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I.

1 Wolfgang Tillmans, in Vince Alleti, “Wolfgang Tillmans: A Project for Artforum,” Artforum 39, no. 6 (February 2001), 129.

2 Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863), in Charles Baudelaire: Selected Writings on Art and Litera- 
 ture, P. E. Charvet, trans. (New York: Viking Press, 1972), 403.

I have been asked to write on Wolfgang Tillmans’s abstractions. That is, my task 
here is to abstract one aspect from Tillmans’s much larger overall practice. The job 
seems to call for a specialist, perhaps even for abstraction to be treated as a kind 

of specialty. But I want to resist that role, 
mainly because it flies in the face of Tillmans’s 
most basic leitmotiv, which is to treat pictures, 
including abstract ones, not as isolated phe-
nomena but as always already interrelated. 
Tillmans is, after all, very much a generalist. 
Just look at his sprawling installations  (over 
300 works at the Tate in 2000, 150 in a 1998 
private gallery show), the work’s encyclopedic 
array of subject matter (still life, genre, portrait, 
landscape and beyond, all handled both con-
ventionally and unconventionally, preciously 
and casually). Look at the different functions 
he performs (magazine photographer, book 
editor and designer, curator of his own shows) 

and how effortlessly his practice segues from studio time in the darkroom to post-
studio forms of engagement (“The work only half starts with the pictures,” he says).1 
So to the question of what might be the meaning of abstraction for Tillmans’s 
larger enterprise, and what might Tillmans’s work mean for abstract art in turn, one 
possible answer is this: abstraction aids in Tillmans’s quest for generality, for a 
broadness of scope and vision, while Tillmans’s generality aids in recovering ab-
straction from its current status as an overly narrow artistic specialization.

It has been argued that negotiating the specific and the general is the defining 
preoccupation of modern art. “Modernity is the transient, the fleeting, the contingent,” 
is how Baudelaire wrote out the equation; “it is one half of art, the other being the 
eternal and the immovable.”2 Tillmans has often been said to epitomize Baudelaire’s 
ideal “painter of modern life.” He has been applauded for faithfully documenting 
gritty social reality, for capturing with insider authenticity the existential facts of 
alternative youth culture. But he just as often will shift his view to the perimeters of 
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such representational scenes, zooming in or out on underlying and overarching 
pattern, governing visual syntax, material substrata. His focus will lock on subjects 
too close up or too far away, until specifics begin to dissolve into general schemes 
and abstract formal arrangements. His camera will tilt down at the ground or up at 
the sky, as if he were brought to a sudden standstill, his gaze snapped loose from 
its connection to an active social horizon.

It’s no coincidence that Tillmans’s earliest works were made by enlarging found 
photos on a laser copier, and that his childhood interest was astronomy. Finding 
pattern and meaning by looking straight down or straight up, close in or far away, 
have proved foundational for him. And this also helps explain why Tillmans has been 
able to so seamlessly expand his practice into the realm of abstraction, especially 
with those works resulting from darkroom experiments that make no use at all of 
the camera and the film negatives it produces. Tillmans’s interests extend beyond 
the camera, which can be thought of as a social instrument at base, small and light 
enough to bob and weave easily through everyday life, where it mechanizes and 
extends the eyes of social actors as they look and point and wink in passing at the 
world and each other. Equally of interest to Tillmans is the more isolating and remote 
darkroom and its primary equipment—the enlarger and its bulb, the photo-sensitive 
paper, the mechanical drums and belts and liquids such paper passes along and 
through while being developed and fixed. Against the horizon-scanning orientation 
of the camera, privileged here is the vertical action between overhead illumination 
and impressionable material below. Sky, stars, passing airplanes, and dancehall 
lights on the one hand and landscape, puddled or spread materials, discarded 
clothes, and exhausted bodies on the other. The switch in orientation itself points 
the way from realism to abstraction.

At times the journalistic and the abstract will overlap in a single image, espe-
cially when the subjects on display closely hew to some shared aim or set of imposed 
rules, when the elevation view of social interaction adheres tightly to the bird’s-eye 
view of the master plan. Examples are certain photos of uniformed police and 
soldiers, of grouped friends lying on a secluded beach, of protesters marching in 
solidarity—or, most strikingly, the pictures taken inside crowded, throbbing dance 
clubs. Most often, though, Tillmans doesn’t try to manifest all these concerns and 
interests in any one single picture, but chooses instead to modulate through them 
across scores of prints that he then relates dialogically in his constellated installa-
tions. Paradoxically, this strategy has opened the way for critics to at times selec-
tively overlook certain classes of photographs and emphasize others as the most 
representative of Tillmans’s world. Indeed, Tillmans’s work has been criticized for 
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3 The Family of Man was subjected to harsh criticism immediately upon its opening at the Museum of Modern Art and  
 the subsequent venues to which it traveled. See, for example, Hilton Kramer, “Exhibiting the Family of Man,” Com 
 mentary 20 (1955): 364–367 and Roland Barthes, “The Great Family of Man” (1956), in Mythologies, Annette Lavers,  
 trans. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), 100–102.

4 T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), in Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1960),  
 11. The ideal of impersonality is also embraced by much house music (of the kind played at the dance clubs fre- 
 quented and photographed by Tillmans). See Simon Reynolds, Blissed Out: The Raptures of Rock (London: Serpent’s  
 Tail, 1990), 176.

being either too aesthetically overworked or too amateurishly underworked, for 
being too exclusively personal or overly preoccupied with subculture or too be-
holden to the fashion and entertainment wings of the mainstream culture industry. 
Such biased and divergent readings are only possible because Tillmans’s work 
encourages the public gathered before it to follow its example and enter its own 
negotiations between the general and the specific. 

Artists and critics have often chosen between generality and specificity, privileg-
ing one to the exclusion of the other. Partisans of photography tend to value the 
medium precisely for its heightened specificity, how every photograph exactly situ-
ates its object, indexically stamping it with a particular time and place and point of 
view. The photograph is said to capture a truth too singular and specific to be re-
duced to, or absorbed by, some vague and instrumentalizing generalization. Think 
of the critical outcry against Edward Steichen’s attempt to generalize about pho-
tographic representation in his 1955 exhibition The Family of Man.3 And this same 
argument has been applied to not just photographs but abstract art as well. Donald 
Judd famously promoted artworks that couldn’t be assimilated to the general cat-
egories of painting and sculpture but instead had to be approached as “specific 
objects.” At the other end of the spectrum, Baudelaire himself, as well as subsequent 
critics like Clement Greenberg, considered photography incurably handicapped 
by its inability to transcend the journalistic and “literal,” while Michael Fried accused 
Judd’s art of much the same, of being too “literalist.” Both Greenberg and Fried 
also chafed at much abstract expressionist painting, or at least its popular recep-
tion, for overly accentuating the autobiographical and personal. The two modernist 
critics instead championed a type of abstract art that manifested an experience or 
emotion too broadly valid in its claims to be pigeonholed within the narrow bounds 
of the private and anecdotal. The idea was succinctly put by T. S. Eliot, in a line 
both Greenberg and Fried admired: “The emotion of art is impersonal.”4

Transcending the privations of the strictly personal, broadening and intensifying 
feeling and vision by generalizing them, pervading the whole of society with the 
poetics of art as free creative human activity—such have been the ends of much 
modern abstraction. The modern era has always sensed in art and aesthetic expe-
rience the promise of stemming not only the social dispersion encouraged by the 

Tillmans-Draft 17 (Color).indd   92 3/30/06   6:31:25 PM



93 Photography’s 
Everyday Life and the 
Ends of Abstraction

5 Clement Greenberg, “War and the Intellectuals: Review of War Diary by Jean Malaquais” (1944), in The Collected 
 Essays and Criticism. Vol. 1: Perceptions and Judgments, 1939–1944, John O’Brian, ed. (Chicago: The University 
 of Chicago Press, 1986), 193.

6 Aaron Schuman, “Master of the Universal,” Art Review 2, no. 7 (July–August 2004), 49.

7 Clement Greenberg, “Review of Blood for a Stranger by Randall Jarrell; The Second World by R. P. Blackmur; Lyra:  
 An Anthology of New Lyric, edited by Alex Comfort and Robert Greacen; Three New Poets by Roy McFadden; and  
 Ruins and Visions by Stephen Spender” (1942), in Collected Essays Vol. 1, 117.

perpetual stoking of private appetites under capitalism but also the social over-
integration brought about through the bureaucratic administration of all of social 
life. It was hoped that art could save the individual not only from total privacy on 
the one hand but from the false communities of ideology and rationalized consump-
tion on the other. Take for example the socialist program that Piet Mondrian claimed 
to advance through his paintings, a project greatly admired and shared by Ad 
Reinhardt. Greenberg admired it as well: “One of the aims of culture is to transform 
the private into the public,” he explained. “Culture enables individuals to communi-
cate and appreciate inwardness, and make it objective.”5 Many have testified to a 
somewhat similar cultural politics operating in Tillmans’s art. “Individuality, sexual-
ity, camaraderie, liberty, experimentation and self-discovery,” lists one ecstatic 
critic, as if witnessing in the artist’s work a condensation of nearly all modern uto-
pian ambitions.6

But it is also true that such politics have always been highly weary of the down-
side to generalizing art and aesthetics and merging them with life. Especially wea-
ry, that is, of the prospect that it is society, not art, that will end up dictating the 
terms of such a merger, with free creativity being the one remade in conformity with 
the ruthless unfreedom of current social arrangements. Achieving the right balance 
between the specific and the general has proven an urgent yet seemingly impos-
sible dilemma under modern conditions. This is what modernity largely means: the 
isolating of people, the intensifying of individual experience, the sharpening of im-
mediate sensation, but always through standardizing, massifying, and ultimately 
alienating means. Modernist critics famously warned of a “dissociation of sensibil-
ity” exacerbated by over-specialization, which rendered people incapable of amal-
gamating the entirety of their thoughts and feelings, an inability that only hurried 
the conversion of individuals into consumers and masses, for whom amalgamated 
experience and well-rounded lives arrived as prepackaged commodities through 
various media and commercial outlets. “In surrendering the totality of oneself to a 
professional role,” Greenberg shook his head, “you give up being a friend, a lover, 
a gossip, an attractive person, the life of the party, in order to be that much more 
poet, actor, boxer, doctor, businessman. Instead of completing yourself by work 
you mutilate yourself.”7 
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8 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum 5, no. 10 (Summer 1967), 16. Interestingly, Thomas Crow has not only 
discussed Fried’s conception of modernist art in terms of the tight community it presumes as its proper audience (in   
 “These Collectors, They Talk about Baudrillard Now: The Life and Death of the Public Sphere in Recent Art,” Discus-
sions in Contemporary Culture, Hal Foster, ed. [Seattle: Bay Press, 1987], 1–8), but has also investigated early 
twentieth-century avant-garde art movements through the rubric of subculture analysis (in “Modernism and Mass 
Culture in the Visual Arts,” Modernism and Modernity, Benjamin Buchloh et al, eds. [Halifax: Nova Scotia College of 
Art and Design, 1983], 215–264). It’s possible to consider Tillmans as mobilizing both of these conceptions of a 
cultural public, the modernist and the subcultural, and perhaps Steichen’s much more populist conception as well, so 
as to enter them all into dialogue.

How then to reconcile modern art’s contradictory demands, its call for both 
experiential particularity and symbolic unity? Modernists have looked with suspicion 
on not just representation for being too easily instrumentalized for state or com-

mercial ends; even an abstract work that wagers everything 
on material intensity, such as a sculpture by Donald Judd, 
threatens not only to privatize experience but to do so for too 
wide an audience, offering up cheap sensory thrills to be had 
by any shock-craving viewer. On the other hand, an artwork 
more exacting in the kind of audience it anticipates and sum-
mons, that tightly specifies a cogent set of communal values, 
runs the risk of being overly narrow and exclusive, just one 
more specialization in an overly professionalized culture. And 
this is precisely the accusation leveled at 1960s color-field 
painters like Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, and 
Larry Poons, artists who like Mondrian and Reinhardt at-
tempted a depersonalized and common modern abstraction. 
Greenberg’s swaddling of this art in a theory of medium-
specificity was already a way of circling the wagons in defense 
against outside encroachments. The position Fried took in 

relation to such work was even more pointedly political and elitist. “The modes of 
seriousness established by the finest painting and sculpture of the recent past,” he 
wrote in 1967, “are hardly modes in which most people feel at home, or even which 
they find tolerable.”8 In Fried’s reworking of Baudelaire’s equation, abstract art 
should become more generalized and impersonal, but only if it does so for a very 
specific audience, for a chosen few. 
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Tillmans’s abstractions, to name just one of their biggest differences from color-field 
painting, do illuminate properties specific to their medium but in ways that can only 
be considered expansive rather than reductive. They are, for one thing, a sizable 
elaboration of the artist’s already incredibly diverse pictorial vocabulary. One of the 
best things about Tillmans’s abstract pictures is that it is nearly impossible to talk 
about them by themselves: like all his works, they most often appear mingled with 
other photos in the branching sequences of his installations. Manifesting both the 
constitutional ground and the summation of pictorial convention, the abstractions 
are usually (though not always) complemented by the parliamentary tussle of Till-
mans’s representational photographs with their back-and-forth dialogue of spe-
cific perspectives. At the same time, the abstractions do that work of generalizing 
that Fried and Greenberg spoke of; they help broaden Tillmans’s overall artistic 
concerns beyond the particular represented subjects to his medium in general. 
Emphasized in the abstractions is a plasticity all the works share, a pliability that 
Tillmans brings out when reusing the same image in differently sized formats (from 
small to medium to large) and in differently shuffled installations. The very fact that 
they get talked about as “abstractions” highlights how all of Tillmans’s pictures 
carefully instantiate and manipulate genre (still life, portrait, landscape, and so forth), 
how they are pictures first before they are pictures of some thing. Indeed, against 
the often solitary and abstracting nature of what Tillmans chooses to photograph, 
it is the gregarious thronging of the prints themselves, their restlessness, the fact 
that many are not framed and nailed down but rather taped or clipped in place 
temporarily, that most evokes a sense of community and public interaction. 

All the same, many of Tillmans’s abstractions—especially the images that com-
prise the Blushes, Peaches, Starstruck, and Freischwimmer series—share a strong 
family resemblance to the color-field paintings that Greenberg and Fried rallied 
behind. (This distinguishes Tillmans from other photographers like Andreas Gursky 
and Jeff Wall, whose computer-assisted practices overlap in certain ways with 
traditional figurative painting but not with mid-century color abstraction.) The re-
semblance grows stronger still when Tillmans produces these images as inkjet 
prints in large formats (sometimes over 12 by 8 feet). Here color runs in thin, ani-
mated strands across the length of the paper’s textured, unglossed surface; these 
strands, like tiny rivulets of liquid dye spreading over and into water-soaked fabric, 
condense to the point of semi-blackness at the center of the individual dribbles 
and disperse at their edges into hazes and scrims of brighter, softer hue. The for-
midable size, restricted palette, and smoldering quality of the color when it turns 
densest and darkest—all this lends the work a grand and somber, even elegiac feel. 

II.
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But the work also possesses the elegant lyricism of drawing, albeit without the 
strenuous carving and chiseling into space that usually results from drawing’s line. 
Tillmans makes color and line appear as one indistinguishable substance; instead 
of color being confined by and filling in drawn profile, here color seems to thicken 
and extend into its own tendriled shapes, arriving at forms and fields that look or-
ganically spawned. 

Morris Louis was said to achieve this same effect through pouring heavily wa-
tered-down acrylics into unprimed canvas, and what led Fried to praise such paint-
ings for their generality, for “seeming to have come into existence as if of their own 
accord,” for donning “the appearance, or illusion, of a sovereign impersonality.”9 
But what is there to look at if Louis removes himself, negates his managerial role 
in the artwork’s making, bows out in deference to the materials themselves, as if 
ceding their right to self-determination? There is a very non-elitist political idea here, 
barely glimpsed, that a batch of art supplies already possess on their own vast 
potentials for creativity and beauty; and that genius, rather than a divine gift innate 
to those lucky enough to emerge from the womb as artists, instead wells up in 
this—in the historical, material, public gathering place of an art medium, a set of 
materials and techniques and their varied past precedents hypothetically available 
to all. Tailored to an individual with two hands, possessing a plasticity hard enough 
to withstand being worked but also malleable enough to yield form, these artisanal 
tools and substances comprise an expandable vocabulary that helps “transform 
the private into the public and make it objective, ” to repeat Greenberg. Put an-
other way, Louis, by emphasizing less his own agency than that of his medium, 
makes impersonal and general artistic agency per se; he shows the medium for 
what it really is—common inanimate stuff, raw and mutely objective materials—while 
also showing the capacity of those materials to divulge vast regions of expressiv-
ity and meaning. The result is the modern image of creativity itself, of brute facts 
tipping into majestic pictures, of found givens both acknowledged and transcend-
ed, of necessity reconciled with freedom.

But what exactly is this medium being so worked and transformed? Is it even 
painting anymore? The fact that Tillmans shares so much with these 1960s artists, 
who wielded not paintbrushes but buckets and trays of pigmented chemicals, who 
printed ultra-thin colored washes into bare canvas that they handled like stainable 
paper, is a pretty sure indication that the medium has grown increasingly difficult 
to define, that it is more dispersive than “pure.” Indeed, even Fried acknowledged 

9 Michael Fried, “Some Notes on Morris Louis,” Arts Magazine 36, no. 2 (November 1963), 25.
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this dispersion, pointing to a strong kinship between Louis’s color-field work and 
the symbolist poetry of Stephane Mallarme, going so far as to describe Louis’s 
largest and barest canvases, the Unfurleds, as exhibiting “the blankness of an 
enormous page.”10 Tillmans, who often chooses to realize his art across the double-
page spreads of books and magazines, manages to endow his abstractions with 
a similarly expansive sense of scale, one that spans and encompasses both the 
hand-held paper sheet and the wall-sized mural. On exhibit, then, is a hybrid of 
photography and painting, as well as book and textile design, but also watercolor 
and printmaking and drawing—and perhaps even poetry, too. The medium, when 
treated specifically, is shown to facilitate rather than exclude a broad range of 
metaphoric associations.

Connections between Tillmans and 1960s abstractionists don’t stop there. It 
was the color-field painters who themselves initiated a dialogue with photography 
back in their day. They prized their staining technique, or what they called “one-shot” 
painting, for the spontaneity and quickness of the process, its direct employment 
of materials, all of which lent the resulting image a tremendous sense of immedia-
cy. There was never any prior sketching involved, nor could the painting be gone 
back into afterward for correction and adjustment. As if with a shutter click, the 
finished image emerged suddenly, whole and all at once, with a continuous, even 
integrity from edge to edge and top to bottom—“color on the thinnest conceivable 
surface, a surface sliced into the air as if by a razor,” as Noland put it.11 Nothing 
broke up this seamlessness, no scissoring out of shapes with drawn line, no push-
ing around and arranging of preconceived forms; the only outside form imposed 
would be the crop—or profile drawing—of the framing edge. “Cropping was some-
thing new,” claims Noland, and “it came from photography.”12

Tillmans’s prints come as if automatically with a hard, sharp white border run-
ning along their four edges, which marks out the field as a strictly visual event, an 
arena for deliberate and focused eyesight, the very kind of cut edge that color-field 
painters sought by not only tautly stretching their canvases but often, against the 
dominant tendency in painting at the time, by placing them within frames (typically 
metal shadowbox frames). Tillmans will also mount his abstractions in frames, but 
not always; the fact that his inkjet prints possess a taut edge without stretching 

10 Michael Fried, Morris Louis, 1912–1962, exh. cat. (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1967), 21. Italics in the original.

11 Kenneth Noland, in Philip Leider, “The Thing in Painting Is Color,” The New York Times, sec. 2, 25 August 1968, 22.

12 Kenneth Noland, in Karen Wilkin, Kenneth Noland (New York: Rizzoli, 1990), 23.
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allows him to hang them by paperclips so as to highlight their bodily materiality and 
weight, so that they appear to us both as visual events for our eyes to consume 
and as sculptural objects with a sovereign physical existence. Critics have noted 
how these large-scale abstractions often resemble magnified wisps of hair, but 
actually it is the sense of the color wisps being combed smooth by the physical 
tooth of the paper that really brings out the global consistency, the edge-to-edge 
evenness that photosensitive film and paper can so effortlessly give to an image. 
This is how, paradoxically, Tillmans’s inkjet prints come closest to painting, by em-
phasizing the capacity of such printing technology to expand both the literal size 
and the quality of that even photosensitivity. For it was this evenness of the whole 
image field, as well as the fact that such a field seemed to surface into vision as if 
immediately, in a camera flash, that the color-field painters wanted to import from 
photography and also expand. “If only one were more acute,” Fried wrote, again in 
1967, about such painting, “a single brief instant would be long enough to see 
everything, to experience the work in all its depth and fullness, to be convinced of it 
forever.”13 If only, it sounds like he’s saying, one were as visually acute as a camera.

 
The desire to be a camera—how different is this from the desire expressed by Andy 
Warhol only a few years earlier, when he said that he wanted to a machine? Like 
Tillmans, Warhol was a generalist who moved effortlessly between the realms of 
art, commerce, and subculture, who made work for galleries and also worked on 
a magazine. Instead of Xeroxing, he started with silk-screening and developed a 
use of photography that likewise spanned from celebrity portraits to photojournal-
ism. In many ways Warhol could be thought to represent Tillmans’s doppelganger, 
a dark counter-figure to the Baudelairian flaneur. Warhol is more the shell-shocked 
urban denizen who, in Walter Benjamin’s famous description, is only capable of 
experiencing either modernity’s standardized and predictable banalities or its trau-
matically unpredictable flux, but who lacks the flaneur’s prowess in dialectically 
negotiating the two in search of larger, more lasting meanings.14

If medium specificity was used in color-field painting as a defense to protect it 
against dissolution and kitsch, assuming this guarded posture also constricted the 
medium and ultimately narrowed its range of expressivity. Unfortunately a democ-
ratizing impulse was never among the things such painting found admirable about 

III.

13 Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 22. 

14 See Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” (1939), in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, Hannah Arendt, 
 ed. and Harry Zohn, trans. (New York: Schocken, 1968), 155–200.
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photography. On the other hand, Warhol took a much more expansive approach 
to the interbreeding of painting and photography, with his conception of the latter 
shading toward photomechanical reproduction and finally into media per se. And 
he too can be thought of as extrapolating his art out of what he deemed the his-
torically conditioned possibilities embedded in this “mixed-medium.” The difference 
is that Warhol studiously avoided any transformations of mute materials into mean-
ingful pictures, of fleeting events into enduring art. Especially in his first two years 
of silk-screening on canvas, he separated the two and exhibited them in alternation, 
mounting canvases bedecked with assembly-line commodities and celebrities 
alongside other canvases stuttering with repetitions of wreckage and riots and 
death. Excerpts of spectacle on the one hand, shocking reality on the other, that 
which only ever exists as pictures next to that which was never meant to be a pic-
ture. The capaciousness of photography, its unbiased welcoming of both the com-
mercial and the journalistic, the prepackaged and the raw, Warhol translated as 
not democracy but utter indifference, not global sensitivity but a blank stare. The 
surplus of images available to the medium was revealed to be a deficit; not only 
was photography unable to reconcile harsh reality with the creations of culture, it 
was blind and impassive to the very distinction.

How Warhol updated the Baudelairian equation of art’s relation to modern life 
was to replace art with culture industry fetishes and life with trauma. Only a me-
dium as indifferent as a machine could cope with an irreconcilable whiplashing 
between the two. The view of photography as just such a machine was canonized 
within the art world of the early 1980s, supported by art and criticism that figured 
and theorized photographs as either passive handmaidens to hulking corporate 
media interests or as utterly raw documents so objectively indexical that they be-
queathed to culture only alien skid marks left by an otherwise inaccessible reality. 
But Tillmans’s art doesn’t belong to that period. Perhaps because he took up art 
toward the end of the 1980s, and with a Xerox machine—just as copiers became 
the favored medium of an emergent do-it-yourself culture of fanzines, club flyers, 
and protest rally invitations—Tillmans was able to not only acknowledge and as-
similate the connections between photography, reproduction and media but also 
see them as empowering rather than alienating. It is as if Tillmans were rehearsing 
many of Warhol’s moves only to reverse their effects and redirect their conse-
quences. Most significantly, Tillmans works through and breaks down Warhol’s 
stark dividing out of the photographed world into spectacle and trauma, the for-
ever new versus the incurably damaged, by reintroducing the excluded middle, the 
realm of everyday life and common material exchange. Mystifying images of high 
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fashion are secularized by the material practices of street fashion, the hands-on 
bricolage of thrift store shopping; worn clothes, cooked food and casual friends 
now fill the space between celebrities and soldiers.

In all this there are subtle but important adjustments Tillmans makes to his in-
herited medium, to the range of possibilities seemingly open to it. No doubt his 
experience with the copying machine had a big influence, making photomechanical 
reproduction seem not virtual and pacifying but plastic and malleable, something 
inviting creative manipulation. (“A lot of my work is actually three-dimensional,” 
Tillmans says.15)But all these adjustments are most straightforwardly, dramatically 
declared by his abstract pictures. These, after all, are mostly pictures of process 
and action rather than of things, with an emphasis on drawing and the movement 
of materials by hand. Like most modern abstraction, here Tillmans will use his me-
dium in ways that would seem improper were the goal to serve some greater 
representational end. Instead, in these works the medium is allowed to test and 
expand its own properties and limits, traversing its expressive range before it is 
ever introduced to an outside world through the opening of the camera’s eye. The 
medium as Tillmans reveals it is no longer Warhol’s machine, to be sure, but neither 
is it entirely the artisanal trade worked by 1960s abstractionists. The photograph-
ic is still foregrounded in even the most painterly of the large inkjet prints, with their 
smoky hues redolent of dissolving or accumulating sulfurs, halide salts, and potas-
sium crystals, of the way chemical developers and toners thicken and fog up from 
overuse. Even the lyricism of the drawn color trails evoke the phalanx of ink-spray-
ing nozzles in the printer, as if the paper were advancing through the machine er-
ratically or the nozzles were clogging up. And unlike the color-field painters, who 
carefully chose where to “crop” their canvases according to their refined aes-
thetic sensibilities, Tillmans will often (as in the Super Collider series) frame his 
compositions using the standardized dimensions of mass-produced photographic 
and printer papers. Present in all this is the feeling of heavy equipment, of industry 
and technology. That the work also feels individually created, handmade, gestural 
rather than geometric, and ultimately deeply romantic is a credit to Tillmans’s ambi-
tion, his efforts to keep open negotiations between personal emotion and agency 
and a medium that has grown to such industrial scale.

But it should be remembered that these negotiations flow both ways. Preindus-
trial or artisanal forms of art still abound today, and too often they’re championed 
as a last refuge of the exclusively personal, a safe haven for artists to indulge idio-
syncrasies and purely self-absorbed pursuits. The same holds true for much current 

15 Quoted in Rita Vitorelli, “The Spirit of a Time is in fact the Spirit of a Time,” Spike 6 (Winter 2005), 44.

Lane Relyea 104

Tillmans-Draft 17 (Color).indd   104 3/30/06   6:31:44 PM



painting, even abstract painting. It’s an old problem, as old as modernism itself, 
and was encountered early on by Baudelaire: “Individuality—this right of small 
property—has eaten up collective originality,” he wrote; “ . . . for our time the painter 
has killed painting.”16 Too little abstraction today aims for generality; instead there 
is a continued territoriality and defensiveness, and stark warnings issued by self-
appointed guardians against any mingling with outside forces, including the pho-
tographic, for fear of diluting the medium’s mystical “purity.”17 Now not only the 
painter but painting itself is killing off painting. The results are not unlike the impasse 
reached in the 1960s, with painting as an entirely self-enclosed project on the one 
hand and idiosyncratic objects each purporting its own entirely unique identity on 
the other. Either way, the bottom line is a withering of the broader dimensions of 
art and its powerful claims on modern experience. Against the fixed, narrow cate-
gory of paint or the supposedly uncategorizable and quirky, Tillmans accommodates 
and privileges disparities and complexities within identity; he uses photography as 
an expression of curiosity and participation in broader fields of everyday life, a 
means of looking widely onto the world. But his abstractions are just as broadly 
oriented, perhaps even more so, since they present instances where common 
materials make contact with our basic cultural meanings, and in this way picture 
expression as if not yet reduced and assigned, as still a field of open possibility, 
one that seemingly any of us, all of us, could seize.

Lane Relyea is Assistant Professor of Art Theory and Practice at Northwestern University.  
He is the author of numerous essays in contemporary art and of the monograph Vija Celmins.

16 Baudelaire, “The Salon of 1846,” in Selected Writings, 104.

17 For instance, Robert Storr expresses concern that painting today is becoming “increasingly graphic,” as if “impatient 
 with, or uninterested in, the material aspects” of its medium, “its primitive physical realities,” in “Thick and Thin,” Artforum  
 41, no. 8 (April 2003): 238, 241.

Approach (road), 1987
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Das Problem mit den Löchern, 2005,
Framed C-print
71!  117! in.
(181  298 cm)
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Blushes # 3, 2000,
Unique C-print, 24  20 in.
(60.96  50.8 cm)
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Blushes # 59, 2000,
Inkjet print
65"  52# in.
(167  133.6 cm)
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Mental Picture # 9, 2000
Unique C-print, 20  24 in.
(50.8  60.96 cm)
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Einzelgänger IV, 2003
Framed C-print
93  71 in.
(236.22  180.34 cm)
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Installation view, Freedom From The Known, PS1,  
New York, 2006
Left to right: Antony, 2005, Tiga, 2006, Integral/PSB, 
2005, Isa, 2005, Deliverance/People Like Us Feat. Cindy 
Dickinson, 2005, Marte, 2005
Unique C-prints
24  20 in. each
(60.96  50.8 cm)
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Faltenwurf (submerged) II, 2000114
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Faltenwurf Bourne Estate, 2002 115

Tillmans-Draft 17 (Color).indd   115 3/30/06   6:32:22 PM



inner sense, 2005116
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end of winter (a), 2005 117
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