THOMAS STRUTH
MUSEUM PHOTOGRAPHS
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HOMAS STRUTH'S MUSEUM PHO-

rographs are disarming 1o the cxtent that they

sppear b0 be candid, casually composed, snap
shot-like decuments. Ar firie glance they belie the care
with which they have botn composed, edited, and
printed. The fifteen lunge-scale enlor photagraphs in
the exhibition, mken berween 1989 and 1999 in
TEVLE ST 10 IS Hi Fiﬁ.'l, Lﬂllliurlr ‘i.?i.-.-m", ﬁ,m-_.;rn].lrr.l
{‘.hiugn_ rhe Variean, and Flarence, have been culled
from abour 808 negarives.! Sorutk wses available hyhe
and u large-formas view camera (the type commanly
used for architectun] photography) mounted on &
tnpod.® His skillful conwrol of perspective and depsh of
field contribute w the mosd of the F-hn:ngﬁphn and
explain the undorm sharp focos aed beighvened clarty
of the pictures. The photographs are laminsted to the
plﬂ::lg;hn in thesr framex mrher than mounted a8
backings, which part ilIJJ. accounis for their straage and
particular cranslucency.

Giwen the phatographic apparitus Struth uies, his
technique i3 to set wp and then waat for people 1o walk
i and out of the frame. His photograpks concern the
behaveor of people 1n museumns and frame their scoonm
in relationship to those of the figures in the peintings
with which thr}' Ere rnm.gﬂi. Becavse Serath and bhn
camern are 3o wisible in the process, he ssumes the
puelihun of ohasrver but not vayeur,

Struth began wsing ?I‘lﬂiﬁgr&pﬁ: when he was &
student, first of the painter Gerhand Richter and then
of the photographer Bernd Becher, st the Kunstaka-
1IEI'F|IbI _1Ehln|-.|'.i w hiewi] where lfl.ll‘!!lﬂ‘l. ATE ErECOLIT-
aged o think of ar more a8 & tool for socal knowledge
thin as a means of self-cxpression. In onder to get
beyond kis persoml fantaxies, to become more objechive
and examine the cutside world, Struch fimt used photo.
H,l'-lphll: repr-nduuinm. from books and magaines as
resdy-made sources o previde rough wdeas for the
subgect matter of kis paintings., Eventually he decided
to make his own photogriphs. He bought & cimera and

n ta follow people “on trams, &s par of student life
in Dusseldord, Inlh'ng ie the aereer.” ! Afeera while he
realvzed that rr was Bard mo exreaer informarion from
images of “a jcket, m skin, » couple with a dog."”
E.'l.lmi.ni.ng the medium farther, he phﬂ{cﬂnpl-.n:l
“things which hide things—windows with curtsins,
bicycles all wrapped up.” He finally decided o boave
p-mple- out of hm pi.-l:'mrﬂ rmihtl:r and l:u;E]n to
photograph the strects imntesd, investigaring the possi-
biJ'il}' that they would revesl more abour I"W'P.'t than
the people themselves.

The black-and-white photographs of streers, whick
Seruth began in the late 1970s in cities in Eurepe,
Japan, and the United States. were his firsr widely
exhibited pictures. Deserted views of both cld and
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modern aneas with dramatk: vanishing poasts [ﬁg il
they recall the esrly ropographical vistas of Parw
Charles Marville and Eugene Asget, or documentary

photographs of the 1930s, or the index-like images of

watcr towers, griin clevators, asd blast furnaces of
Bernd and Hilla Becher. Struth’s photographs caprure
whiat is both unigue ansd unriftpl'bnnlhbwl :-l'woi.-l'-..:
place, Chame verrzed by an austers frsrmal beawty and a
wealth of architectunl detml, the strect sCencs soom, @5
Ulrich Loock has noted, to “offer an archive of the
already constracted warkd, ™

The street scencs were followed by a sorics of equally
sustere black-snd-white portraits| fig, 2] and s series of
lush calor photographs of couples and family groups
begum in 1985 in Japan and Scotland. The group
portraits depict interior (private) rather than extenor
{public) spaces and were made using the same large-
furmas camers and bong exposure as the street and mu

weum photographs! The sitters look directly at the
carera i poses both casual and formal. Collsborating
with the camera, I:]'I-E)‘ CIEDT & COnACioull Sonse of them
selves as photogmphed images, as if imitating their
appearance in family smapshoes.* These portrit photo-
graphs can thos be thought to constitute as “eoi-
aruetid " m world a8 thar of the city sineets.

Serurh sees the muscam photographs asan cxtonson
of this portrait series, As ho has said,

The imterest in the museum photos came
through the portraies, which then led to my
occupation with partrait painting, principally
with that of the Renzissance,

The trick was , . . (0 regard postrst pain-
ing @ | would ook st photographs , to under
seand the orginal aet of portrait painting like
this: ms an interpresason of the world exe-
cuted with the means which were commen
and appropriate at that time. From there
arose the idea 1o briag these two things, with
the medium of reproductson, the curently
approprate medium, 1o the same level; to
make a reproduction of a painted image and
at the smme time to produce & AEW IMEge n
which real persons of today arc shown.

Thiuas the museom pictures function 1s group por-
traitsin which representation takes place an rwo levels
the photographed in juxtaposition with the paimeed
image. Acutely sware of the photographic traditions
operating in his sireet scencs and portrasts, Struth is
interested in what happens to peoplic when they come 1
contact with sn older wisual rsdition thas s alsa
become part of our constructed world,

A queet intensity pervades some of these photo-

phs, such as i:.rn.rr.&r:m-i.rrﬁn Musenm 111,
tenma and Uffres [, Florence, In others, Struth has
captured surprsing affinities berween the way prople
stuabe themaelves in space anal the formal compositian
of the paintings: the circular group sstting on the floor
beneath the oval Tiepalo painting in Lowvre [,
Paris, for example, and the emphasis on verticals in
bath the viewers of and figures in Seurat's La Gramde
Javre in Are Tasicinee I, Chicagoe o1 the diagonal
line-wp in Front of Gencault's Rafr of the Medusa in
Lowore IV, Paris.

We have become accustomed 1o reprocluctions and
replicas, images of images. In juxtapesing the fined time
of the paintings with thar of the viewen, Struth's
muscum photographs have the unecpected effect af
retusning to the paintings a sense of “aur.” the verm



used by the philsopher Walver Benpumin 1o describe
the wnse of specal asthonty or authennciry thar we
ascnbe o original and unigque works of an.® South
mukes us sware of the idiosyncrtic groupings and
restless amimation on the pan of the viewen, who
-lin];lll;f whar Donald Kaspis has called a *'rosistant
vimlity™ in the face of imstitutionalized imagery.’
Struch has sid,

What | wanted toackbeve wath thisseries .
it te make a starement about the orginal
process of representing people leading to my
sct of making 3 mew picture, which B 1na
ceftuin way 8 very similar meckanism: the
viewer of the werks scen in the photo s an
imstance which finds itself in 2 spsce o which
I, too, belong when | stand in frone of the
photo, The photos slluminte the connection
and should bead the viewers away from regand -
ing the works as mere letinh-objects and it -
ate ther own underrasding or intervention
in historical relatiopships. . . . Therein liesa
mament of pause or questioning. Because the
viewers are reflected is their activicy, they
have to wonder what they themslves are

doing st thar mament. ¥

neric and the specific operate simultancouly
ln s'lﬁ.llifi mull:um Phnlngnphﬁ. portraits, and street
ocumentary photography,
Etru!h Hll:ln HI-:ntlF_r his subjects by name (strect and
city, family and cty, museam and city], bat exacely
what these names are mesnt to tell us is pot clear,
Instead, the captions make a8 gwsre of the wabiects s
both disninceive and commonplace, for they are not
architectural landmarks or famous people, snd in the
muscum seres neither well-krown works of art nor
ariists are identified.

Struth's subjects [the city streee, the portruit, the
work of art as a seli-referential I:J;«En in the solsted
context af the museum) are the alisr o oof
modernist art. Through his pictures, Seruth asks us to
consider to what extent we form our images by what we
see—boith m the kinds of we ComSErct amd
inhatit and by the images we have and conrimse
create of ourselves. Inthe mmm’ioh:wmphi“m
mlﬂihllnhmgrﬁﬂmmul ul'-:m
to st how we have depacted nuri:lrﬂllﬂirpln:.

Payllis Rosenzwey

Arrocrate Curator
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