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Known for his documentary approach to subjects that range 
from sublime to ironic, the California-based artist John Divola 
has mined the territory between photography and conceptual 
art for more than 40 years. Two of his best-known and iconic 
series from the 1990s will be on view at Yancey Richardson 
from June 1 through July 7, 2023. In Isolated Houses Divola 
uses the vernacular architecture of the California desert to 
explore existential themes of isolation and desire.  Dogs 
Chasing My Car in the Desert reveals the age-old chase 
between man and beast with a wry and philosophical edge.  

Photographed between 1995 and 1998, the images in 
Isolated Houses were all made in the high desert of Southern 
California, including the east end of the Morongo Valley 
Basin, Wonder Valley, and surrounding the town of 29 Palms. 
The small, simple box-like structures sitting alone on the vast 
desert plain are framed in square compositions, echoing the 
geometry of the flat landscape. They capsulize the artist’s 
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career-long interest in the tension between specificity and abstraction in photography.  Illuminated by the extraordinary 
western light, the structures wear their neglect with a dignity that elevates their humble existence. The artist notes, 
“The desert is not empty. However, it is vacant enough to bestow a certain weight to whatever is present. Add this to 
a heightened awareness of your own presence and the desert can take on an existential quality.”

While traversing the desert region working on Isolated Houses, Divola frequently came across dogs who would chase 
his car. In 1996, he started to capture portraits of the dogs while in motion with a motorized 35 mm camera and  
high-speed film, evoking the spirit of Eadweard Muybridge’s exploration of stop motion photography. The work resulted 
in the now classic series Dogs Chasing My Car in the Desert, a collection of grainy, black and white images that look 
at the herding relationship between man and animal with a slightly comic approach.

 “With one hand on the steering wheel, I would hold the camera out the window and expose anywhere from a few 
frames to a complete roll of film,” Divola explained. “Contemplating a dog chasing a car invites any number of 
metaphors and juxtapositions: culture and nature, the domestic and the wild, love and hate, joy and fear, the heroic 
and the idiotic. Here we have two vectors and velocities, that of a dog and that of a car and, seeing that a camera will 
never capture reality and that a dog will never catch a car, evidence of devotion to a hopeless enterprise.”

Born in Los Angeles in 1949, Divola earned a B.A. from California State University, Northridge in 1971 and an 
MFA from University of California, Los Angeles in 1974, where he studied under photographer Robert Heinecken. 
Since 1975, he has taught photography and art at numerous institutions including California Institute of the Arts  
(1978-1988), and since 1988 he has been a Professor of Art at the University of California, Riverside. 

Divola was featured in the 1981 and 2017 Whitney Biennials and was the subject of a three-museum retrospective in 
2013 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Santa Barbara Museum of Art, and the Pomona College Museum 
of Art. His various projects have been published in 11 monographs. Since 1975, Divola’s work has been featured in 
numerous exhibitions in the United States, Japan, Europe, Mexico, and Australia, including the Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Walker Art Center; Art Institute 
of Chicago; Tate Modern; and Fondation Cartier pour l’art Contemporain.



Divola’s work is held in numerous prestigious collections including multiple New York institutions such as The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Museum of Modern Art, and the Whitney Museum of American Art, as well as the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles; Victoria & Albert Museum, London; The Tate, 
London; and Centre Pompidou, Paris.  Among Divola’s awards are multiple Individual Artist Fellowships from the 
National Endowment for the Arts (1973, 1976, 1979, 1990), a John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Fellowship (1986), 
a Fintridge Foundation Fellowship (1998), a City of Los Angeles Artist Grant (1999), and a California Arts Council 
Individual Artist Fellowship (1998). 
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Image above: N34°11.642’ W116°06.663’, 1995-1998, from the series Isolated Houses. Archival pigment print. 


