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T here was a time when photography wasn’t seen as art, 
but simply a means of documenting reality. That time 
has passed. These days, particularly in major Western 

cities like New York, Paris and London, collectors clamor at 
photography auctions and museums and galleries host huge 
photography shows; its status is well and truly elevated. But 
30 years ago, this wasn’t the case. A fact that Richard and Ellen 
Sandor can attest to. 

The growth of photography as art
The Chicago-based husband and wife have been collecting 
for three decades and have witnessed the growth of the 
art photography market. “Photography was never in the 
mainstream when we began collecting it,” says Richard. “It 
wasn’t mainstream, but we believed that it would become 
mainstream… One of the big changes was when the Getty 
acquired their first group of photographs and subsequently, 
other museums such as the San Francisco Modern and the 
Houston Museum of Fine Arts would establish photography 
departments. There were no photography museums in Europe, 
none in Atlanta, none in Houston and none in California – no 
major departments of photography.” 

Back in the 1970s, there were just a scattering of photography 
dealers, but no real gallery scene or auction house activities. 
A change was afoot. “The change began in 1975,” explains 
Richard, “when approximately $250,000 of photographs were 
sold at auction by Sotheby’s… Look at what has happened 
to the photography market from 1975 to the present. It’s 
grown from $250-300,000 to easily $50 or $100 million. It’s 
about an 18 percent growth per annum.” As if more proof is 
needed, the Sandors point to other indicators: the Association 
of International Photography Art Dealers now has about 
125 members and all the major auction houses – Sotheby’s, 
Christie’s, Phillips and Swann among others – hold auctions 
several times a year. 

For the Sandors, the appeal of photography has deeper roots. 
Ellen Sandor, a well-respected artist in her own right, had just 
graduated with a Master’s in Sculpture from the Art Institute 
of Chicago, when the pair began acquiring photography. 
“Before that, we just collected lithographs,” she says.  “We were 
young collectors of lithographs, but I became very passionate 
and seriously obsessed with photography, with sculpture, with 
the different media I had studied in graduate school.” 

PHOTOGRAPHY: 
A COLLECTOR’S 
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Like many photography enthusiasts, Richard was 
drawn to its accessibility. “As a kid growing up, we 
went to a lot of movies and I think that informed 
my sensibilities to photography. Once my eyes were 
opened, I recognized that it was both a field and 
a discipline.” The ability to master its history was 
also key. “I liked it because you could grasp it,” he 
says. “You can’t grasp 500 years of painting or 1,000 
years of sculpture easily. One can encompass and 
understand the history of the medium because it is 
relatively recent.”

Nowadays, the Sandors collection contains some 
2,500 works, much of which is displayed in their 
Chicago home. Though photography dominates, it 
is not the only medium to feature in the collection, 
which is divided into themes that range from 
Paris Between the Wars to Czech Modern to 
African American.  As well as photographs by such 
luminaries as Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Cindy 
Sherman, Kara Walker and James VanDerZee, 
there are complementary paintings, drawings and 
sculptures that, when clustered together, simply 
make sense. For instance, Rodin’s Balzac sculpture 

is paired with a Man Ray photograph of Picabia 
imitating Balzac. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the eclectic 
collection is the inclusion of Postmodern and new 
media works – a strand in which Ellen, a New Media 
artist herself, was no doubt hugely influential. “I was 
able to make sure that Hudson [an art dealer and 
gallerist] introduced Richard to the artists at an 
early stage so he got them very inexpensively and he 
got the early pieces…,” she says. “It didn’t take long 
for Richard to appreciate some of the really crazy 
Postmodern images – although some of them took a 
little longer than others. Our living room – which is 
quite amazing as far as juxtapositions – we now have 
some of the best of new media,” enthuses Ellen. “It’s 
very exciting and it all works with the other pieces.”

Looking to the future
Now, more than ever, new media has an increasing 
influence, yet many collectors still shy away from 
it. There are uncertainties. Even if a piece is 
permanent rather than ephemeral, physical rather 
than immaterial, issues related to reproducibility 

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT:
This wall explores the birth of 
impressionistic sculpture juxtaposed 
with related photographs and 
paintings from the era.  Highlights 
include:
Balzac, Etude Finale (Final Study for 
the Balzac Monument, No. 11) by 
Auguste Rodin, Posthumously cast. 
41 3/4” x 17 3/4” x 15”
Masque de l’Homme au nez casse, 
version aver socle (Man with 
Broken Nose) by Auguste Rodin, 
Posthumously cast. 18 1/2” x 7 3/4” 
x 5 1/2”
TÊTE DE FEMME CUBISTE by Dora 
Maar, 25 5/8”  x 19 3/4” Oil on canvas
Francis Picabia Imitating Rodin’s 
Statue of Balzac, 1923, by Man 
Ray, 9 1/2” x 7 1/16” Vintage gelatin 
silver print

Real time video art speaks to 
environmentalism culture:
Smoke Tree 2, 2006, by John Gerrard, 
46 1/16”  x 23 5/8”  x 20 7/8” Real 
time 3D sculpture

Recycled sculptures by Manish Nai 
are juxtaposed with virtual sculpture 
by Ellen Sandor and (art)n:
Untitled, 2012 by Manish Nai, 71” x 
5” x 17 1/2” Mixed Media Newspaper 
Sculpture
Untitled II, 2013 by Manish Nai, 90” 
x 18” x 15” Mixed Media Corrugated 
Cardboard Sculpture
From the Billboard Series, 2014, by 
Manish Nai, 36”  x 36” Digital Prints 
on Hahnemuehle Paper
Townhouse Revisited, 1999, by Ellen 
Sandor, (art)n, 25”x40”x10” Interactive 
PHSCologram sculpture
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and conservation remain. “You have to be able to 
experiment. I experimented in the early days beyond 
belief,” says Ellen of her artistic career. “But you are 
talking about collecting. When you are talking about 
collecting, it has to be something that is intact. It has 
to be something you can show.”

“The thing that took the longest and is probably 
going to be the hardest sell to any serious collector 
is New Media, but understand that so many of 
today’s artists are going to use technology in their 
art. And you can’t get away from New Media,” she 
says.  Rather than running scared, the Sandors have 
embraced it. “It’s a viewpoint that is I think informed 
by the fact that photography was subject to a lot of 
change because of the technology,” muses Richard. 
“You know, we started out with daguerreotypes, salt 
prints and ultimately silver, platinum, palladium etc. 
– what’s interesting is that the media is changing. 
For me as a student, it seemed apparent after some 
study and after seeing Ellen and what she did and all 
her work and what her colleagues did in New Media, 
that it was really an expansion in the next direction 
of photography.”

Like photography before it, it seems the New Media 
art market will come of age. The Sandors are simply 
ahead of the pack. As some collectors tentatively 
enter the New Media sphere, others may question 
where the photography art market is heading. “‘Can 
this continue?’ the new collector might ask,” says 
Richard. “I would say not only can it continue, it can 
continue for a considerable time. Remember that 
Brazil, which has a history of photography, has no 
photography museum. China has no photography 
museum. India has no photography museum. And 
as these countries become wealthier, it will be 
really mandatory that they collect both Western 
photography as well as their own contemporary 
photography... What I’m really trying to say is, for 
those people who say it is mature as an accepted 
medium – that is only true in North America and 
Europe. It is not true in the emerging economies 
of the world. The readers should understand, there 
are billions of people in the planet who haven’t been 
exposed to photography as art.” 

The art collecting process
For the Sandors, collecting is no mere pastime. 

FROM LEFT:
A tribute to American women featuring 
a range of processes and media. 
Highlights include:
Portrait of a Woman, by Ammi Phillips, 
33” x 27” Oil on Canvas
Germs Are Everywhere, 1986, by 
Sandy Skoglund, 26”  x 32” Vintage 
cibachrome 
Self-Portrait, 1943, by Margaret 
Bourke-White, 19 1/8” x 15 1/4” 
Vintage gelatin silver print
Untitled (seated on chair, wearing 
jeans), 1983, by Cindy Sherman, 15 
1/4” x 10 5/8” Vintage color print
Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California, 
1936, by Dorothea Lange, 13 1/4”  x 
10 1/2” Vintage gelatin silver print
Migrant Mother, after Dorthea Lange 
(from Pictures of Ink), 2000, by Vik 
Muniz, 65” x 48” Vintage cibachrome
The Last Drummer, 1991-92 by Bill 
Prokopiof, 44”  x 27” x 17” Welded 
steel sculpture
La Tarde, 1984, by Felipe Castañeda, 
27 1/2” x 24 1/8” x 14 3/4” Bronze 
sculpture
Mies-en-Scene: The Farnsworth 
House, 2009, by Ellen Sandor, (art)n, 
40”x30” Digital PHSCologram

Video sculptures juxtaposed with 
watercolor media:
Time with Hopper, 2013, by Gregory 
Scott, 35” x 44” Pigment print, oil on 
panel and HD video installation
Zen Hen, 1986, by Nam June Paik, 
Mixed media video sculpture 
Tall Stack (Four Corners), 2011, by 
Theaster Gates, 29 1/2”  x 12” x 12” 
Mixed media sculpture
Negress Notes, 1995, by Kara Walker, 
Gouache, watercolor and ink on paper
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: 
New media sculptures by Ellen 
Sandor, (art)n and Fernando Orellana:
The Magnificent Micelle, 2013, by 
Ellen Sandor, (art)n, 30”x30”x63” 
Interactive PHSCologram sculpture
Unending Closure, 2002, by Fernando 
Orellana, 84” x 8” x 8” Kinetic 
sculptures
Squeaky Toy, 2013, by Fernando 
Orellana, Color 3D sculpture 

New media installations juxtaposed 
with political artistic statements:
June 1994, by Ai Weiwei, 61” x 47 
5/8” Vintage gelatin silver print
The Swing (tryptic), 2008 by Claudia 
Hart, New Media Installation
Garden of Delights, 1986, by Nam 
June Paik, Mixed media video 
sculpture 
Negress Notes, 1995, by Kara Walker, 
Gouache, watercolor and ink on paper
Lili Photo by Tim Yip, 26”  x 18 1/8” 
Digital Photograph on inkjet paper
Album poster featuring June 1994 for 
Zuoxiao Zuzhou Dianmen

A classic photograph by 
Walker Evans:
Breakfast Room, Belle Grove 
Plantation, White Chapel, Louisiana, 
1935, by Walker Evans, 10 1/8”  x 12 
3/4” Modern gelatin silver print

“A hobby is not the word. Passion it is. A passion 
and an obsession,” says Ellen. ”And when you have 
somebody like Richard who invents markets and was 
one of the early collectors to acquire a very significant 
amount of photographs through auction houses 
because he had done the homework, we were able 
to build the collection intelligently. His use of the 
markets angered some dealers, but a very prominent 
dealer recently told us that we helped the dealers 
build the market. It’s a win-win, but it should never 
just be about investment of the future because then it 
is just another commodity.”

With more than three decades’ worth of collecting 
under their belts, the Sandors are well placed to 
provide some nuggets of advice for novices. “For 
the new collectors, there are a trove of treasures 
in art schools, in the graduate shows of the top art 
schools,” says Ellen. “Start to educate yourself and 
then it’s a combination of instincts and research… 
and then you can find them in these art graduate 
schools. All you have to do is hit a few and you 
get them at a low cost and you watch their careers 
take off.”Diving in blindly is not advised. “There 

is an intellectual pursuit to all of this. You are not 
acquiring designer labels,” warns Ellen. “There are 
many, many levels to this. Many layers. And it is 
work. Work and passion and good instinct. And 
then, of course, the problem is what do you do with 
it? Because you have to be a steward. That’s a major 
variable: preservation with New Media. We haven’t 
even begun to deal with it. Painting took hundreds 
and hundreds of years and there are conservators all 
over the museums. That’s their profession. Now they 
have it with photography. They haven’t begun with 
New Media.”

Richard suggests that new collectors “follow their 
passion,” while still being “educated and prudent” 
in what art they acquire and how they acquire it. 
“In regards to photography and New Media, the 
opportunities are as large as or larger than they have 
ever been for the collector,” he adds. “Collectors who 
understand the medium and the artists, and take an 
informed and educated view of photography and 
New Media, will have enormous opportunities. The 
next big wave will be driven by changes in technology 
and international growth.”
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