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( 9 3 )P O R T F O L I O
ULF LUNDIN

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 neighborh o o d , and that fall we beca m e
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
and I was the one who followed. He always chose a higher
point to jump from. He had sex before I did, and when I was
thinking about buying a moped he had alre a d y
sold his. He still lives in the town were we
grew up and now he has a wife, two sons, a
h ome in a terraced house and a steady job. T h e
security of his life appalls and attracts me at
the same time. It is difficult to point a finger
at the choices (if we made any) that have
determined our present lives.

L U N D I N , Ulf 
Ulf Lundin is a Swedish art ist  who was
b o rn in 1965. He stud ied at The School
of Photography and Film at Gothenburg
U n i v e r s i t y. In addit ion to photography,
over the last several years he has been
working on video and instal lat ions . He
has had numerous solo exhib itions in
Sweden and  Europe at venues includ-
ing the Ga ller i Magnus Karlsson i n
Stockholm, The Photographers’ Gallery
in London, Galleri Hippolyte in  Helsinki,
and Fotogaller ie t in Os lo. He l ives in
Stockholm with his wife and newborn child.

P i c tu res of a Fa m i l y

(pp. 92 – 1 11) L U N D I N , U l f
Pictures of a Family, 1996. C-pr int, © U l f
Lundin. Courtesy Galleri Magnus Karlsson,
S t o c k h o l m .
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this pro j e c t . M aybe he could live my life ve ry well ,
just as I could live his. I contacted him part ly
b e cause he had the most stable life among my old
f ri e n d s , and part ly because I like and respect his
f a m i ly. For me it’s important that he is who he is, b u t
in another way it ’s not import a n t . I’m not trying to
t e ll the true story about him and his family. I’m not
naming them or the city they live in. The project is
m o re about my re l a t i onship to their life s tyl e . First we
a g reed to a on e - m onth tri a l , and then we wrote a
c on t ract for another eleven mon t h s . I t’s important to
s t ress that I didn’t want his life com p l e t e ly but I did
e nvy parts of it. I’ve heard all kinds of interp re t a t i on s
of the pro j e c t . I think it depends on your point of
v i ew. 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
p e r s on who wants to be in the man’s cl o t h e s .
GIL BLANK The feeling of fru s t rated desire perm e a t e s
the whole seri e s . But that ambiguity you con s t a n t ly
infuse into it is, I think, so vital: as you said, you don’t
s h ow too many explicit re fe rences to their dire c t
i d e n t i t i e s , and the vignettes you show are ra re ly so
o bv i o u s ly endeari n g, or what people might dream up
on their own if left to create a “p e rfect family ” l i fe . We
see vague tableaux of what might be either joy, o r
even cri s i s , and because of that re m ove yo u ' ve placed
on eve ryt h i n g, w e ' re left in a kind of limbo to decide
not just what it is we re a lly want, but what the sourc e
of our desire is to begin with. In this re g a rd I think

ULF LUNDIN When I started to think about this pro j e c t
I had finished my bachelor studies at the Unive r s i ty
of Gothenburg about a year before . My plan was to
make my living as a freelance ph o t o g ra ph e r. I didn’t
do ve ry well econ om i ca lly, and I didn’t find the job
ve ry satisfyi n g. I lived alone in a on e - ro om apart-
ment and started to think about why things had
t u rned out as they had. T h a t ’s a ve ry com m on
t h o u g h t , I guess. I started to com p a re myself to my
f riend and felt that I could have been in his position
and he could have been in mine. As I say in the text,
i t’s ve ry difficult to point a finger at the choices that
d e t e rmined our present live s . So the man in the
f a m i ly works in some sense as an alter ego for me in

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.
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you any closer to some kind of personal re ck on i n g
with how ph o t o g ra phs crys t a ll i ze our sense of hope?
U L Of course, the objects in the fore g round and the
s h o rt depth of field are devices borrowed from the spy
m ovie or surve i llance ph o t o g ra phy. T h ey remind us
that we’re not, as you say, taking part in the action . I
think those objects also remind us of the “ph o t o-
g ra phic situation . ” The pictures are in some sense
e x t reme ph o t o g ra ph s . I’ve tried to enhance elements
that you find in “o rd i n a ry ” ph o t o g ra phy and make
them blatant. B e f o re you start a project yo u’re alw ays
t rying to imagine what it will be like to stand there
ph o t o g ra ph i n g. I also thought that I was well
p re p a red for the situation this time, but when I stood
t h e re it was so mu ch stronger than I had imagined.
The first time I was out taking pictures for this
p roject the woman in the family was home alon e . I
was standing in the dark garden ph o t o g ra phing her
t h rough the window. I had felt the sensation I had at
that moment many times before, taking picture s , b u t
this time it was mu ch , mu ch stron g er — a fe e l i n g
both intox i cating and disgusting. But I also think that
the object in the fore g round entraps the subjects in a

you tap dire c t ly into the major strength of ph o t o g ra-
phy, and its para llel weakness. B e cause the act of
making a ph o t o g ra ph alw ays promises us some kind
of perfect re s o l u t i on , both visually and emotion a lly,
but in the end all we're left with is the cold com f o rt
of facts, just dumb, silent facts. So yo u ' ve pulled off
this beautifully sym m e t ri cal ech o, w h e re the
f ru s t rated perfe c t i on of ph o t o g ra phic desire neatly
depicts just the same kind of ph a n t om paradise of
g rowing up into adulthood. U L In almost all of the
p i c t u res there’s something that marks an inside and
an outside, like a bra n ch hanging down in front of a
b l u r ry ca r, and so on . When yo u’re looking at P i c tu re s
o f a Family I think yo u’re identifying more with me
as the one standing outside looking in than with the
people in the picture s . E ven if yo u’re looking at all the
thousands of photos I’ve taken I don’t think you fe e l
that you have come any closer to the family. L i fe is,
for the greater part , taking place som ew h e re other
than on the re c o rdable surf a c e, and yo u’re left with,
as you put it, d u m b, silent facts. That leaves a void
that I think people fill with their own desires or pre j u-
d i c e s . G B A b s o l u t e ly. I’ve found pre c i s e ly this kind of
re c u r ring device in the work of Ph i l i p - Lo rca
d i C o rc i a , w h e re objects in the fore g round are delib-
e ra t e ly insinuated upon what would otherwise be the
i m a g e’s com p o s i t i onal con t i n u i ty. I t’s like a fra m i n g
d evice that alw ays reminds us that this is a surve i l-
l a n c e, that we are quite specifica lly not taking part in
the action . With diCorc i a , I think these dev i c e s
c on s t a n t ly force us to consider the images’ s yn t h e t i c
o rigins and so the re l i a b i l i ty of authorial notion s . B u t
other than that small phys i cal similari ty, your work is
ra d i ca lly diffe re n t ; it's so mu ch more dire c t ly in touch
w i t h , even desiring of — t h e re’s no other word for it —
“n o rm a l i ty. ” Those framing devices don’t con n o t e
s omething counterfeit at all ; t h ey seem mu ch more
like emotional inhibitors, signs of our separa t i on
f rom the pri m a ry experiences we alw ays hope
ph o t o g ra phy will re ca ll for us. Did the series bri n g
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D I C O R C I A, Philip-Lorca
At once inviting and devastating, We l l f l e e t
c rystal lizes the sense of longing that suf-
fuses much of Phil ip-Lorca diCorc i a ’s
p h o t o g r a p h y. He stole the picture (of his
own wife) with a long lens from a dis-
tance, behind a veil of spare foliage,
positioning the scene tantalizingly close
but forever out of re a c h .

D i C o rc i a ’s style is one of the most
widely  influential to have emerged in the
past decade, and it has been rampantly
reinvented in any number of gu ises.
Known primari ly for h is vivid decon-
s t ructions of the documentary and nar-
rat ive conventions in photography, his
images are often cited,  re f e renced, and
even plagiarized outright as disquieting
dist il lat ions of contemporary l i fe.

We l l f l e e t i tself has been cited by
film director Mark Romanek as one of
the primary inspirat ions for his movie
One Hour Photo (2002). The photograph
appears in A Storybook Life, a new book
of images made by DiCorcia f rom photo-
graphs taken intermittently over the last
twenty-five years.  

(p. 98 l e f t) D I C O R C I A , Philip-Lorca 
W e l l f l e e t , 1992. Fuji Crystal Archive print,
© P h i l i p - L o rca diCorcia.  Courtesy Pace/
MacGill  Gallery, New Yo r k .

n a r row and shall ow pictorial space. It gives the
p roject its vagueness, d i s t a n c e, and duality. I’m not
s u re I understand what you mean by “h o p e, ” b u t
when I started the pro j e c t , I thought that I would
a c c omplish some kind of authenticity by doing it in
the way I did. As we mentioned before, the lon g e r
the project con t i n u e d , I re a l i zed how little I was
s aying about the family. I didn’t get any closer to the
t ruth about them. In fact, I could tell any story
about them I’d like, depending on which pictures 
I ch o s e . G B Ph o t o g ra phs re a lly are the perfe c t
palimpsest in that way. E ven though they’re just
these blank re c i t a t i on s , for some re a s on — p e rh a p s
their ability for faultless descri p t i on— people will
a lw ays despera t e ly seize upon a ph o t o g ra ph as som e
kind of proof of whatever notions they ch e ri s h e d
b e f o re they had even seen the picture in the first
p l a c e . So the same document gets con s t a n t ly re -
enlisted by each new viewer as the supposed pro o f
of their desire s , h ow ever varied they are . The 
ph o t o g ra phs become meticulously con s t ru c t e d
i n s t ruments of hope. But I think this kind of
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d e l u s i on on ly works when you accept the image
re fl e x i ve ly, without too mu ch con t e m p l a t i on . A s
s om e one devoted to the i n t e rnal mechanics of the
p ro c e s s , h ow eve r, the ph o t o g ra pher isn’t afford e d
that kind of luxury, b e cause the con t ra d i c t i ons inher-
ent in the medium quick ly become appare n t . So in
t i m e, as you said, these images that are supposed to
be the perfect re s o l u t i ons of external con d i t i ons end
up more as mirrors of personal idiosyn c ra s y. T h a t’s a
f a i rly basic pre m i s e, but yo u’ve added that subtle
p e rve r s i on , by setting out to document your ow n
biased desires in the first place. You did so in a
b l a t a n t ly manufactured way: the content you ch o s e
( w h i ch you knew would be prov o ca t i ve ) , the “s u rve i l-
l a n c e” mode of depiction , and the com p o s i t i on a l
d ev i c e s , a ll of which con s t a n t ly re i n f o rce the aware-
ness that what we are seeing is a highly con t ro ll e d
method for stimulating a specific re a c t i on . Of what?
D i s g u s t , as you mentioned? And maybe jealousy,
f on d n e s s , or pru rient interest? You knew that yo u r
v i ewers would be aware of all of this as mu ch as yo u
w e re from the beginning, so I’m left to won d e r :
We re you perhaps setting out not so mu ch to satisfy
your curi o s i ty about what other path your life might
h a ve 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, i n
f re e d om? U L I wanted the spectators to be aware that
t h ey were being manipulated, as they alw ays are
when they look at ph o t o g ra phy. But I ca n’t say I knew
that I was stimulating a specific re a c t i on in them;
t h e re is a limit to that. I’ve tried to stimulate the
audience and awaken their curi o s i ty, but I ca n’t say
w h e re that will lead them. I think that the man in the
f a m i ly re 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
m ys e lf— I’m here and he’s there, on the other side —
it can be seen as a liberating pro c e s s . From being on e

step behind I’m taking one step aside. G B Yo u’re
m oving on . And now, in fact, yo u’re having a baby…
U L Ye s , a ny day. A re you suggesting that I ended up
w h e re I didn’t want to be after all , or that I finally go t
what I desired? All I can say is that it was an unusu-
a lly deliberate decision . I didn’t want it then, but I
want it now. G B In fact, what I’ve been thinking about
a ll alon g, the feeling that I find most com p e ll i n g
about the seri e s , is how perfe c t ly it ill u s t rates the tw i n
f ru s t ra t i ons of ph o t o g ra phy and life . The way that in
l i fe, we are, as human beings, i n ev i t a b ly limited in our
a b i l i t i e s , in our know l e d g e, in the basic time and
re s o u rces and fre e d oms that we have at our disposal.
And the way that in ph o t o g ra phy we indulge the
impossible human hope that mayb e, just in this on e
i n s t a n c e, we can fre eze the rush of time, or see a
subject more perfe c t ly, or prove some eph e m e ral fact,
or understand some essence. For the series yo u
c om p l e t e ly subjugated yourself in both re g a rd s : yo u
placed yourself as the one who on ly watch e s , ra t h e r
than experi e n c e s , and who has to wait outside in the
f re ezing cold just to do even that, a ll the time

( 1 0 1 )P O R T F O L I O
ULF LUNDIN
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reflecting upon how limited your own life experi e n c e
at that moment is. T h e n , even after you made yo u r
p i c t u re from the garden or the street or whateve r
p e ri ph e ral “o u t s i d e r’s ” s p o t , the ph o t o g ra phic image
that results is itself also limited, c o r ru p t e d , f ru s t ra t ed—
it never gives us complete inform a t i on or emotion a l
s a t i s f a c t i on as maybe we had hoped it would. T h e
e n t i re process ill u s t rates fru s t rated desire . B ut — a n d
this is the key — a ll is not lost or nihilistic. Yo u
yourself ca lled it a “l i b e rating pro c e s s . ” So this bri n g s
me back to the idea that it functioned as a sort of
e xo rc i s m , not so mu ch by criticizing the part i c u l a r
subject matter (your fri e n d’s family, or even the cl a s s
he inhabits, or whateve r ) , but by moving beyond the
feeling of fru s t rated hope that the subject (and
ph o t o g ra phy) inspired within yo u . Obv i o u s ly, i t
w o rk e d : n ow yo u’re starting your own family, and it ’s
s omething yo u’re enthusiastic about. And you still
make ph o t o g ra ph s . U L I think yo u’re right in what
yo u’re sayi n g. I t’s also about realizing that you ca n
a f fect your own situation . You can on ly make yo u r
own decisions based on your own limited know l e d g e .
E ven if they’re wron g, t h ey’re your ch o i c e s . Yo u’re
talking about how in ph o t o g ra phy we are trying to
stop the rush of time and see a subject more perfe c t ly.
In Wo rk in Pro gress I’m trying to work the other way
a ro u n d . I’m building a flow of time from these fro ze n
m om e n t s . Tra d i t i on a lly a ph o t o g ra phic port rait is
supposed to reveal the essence of the subject’s person-
a l i ty. But what happens when that picture is
t ra n s f o rmed into another similar picture that is tra n s-
f o rmed into another similar picture that tra n s f o rm s ? …
G B …another “c o r ru p t i on” of our e x p e c t a t i ons of the
ph o t o g ra phic ca p a b i l i ty. T h e re’s no question that this
t e n d e n cy to re evaluate ph o t o g ra phy’s re l i a b i l i ty is at
the fore f ront of current pra c t i c e, but I find it most
c om p e lling when a ph o t o g ra pher still maintains som e
kind of con n e c t i on to what might be ca lled “o r g a n i c , ”
or pri m a ry, e x p e ri e n c e . The most successful con t e m-

p o ra ry ph o t o g ra phs are ostensibly about that
firsthand know l e d g e, but they twist its pre s e n t a t i on in
s ome way to make you question not mere ly the
subject (which is the standard mode of documentary
w o rk) but the act of seeing and ph o t o g ra phing in the
first place. T h e re are so many instances today of
ph o t o g ra phers taking the idea of synthetic or setup
ph o t o g ra phy to an extre m e, s e p a rating it entire ly
f rom knowable (or at least believable) human experi-
e n c e, that it falls flat for me. It becomes a meaningless
indulgence at best, and an inside joke at worst. I ca n’t
b e l i eve in the tra d i t i on a l , cl i chéd notion of ca p t u ri n g
essences either, but I think ph o t o g ra phy’s unique
i m p o rtance lies in its ability as a lens-based medium
to re c o rd knowable experiences and meanings that a
v i ewer can relate to, if not com p l e t e ly com p re h e n d . I n
this indirect way, I think current ph o t o g ra ph i c
p ractice appro a ches real experi e n c e, with all of its
vagueness and entro p y, a lot more cl o s e ly than most
of tra d i t i onal tw e n t i e t h - c e n t u ry ph o t o g ra phy eve r
d i d . U L I totally agree with yo u . T h a t ’s why I’m
e s p e c i a lly interested in ph o t o g ra phy. It ca n’t tell the
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t ruth about what used to be ca lled re a l i ty, but it ca n
s ay something about it, fi l t e red through a tempera-
m e n t . And I think it’s important to make that author
v i s i b l e . I do come from a documentary tra d i t i on , a n d
t h e re are a lot of re a s ons to question that tra d i t i on ,
but I’m still interested in ph o t o g ra phs that deal with
what you ca ll “o r g a n i c” or pri m a ry experi e n c e . Ph o t o -
g ra phy also turns you back tow a rd the world in that
when you make a ph o t o g ra ph , it almost alw ays
reminds you of other kinds of ph o t o g ra phy that exist
outside of the art worl d . You can never be totally 
f ree as a ph o t o g ra pher because the medium is so
e x p l o i t e d , w h i ch I think makes it more intere s t i n g.
The medium in itself is loaded with meaning, w h i ch
you as an artist can use. I t’s like when a movie dire c-
tor uses a famous actor that doesn’t need to be cl o s e ly
p re s e n t e d , b e cause the audience knows a lot about his
or her ch a racter and what kind of parts he or she
u s u a lly plays . I n s t e a d , you can start with what’s
i m p o rtant and choose to con fi rm or question what
the audience thought it knew. G B Of course, t h a t’s a
t i m e ly metaph o r : the influence of film and cinematic
m e l o d rama is almost eve ry w h e re in ph o t o g ra phy

t o d ay. In fact, even beyond ph o t o g ra phy, I would say
it's just eve ry w h e re today, p e ri od — as pre d i c t e d ,
c e l e b ri ty has para d ox i ca lly become the new com m on-
a l i ty, and not just in Am e ri ca . But Hollywood 
a s i d e, this trend feels like a part i c u l a rly awkward fit
for ph o t o g ra phy, w h i ch is so similar to — and ye t
c om p l e t e ly unique from — fi l m . If it is going to be at
a ll useful or viable, t h e re has to be something in a still
image that speaks dire c t ly to those unique, h e rm e t i-
ca lly sterile con d i t i ons that ph o t o g ra phy imposes on
what is otherwise a messy, undefinable slice of life .
E ven when you as the ph o t o g ra pher do your best to
isolate certain ideas and meanings, the beauty of the
p rocess is that if the image itself has any re s onance at
a ll with other viewers and life at large, that infinite
c om p l e x i ty of separate voices and the natural noise of
the ph o t o g ra phic act will blow your neat little pile of
i n t e n t i ons all to hell . Your perfe c t , c omposed object,
d e a d - s t i ll as it may be on the page, is eve ry bit as
f ractious and unknowable as the rest of experi e n c e .
U L I see that more as a strength then a weakness in
ph o t o g ra phy. Of course, you have to try to con t rol all
of this as mu ch as possible, but after a piece is out 
in the world it lives its own life . I t’s on ly possible 
to con t rol the viewers to a certain extent. People 
w i ll alw ays make strange associations and think
unexpected thoughts when they see your work . Yo u
ca n’t give any absolute answers, on ly intere s t i n g
q u e s t i on s . O ften when a journalist has written a text
about my work , I’m asked if I want to read thro u g h
it before publica t i on . I usually say no because I ca n’t
a p p rove his or her thoughts about my work . If I’m
going to con t rol the text I’m suddenly re s p onsible for
i t . It gets strange som e t i m e s , but exciting and inter-
esting just as oft e n . If you put all the texts together I
think something essential will crys t a ll i ze . G B Do yo u
place mu ch faith in the notion of the author’s voice,
then? Not just as a mildly con t ro lling device that
initiates some sequential conve r s a t i on down the ro a d
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a m ong the audience but, s p e c i fi ca lly for ph o t o g ra phy,
as an accurate re c o rder of som e on e’s experience? 
U L I ca n’t say that I believe in ph o t o g ra phy as an
a c c u rate re c o rder of a person’s experi e n c e, if I have
understood your use of the word “a c c u ra t e” c o r re c t ly.
Of course, you should try to be as precise as possible,
but at a certain point yo u’ll have to let go, and then
i t’s impossible to say where that conve r s a t i on go e s .
E ven your own ph o t o g ra phs can change meaning, f o r
yo u , over time. GB Wh i ch , of course, b rings us back
to how P i c tu res of a Fa m i l y feels to you now.
I n ev i t a b ly, when I first show these pictures to
s om e on e, the first re a c t i on is a sort of titillated fasci-
n a t i on , then a slow ly building guilt as the viewer tri e s
to pass judgment on the piece in hopes of distanc-
i n g t h e m s e lves from their original interest in it.
Seve ral years have passed since you first con c e i ved and
fi n a lly completed the pro j e c t . Yo u’re at the age when
m a ny fundamentally life - changing deve l o pm e n t s
h a p p e n , s u ch as having a baby, w h i ch is also one of the
things the project dealt with. What place does the
p roject hold in your life at this point? Is it pure ly
h i s t o ry, or can you still re t u rn to it for some kind of
a c t i ve meaning? U L O ften when I’m exhibiting
P i c tu res of a Fa m i l y I’m asked if I still foll ow this
f a m i ly. 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 are n’t as re l evant for me now
as they were then. Or maybe they’re re l evant in
another way; I think we alw ays have the need to
c om p a re ourselves to others. When I do an interv i ew
like this on e, I have to try to put myself in the situa-
t i on I was in then, to think about what made me start
the project in the first place, so in some sense the
p roject is history for me. But there are other parts of
it that are as re l evant now as they were then, s u ch as
the parts that con c e rn ph o t o g ra phy. If you look at my
latest pieces, t h ey seem ve ry diffe rent than P i c tu res of
a Fa m i l y. M ach i n e is an install a t i on built in the

g a ll e ry, and From Dark n e s s is a series of port ra i t s
taken in a studio, but I think there are certain things
that you can re c o g n i ze in all of my work . T h e re’s a
t e m p e rament in the work that I ca n’t get away from
even if I sometimes want to. In seve ral of my pieces I
had to start with a large amount of raw material that
demanded a huge amount of work to get thro u g h .
Sometimes I long to work in another way, but I
a lw ays seem to come back to that. I t’s not som e t h i n g
that I can ch o o s e . Then there are more delibera t e
t h e m e s , like how people relate to a ca m e ra , or the
ph o t o g ra ph e r’s power and tri v i a l i ty. For me there is a
l o g i cal step from P i c tu res of a Fa m i l y [1996] to
S ta t i o n [ 1 9 9 7 ] , in which I filmed people waiting in
a ra i lw ay station without their perm i s s i on , to M o b i l
[ 1 9 9 8 ] , a video of myself listening to people’s conve r-
s a t i ons over cell ph ones with a sound sca n n e r, to B l e s s
Yo u [ 1 9 9 9 ] , a video port rait of people whom I’ve
i nvited to my studio and asked to sneeze on cue, t o
From Darkness [ 2 0 0 2 ] , p o rt raits of people who are
sitting in total dark n e s s . E ven if the pieces look ve ry
d i f fe rent there are some clear points of con t a c t .
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