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'Landscape With Houses, #10'JAMES CASEBERE, 2011
WELCOME to Dutchess County, New York. The streets are clean,
the lawns neat, and the crime rate is zero. Move here and you'd
remain entirely untroubled by undesirable people or experiences.
But there's a snag. This bit of suburban real estate is a tabletop
model crafted from paper and plastic in the studio of artist James
Casebere. You could trample all over it in a Godzilla costume, but
you couldn't live in it.
Casebere is one of the Pictures Generation, artists who arrived in

the 1970s, intending to unsettle the conventions of photography by
making those conventions part of their subject matter. For the past
five decades, he has been reproducing small sections of the world as
scaled-down architectural models. When photographed, they expose
the ideas upon which the built environment is founded. Our homes,
for example, the ones we work to pay for: They may be no more secure
than Casebere's paper town. What use are solar panels or mortgages
when, in the next valley, a fire is burning? • —MATTHEW SWEET

Framed digital chromogenic print mounted to Dibond. 74 x 86 x 3 inches (188 x 218.4 x 7.6 centimeters), edition of five, $80,000; Sean Kelly Gallery. SKNY.COM.
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Yellow Overhang with Patio, 2016.

Fall Inside the Captivating Images of James
Casebere
On the eve of his major New York exhibition, the artist reveals what it takes to
build and photograph little spaces that deliver outsize emotional impact
The photographs that put artist James Casebere on the map are chilling. Like an
architect, he builds a highly detailed model. But instead of turning the model into a
life-size construction, Casebere zeroes in on the nano-details of the space and then
photographs it to create his “constructed photography.” In the past, he has built and
then photographed empty spaces, from miniature prison cells to flooded rooms to
suburban homes that recall the housing crisis. To call these sparse, meditative
images haunting, with their careful placement of light and shadow, is an
understatement.
While Casebere’s new work certainly triggers a visceral reaction, his latest
exhibition—“Emotional Architecture,” on display from January 27 through March 11
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at Manhattan’s Sean Kelly Gallery—conjures emotion of a different sort. Largely
influenced by the late Mexican architect Luis Barragán, whose vibrant work was
considered not modernist but Emotional Architecture, Casebere plays with space,
color, and light yet again, but this time in a way that is blissfully cheerful and
serene. As he re-creates Barragán’s large-scale work in his miniature format,
Casebere’s cerebral images highlight the formal architectural and design elements of
the architect’s famed structures, which are ultimately marked by a sense of beauty.
Architectural Digest: What inspired you to transition from creating work that
focused on environments like prison cells to the colorful architecture of Luis
Barragán?
James Casebere: I was really looking for a way to revisit the prisons, in fact, only
from a different perspective. I wanted to create space in a way of solitude or
reflection that was more uplifting and more open and accessible and not about
confinement. I started working with color in a way that was more self-conscious.
Barragán was such a color expert; he was friends with [artist] Josef Albers, for
example, and so some of what I did in this exhibition involved thinking about that
relationship and translating three-dimensional space to a two-dimensional image.
AD: How did you first become interested in Barragán?
JC: I think it was just in the back of my mind because of my experience with
Moorish architecture in Spain. I went to all those places that he visited. He visited
them with Le Corbusier, actually, and that always intrigued me. It left a real imprint
because I thought of what an influence this beautiful architecture had on him—this
Mediterranean architecture from North Africa and the influence it had on
modernism—that’s what intrigued me. And then Barragán took this notion of the
Mexican vernacular and tied it to this Mediterranean style, along with an
International Style to create something that was unique.
AD: Did you work from photographs to create your constructed photography, and
how long did it take you to create this work?
JC: I worked from photographs and images online that I found. I have all the books
on Barragán that I’ve managed to collect. It’s all work that I’ve done between June
2016 and now.
AD: The precision of your table-size models is astounding. Did you have any formal
architectural training?
JC: I guess I always had an interest in models and architecture. My dad was an
educator, and he built a couple of schools. As I was growing up, he’d bring the
blueprints home and I’d look at them with him. I remember making architectural

drawings myself of all kinds of things when I was young, just as a fantasy, and
thinking I might want to be an architect, but I never actually trained as an architect.
AD: What do you believe is the power of looking back at another artist’s work?
JC: I think it felt fairly personal, but it also felt important at this point in time. I
think it’s the values that Barragán embedded his work with. The notion of
Emotional Architecture, for him, was about beauty and serenity and solitude and
space. For him, he was Catholic, so it was a real spiritual thing. I think just building
with those kinds of values in mind is what intrigued me so much. It’s like what I
wanted to create for myself, I suppose, but not in the Christian sense. The desire to
create space changes you.
AD: What do you hope people come away with after seeing the show?
JC: Honestly, I hope they come away with an appreciation for the same values that
Barragán held. That they have a little inkling of a similar experience in terms of how
color and space and light work together to create a space where you want to be,
essentially.
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Exhibition at Haus der Kunst covers all periods of James Casebere's 40-year artistic career

James Casebere, 92nd Street Storm, 2015. Archival pigment print, 119 x 159 cm, Edition of 5 with 2 artist’s proofs, Courtesy the Artist and Lisson Gallery, London ©
James Casebere, 2016.

M UNICH.- In the mid-1970s, when James Casebere (born 1953 in Lansing, Michigan, United States) began his career in art,
the medium of photography was in a state of transition, as artists were formulating different approaches to the medium.
Casebere belongs to a generation of artists who have questioned the veracity of images from the beginning and for whom a
photograph is something other than a document.
Casebere's early representations questioned the established codes of American Midwestern middle-class value system. A
well-known work from this period is the latently violent and somewhat morbid photograph of a refrigerator penetrated by an
oversized fork (Fork in the Refrigerator, 1975). In general, the detailed images depict architectural models made by the artist
using materials such as polystyrene, paper and plaster. The models are clearly models, i.e. they do not conceal their
construction. Over the years, Casebere has created his own distinctive visual language through the use of his cinematic and
architectural approach.
"I am trying to create something that embodies or dramatizes the kind of psychic space that exaggerates certain ideas and
experiences," is how Casebere describes his pictorial understanding, a strategy in which the models exemplify what might be
characterized as the architectural unconscious of a given spatial system.

With over 50 works produced in a variety of formats and techniques, the exhibition covers all periods of his 40-year artistic
career: large single and multi-part colour photographs, black and white silver gelatin prints, dye destruction prints, and
waterless lithographs. For the first time, Casebere also presents work- and sketchbooks, as well as an extensive selection of
previously unseen Polaroid studies, thereby revealing the development process of selected works, from the various production
stages to the finished frame.
For the exhibition Casebere has created site-specific works for the large staircase of the exhibition space: four friezes that
refer to the Haus der Kunst's complex political history as a representational National Socialist structure. The new works, which
also explore the ceremonial system of the Albert Speer-designed Zeppelin Field in Nuremberg, are thus part of the continuing
confrontation with historically burdened architecture - a topic that both James Casebere and the Haus der Kunst have long
been investigating.
Considerations of problems related to the representation of architecture and ideology have played a role in Casebere's other
works, including his examination of Thomas Jefferson's home Monticello in Virginia, the arena of the Acropolis of Athens, the
slave dormitory in Topkapi Palace in Istanbul and mobile prison cells in the state of Georgia.
Flooded and desolate spaces, whether illuminated or dark, are recurring illusionistic motifs in series of works from the late
1990s and early 2000s. In "Monticello No. 3 "(2001), Casebere presents the entrance hall of Jefferson‘s house as a dark
space flooded by ankle-deep water. "We need to look beyond the myth of what Jefferson represents, and that's what the
darkness you see is about," says Casebere.
The artist came up with the idea of flooding rooms with water on a trip to Berlin, shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall of 1989.
Although - or perhaps because - the prevailing mood in Berlin at that time was especially optimistic and enthusiastic,
Casebere studied the neglected parts of the city with particular attention, including the sewage system and the metro stations
linking West and East Berlin, which he believed especially clearly expressed "the historical unconscious of Germany."
Initially, with the flooding of rooms, Casebere also thought of prison toilets and sewers. Research led him to early 19th century
model penitentiaries in the United States such as Auburn, Sing Sing and Eastern State Penitentiary. At the time, reformers
tried to manifest Quaker ideas of redemption in prison architecture. For example, solitary confinement was intended to inspire
the occupant to contemplation, prayer and self-reform. However, this method led to the devastation of the prisoner's mind and
became something monstrous. Charles Dickens visited the Eastern State Penitentiary in 1842 and recorded his impressions
of it in his travel journal ("American Notes"), in which he denounced solitary confinement.
In Casebere‘s depictions of cells, light often falls into the spaces from outside and from above, in a single beam. In reference
to Quaker thought, this might be interpreted as the possibility of redemption through divine grace. The water, however, is a
metaphor for transience and the passage of time, and also, in the flooded prison cells, for a system subject to decay. For the
artist, the previous methods of punishment and the deprivation of liberty illuminate a tension in the architecture of prisons.
Casebere's images do not refer to stable, existing objects. Rather, compressed in them is a system of political and associative
references, even to things such as volatile memories or dreams. Thus, he was also fascinated by mosques, madrassas,
caravanserais in Istanbul built by Ottoman architect Mimar Sinan (1489/1490-1588) - in part because their aesthetic, bright
interiors were human in scale despite their height. His research on Islam's complex history has lead Casebere to eras and
cultures that represent the coexistence of Islam, Judaism and Christianity, as well as mutual cultural enrichment, such as
Spain in the period from 711 to 1492. With works such as "Mosque (after Sinan) # 2", "Spanish Bath" and "La Alberca",
Casebere makes viewers aware of these epochs and sublime moments.
The exhibition is accompanied by a catalogue, edited by Okwui Enwezor; with contributions by Okwui Enwezor, Caleb Smith
and Brian Wallis (Prestel Publishers).
"James Casebere. Fugitive" is curated by Okwui Enwezor, assisted by Anna F. Schneider.
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