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The power of the thirty-two ethereal pictures exhibited lies in their evoking the primitive 

history, and even the prehistory, of photography. Gábor Kerekes recalls the time when the 

photographer himself still prepared the raw materials – using an old manual technique he 

contact printed hand-coated glass negatives on silver chloride printing-out paper. The other 

three subjective documentarians reduce the image to a minimum. Silhouettes, obscure 

figures, barely identifiable details are portrayed in their pictures – which nevertheless (or 

exactly for this reason) powerfully conjure up a human situation or mood. These images are 

like cave drawings. The power they emanate lies in their “primitiveness”.

But why should photography as art delve back into its own precursors? To where it began in

1757 with Etienne de Silhouette’s discovery. Or even just to photography’s manual era of 

the mid-nineteenth century that Kerekes evokes. Or to the Renaissance, to the discovery (or 

rather rediscovery after its Arabian predecessor) of the camera obscura. Why is it that while 

photography creates more and more perfect techniques, art photography returns again and 

again to primitive techniques?

Well, exactly because the two – photography and art photography – are not the same. For art

photography the photographically “perfect”, newest, most up-to-date technical solutions are 

ordinary; professionals and amateurs, however, are happy to indulge in them. Yet the artist 

frequently finds expression in photographic “flaws”. It is because photography as art uses a 

different medium than the other forms of photography. 

The medium of photography as the general means of communication is the image, the 

captured sight. It is in non-artistic photographs – snapshots, scientific or press photos, 

theatre or fashion photos, wildlife photos and their like – that we expect what they depict to 

be as recognisable, as life-like, as sharp and as transparent as possible. This is why it is 

possible to look at these pictures properly in reproduction – printed, digitally reproduced on 



a screen or in computer print-outs – because it is only the information received about the 

sight that counts, nothing else.     

The medium of the photograph as artistic communication, however, is not simply the 

image, but the print made (or authorised) by the artist. This is a work of art and not merely a

sight. It is the print in its full material reality, which includes its size thought optimal by the 

creator, its facture dependent on the paper chosen, the tone world dependent on shooting 

and developing techniques, characteristic colours within monochrome (from “warm” brown 

to “cold” bluish black), a scale ranging from pastels to gaudy poster colours with colour 

technique, and so on and so forth. 

This is why the art photograph is not the same as an image on a screen or a digitally printed 

copy. Just as a printed reproduction or image on a screen of the Mona Lisa does not 

substitute for the original, but merely provides information about it, the art photograph 

likewise should be seen in the original for the communication between the viewer and artist 

to have its full value. The expression “original” is, of course, taken in the sense of graphic 

reproduction, as its logic is the same: there is a cliché, the negative, from which identical 

copies, enlargements or contact prints, are made.1   

The purpose of the art photo is not that the “reality” captured by it should be as recognisably

perfect as possible on it. If it were so, art photographers would not insist so stubbornly on 

the black and white photo as the medium, which in itself is abstraction: black, white and 

shades of grey replace colours. But besides this, art photographers do almost everything to 

make their prints appear unlike ordinary photos. How could this be any different?

*

In Sylvia Plachy’s work “Baby, it’s cold outside”, for example, behind a steamy window the

outlines of a chair and a person (or perhaps only a jacket?) can be seen. That’s it: nothing 

more. The reason for the striking starkness of the print, the reduction of the sight, is that not 

the material details but the whole mood should direct our attention. And due to this we feel 

1  Together these are referred to as a series in the art trade. Naturally, there are direct photographic 
processes that produce a single copy (daguerreotype, ambrotype, Polaroid, photogram, etc.). With these it is 
even more obvious that there is an original and every other form they appear in is just a reproduction, a copy. 
Also, computerised prints may be created of pictures made by optical means (by digital camera or scanning 
analogue negatives or slides) and they can be printed on photo paper – but that is not photography any more 
but computer graphics.  



we are there ourselves. Josef Sudek also knew how to use this technique to spirit you into a 

room, where through a misty window the trees and shrubs, a frame for beating carpets, a 

chair left outside can be perceived dimly in the garden.2 

Sylvia Plachy’s picture Gabrielle, in which a girl’s face can be faintly made out behind her 

flung-up tulle dress, is wonderful. A fancy dress princess or a little ballerina? Who knows? 

But that’s not important: this picture is the visual expression, the emblem, of “girlhood” 

wanting to both show and reveal herself at once.

*

Allen Frame’s photographs are, if possible, even more mysterious, making the essence even 

barer. In some of them it is almost impossible to tell what is delineated, as only silhouettes, 

contours are visible. The title of perhaps his most refined work is Andrea in profile. In the 

middle of the picture is the silhouette of a male figure. Where is Andrea? It’s only when you

pore over it that you discover the outline of her profile on the left of the image. This 

experience, the experience of search and discovery, can only be had with the original 

photograph, the print. 

In another picture there is the dimly discernable shadowy figure of a woman holding a gun –

only the title tells us what we can really see: Ariadne with plate. By this, does what we 

associate by gut reaction when we first see the picture turn into nothing and become pure 

illusion? Obviously not – the plate seen like this is a gun, it transubstantiates into the visual 

metaphor of threatening, and thus an otherwise banal situation, a woman bringing a plate 

into a room, is revalued. And isn’t that exactly what makes this an art photo? 

The real mystery, however, does not lie in stripping the sight to a bare silhouette but in that 

with Allen Frame’s photographs it is impossible to decide: was he, the maker of the images,

simply an outside observer in the scenes he recorded or was he a participant as well? And, 

consequently, are we, the viewers of the scenes, in the position of an outsider or a 

participant? In Uri in shadow, for example, three men are visible, as much as you can see of

them. One of them is sitting opposite us, another is about to take something to the kitchen 

with a towel around his waist, and of the third only his feet on a bed can be seen. By the 

2  Josef Sudek should not be mistaken with the mildly pornographic kitsch star photographer Jan 
Saudek, who recently had a very successful exhibition in the House of Hungarian Photographers! 



way, all three are barefoot and only partly dressed. What happened? They slept together – 

had a threesome? Maybe. Or a foursome with the photographer? That’s possible, too. Or it 

just could be (as with the other scenes) that it was composed by Allen Frame. But does it 

matter? 

By the unresolved viewpoint and the natural (half) nakedness of the figures, Allen Frame 

creates a homely world for the viewer – while we have the nagging feeling that we have 

stumbled on some illicit, intimate situation. This too recalls a primitive experience: when a 

child at night goes into his parents’ bedroom at not the most opportune moment.

*

Lenke Szilágyi has always been inclined to reducing her photographic sights to outlines, to 

black, white and grey patches, and fragments, just as the two kindred-spirited American 

artists do. But Lenke Szilágyi knows something else beyond this which, I believe, is unique 

in photography: she does not photograph the past in the present, but the future. Her picture 

entitled Birds is a symbol of wanderlust: a small boy on the edge of the city of Debrecen 

stares after a flock of birds taking wing. What will become of him? Will he get stuck in the 

mud? Or will he too once be able to fly? 

In The TV Exploded a woman and two men can be seen – from knee to neck through the 

battered remains of the room. The woman’s right hand is clenched and the other is 

decorously held to her skirt, while the left hand of the man standing next to her is in his 

pocket (the other can’t be seen). One hand of the man on the far right is on his hip and the 

other is in his pocket. This man’s flies glint, while the end of the other’s belt hangs down in 

a macho way. From the title we know, or at least suspect, what has happened. But what will 

happen subsequently? Will they quarrel? Set about each other? Get drunk? Or just have a 

good laugh about the whole business? We don’t know – although their body language is 

threatening rather than peaceful. And the mood of the picture is determined by this body 

language: it is about this threatening, vibrant atmosphere and tension, and not the exploded 

TV.            

*

Cartier-Bresson said: “Whatever we do, André Kertész has done it already”. That’s why (a 

little playfulness apart) we called this exhibition 2x2 is sometimes 5, as we felt that the spirit



and artistic inheritance of Kertész is also present in these rooms. I’m thinking of his work 

with shadow My Brother Like Icarus from 1919 and its pair Dancing Faun, as well as his 

streetscapes using silhouette, not to mention his self-portraits.

*

Gábor Kerekes stands out a little from this group of subjective documentarians continuing 

the Kertész tradition – although it’s perhaps no accident that his only self-portrait is also a 

silhouette and there is a series of other prints with a similar concept. But much more 

important is that through the works displayed here he creates visual concepts in the same 

way as the three documentarians: he goes around the concept of illness. Personal reasons 

dominate: shots of the hands, feet and legs of his mother, his son, and children he knows 

suffering from skin diseases.

At the same time there were artistic motives as well. Obviously, he did not just want to 

merely document these none too heart-warming sights when he recorded them on hand-

coated glass negatives. In the prints it is hardly possible to distinguish the blemishes on the 

skin from the blistering of the emulsion in the hand coating. They blend into each other. 

They square up on a level higher than both of them: on a metaphysical plane. Into the flaws 

of the Creator and man creating a picture.

Photography as art becomes perfect through such imperfections.

*

Allen Frame was born in 1951 in Mississippi. After graduating from Harvard University, he 

moved in 1977 to New York, where he has lived ever since. Since 1981 he has had many 

individual exhibitions in Paris, New York, Zurich and Budapest. Besides showing his own 

work, he has organised exhibitions as the curator for several of his fellow photographers. He

teaches photography at New York’s International Center of Photography and the School of 

Visual Arts, and publishes regularly, including in The New York Times. His first album, 

Detour, was published in Germany in 2001.

Gábor Kerekes was born in 1945 in Oberhart in Germany as the child of Hungarians fleeing

from the war. In the same year they returned to Hungary. Between 196473 he studied in 



the catering industry and then became a waiter. His photographs were first shown in a group

exhibition in Szentendre in 1973. Between 19861991 he worked as a press photographer, 

but for eight years from 1982 had made no art photographs at all. Since 1990 he has 

produced a new style: pictures of philosophical subjects using a large format camera. 

Kerekes’ works are in the Robert Koch Gallery in San Francisco, the Sarah Morthland 

Gallery in New York, the Zinc Gallery in Stockholm and the Csaba Morocz Gallery in 

Paris.

Sylvia Plachy was born in 1943 in Budapest. In 1956 she emigrated with her family to New 

York, where she later studied photography, under André Kertész among others. Her first 

album Unguided Tour won the Infinity Award for the best publication of the year in 1990. 

She has had two other albums published since then: Red Light (together with James 

Ridgeway) in 1996, and Signs & Relics in 2000. She has had a great many individual 

exhibitions around the world. Her works are in the collections of New York’s and San 

Francisco’s Museum of Modern Art, and George Eastman House and have also appeared 

regularly in magazines such as Grand Street, Granta, Metropolis and The New Yorker. She 

is the chief photographer at Village Voice.

Lenke Szilágyi was born in 1959 in Debrecen. She graduated from the Photography 

Department of the College of Fine and Applied Arts in Budapest in 1980. After finishing 

college, she has regularly exhibited since 1981 and is one of Hungary’s most prolific exhibiting 

photographers both at home and abroad. She is acknowledged as one of the most outstanding 

subjective documentarians in Hungary. Her album Fotóbrancs [Photo Gang] was published in 

1994 and Látókép megállóhely [Vision Halt] in 1998. She works as a theatrical photographer and 

a photographic contributor to the magazine Beszélő. Her works are in the Sarah Morthland 

Gallery in New York.


