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“LEAVE TRACES"—ETHEL SHIPTON'S
OVER/UNDERWHELM

Norma Elia Canti, Ph.D
Norine R. and T. Frank Murchison
Professor of the Humanities

Ethel Shipton. | share a place, a location all our own for we share a language too. The lexicon of the
border, of the ranch. Of life along that “thin edge of barbed wire” that Gloria Anzaldua asserts lives in
any life lived in Nepantla, in the in-between that is the border. We share Laredo, Ethel and I. Although |
didn’t know her Laredo, exactly. But, | knew her mother, Angela Palacios Shipton, que en paz descanse. A
single mom who worked to support her family. A fierce and strong woman, that was Angela. Strong and
solid. She was like the mesquite trees in south Texas weathering storms, drought, rain, surviving above
all else intact and with a smile, with elegant flair--wearing heels, well-coifed hair, always lipstick, and of
course, earrings. Como todas las mujeres en Laredo. Yes, Ethel and | we share Laredo y sus barrios. We
share the smell of carne asada on Saturday afternoons, of menudo on Sunday mornings. We share el
monte, los senderos at the ranch, rambling through mesquite and nopaleras at sunrise or sunset under
skies so blue one can get lost and disoriented under a hot sun. It is the blue of that sky and the simple
lines of ranch fences that spring forth on a wall. In my mind’s ear, | hear Ethel’s raspy south Texas

speaking with Spanish sprinkled here and there like tidbits leading a child home. Words. Images.

We share memories of life along that “thin edge of barbed wire” where we all dwell when you live along
a border. But we also share a love. A love for words and images. Hers is manifest in work that for over 30

years has nurtured that love.

Ethel Shipton. A woman of vision whose critical/artistic eye looks deep and finds words in images and
images in words. To enter Shipton’s artistic vision, you need language. And to understand her language
you need images. The two in a recursive dance shape meaning, shape life—give meaning to her art, her

world. Often the images will be stripped to the bare essential lines. Clean and sharp. Figures shaped
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Left: Shipton's
Berlin studio and

views from around
Berlin.

with duct tape, a few simple lines, and voila! A ladder appears leading up to a window...
or going nowhere. Like life, sometimes. This was the piece she set up in Berlin during her
stint there. And at the end of the show, she stripped the tape off the wall, undoing the
house, the trees, the ladder She wound it all into a ball. Then exhibited it in a glass case.
Beauty in Time in San Antonio, it was another white wall with tape-images, lighthearted
and whimsical, even. The doormat reads HOLA and the umbrellas, blue, red, green,
yellow, fall from the sky along with the rain. This too will be stripped and balled up into an

artifact to be exhibited. The wall art and the balled-tape piece, never duplicated.

The City, Berlin, in this case, speaks volumes. While in Berlin, Ethel, you listened. Just has
to hear it, to listen to it. Its walls speak. Its pulse all around you. LISTENING IN BERLIN is
the title of the show where Ethel brings forth the words as images. In previous shows it

was roadway signs. Here it is graffiti speaking, sending messages.
CREATE is the message in bold blue stenciled lettering, the same blue of
BE CAREFUL WITH

EACH OTHER,

SO WE CAN BE

DANGEROUS TOGETHER

Yes, we can be dangerous together, Ethel. Because you listened in Berlin. Listened to
Berlin. You did more; you also heeded its lessons, NEVER LEAVE YOUR DREAMS. Powerful.

Simple. Wise. Necessary in these dark times we are living.

John Berger claimed that “the relationship between what we see and what we know is
never settled.” So, it is for Ethel and we who see, enjoy, read, immerse in her work—our
relationship is ever evolving, an overwhelm of images and words. What do we know? And

more importantly perhaps, how do we know we know it?

At one point, one must, simply must just stop and listen. The one sculptural piece in

Listening to Berlin invites viewers/listeners to do just that. | sat. Listened. Basked. Felt the



finely polished wood like silk to the touch. Immersed myself in the space surrounded by
Berlin’s words; the language was in English in the original signs, Ethel tells me later when |

ask the question | first formulate while I sit there and listen to the city.

It was in Berlin, she told me. The only time when | could just be. Just sit and listen. Create.
The first time for deep thinking. | may be paraphrasing, but the sentiment remains at the

core. We listen. We create.

LEAVE TRACES. Ethel, as an artist, as a human being you have left traces in Laredo, in
Mexico City, in Austin, in San Antonio, and no doubt in Berlin too during those three
months when you finetuned your “ear” to hear with your eyes, your artist’s eye ever

vigilant to hear it all.

Gracias, Ethel, for the gift of your art. The gift of your life. And your artist eye, your vision,

and your passion for words. For images.

Anzaldua, Gloria. Borderlands/la Frontera: The New Mestiza. Aunt Lute Books, 1987.

Berger, John & Jean Mohr. Another Way of Telling. New York: Vintage: 1995.




Installation view of Listening to Berlin.



Ethel Shipton

Ha (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 1in
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Ethel Shipton

In and Out (Listening to Berlin Series),
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 1in
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Ethel Shipton

Footprint (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 1in
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Ethel Shipton

Manhole (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in
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Ethel Shipton

Create (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in






Ethel Shipton

Window (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in
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Ethel Shipton

2 (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 1in



Ethel Shipton

Leave Traces (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 1in



Ethel Shipton
Tired Flower (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019

Screenprint
30 x 22.5



Ethel Shipton

Ball (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in



Ethel Shipton

Which Way (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in



Ethel Shipton

Shadow (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in
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Ethel Shipton

Tic Tac Toe (Listening to Berlin Series), 2019
Screenprint

30 x 22.5 in
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Ethel Shipton

Be Careful, 2019
Vinyl on Wood

40 x 40 in
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Ethel Shipton

Beauty in Time, 2019

Digital Print on Hahnemuhle Photo Rag 308gsm paper
20 x 50 1in
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Ethel Shipton

Never Leave Your Dreams, 2019
Vinyl on Wood

20 x 50 1in
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Ethel Shipton

Listen, 2019

Birch Plywood, Mirror and Upholstered Volkswagen
Vinyl

31 x 72 x 24 in






Ethel Shipton
Cloud Series, 2019
Vinyl on Wood
Dimensions vary



Berlin street
graffiti. Courtesy
of the artist.
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