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Pictures of a Family

When we first met we were standing shoulder to shoulder
against the gable of Nolby Elementary School. A few meters
in front of us, his older brother and some of his friends stood
lined up like a firing squad swinging sharpened sticks with
freshly stolen apples stuck on them. The apples were slung at
us with considerable speed, but we were never hit. Standing
there next to him, I could feel his body flinch each time an
apple smashed against the pale yellow wall behind us.

We lived in the same neighborhood, and that fall we became
friends. He was a class ahead of me and was by far the bolder
of the two of us. He was always the one to take the first step

ol
ey i : g = _ [ 3 and I was the one who followed. He always chose a higher

_— il T Ty ! % point to jump from. He had sex before I did, and when I was

thinking about buying a moped he had already
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. . . . Ulf Lundin is a Swedish artist who was
sold his. He still lives in the town were we  sornin 1965 He stugiod at The Sehool
of Photography and Film at Gothenburg
University. In addition to photography,
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. . . ing the Galleri Magnus Karlsson in
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the same time. It is difficult to point a finger S s ms rousorn o
at the choices (if we made any) that have e s-1m nom,ur

Pictures of a Family, 1996. C-print, © UIf
Lundin. Courtesy Galleri Magnus Karlsson,

determined our present lives. Stoskholm.
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I have spied on him and his family for a year now and secretly

photographed them. There are over a hundred rolls of film in

my archives. We have made a contract in which they have

given me permission to spy on them. In other words, they
know that I'm there but they don’t know when.

ULFLUNDIN When I started to think about this project
I had finished my bachelor studies at the University
of Gothenburg about a year before. My plan was to
make my living as a freelance photogmpher. I didn’t
do very well economically, and I didn’t find the job
very satisfying. I lived alone in a one-room apart-
ment and started to think about why things had
tumed out as they had. That’s a very common
thought, I guess. I started to compare myself to my
friend and felt that I could have been in his position
and he could have been in mine. As I say in the text,
it’s very difficult to point a finger at the choices that
determined our present lives. So the man in the

familyworks in some sense as an alter ego for me in

this project. Maybe he could live my life very well,
just as I could live his. T contacted him partly
because he had the most stable life among my old
friends, and partly because I like and respect his
family. For me it’s important that he is who he is, but
in another way it’s not important. I'm not trying to
tell the true story about him and his family. 'm not
naming them or the city they live in. The project is
moreabout my relatiomhip to their lifestyle. First we
agred to a one-month trial, and then we wrote a
contract for another eleven months. It’s important to
stress that I didn’t want his life completely but I did
envy parts of it. I've heard all kinds of interpretations
of the pmject. I think it depends on your point of
view Some people think that I have taken the role as
the interesting artist looking at the family’s dull,
bourgeois life, and some think that I'm a pathetic
person who wants to be in the man’s clothes.
GIL BLANK The feeling of frustrated desire permeates
the whole series. But that ambiguity you constantly
infuse into it is, I think, so vital: as you said, you don’t
show too many explicit references to their direct
identities, and the vignettes you show are rarely so
obviouslyendearing, or what people might dream up
on their own if left to create a “p e rfect family ” life. We
see vague tableaux of what might be either joy, or
even crisis, and because of that remove you'veplaced
on everything, we'releft in a kind of limbo to decide
not just what it is we really want, but what the source
of our desire is to begin with. In this regardI think




you tapdirectly into the major strength of photogre
phy, and its parallel weakness. Becaise the act of
making a photographalways promises us some kind
of perfect resolution, both visually and emotionally,
but in the end all we're left with is the cold comfort
of facts, just dumb, silent facts. So you've pulled off
this beautifully symmetrical echo, where the
frustraed perfection of photogmphic desire neatly
depicts just the same kind of phantom paradise of
growing up into adulthood. UL In almost all of the
pictures there’s something that marks an inside and
an outside, like a branch hanging down in front of a
blurry car, and so on. When yo u’re looking at Pictures
of a Family 1 think you're identifying more with me
as the one standing outside looking in than with the
people in the pictures. Even if youre looking at all the
thousands of photos I've taken I don’t think you feel
that you have come any closer to the family. Life s,
for the greater part, taking place somewhere other
than on the recordable surface, and you're left with,
as you put it, dumb, silent facts. That leaves a void
that I think people fill with their own desires or preju-
dices. GB Absolutely. I've found precisely this kind of
recuring device in the work of Philip-Lorea
diCorcia, where objects in the foreground are delib-
erately insinuated upon what would otherwise be the
image’s compositional continuity. It’s like a framing
device that always reminds us that this is a surwil-
lance, that we are quite specifically not taking part in
the action. With diCorcia, I think these devices
constantly force us to consider the images’ synthetic
o rigins and so the rliability of authorial notions. But
other than that small physical similarity, your work is
radially different; it's so mu ch more directly in touch
with, even desiring of —theés no other word for it—
“normality.” Those framing devices don’t connote
something counterfeit at all; they seem much more
like emotional inhibitors, signs of our separation
from the primary experiences we always hope
photogmaphy will recall for us. Did the series bring

you any closer to some kind of personal reckoning
with how photogrphscrystallizeour sense of hope?
UL Of course, the objects in the foreground and the
shortdepth of field are devices borrowed from the spy
movie or surwillance photography. They remind us
that we’re not, as you say, taking part in the action. I
think those objects also remind us of the “photo-
graphic situation.” The pictures are in some sense
extranephotographs. I've tried to enhance elements
that you find in “ordinary” photogmply and make
them blatant. Before you start a project you're always
trying to imagine what it will be like to stand there
photographing. I also thought that I was well
prepared for the situation this time, but when I stood
thereit was so much stronger than I had imagined.
The first time I was out taking pictures for this
project the woman in the family was home alone. I
was standing in the dark garden photographing her
thraigh the window. I had felt the sensation I had at
that moment many times before, taking pictures, but
this time it was much, much stronger—a feeling
both intox i cating and disgusting. But I also think that

the object in the foreground entraps the subjects in a
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DICORCIA, Philip-Lorca
At once inviting and devastating, Wellfleet
crystallizes the of longing that suf-
fuses much of Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s
photography. He stole the picture (of his
fe) with a long lens from a dis-
behind a veil of spare folia
ene tantalizingly c
er out of reach
DiCorcia’s style is one of the most
widely influential to have emerged in the
decade, and it has been rampantly
ted in any number of
primarily for his vivid decon-
y and nar-
ntions in photography, his
are often cited, re , and
d outright eting
distillat
Wellfleet itself has been cited by
film director Mark Romanek as one of
the primary inspirations for his mo»
One Hour Photo (2002). The photo
appears in A Storybook Life, an
of imag y DiCorcia from photo
graphs taken intermittently over the las

ns of contemporary
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narrow and shallow pictorial space. It gives the
project its vagueness, distance, and duality. I'm not
sure I understand what you mean by “hope,” but
when I started the project, I thought that I would

plish some kind of authenticity by doing it in

the way I did. As we mentioned before, the longer

the project continued, I realized how little T was
saying about the family. I didn’t get any closer to the
truth about them. In fact, I could tell any story
about them I'd like, depending on which pictures
I chose. GB Photographs really are the perfect
palimpsest in that way. Even though they’re just
these blank recitations, for some reason— perhaps
their ability for faultless description— people will
always desperatelyseize upon a photographas some
kind of proof of whatever notions they chedshed
before they had even seen the picture in the first
place. So the same document gets constantly re-
enlisted by each new viewer as the supposed proof
of their desires, however varied they are. The
photographs become meticulously constructed

instruments of hope. But I think this kind of




delusion only works when you accept the image
reflexively, without too much contemplation. As
someore devoted to the intemal mechanics of the
process, however, the photographer isn't afforded
that kind of luxury, because the contradictiorsinher-
ent in the medium quickly become apparent. So in
time, as you said, these images that are supposed to
be the perfectresolutionsof external conditions end
up more as mirrors of personal idiosyncrasy. That’s a
faidy basic premise, but you've added that subtle
perversion, by setting out to document your own
biased desires in the first place. You did so in a
blatantly manufactured way: the content you chose
(whichyou knew would be provocative), the ‘surveil-
lance” mode of depiction, and the compositional
devices, all of which constantly reinfore the aware-
ness that what we are seeing is a highly controlled
method for stimulating a specific reaction. Of what?
Disgust, as you mentioned? And maybe jealousy,
fondness, or prurent interest? You knew that your
viewers would be aware of all of this as much as you
were from the beginning, so I'm left to wonder:
Were you perhaps setting out not so mu ch to satisfy
your curiosity about what other path your life might
have taken, but instead to actually kill any sense of
hope you had invested in such a question, thus letting
yourself finally live your own life, this actual life, in
freedom? UL I wanted the spectators to be aware that
they were being manipulated, as they always are
when they look at photogra phy. But I can’t say I knew
that I was stimulating a specific reaction in them;
thereis a limit to that. I've tried to stimulate the
audience and awaken their cudosity, but I can’t say
where that will lead them. I think that the man in the
familyre p resents something that I've been a part of,
a certain way of being and living your life. By observ-
ing him and making him an object separate from
myself—I'm here and he’s there, on the other side —

it can be seen as a liberating process. From being one

step behind I'm taking one step aside. GB You're
m oving on. And now, in fact, youre having a baby...
UL Yes, any day. A re you suggesting that I ended up
wherel didn’t want to be after all, or that I finally got
what I desired? All T can say is that it was an unusu-
ally deliberate decision. I didn’t want it then, but I
want it now. GB In fact, what I've been thinking about
all along, the feeling that I find most compelling
about the series, is how perfectly it illustries the twin
frustrationsof photographyand life. The way thatin
life we are, as human beings, inevitablylimited in our
abilities, in our knowledge, in the basic time and
resources and freedoms that we have at our disposal.
And the way that in photography we indulge the
impossible human hope that maybe, just in this one
instance, we can freeze the rush of time, or see a
subject more perfectly, or prove some ephemeral fact,
or understand some essence. For the series you
completely subjugated yourself in both regards: you
placed yourself as the one who only watches, rather

than experiences, and who has to wait outside in the

freezing cold just to do even that, all the time
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reflecting upon how limited your own life experience
at that moment is. Then, even after you made your
picture from the garden or the street or whatever
peripheral“outsiders” spot, the photogrmphc image
that results is itself also limited, cormpted, frustrated—
it never gives us complete information or emotional
satisfactionas maybe we had hoped it would. The
entireprocess illustrates frustrated desire. But—and
this is the key—all is not lost or nihilistic. You
yourself called it a “liberating process.” So this brings
me back to the idea that it functioned as a sort of
exorcism, not so much by criticizing the particular
subject matter (your friends family, or even the class
he inhabits, or whatever), but by moving beyond the
feeling of frustrated hope that the subject (and
photography) inspired within you. Obviously, it
worked: nowyou’re starting your own family, and it’s
something you're enthusiastic about. And you still
make photographs. UL I think you're right in what
you're saying It’s also about realizing that you can
affect your own situation. You can only make your
own decisions based on your own limited knowledge.
Even if they’re wrong, they’re your choices. Youre
talking about how in photograply we are trying to
stop the rush of time and see a subject more perfectly.
In Work in Progress I'm trying to work the other way
around. I'm building a flow of time from these frozen
moments. Traditionally a photogrphic portrait is
supposed to reveal the essence of the subject’s person-
ality. But what happens when that picture is
transfomed into another similar picture that is trans-
formed into another similar picture that transforms?...
GB ...another “corruption’ of our expectations of the
photographic capability There’s no question that this
tendengy to reevaluate photography’s reliabilityis at
the forefront of current practice, but I find it most
compeling when a photographer still maintains some
kind of wnnection to what might be called “organic,”

or primary, experience. The most successful contem-

porary photographs are ostensibly about that
firsthand knowledge, but they twist its presentation in
some way to make you question not merely the
subject (which is the standard mode of documentary
work) but the act of seeing and photographing in the
first place. There are so many instances today of
photographers taking the idea of synthetic or setup
photography to an extreme, separating it entirely
from knowable (or at least believable) human experi-
ence, that it falls flat for me. It becomes a meaningless
indulgence at best, and an inside joke at worst. I can’t
believe in the tmditional, clichéd notion of capturing
essences either, but I think photography’s unique
importance lies in its ability as a lens-based medium
tore cordknowable experiences and meanings that a
viewer can relate to, if not completelycomprehend. In
this indirect way, I think current photographic
practice approaches real experience, with all of its
vagueness and entropy, a lot more closely than most

of traditional twentieth-century photography ever
did. UL I totally agree with you. That’s why I'm
especially interested in photograply. It cant tell the
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truth about what used to be called reality but it can
say something about it, filterad through a tempera-
ment. And I think it’s important to make that author
visible. I do come from a documentary tradition, and
thereare a lot of reasons to question that tradition,
but I'm still interested in photogmpts that deal with
what you call “organic” or primary expeience. Photo-
graphy also turns you back toward the world in that
when you make a photograph, it almost always
reminds you of other kinds of photograply that exist
outside of the art world. You can never be totally
free as a photographer because the medium is so
exploited, which I think makes it more interesting
The medium in itself is loaded with meaning, which
you as an artist can use. It’s like when a movie dire c-
tor uses a famous actor that doesn’t need to be closely
presented, because the audience knows a lot about his
or her character and what kind of parts he or she
usually plays. Instead, you can start with what’s
important and choose to confirm or question what
the audience thought it knew. GB Of course, that’s a
timely metaphor: the influence of film and cinematic

melodrama is almost everywhere in photogra phy

today. In fact, even beyond photogrply, I would say
it's just everywhere today, pedod—as prdicted,
celebri ty has parad oxically become the new com m on-
ality, and not just in America. But Hollywood
aside, this trend feels like a particularly awkward fit
for photogrphy, which is so similar to—and yet
completely unique from — film. If it is going to be at
alluseful or viable, therehas to be something in a still
image that speaks directly to those unique, hermeti-
cally sterile conditions thatphotography imposes on
what is otherwise a messy, undefinable slice of life.
Even when you as the photograpler do your best to
isolate certain ideas and meanings, the beauty of the
process is that if the image itself has any resonance at
all with other viewers and life at large, that infinite
complexity of separate voices and the natural noise of
the photogmphic act will blow your neat little pile of
intentions all to hell. Your perfect, c omposed object,
dead-still as it may be on the page, is every bit as
fractious and unknowable as the rest of experience.
UL I see that more as a strength then a weakness in
photograply. Of course, you have to try to con trol all
of this as much as possible, but after a piece is out
in the world it lives its own life. It’s only possible
to control the viewers to a certain extent. People
will always make strange associations and think
unexpected thoughts when they see your work. You
can’t give any absolute answers, only interesting
questions. Often when a journalist has written a text
about my work, I'm asked if I want to read through
it before publication. I usually say no because I can't
approve his or her thoughts about my work. If I'm
going to control the text I'm suddenly responsible for
it. It gets strange sometimes, but exciting and inter-
esting just as often. If you put all the texts together I
think something essential will crystallize. GB Do you
place mu ch faith in the notion of the author’s voice,
then? Not just as a mildly controling device that

initiates some sequential conwersationdown the road




among the audience but, specifically for photograply,
as an accurate recorder of someone’s experience?
UL T can't say that I believe in photography as an
accurae recorkr of a person’s experience, if I have
understood your use of the word “accurate” correctly
Of course, you should try to be as precise as possible,
but at a certain point you'll have to let go, and then
it’s impossible to say where that conversation goes.
Even your own photographs can change meaning, for
you, over time. GB Whidh, of course, brings us back
to how Pictures of a Family feels to you now.
Inevitably, when I first show these pictures to
someone, the firstreactionis a sort of titillated fasci-
nation, then a slow ly building guilt as the viewer tries
to pass judgment on the piece in hopes of distanc-
ing themselves from their original interest in it.
Several years have passed since you first conceived and
finally completed the project. You'e at the age when
many fundamentally life-changing developments
happen, suchas having a baby, which is also one of the
things the project dealt with. What place does the
project hold in your life at this point? Is it purely
history, or can you still retumto it for some kind of
active meaning? UL Often when I'm exhibiting
Pictures of a Family I'm asked if T still foll ow this
family. It would have been pathetic if I hadn’t been
able to go on with my life from that point. Of course,
s ome parts of the project aren’t as relevant for me now
as they were then. Or maybe they’re relevant in
another way; I think we always have the need to
compareourselves to others. When I do an interview
like this one, I have to try to put myself in the situa-
tionI was in then, to think about what made me start
the project in the first place, so in some sense the
project is history for me. But there are other parts of
it that are as relevant now as they were then, such as
the parts that concern photograply. If you look at my
latest pieces, theyseem very diffe rent than Pictures of

a Family. Machine is an installation built in the

gallery, and From Darkness is a series of portmits
taken in a studio, but I think there are certain things
that you can recognize in all of my work. There’s a
temperment in the work that I can't get away from
even if | sometimes want to. In several of my pieces I
had to start with a large amount of raw material that
demanded a huge amount of work to get through.
Sometimes I long to work in another way, but I
always seem to come back to that. It’s not something
that I can choose. Then there are more deliberate
themes, like how people relate to a camen, or the
photographer’s powerandtiviality. For me there is a
logial step from Pictures of a Family [1996] to
Station [1997], in which I filmed people waiting in
a railway station without their permission, to Mobi/
[1998], a video of myself listening to people’s conve r-
sationsover cell ph ones with a sound scanner, to Bless
You [1999], a video portrait of people whom I've
invited to my studio and asked to sneeze on cue, to
From Darkness [2002], portraits of people who are
sitting in totaldarkness. Even if the pieces look very

different there are some clear points of contact.
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