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	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_1:               One of the consequences of today’s overheated art market is that often the first time the public hears an artist’s name is when one of their works makes a record price at auction. It’s more than 10 years since Andreas Gursky’s “99 Cent II Diptych” (2001) sold for £1.7m at Sotheby’s in London to become the world’s most expensive photograph. And though it’s since been overtaken, not least by another Gursky, “Rhein II” (1999) — sold for £2.7m in 2011 — the “99 Cent II Diptych” is still the one that people remember. This is partly because of its size — at nearly 7ft x 10ft, it far exceeded what most of the public thought of as a photograph — and partly because of its subject matter: ranks of 99-cent goods lining the aisles of a California bargain store; the bottom end of conspicuous consumption servicing, as it were, the top.  On my way to meet Gursky, I wondered if all the fuss around that sale had been an obstacle to his progress; whether the market pressure made it hard to move on. Monika Sprüth, his dealer, told me that in the weeks after the auction she’d instructed her staff to avoid speaking about it to journalists. “I mean, the moment your work is not discussed because of its ideas or its content . . . If you are constantly the artist who is the most expensive photographer all the time . . . There are some artists who probably like it, like Damien Hirst. But Andreas wasn’t prepared, and it was pressure, yes, and it is still a pressure today, in a way.”  It’s not something Gursky wants to discuss much when we meet at his Düsseldorf studio. “The whole market situation was a topic that might have been important to me [once],” he says. “What matters is now, and the fact that I made some money back then is what permits me to be completely free and independent in my work now.” The “now” is very much in evidence in these surroundings, where he’s tending to an immaculate scale model of London’s Hayward Gallery, which reopens after two years’ refurbishment with a major retrospective of his work later this month.  The Hayward has often been a challenging place for artists to fill, with its bunker-like galleries on the ground floor and daylight spaces above, but peering down into the model, where miniatures of Gurksy’s works are arranged along its walls, it’s easy to see how effortlessly they will fill the space.
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_2:                                             Andreas Gursky photographed for the FT in his Düsseldorf studio © Jitka Hanzlova  The show will cover more than 35 years of his work: it’s hard to believe this quietly spoken, youthful figure with short cropped hair is already in his early sixties. He belongs to the generation of artists who finally established photography as a contemporary art. Along with the Canadian Jeff Wall and his fellow German artists Thomas Ruff and Thomas Struth, Gursky decisively shifted the public perception of a photograph from a picture best suited to the printed page to one intended for the gallery wall. His works are notable for their size and for their subject matter, which — particularly during the 1990s and early 2000s — concentrated on the 
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_3: global systems by which society was controlled: the production of goods, the containment and movement of people, the circulation of finance, the organisation of leisure.   One of the new works in the show — still a work-in-progress — is pinned up on the studio walls. It is a view of Tokyo, taken from the Shinkansen (bullet train). Seen from the raised vantage point of the track, the city stretches out towards the distant skyline; low-rise buildings in the foreground, slightly distorted by the blur of speed, leading back, layer upon layer, to high-rise blocks clustered along the horizon, with, at the highest point, a silver spire pointing to the sky.  Like most of Gursky’s works of the past 20 years, the final version will be built up from multiple images, each slightly different, parts from one added to or replacing another, until he has something that finally satisfies him. This is a point he wants to make. “I am making images,” he reminds me. “And to make an image you have to follow certain rules so that it becomes an image.”                          ‘99 Cent’ (1999, remastered 2009)  The right ones haven’t always been easy to find. He gives me an example of a much earlier, pre-digital picture, “Salerno”, from 1990, a view over the Italian port south-east of Naples, looking down over the scene laid out below. The foreground is crammed with layers of commodities lined up ready for transit: rows of identical models of cars give way to stacks of containers, and beyond them cargo ships, docks, piers, rows of high-rise apartment blocks rising into the surrounding hills. Like many of Gursky’s best works, it’s a picture of a specific place at a specific time but it also represents a scene of global commerce that exists the world over. As he explains to Jeff Wall (in a conversation between them printed in the Hayward catalogue), he came across the picture by chance. He wasn’t looking, as Wall thought he might be, for something that would express “the contemporary state of production and distribution”. It was, Gursky admits, “just a stroke of luck”.  
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_4:  "I am never interested in the individual, but in the human species and its environment" “The Salerno image is not interesting [just] because it’s a huge port,” he says to me. “Because I photographed in Genoa, or Marseille, which are much bigger [ports], and the image was weaker. People keep trying to find a matrix for the perfect image, but it’s intuition, it’s not something that can be taught. “My images are a lot about space, but that doesn’t mean it’s space that is unlimited. Space for me is a metaphor for the way we as mankind travel through space at home and on our planet. And the universe is huge and we are so limited in our perception and this is one of the things I want to show in my images.  “Digital technology,” he adds, “gives me a lot of possibilities and freedom to work. When I did my straight photographs in the 1980s, it was really tough to find those images. You can’t find a location like Salerno on any [old] day. Because I didn’t know what I was looking for. It was just by chance that I found that image. But once you have made one like that, you look for similar locations and you start to repeat yourself and it becomes more difficult. So now I have [many more] possibilities.  “For example, I’m working on an image, which is not in the exhibition, which shows the construction of an ocean liner. This is a subject that exists in the world. Millions of people have seen it. And I have an idea of how to show it: it sounds simple if I say it — the size of the boat is so big that our imagination is not strong enough to [encompass] it. But I have a conceptual idea to show this boat in a way you haven’t seen it. If I was still working in analogue, if I didn’t have the abilities to alter or construct images, then I couldn’t make such pictures, because in this case it will be more invention.”  In “Rhein II” (1999), Gursky’s view of the river Rhine is reduced to bands of green and grey. The riverbank was his regular jogging route, and it’s well known by now that he digitally removed a power station from one side of the picture to streamline the bands of colour. But by severing the image at each end, he also framed it in such a way that suggests the endlessly flowing river of the imagination. The abstract qualities of such pictures have led many critics to compare them with paintings by artists such as Ellsworth Kelly and Barnett Newman, as if to bestow greater gravitas on the photographic work. Gursky is unswayed by such accolades. “So much has been written about my work with reference to painting,” he says, “that my works look like paintings. In a way that’s right. But in another way it’s completely not right, because I insist I am a photographer, and if there is quality in my work, it is because I am a photographer, it is not because it’s something that reminds you of something else. “I think the quality of the work [has to do with the fact that] it is a hundred per cent separate from painting. But on the other hand,” he adds with a smile, “I love paintings, I collect paintings, and I am jealous because the material I use, the surface of the acrylic glass, is very boring for me. [His prints are face-mounted to acrylic sheeting.] The plastic is not a very sexy material. But it is the only material we can use for making very huge photographs. And if it’s a good picture, you don’t notice the plastic any more.” This reminds me of how much Gursky knows about the presentation of photographs. His parents ran a successful commercial photography studio in Düsseldorf, then the centre of the advertising industry in West Germany. His grandfather had been a portrait photographer in Leipzig, and his parents had fled to the west in 1955 when he was just a few months old. As he told Jeff Wall, “Up until the age of 10, I spent my childhood in the studio, because the sofa and the television set were right by the infinity cove [the curved white wall in a photographic studio
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_5: that isolates objects in space] and there was no living room and certainly no privacy. I remember very clearly being occasionally woken up at night to come and pose for photographs.” After school, he refused military service and worked as a hospital technician in lieu. Then, in 1977, he was persuaded by a friend to join him at the Folkwangschule in Essen to study photography.                          ‘Rhein II’ (1999, remastered 2014) © Andreas Gursky  By this time the school was turning out graduates who, as Gursky did, hoped to make a living as photojournalists. But he couldn’t find work and, discouraged, decided to change tack completely. On a trip to New York he had met Thomas Struth, who was a student at the Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf in the class of professor Bernd Becher and his wife Hilla. Gursky decided to apply and, in 1981, joined the Bechers’ class. The Bechers’ photographs of disappearing industrial architecture in the Ruhr had played a decisive role in contemporary art and, due to their influence, their students, along with Struth and Gursky, Axel Hütte, Thomas Ruff and Candida Höfer, became collectively known as the “Becher Schule”, or “Düsseldorf School”. In fact, Gursky found some of the Bechers’ teaching too restrictive. “After a while I had to go my own way, so I escaped.” He had started taking small colour landscapes with a handheld camera — of people at their leisure in the countryside. Bernd Becher had been critical of them, Gursky remembers. “He said, ‘The pictures are not really sharp.’ The subject matter was OK, but if I would make the image with a big camera, then we could discuss it.”  He turned instead to Kasper König, an independent curator who taught at the school. Gursky already knew about US colour photographers such as Stephen Shore, but König introduced him to the work of Jeff Wall and Dan Graham and encouraged Gursky in what he calls his “Sunday Pictures”. 
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_6:                          Andreas Gursky working in his studio © Ralph Goertz/IKS-Medienarchiv   My images are about the way we travel through space on our planet. And the universe is huge and we are so limited in our perception “Of course,” he adds, “if you work in a group you are under pressure. You can see what Thomas Ruff is doing.” Ruff was the first of the group to reproduce pictures at a very large size and the first to be recognised by the art world. “He made these large portraits. Then he started doing exhibitions and though I was still a long way away from making exhibitions, for me it was the right medicine — mich wachzukuessen — to kiss me awake!” In the 1980s, Ruff and Gursky shared a studio space. He recalls helping to carry one of Ruff’s first large portraits down the stairwell and Ruff asking: “‘So, when are you finally going to start working in large format?’ Later, we had to store the portraits in my studio because he didn’t have enough space. Soon after, I began my first large print.”  Gursky’s breakthrough picture happened almost by accident. In 1984, on holiday in Switzerland, he took a colour picture of the Klausen Pass: green foothills and a majestic rocky promontory. Six months later, when he enlarged the negative, he discovered hikers, antlike figures, scattered across the slopes. It was the first instance of what would become a defining feature of Gursky’s images: the figure in space. Whether in massive groups or alone, it enabled him to explore the relationship between human beings and their surroundings. “I am never interested in the individual,” he has said, “but in the human species and its environment.”
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_7:                               ‘Klausen Pass’ (1984)  As he began to work at a much larger size, his pictures established another distinctive feature, the macro and the micro view. Stand back and viewers can take in the full impact of the image; move up close and they can examine even the tiniest details. (It’s impossible to fully reproduce the impact of a Gursky in a book or a magazine.)  By the mid-2000s, however, some of the pictures seemed to be more about spectacle for its own sake. The 2007 series of Formula One pit-stop pictures, F1 Boxenstopp I-IV, each measured just over 7ft x 20ft (222cm x 608cm) and were constructed from images of different Grand Prix races around the world. They showed teams of mechanics in the pits, poring over their cars in far greater numbers than in reality, and a crowd looking down from the spectators’ gallery above. Unlike the earlier images, they seemed to represent the values of an elitist world, rather than any familiar, shared experience.  "I keep awareness of the problems simmering without losing sight of the beauty and complexity of the world" As if anticipating a question, Gursky says he has put this kind of picture behind him. “My interest in spectacle is something from the past. My current images don’t have that any more.” He has since produced other series, such as Oceans (2010), which use satellite images as a source, and has continued to add, periodically, to his “Untitled” pictures — which began in 1993 with the most basic and abstract of images: a view of a utilitarian grey carpet. More recently, works such
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_8: as “Untitled XVIII” (2015), seem to take their cue from mid-20th-century colour field paintings — horizontal bands of pinks or reds, greens and greys which, studied up close, turn out to be row after row of tiny individual tulip blooms: mass cultivation for a global market. Where does he find his subject matter, I wonder. “I am a passionate newspaper reader every day, so many of my ideas come from reading newspapers, or looking in magazines or at TV, so that’s the reason why my images are connected to what’s going on in the world.” His most recent images seem to focus more explicitly on contemporary issues: “El Ejido” (2017) — the rubbish-strewn verge of a Spanish highway with fields of agricultural plastic stretching for miles; “Les Mées” (2016) — acres of brown rectangular panels covering a solar farm in France; and “Amazon” (2016) — a staggering vision of the interior of one of the company’s warehouses holding millions and millions of books. (In close-up you can study the confusion of a system sorted by algorithms rather than any traditional classification.)                    ‘Amazon’ (2016) © Hayward Press Images  Should we recognise an implied critique of globalisation and its effects built into these works? “Yes,” he says, “the issues of our time — climate change, the exploitation of natural resources, working conditions, the monopolisation of distribution structures — they’re all themes in my work. But I don’t have solutions to offer. Everyone knows that Amazon represents turbo-capitalism, but it’s for the viewer to come to their own conclusions. I keep awareness of the problems simmering without losing sight of the beauty and complexity of the world so that interest in it doesn’t disappear.”  He has used mobile phone images as a tool for years, he says, pointing to “Utah” (2017), which began with a roadside snap on holiday with his girlfriend. “I took a photograph with my iPhone and when I looked later it interested me, so we went back and I used my professional camera and photographed the way I did with the iPhone but at a very high resolution. I don’t want it to be [too literal] or be compared to this road-movie character,” he adds. “Wim Wenders, for example, did those photographs in the United States” — he is referring to the pictures Wenders made location-hunting in the American west. “And what I am doing is completely different. It will be only this image about the United States, and Tokyo was the next one, and the third one will be here, in Düsseldorf.
	AGU_Financial_Times_Online_12_January_2018_7_9:                   'Utah’ (2017)  “I can’t imagine dealing with photographs without [them having] reference to the visual world,” he says. “But on the other hand,” he smiles faintly, “when I started teaching [for the past eight years he has been a professor at the Düsseldorf Kunstakademie] I wondered why my students didn’t copy me, because normally, you go to, say, a Gerhard Richter class, and [all the students] paint like Gerhard Richter. But it never happened in my class. Of course, they are influenced by my teaching, but none of my students works at a really large scale. And when I asked them why, they told me, ‘Because your generation did it, we don’t have any room . . . it’s done, and it’s depressing for us.’ ” Some of the latest images in the exhibition are very different from the others. Small, oblique, casual-looking pictures, like mobile phone pictures, and the title “Mobile Nr 1”, suggest a new series in the offing. “I think they are much more personal and, in a way . . . It’s maybe more about reflecting the way images work, the way we see. But it’s just the beginning.  “Next year I have a sabbatical, so I don’t teach, I’m not doing any exhibitions for two years and I can do what I want. So: no emails, nothing. This is a huge privilege, I know. But I am going to do my own work. For me. Not for the market. Not for exhibitions. For me. I have done this for 30 years now, and I really need a break.”   Portrait by Jitka Hanzlova Images Andreas Gurksy/DACS 2017. Courtesy Spruth Magers  Southbank Centre’s Hayward Gallery reopens with “Andreas Gursky”, January 25-April 22; southbankcentre.co.uk


