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IN THE STUDIO

James Casebere creates gorgeous, dreamlike
photographs of interior spaces that call for a reality check
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createsgorgeous, dreamlike photographs of interior spaces that call
forareality check By Steven Vincent Portraitby Katy Grannan




“Everything!photo-~
graphisatabrication,”
says James Casebere,
apioneerof setup
photography, pictured
inhisEastVillage AR
studiowith the table-
top modetusedinhis
RedRoomimages. "
Opposite: Siena
Vertical, 2003




HIS PHOTOGRAPHS ARE MYSTERIOUS, tranquil, almost
uncanny.The rooms of aNeoclassical house are flooded with
shimmering pools of water. Streams flow through moodily lit
tunnels and vaulted passageways. Hauntingly beautiful
prison cells stand empty, illuminated by smoky shafts of light.
Stripped of all context and human presence, the evocative
settings are notimmediately recognizable—Portuguese forts
inWest Africa,a federal penitentiaryin eastern Pennsylvania,
anarched corridorin Afghanistan. The structures seem
unearthly,as if photographed through aprism of dreams.
What exactlyare we looking at?

Actually, theyre fictions. The spaces depictedinJames
Casebere’s photographs arein fact tabletop models thathe
builds to scale and meticulously lights to appearlifelike.
Showing avisitoraround his studioin New York’s East Village,
hestopsin front of a two-foot-highmaquette of abathin the
famous Spanish fortress of Alhambra.”Everything | photo-
graphisafabrication—there’snothing‘real’inmywork,”
Casebere explains.”Inthisway! hope todrawattentionto the
artificiality of whatwe believe is actual and true and howwe
construct oursubjective responses tolife”

Criticscallit“setup photography,”agenre that
Casebere, 50, helped pioneerin the mid-1970s. Challenging
the notion that photographyisan art form concerned with
capturing objective images of the realworld, Casebere—along
with David Levinthal and Laurie Simmons, allworking inde-
pendently—began constructingand photographing models
that mimicked“reality” and toyed with notions of truthin
pictures. Since the early 1990s, setup photography, also
known as constructed photography, has become ared-hot
field withits own major stars, such as Thomas Demand, Oliver
Bobergand—considered by some tobe theleaderin the
genre—-Gregory Crewdson.

Modest and soft-spoken, Casebere has neverbeen
particularly comfortable with the idea that hisinnovations
helped changed the course of art photography. He has tended
toavoid the kind of hype that has surrounded Crewdson, for
example,whose cinematic work involves big-budget produc-
tionswith elaborate sets and casts of actors. Instead,
Casebere has burrowed deeperinto hisinterestin photo-
graphing small cardboard, foamcore and paper models.“I've
alwayswanted to create art that combines photography,
architecture, sculpture, film,even animation,” he says.

His latest work,onview at the Sean Kelly Gallery in New
York from October 30 through December6 andatLisson
Galleryin London from November 12 through December 20,
featuresanumber of floodedinteriors. There are the striking
RedRoom, atraditional livingroom decorated withvibrant
stripedwallpaper,and Spanish Bath, astarklylitMoorish bath
surrounded bywarmyellowwalls. There are also spare modern
spaceswith nowater,shotin cool,gray tones sosubtleas to
appearalmost black and white.Mounted between two sheets
of Plexiglas, the photographs measure up to 92 by 120 inches
formultipanelworks and 72 by 90 inches for single images,
thelargest he hasevermade. In the past, because of thelimi-
tations of the printer he used, Casebere had to combine two or
three different panels to achieveimages of that size.”My
printerin New York now has the same laser-jet printer
technology that German photographers like Gursky and
Struthuse,” he says.




“Ihope to draw attention to the
artificiality of what we believe isactual and true”

The shows have generated a greatdeal of advance
interest.”Even before the show opened, we had an extensive
waiting list forJim'swork,” says Kelly.

Theidea of manufacturing the subjects of his photo-
graphs seemed to emergenearly full-blown from Casebere’s
youthfulimagination. While anundergraduate atMichigan
State, and later,at the Minneapolis College of Art and Design,
where he received his BFAin 1976, he noticed that “oureduca-
tion about art was coming from photographic reproductions.
That made me realize howphotography constructs our
notionsofartandlifein general”In 1975 Casebere created
Fan as Eudemonist: Relaxing After an Exhausting Day at the
Beach. A seminal setup photograph,itdepicts,in soft shades
of black and white,a cardboard livingroominwhich areal fan
liesonasofawatchingtelevision.”Atthe time, Iwas trying to
getat the essential artificiality of a photograph by combining
photographywith sculpture,”he explains.”l wasreally
influenced by Claus Oldenburg~but where he was making
softer-than-realimages, lwanted to makemine smaller
thanreal.”

Through the 1970s, at the Whitney Museum'’s
Independent Study PrograminNew Yorkand at CalArtsinLos
Angeles, Casebere continued to make mostly black-and-
white, often surrealisticimages of domesticinteriors.Inthe



In person, Casebere conveys a sense of introversion, almost of solitude.
It'sa feeling that emergesin his emotionally detachedimages

following decade, he turned to eerie outdoor scenes, illumi-
natedinakind of film-noirish chiaroscuro. Moving to colorin
the early’90s,he began to catch public interest and critical
acclaimwithaseries of photographs based on models of pris-
onsacross theU.S. He followed these with beautiful but
ultimately sinisterimages of former slave trade facilities in
West Africaand the Caribbean. Beginningin 2000, he created
perhaps his greatest work to date:interiors of Monticello,
Thomas Jefferson’s Neoclassicalhome in Virginia. Casebere
painstakinglyre-created the rooms and photographed them
toappearasiftheywere flooded with a foot or so of water
(actually,a highlyreflective resin). Together with the African
and Caribbean scenes, Casebere explains, “the Monticello
photographsformatriangle based on the slave trade,and how
itformsanundercurrent of the American experience.”
Undercurrents play animportantrolein Casebere’s
imagination. BorninLansing, Michigan, of Scots-Irish descent
(thefamilyincludes alongline of Presbyterian ministers), he
wasraisedinaDetroit suburbandhad,on the surface,anecht
American childhood. His mother taught first grade and his
fatherwasajuniorhigh school principal. His artistic inclina-
tions apparently came from his grandfathers, one an amateur
photographer, the otheraninveterate builder of smallwooden
models, especially spinningwheels.”Iremember as a kid peer-
ing through the window of my grandfather’s workshop,” says
theartist,"marveling at the models he constructed.”
Butbeneath the ostensible normality of his childhood
surroundings, Casebere sensed adisquiet. Therewas, he

recalls,an essential unreality in American middle-class life
during the Cold War—the staginess of suburban communities,
the artificiality of television and mind-warping shows like The
Twilight Zone. Coming of age in the late 1960s, Casebere
developedaninterest Zen Buddhism andits core notion that
reality liesin the subjectivity of the individual.“Zenintensified
asensel'd gotten from the suburbs about howrealityis
created, howourideas of life are actually models that we build
inourminds,”he says.

Today the artistlivesin the Fort Greene neighborhood
of Brooklynwith hiswife, the photographerand video artist
Lorna Simpson,and their 5-year-old daughter, Zora. Despite
his success and comfortable family life, Casebere conveys a
sense of introversion, aimost of solitude. It's a feeling that
emergesin his subtle,emotionally detached photographs.”My
workaddresses the factthatwe are allisolatedin ourown
perspectives,”he explains,” whetherit be ourown little worlds
orlarger constructions of society and history.”

Inthese comments, one hears the teachings of Zen
masters, butalso the echo of Presbyterian ancestors, who
held thatlife was a stage uponwhichindividual consciousness
stood alone and unaided before God.“Thereisalimit to human
subjectivity—inthe end,we are allenslaved by ourmodels of
life,"the artistmuses. Yet his photographs suggest that the
more aware we become of how we create our own construc-
tionsof reality, the less likelywe are toimpose these
constructions on othersin the name of “objective” truth. And
that,inCasebere’sview,isfreedom.



