family resemblance. Both 

pieces originate from the same copper plate, even though the plate 

itself continued to be altered throughout the process. Large enough 
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to encompass a viewer’s field of vision, the piece is overwhelmingly 

red and full of movement. A light shape is emerging. It is not yet 

clear what it represents if anything, but it too indicates movement. 

While organizing the piece, I was thinking about the upper boundary 

of the visible light spectrum—wavelengths so long that if we could 

see them, they would be “redder than red.”

Carolina Color Wheels: Dixie Classic, 2017,
mixed media and clockworks on panels,
44 x 44 in.

(right)
Long Wave, 2017, mixed media on panels,
44 x 44 in.
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With every Color Wheel composition made up of 9 panels, there are 

12 places where the edges of those panels meet. What happens at 

these intersections influences the way the eye moves around the com-

position. The physical break is strong enough that if there is not some 

reason for the eye to cross over into a new wheel, it will not, following 

instead the spaces between. Like a puzzle, getting these edges to 

match up finishes the piece. During this process, I spend a lot of time 

moving and turning panels. Often, two wheels will “speak to each 

other” in an interesting way, but their connection does not help the 

Conversation about Fortitude
Conversation in an Orchard
Conversation about Borrowing
Conversation During a Short Rainfall
Midsummer Conversation
2017, mixed media on panels, each 33 x 16 in.

(next page)
Conversation about Investment
Conversation about Water
2017, mixed media on panels, each 25 x 16 in.
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overall composition, so it gets sacrificed for the general harmony.

 With this series of smaller Conversations, I have paired panels 

along just one connecting edge. Often, the two sides are quite dif-

ferent from one another, but their placement encourages the viewer 

to pick out commonalities, shared shapes or colors, or a consistent 

theme. In some places, the panels reflect back and forth across the 

dividing line, in others, information flows or breaks. I’ve enjoyed 

imagining the topics of each of these conversations, looking at the 

individual panels as speakers with their own voices and points of view.
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Models

In order to draw the hats in the Fascinators series from life, I began 

modeling ceramic Möbius strips to use as reference. These 3D 

“sketches” started to accumulate in the studio and reminded me of 

giant tortellini, or seashells, or invisible hermit crabs. With each new 

model, I learned more about the form and discovered ways in which 

it could be elaborated. When they started taking up too much room, 

I piled them in the “sketchbucket,” which would cast a continuum of 

gestural shadows throughout the day. When imagination surpassed 

my skills with clay, I turned to virtual imagery on the web, better 

ceramicists like Merete Rasmussen, and the 3D printing of math-

ematical formulas.
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Fascinators

Fascinators is a series of portraits in which the sitters are wearing 

Möbius strips and other mathematical or paradoxical figures as hats. 

These forms could only be worn and held convincingly in the two-

dimensional world of the print, though the surrealism is not immedi-

ately apparent. Combinations of woodcut, drypoint on copper, and 

hand painting, the flatness of the figures contrasts with the dimension-

ality of their headpieces and a narrative begins to open up between 

the adorned female figures and the Möbius—a physical manifestation 

of abstract or invisible concerns. Themes that arise include recurrent 

and paradoxical thinking, the age of reason, communication, feminin-

ity, and the choices we make that define identity and our own realities.
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 Like the Lonely Hearts (2014) series, the Fascinators portraits 

grew out of one aspect of the Forty Fridas (2012) portfolio that I 

wanted to isolate and explore. As most of the subjects posing as 

Frida wore flowers or headscarves, I was intrigued by the way in which 

some of the arrangements—especially the more abstract or paint-

erly—could be read as metaphors for the mood or thoughts of the 

wearer. This observation brought my attention to other prints from 

other projects in which people are wearing hats. I decided to focus 

on the metaphorical depiction of thought and types of thinking with a 

larger series of portraits focused on this theme.

 While in Rockport, printing in an open studio connected to 

the gallery, I had the opportunity to speak with people who had come 

to see the show. I remember most clearly one observation by an art 

therapist who found the early prints from this series psychologically 

interesting. “But of course,” she said, “this is the opposite of what 

I want for my patients. My job is to help people get out of cyclical 

(left)
Mia Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2017,

drypoint and aquatint, 15 x 11 in.
 

(lower left to right)
Sliced Apples in a Ziploc Bag at the Renaissance 

Fair, 2010, drypoint, 15 x 11 in.

Sunset, 2012, drypoint and crayon, 15 x 11 in.

Chayito as Frida, 2012,
woodcut and drypoint, 15 x 11 in.

Tweedledee and Tweedledum, 2013,
woodcut and drypoint, 30 x 22 in.

Boy with a Trademark Heart, 2014,
woodcut, drypoint and aquatint, 22 x 15 in.
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thinking.” So naturally, I’ve been thinking more about what she said. 

She was right: routine can be its own trap, has the potential to grow 

numbingly monotonous, or if the climate changes, ineffective. One 

solution is to try something completely new just to see what happens. 

Another option is to look more closely at the routine itself—give it a 

nudge. There is a harmonograph at the children’s museum that will 

doggedly etch a line on copy paper until you bump it from a different 

angle and it starts drawing sea creatures and fortune cookies and 

doodles that could make you blush.

Iris Writing a Letter, 2017,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
15 x 11 in.
 
Kira and Three Möbius Knots, 2017,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
15 x 11 in.

Girl Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat
(a Straw Hat), 2016,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 30 x 22 in.
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 Partly in response to the free therapy, this portfolio continues 

to evolve with editions like Sarah Wearing One of a Series of Hats and 

Maria, Who Refused to Wear a Hat. I continue to be interested in the 

idea that thoughts and emotions can be materialized through art, and 

maybe even like a hat, put on and taken off at will.

Amy Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2017,
mezzotint, 15 x 11 in.

 
Laura Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,

woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
15 x 11 in.

Maria, Who Refused to Wear a Hat, 2017, 
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,

15 x 11 in.
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Sarah Wearing One of a Series of Hats
(varied edition) 2017,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
each 15 x 11 in.
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Kate Wearing Archetecture as a Hat, 2017,
woodcut and drypoint, 15 x 11 in.

Wren Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2017,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

 
Daphne Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2017,

woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

Miriam Wearing a Double Interlocking Möbius 
Strip as a Hat, 2016, woodcut, drypoint

and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.



Audrey Wearing 36 Interlocking
Möbius Strips as a Hat, 2016,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
15 x 11 in.
 
(right)
test proof with color test for Audrey







(left)
Space Curves Where There is Matter,

2017, drypoint and aquatint,
15 x 11 in.

(above right)
test proof with color test for Heather

Heather Wearing a Perforated
Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,

woodcut, drypoint and hand painting,
15 x 11 in.
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Bethany Wearing a Perforated Möbius Strip
as a Hat, 2016, woodcut, drypoint and

hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

Anna Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

 
Julia Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,

woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

Sam Wearing Three Möbius Strips as a Hat, 2016, 
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.
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Sasha Wearing a Toroidal Scherk Surface as a Hat, 
2016, woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

Holly Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.
 
Simona Wearing a Möbius Strip as a Hat, 2016,
woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 15 x 11 in.

Girl with a Blivet Pendant Wearing a Möbius Strip
as a Hat, 2016, woodcut, drypoint and hand painting, 
30 x 22 in.
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