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Tillmans’s Touch
Artist Deftly Controls His Seemingly Unruly Works

By Brake GopNix sculptures made from sheets of photo-
Washington Post Staff Writer graphic paper, colored and folded. He en-
larges pi found in papers until

olfgang Tillmans, one of to-  they fill a wall, and reduces his own most

day’s most influential con-

temporary artists, takes

snapshot-style pictures of his
slackest techno-party pals, but he also
shoots impressive images of piles of gold
bullion.

He takes almost-abstract photographs
of blank sheets of photo paper as they curl
back onto themselves on his studio floor.
He also presents pared-down abstract

famous photographs until they’re post-
card size. And then he assembles all these
absurdly varied kinds of pictures and ob-
jects — some framed as precious works
of art and others stuck up with pins or
Scotch tape — into an installation that
crawls up and down and all across the gal-
lery walls.

See TILLMANS, N9, Col. 1
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— THE WASHINGTON POST

Chaos often reigns in the Hirshhorn's Wolfgang Tillmans show, but “Memorial for the Victims of Organized Religions” has other ideas.
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The Casual Feel of
Tillmans’s Images
Is No Accident

TILLMANS, From N1

And:fscumpel]mg;usthemmert’s

’l'i.lhnamsmdmdualpmare
often notable. But what's most im-
pressive is the way they come to-
gether into a larger, more substantial
whaole. It's hard to put your finger on
what makes Tillmans's totality so
mgng.ﬂuteqmﬂyMItMuhw
resist its pull.

Being hard to pin down is part of
what gives Tillmans's art so much
traction. Most works of art present
us with self-contained little worlds
that seem sufficient to themselves.
‘The 400 or so images Tillmans gives
us at the Hirshhorn seem to open
out to a wider world, capturing some
of that sense that the lives we live are
more than art is.

Every time that art seems to evoke
life “just as it is" (such a tempting
goal, art can come so frus-
uahnﬂyclosetoltfe), it also sets it-
se![upasmerelydle flashy ar-

'I'lllmamhaswnrtmd harder than
most to make his art feel as if it's
pludmdsmightfmmmhly.mybe
because he’s more concerned than
most with how quickly such effects
become just more artistic fluff.

Tillmans's first stab at making art
that seemed authentic to the feel of
life came early on, with his straight-
ahead images of the folk he partied
with and loved. He didn’t want his
art to be about art; he wanted it to be
about people, So he used a technique
that mimicked a point-and-shoot ef
fect, where who's in the shot seems
to matter more than how it’s taken.

“Adam, Red Eye,” near the begin-
ning of this show, finds an echo of its
subject’s flash-induced red pupils in
the bright red lockers behind him.
That makes its “casual® moment
seem as decisive as anything by Hen-
ri Cartier-Bresson, whose famous
photos tried to catch the instants in
the passing flux when accidents co-
here into arresting images.

Ditto for Tillmans's shot of his
late partner, Jochen Klein, taking a
bath in 1997: The apparent acci-
dents of its composition, with a
houseplant dead center and its sub-
ject and his bathtub barely in the

ought to make it about as casual as
anything can be — but instead it
seems like an artistic distillation of
casnalness itself.

Or maybe Tillmans was simply
the victim of his own success, like all
those dedicated realists before him.
An approach that seemed either not
concerned at all with beauty, or even
opposed to it, came to be one of the
dominant aesthetics of our time. It

vertising throughout
Ever since the Tillmans mode be-
came a fashionable photographic
style, his career has seemed to be
about finding constantly new ways
to achieve his earlier effects — to

sprawl of his images across the gal-
lery wall, and the apparent accidents
of how he frames and hangs them, all
speak to that ambition. They all sig-
nal that Tillmans doesn't have a set-
tled goal in what he does; he just

namic, is called the “Concorde Gnd i
It consists 0[’ 56 phctos of that historic

supersonic jet, barely glimpsed as it
talmoﬁa:ﬂlmﬂsabowthesuw

landscapes that surround your aver-
age airport. The unruly feel of its im-
ages seems to capture the “lifelike” en-
counter between an insignificant on-
iooker-and an icomic object as they
meet by accident within the haphaz-
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ard flow of time.

But every time Tillmans seems to
be doing one thing — becoming,
that is, an artist with a trademark
strategy for making art — he veers
off in another direction.

BY BAL OLEANY — THE WASHINGTON OST

“Truth Study Center,” above, seems
to be a contemplation of the objects
and issues that have impinged upon
Tillmans, “Arkadia |," from 1996,

appropriates a point-and-shoot
effect. Below, the artist himself.

paper, in elegiac shades of black and
midnight blue, arranged in a grid on
a wall. They're like photographs of
what it is to shut your eyes, or to fo-
cus on a starless night, in mourning
for the evil deeds religion has in-
spired. So a work that seems at first
glance to be art at its most formal
and abstract — like the Ellsworth
Kelly color patches at the National
Gallery, but without the color —
turns out to have the closest ties to
issues the artist cares deeply about.
Maybe

il
is built around, but that most any art
will have a tendency to iton out, just
because of almost any art's inherent

That includes the art of Woligang
Tillmans,

Even disorder can become an or-
dering principle; it takes effort and
ambition to achieve randompess.
Look at the wooden tables in Till-
mans’s “Truth Study Center”: Their

with a tape measure before a show
comes down, so it can be re-créated
in any part of it that is bought.

The Hirshhorn installation is
much closer to a carefully consid-
ered magazine layout meant to cap-
ture a chaotic, energetic feel — Till-
mans was famous early on for his de-
sign of magazine spreads of his own
art — than to an actual tipped-out
baox of old photos.

The true surprise of the Hirsh-
homn exhibition isn't its disorder; it's
how fine it looks, That's not how I
felt the first time I saw a similar Till
mans installation. I was sure that it
was about a compelling exploration
of ugliness and the truly haphazard.
But now Tillmans has taught me bet-
ter.

He's taught me that, all along, his
work has simply had the trademark
look of the latest captivating art —
or of what captivating art has come
to look like, since he came on the
scene.

Y STIPHEN DURONT
He seems like body who
avoids allegory and classic symboliz-

ing, right? And then he makes a
piece called “Memorial for the Vic-
tims of Organized Religions,”
which consists of 48 sheets of photo

Wolfgang Tillmans is a the Hirshiiorn
Mucseum, on the south side of the Mall
at 7th Street SW, through Aug. 12.
202-633-1000 or visit
s
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