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Dreaming on the Carpets 

I love the challenge of throwing seemingly disparate elements onto a rectangle, like throwing dice. 
Then I play them off each other, according to the visual physics of the situation, until they begin to 
make sense.

The experience of most paintings becomes like a wrestling match--a free-for-all. Then the painting or 
drawing gradually develops its own internal logic. Sometimes that happens quickly and sometimes 
it plays itself out over weeks, months or years. I imagine it’s like climbing a mountain–every so often 
there’s a plateau, where things slip out with little struggle. Some pictures become very dense over time. 
But some stay light, and there is every gradation in between.

Because I work this way, I prefer not to recognize any line between abstraction and figuration. Abstrac-
tion, to me, is the means of structuring space. Figuration is one type of result. Like any element of a 
picture, it can be constructed abstractly, if it wants to be.

For me, what structures space structures emotion. There are always narrative threads in the mix. For 
instance, wonder woman has begun presenting herself as an every-person. The wonder women are 
about the capabilites and potentiality of women. They’re not heroes. Residing mostly in slightly ar-
chaic, intimate spaces, with more than a whiff of the harem, they’re off duty, waiting for something 
purposeful to come up, thinking, conversing quietly. The comic character Wonder Woman was not 
originally American. She’s based on the myths of the ancient Amazons. Her mother, Queen Hippolyta, 
formed her out of clay, like the Golem of Jewish tradition. Cleopatra has also made an appearance in 
this group of paintings. 



Textile patterns are another influence. There are many references to my grandmother’s antique Persian 
carpets, which I grew up looking at, dreaming on, and being mesmerized by. Images from Navajo tex-
tiles (which were often based on Middle Eastern rugs) also come into the mix. Fifty years ago, I studied 
shearing, carding, spinning, dyeing and weaving on the Navajo reservation with Tessie Skeets, a mas-
ter weaver. 

I love the infinite extension implied by pattern–limitless rhythm in space. If you find the rhythm of a 
picture it feels like you can do anything. (If you run out of red paint, a green will do the job.) And I love 
the intimate center where large forces converge.

Something mysterious happens with the forms and shapes while working in just black and white. The 
white forms can only exist by virtue of the black ones surrounding them, and vice versa. Without color 
the give-and-take is economical, direct and more obvious. It has metaphorical value. Certain distinc-
tions between images fall away and new configurations can appear. 

Making (or looking at) a painting is like finding one small island of coherence within a larger chaos. 
I’m trying not to be in control, except temporarily, because I want the painting to tell me what to do. 
Reaching a precarious but convincing unity of the whole is the goal. 

Elena Sisto 
Milan, NY
02/05/2022



cleopatra, 2021, mixed media on panel, 24 x 36 inches





moon/climb, 2019-2021, mixed media on panel, 16 x 16 inches





penthesilea, 2021, ink on panel, 12 x 12 inches





the daily, 2019–2021, mixed media on panel, 11 x 14 inches





per stirpes, 2022, mixed media on panel, 24 x 36 inches





amphibia #2, 2021, mixed media on panel, 16 x 12 inches





pieta, 2020–2021, mixed media on panel, 18 x 24 inches





joan, 2021, mixed media on panel, 24 x 18 inches





circe #1, 2021, mixed media on panel, 16 x 16 inches





wonder woman, 2021, ink on panel, 16 x 16 inches





helen of sparta, 2021, mixed media on panel, 8 x 10 inches





athena #1, 2020–2021, mixed media on panel, 16 x 16 inches





circe #2, 2022, mixed media on panel, 16 x 16 inches





amphibiaamphibia,,  202021, mixed media on panel, 18 x 14 inches





descent from the moon, 2020-2021, mixed media on panel, 16 x 16 inches





attic, 2020, ink on panel, 18 x 14 inches





www, 2021, mixed media on panel, 25 x 36 inches



Elena Sisto is known for her figurative paintings that frequently focus on the experiences of
being a woman. She paints in New York, NY and Milan, NY.

She received her BA in Art from Brown University and Rhode Island School of Design in 1975. In addi-
tion, she studied at the New York Studio School, the Skowhegan School and Yale Norfolk. She is a 2013 
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