
Real Picnires (1995). Diinlylil. like a 

callu'dral. llie c.vliibilion sjxirc lioiise.s ti 

seríes of diirk iiionuiiienls lluil eroke tlie 

jcimiliiir simpes of iiiiiiiiiKilIst seulpliiiv: 

A large. jhil s(/ii(ire la Id (leross llie jloor 

iniíiiies lile eoiilom's of ti C(irl André 

pieee: iii <iii (idjdeenl rooiii. (i roliiiiniioiis 

cube reereíiles llie iiionolilliic (piidilies 

oj Rieliiird Senrís ohjeeis: iii a comer. 

a pyrüiindal simpe recalls cerlaiii irorks 

by Robeii Morris. Bul lítese slnicliires 

are nol incide of ¡ron or sieel: lliey are 

asseinbled oiil oj liiiiidreds of l>lack 

(ircliirid boxes. iimssed <is // lliey ¡rere 

brícks. Edcli bo.v coiiUiiiis o single 

pliologra¡)li (iiid <i briej le.vl. einbossed oii 

ihe exierior. describiiig llie iimccessible 

iincige. "In llie plioliignipli. " reiids oiie of 

llie le.rls, "lliere ore loo iimny bodies lo 

coiiiil. Tliey are in o parliciilarly 

grolescpte nioinenl of deconiposilion. 

ii'liere the flesli is slill risible, bul il is 

bloaled, diseolored, and rolling. " 

* 

On April 6. 1994. ihe plañe r a rn i í i g 

j ineiial 1 hili\ai¡niaiia. llie Rwandan 

presiden!, was .sliot down near Kigali, llie 

African nalion ininiedialeh pliiiiged into 

one oí die niost, cruel civil wars oí oiir 

renliirx: in les.íí than two nionth.s. oxcr a 

inillioii Rwandans were killed; two niillion 

were l'oiced into exile; anolher two niillion 

were dis])laeed widiiii Rwanda. Piizzled 

li\ llie inleriiaiional (•oiiiniiinitv s reliisal 

to acknowledge (lie niagniliide oí tlie 

genocide. Alfredo .laar vi.sited the 

Rwandan rel'ugí-e caiiips in the summei' of 

1994. /Vi lirst. he lunied lo pholographv 

as the mosl effecli\e niediiiin for telliiig 

the world alioiil the tragedv; o\er the 

eoiirse of a few wceks. he look over tliree 

thou.sand photograplrs of ihe iiiosl liorrilic 

scenes of deatli and iiias.s destriirlion. 

Verv soon. however, photograjiliv 

ALFREDO JAAR 

PHOTOGRAPHY 

DETHRONED 

|)roved to he aii iMilireK iiiade(|iiale 

iiiediiiin for conx-exiiig the pliglil of 

l íwanda. llie proliícralion ol ¡niages in 

onr speclaciilar societv has soniehow 

netitralized tfie photograph s capacitv to 

transmit affect. Searching for a more 

effeclive médium for representing the 

Rwaiiflan events, Jaar eventiiallv arrived 

al the soliilion proposed 1)\ lieol l'ninres: 

hiir\ ing the |)liologra|ilis iiiside soniher, 

tonili-like moiiiiiiienls dial iniíihc llie 

ap|)earance ol niiniínalisl slriietures. 

ParadoxicalK . ihe photogi'aphs o! 

Rwanda woiild he preseiil in llie final 

inslallation. lint llie\ wdiild reinain 

invisihle. ¡naceessihle lo \ iewers. 

InilialK. lilis slralegv iihghl seeni 

strange: liow (lid ihe arlisl arrixc al ihe 

iinlikeK niariiage helweeri pliologiaph\ 

and iiiiiiiinalisin. two practires willi siich 

distiiKi and a|ipareiill\ iireconcilahle 

histories? W liv is niiniínalisl sciilpliire 

presented as a more eífective inediuin 

than pholographv l'or conveving llie 

nrgencN of llie Rwandan genocide':' hi llie 

pages tlial follow. 1 would liki' to suggest 

llial in aclheviiig a svnthesis of 

pholograpliN and niiniínalisl lechii¡(|iies. 

Real l'iiiiires nol oiiK eiigages willi sonii-

(il llie iiiosl iin|)íirlaiil di'hales ol llie 

Iwcnlielh ceiiliir\ ahoin llie polilics of 

represenlalion. huí also ollers aii 

iinprecedcnled soliilion lo lile liliical 

iniperali\( ' ol coinex ing llie niagiiilude ol 

hislorical exciits. 

* 

Il i.s ^igihficaiil dial Alfredo ,|aar lirst 

liiriied lo photograpln a^ a inediuní lo 

represenl lile uigeiicx of llie Hwaiidaii 

- 7 ^ 7 ^ 

I' 11 O V o S : Alfredo .laar. Real Pictiires, 1995. Photo: Arehival Boxes. 

1- k 1 iiicii Hilk-screeiicil le.\l. Cibachroiiie Priiits. \^ariuble diiiieusioiis. Courlesy Gallery Lelong, New York. 

genocide. Since ils inxciilioii over a 

ceiiliir\ ago. crilics haxc secii 

photograpliN as the iiiohl efh'clixc xcliicle 

for repicM-iiiiiig real iu . In '.V Shorl 

IIÍMor\ of Pholography" ( I 9 : i l ) . Waller 

Benjainiíi cclchrale^ the iiew Icchnology > 

aliililx to capture delails of realitx - he 

relers lo diese as "the optical 

üiicoiiscioiis - dial are iisiialh iiixisilile 

lo the iiaked exc riiroiigh processes like 

sloxx iiiolion and eiilargement, 

pholographx alloxxs lis to see and 

inideisland more of the xxiirid aroiind iis. 

"It is throügh pliotography, ' Benjaniin 

conchides, "that \ve first discover the 

existence of lliis optical imconsciotis, just 

as we discover the instiiictual iincouscious 

ihrough psvchoaiialvsis. [1] 

T 

1 

C 

A 

123 

file:///iewers


124 

Closeí' lo (iiir liiiic. Rolarid Barllies 

tüük lilis asscriidii cveii lurllier, 

(• i) i i i ' l i i ( l ¡ i i ¡; l l i a l fdi' i i iDs! | ) ( ' () | ) le . 

pluiIdgrapliN lides IKII onlx icpicsciil llic 

woi'ld: il is llic woild. "A pliologi'apli ¡s 

al\va\s iiuisihlc. Barllies wriles, "il is 

iiol // lliat wc scc [2] - "a plioloiíiaplí is 

lilcralK aii (•inaiialidii of llic i-cIViciil. 

[.i] PlioKifíiapliv is nol OIIIN llic iiiost 

eireclivp mcdimii l'or rcprest'iiting ihc 

visual cloiiiculs oi realitv. bul il ¡s also 

lile iiiosl p(}li>iil vcliiclc l'or li'aiisiiiilliiig 

eiiioliüiis antl afjecls. I3arlli('s lells iis dial 

liis í'avorite phofogiaplis are lliosc dial 

iiiost successl'ullv irausniil llic alTcclive 

iiilciisiu wliicli lie fnWs ¡uiiKiiiiii. riii'sc 

pliolouraplis coulaiu aii clcinciil dial 

pierces tile viewer. |)roilui-iiiií a powcrlul 

- aud paiiiíul - cxpciicucc iii liim. "A 

pliolonrapli >, piintiiiiii. lie wiiles, "is 

dial uc.ciilciil wJiielí pricks me (l)ul also 

liniises Ule. is poigiiaul lo me), [-t] 

Lookiiig al diese pilólos. Barllies is 

lilerallv iillarked l)v llie emolions dial 

llie\ produce - lie is pierced. pricked. 

bruised l)\ llie iiiiage. 

* 

Giveii lile plioiographic iiiiage s 

powers lo i'apliire llie mosl iiiimiíe delails 

of realiU'. and lo |iroduce poweríiil 

eiuütioiis iii die viewer. oiie woiild llieii be 

lempled lo coiielude llial pliologia|)liv is 

lile mosl eHeclive médium lo represen! 

iraiunalic evenls. siicb as llie Rwandan 

genoride. A pliologra])li. il seems, eould 

prodiii-e aii elabórale visual represenlalion 

ol llie massacre wliielí would also imleasli 

iii llie viewer llie violeiU aHeelive charge 

assoeialed willi Úw piinrliuii. 

Eveii Varilles, liowever, acknowledges 

llial |iliül:ograpliv does not always acliieve 

lilis iioljle represeiilalioiial ideal. The 

piiiKiiuii. iíarlhes coneedes, is a liiglilv 

subjeclixe ex|ierience. oiie whicli depeiids 

less 011 ihe pholograpli s aeliial Irails 

iliau oii lile assoeialions and memories 

|)ro(lueed iii the viewer s niind. üitei i a 

jiliotograpli dial unli-aslies powcrl'iil 

einolious in one \ iewer lias absolulelv no 

efíecl on a dilTereiil persoii. I'oliowing 

lilis logie. I3ardies lells bis readers dial be 

w ill nol sliow bis mosl |)rized image - a 

pbolograpb of bis mollier as a lillle girl 

al lile .lardin d i livier - beeause llie 

coniple.x afíeclive cliarge dial |)ierces liini 

- a sulilime svritiiesis ol' filial love and 

nielancboK - w ¡II be iiie\ ilabK losi in 

ollier viewei's. 

Nol onlv is a pbotograpb's afl'ective 

cliarge higlily subjective and 

incoirimimicablc, bul ibe ex|ierience of 

íhc ¡Jiinctiiiii is beconiing increasingly 

difficull in our societv. "Society," Barthes 

wriles. "is concerned willi laniing ihe 

Pbolograpb. willi lemperiiig llie madness 

wliicli keeps tbreateniíig to explode in tbe 

face of wboe\er looks al il . ' [.5] And 

liow is ibis madness, ibis iiUensily 

inberenl lo pbolograpbv lamed bv tiie 

niodern worid':' Tbe proliferalion of 

iinages in lelevision. iiewspapers, 

niagaziiies. billboaixls and olber í'orms of 

mass media liave abiised pbolograpbic 

reprodiiclioii lo llie |)oiiil wliere tiie 

experience \i iUi' /¡iiiiiiiiiii is alniosl 

impossible. l'bologTapbs are no loiiger 

conleinplaled or experienced. bul merelv 

coiisiiiiied: "W lial cbaracterizes tbe so-

called advanced societies," coiicludes 

Bartiies. "is ibal lliev consume images 

[...] soinelbing \\e Iranslale in ordiiiary 

consciousiiess by die avowal ol aii 

iiii|)ressioii of nausealed boredom. as il 

lile mii\crsalized image were producing a 

worId tliat is wilboul diflerence 

(iudifl'ererit)." [6] 

Ironicalh. llie lendeiicv towards the 

tamiiig of ibe pholograph that Barthes 

deiiounced in 1980 liad alreadv been 

ackiiüwledged bv Siegfried Kracauer in 

tbe 1920s. Less optimistic than Walter 

Benjamiii. Kracauer did not see 

pbolograpliN as a niediiun wliose biciis on 

delail eould re\cal an "oplical 

unconscioiis iu\isible lo ibe iiaked eye, 

bul merelv as a leclini(|iie based ou ibe 

acciiniulalion of iiseless delail. 

l'b()logra]ili\. be aigiied. lollows llie exact 

sanie logic as ibe posili\is( scbolars wlio 

belicNcd dial bislorv cciuld be wrillen bv 

gallieriiig as luiicli "raw iuíormalion as 

possible aboul a sufiject or a period. l'Or 
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Kracaiicr. |>lu)l<)gr'a|)li\' was llie lalest 

iiiNciilidn (if a capiíalisl s\slciii llial 

worsliippcd thouglidfss acciiriiiilalioii -

of capital, of dala, ol'¡manes. • I ' io i i i llie 

pcrspcciivc ni iiicriioiN. lir wíolc. 

••plioKigraplu appcai's as a j i imblr dial 

coiisisls pai l l \ ol'i;ai'l)aü('. ['!] 

Al l l i r i(Hil (if Kracau(M-'s criiHiiic was 

a fil i lí cciiix iciioii dial lile aliiindaiicc oí 

\isual di ia i l coiilaii ird iii pliolograplis 

loslcrcd a ispc (if iiilcllci'liial laziiiess. 

\\ lien lookiiiií al aii iiiiagc. lie rlaii i icd. 

w'c llave no iii-cd lo excrcisr oiir ii i lcllccl. 

siiicc wi'ic are prcsciilcd widí ari 

acciiiiiiilali(]]i ol \isaal iní<>i'iiiali(]ii dial 

Icaxi's i ioll i i i ig U) oiir iiiiagiiialion. W c are 

licIpIcssU pliingcd iiilo a passi\i l\ dial 

distraéis iis ri i i i i i ihe •awareiiess aiid 

"eoiiseidiisness " re(|uired l'or aii eiigaued. 

active existeiice iii llie wdild. "Nexcr 

before,' winte Kracaiier. has aii age 

beeil so iiironiied alidiil ilsell'. ií beiiig 

inloriiied iiieaiis lia\ iiig aii iiiiage ol 

(jbjeeis dial i'eseinble iheiii iii a 

])liolograpliic seiise [...] Plie assaiill ol' 

this iiiass of iiiiages is so ixiwciTiil dial il 

tliiealeiis lo deslrox ihi' polentialK 

existiiig awareiiess of crucial Iraits. [...] 

Never lielore lias a pei'iod kiiowii so lili le 

aboiil ilself. [...] In llie liaiids of llie 

riiling societv. llie i inci i l ioi i of illiislrated 

iiiagaziiies is oiie of llie inost powcrfiil 

iiieaiis of orgaiiiziiig a sirike agaiiist 

iiiiderstaiidiiig. [íi] 

l i i Kraeaiier s view. pliotograpliv is 

iiot an efleclixc IIIIMIÍIIIII lo eoiinniiiiicate 

lile iinporlaiice of aii e\ciil - like llie 

Kwandaii geiiocide — becaiise il can nexci' 

peneliale lile sarface. \ ]iliolog"rapli is 

siiiiplv aii accuiiiiilalion of superficial 

delails. of appearances dial calino! 

iiicrease our iiiiderstaiidiiig of llie ex'eiit 

siiice tliev iCNcal iiolli i i ig aboiil liislorical 

or ciildiral coiiiext. I5ecanse of its 

superficial naliire. pliolograplix can oiilv 

be (lisrespeclliil lowards ils subjecl 

maller: " l i l e blizzard ol pilólos. Kra-

i'aner coiicliides. "betravs an indifference 

loward wlial llie lliings mean. [')] 

In die end. Barllii's and Kracaner 

arr i \ i ' al simih;r conclusions: llie 

pliolograpliic iniage caiinol be Irusled as 

an effective inediiim lo represenl 

sinnilicant excnts. Barllies reliises lo show 

bis readers llie pliolograph of bis inolber 

al tile .lardiii d I l i \ ii'r: be claims dial ihe 

image woiild lack a i>iin<'liiiii lor bis 

i-eaders, since tliev never kiiew bis 

inolber. Kracaner woiild blaiiie ihe 

pholograpbic mediuin ilself and argne 

lililí an image can iicNcr adei|iiatel\ 

represeiit a person becaiise il is lifeless. 
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: CaUíoUc cbtacb 
g Sunday mass. 
I thein, and they 
In southwostom 

iest, o n e room 
s aad sunlight. 
un. A woman 
T gcee hits the 

Nlarama Oiuicli. Nyomata, RMramda 
40 Idlometets soutli of BlgaU 
Mandar, August 29, I99« 

Gutete EmwHa, 30 yieais Oíd. Js ^ttnnrtlnp in front oí the ctauxch. Diessed in modest. 
wom dptbingr, bmt bofr is hkldcn in a íaded pink cotton Icetchief. She w a s 
attatOtag mass in tbe cliuicb wben the mossocxe began. Killed wttb machetes ia 
front of ber eyes treto bar hiwhnnd TUo KCdiinamuia (41». and hei two sons Muhaza 
(10) ónd MaUílgeBi <7>. Somwhww, she monaged to escape with hei doughtex 
McaíB-lMalae Unumanminga <12>, and hid In a swamp for 3 weeks, onty coroing out 
otnisbtftvfood. Wban dM asMKdcs about har lost famOr, she gestuies to coipses on 
tbe giound, lolting in flw Jtftloan sun. 

inircriiicil iicciiniulalion oí diiciil - "In a 

pliologi'apli, he wrotc, "a pcrson's 

hislorv is huricd as ií uriilci' a lavci' of 

SIIÜW/' [ 10 ] 

Ki'acaiicf ^ and Raillics ideas SIKMI 

liuiíl (in lile íi'íiisal (]( llic pIloKiiíi'apliic 

imapc slaiíi'd l)\ línil l'iclurcs. lliis 

inslallaliiin liidcs Ú\v photograplis íor llie 

.saine i'eas(jn lliai iiaillics witiiiiolds iiis 

níDSI |>rized pdiliail li'oin liis icadcrs: Icii' 

viewei's unaei|naiined willi die inagniliide 

o( lile geilocide. pliolos ol coipses and 

razed villajes woiild mei'cK l)e read as 

eni|)l\ acennnjlalions ol delail. LiUe llie 

ihonsands ol olliei' iniages ol' disasleí' seen 

(íverv (la\ IJI ne\\.s|iapers and lele\ision. 

lliev woidd leave llie viewei' coid, 

iiidiHri'enl. Tliev would connnnnicale no 

piiiKiitiii. llie\ windd nol pií'rce llie 

\ iewcr w idi die lioiidi'oT dealli. "I lia\c 

a l \ \a \ s Icll. wiileíi ,laai'. •'llial wc snlTei' 

li'oni a honiliai'dnienl ol iniages pi'oiliiced 

li\ (he media — a honiliaiilinenl dial lias 

compleleK anesdielized ns. \\ e are gixcn 

a sensí' ol lieiiii; presenl and lixiiig llie 

inroiinalion \\c are proxided willi. Iinl 

onee llie lele\isioii is swilelied olí. or lile 

newspaper pul a \ \a \ . \\e are li'll willi an 

iiiescapahle seiise o íahsenee and 

dislanre. [ I I ] "Iniajíes. ,|aai'lia^ said. 

qnol i i i f í ( la la lan wr i l i ' r \ ii icene .Mlaió. 

"Iia\e an acKaneed religión: llie\ laii'v 

InsloiN. 

* 

iJiil liow are signiliciinl exeiils lo lie 

represenled? II pliolograph\ pidxc^ lo he 

an iiiade<{iiali' inediiini. lliere iniisl snii'K 

lie ollier leeliiii(|iie^ dial can produce an 

i'ííecliM' represenlalion oí lile Kwaiidaii 

inassacri'. In liis essa\. Kracaiier liad 

poinled lo one alli'inaliM': lile iiiaiii 

disadvanlage oí pliolograpln . lie 

conclialed. was ¡(s lileralness. ilh 

e,\cessi\(' represenlalion ol delail dial led 

lo a Upe ol iiilellecinal pass i \ i l \ . II. on 

lile ollii'i' liaiiil. diere eonid lie a iorní ol 

represeiilaliiin dial ^liowcd le^^ iiiiiniti¿i 

aiiil lell inore lo lile \ iewcr s iniagiiialion. 

il wdiild pro \c lo lie a more elleclixi' 

medinni. Di^laneiiig liiinselí íroiii 

pliolograpin -. represenlalional lili'}i¡l¡siii. 

Kracaiier argiied íor a Upe oí 

(ih.shiiiiion: ".As conscioiisness liecomes 

more and more aware oí ilselí. he wrole. 

•'die meaihnu oí die iiiiage heconies 

inerea^iiiak ah^lracl and inimali'rial. 

.Vli.slracl coneepl^ MTM' lo awakeii 

••(•oiiM-ioiisness. [12] \\ lien íaced willl 

an ahslraclion. Kracaiier conchidi-^. llie 

human miiid i> le<l (o an e.M'icise ils 

iiilelleclnal powcrs — ¡I is lorced lo 

inlerprel. lo discerii and lo crilicize. 

Despile Kracaiier íi passionale 



aiguiiipiil. it is (lin'irult lo imagine liow 

artistic ahslractioii coiild serve to 

reprcsptit a histórica! evenl. Bv definitioii. 

ahslracl arl - especiallv Modeniist 

|)a¡iiliii<;. as tlieorized bv Ciernen! 

Greeriherj; and Michael Frieíl - is 

strneinred bv tbe strictesl prohibition 

ajiainsl referenlialilv. ajjainsl indexing 

anvtliing - liistorv. poliiies. even olber 

cidlnral l'onns - ihal lies oulside the 

artwork itself. If we were to lollow 

Kracaner s arguinent. and abandon the 

enide hterahiess of |)hotographv in favor 

oí a more enhglitening abstractioii. where 

wotdd this ehoice take ns? 

* 

Idllowing Kraeaner s logie. fíedl 

Picliirc.s aitandons tlie literahiess of tlte 

photograpliic image in favor of a |)eenliar 

tvpe of abstraction: the "look of 

niiniínalist senl|)tnie. Vi hv ininiínalisni'r'. 

we might ask. Does iiot ininimahst 

sculptnre seem even less ade(jnate tliaii 

photogra[)hv when faced with the 

challenge of representing the weight of 

the Rwandan events? After all. 

niiniínalist abstraction is of the same 

order as that of moderiiist painting: 

despite readings that naívelv attetn|)l to 

invest this moveinent with a radical 

political engagement whicli it always 

lacked. [13] it is snfficiently evident that 

minimalism merelv per¡)etiiated the 

modernist |)r()hibition against 

referentiality. As radical as S e n a s cubes 

and Jiidd s "specific objects claimed to 

be. they reinained - like modernist 

{)ainting - aloof to the historical events 

that marked the 1'>60s. 

Why. tlien. woiild Henl Picliiri's 

iniínic tile look of niiniínalist abstraction? 

Despite its refiisal to eiigage with 

historical events. miniínalisni achieved a 

crucial artistic breaktliroiigh whicli even 

Kracauer woiild have applanded: its use 

of monumental shapes and industrial 

materials shifted the einphasis of 

aesthetic experience from the object to 

the viewer. The works of Donald .ludd, 

Richard Serra. or (Jarl Andró cannot be 

contemplated passivelv, like the literal 

photographic iniage despised bv 

Kracauer. Minimalist structiires 

aggressively confront the viewer and forcé 

him to include his own bodv - as he 

waiks over, around, or under them - in 

the aesthetic experience. Minimalist 

abstraction jolts the viewer out of his 

|)assivitv. forcing liini to not only to 

deploy his intellect. hut also to rnobilize 

his bodv around the sculptiires. 

In "Notes on Sculptnre."(1966) 

Robert Morris explains how minimalism 

firings about tfiis active spatial 

engagement with the object. Morris 

claiins that when we look at externa! 

objects. oiir perce|)tioii alwavs takes the 

human scale as a point of reference. "h is 

obvions. vet impor tan t . ' he writes, "to 

take note of the fact that things smaller 

tlian ourselves are seen differentlv from 

things larger." In general, small objects 

are not verv interesting; our physical 

superioritv immediately moves us to 

dominate them. and we merely perceive 

them in a inode that Morris defines as 

closed. intimate, and spaceless. Small 

objects are '"spaceless' because we merely 

assiinilate them - bv holding them in our 

hand. or towering above them - into the 

space occupied by our body. ' S p a c e , ' 

Morris concliides, "(loes not exist for 

intimate objects." [14] 

In contrast, the perception of objects 

wliose size approaches or stirpasses that 

of the human figure is a coinplex 

operation which Morris associates with 

piiblicncss: " Fhe qiiality of publicness," 

.Morris explains. "is attached in 

proportion as the size increases in 

relation to oneself." IJpon approaching a 

large object, we must negotiate between 

our space and the objects space. As we 

move around the object, the relationship 

between the two spaces changes: up cióse 

we find ourselves enclosed by its space, 

while from far awav our own bodilv 

space appears to dominate the object. 

Above all, this public quality ensures that 

there will be a constant engagement 

between the viewer and the object, a 

constant negotiation of bodilv space. "It 

is just this distance between object and 

subjecl." Morris concltides," that creates 

a more extended situation. for phvsical 

partieipation becomes necessarv. ' [15] 

* 

Real Pictures thus posits the crucial 

achievement of minimalism - the 

inobilization of the viewer and his 

percepttial and bodily engagement with 

the object [16] - as an antidote to the 

intellectual lethargy that both Kracaner 

and Barthes associated with the 

proliferation of images in our societies. 

The monuments of Real Pictures 

demand that the viewer become an 

active par t ic ipant in the work: he must 

traverse the gallery, walk around the 

somber structures, feel overwhelmed by 

the dark aura cast by these shapes. As 

when enlering a cathedral or a . 

memorial , visitors are filled bv a certain 

awe that alters their demeanor: evervone 

reniains silent, hands clasped together, 

waiking slowly around the momiinents . 

As in ritual actions, there can be no 

spectators, only part icipants in this 

collective act of experiencing the 

work. 

In addition to mobilizing the viewer 

and seímring his engagement. Renl 
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Pictures fulfills Kracauer 's cali by 

replacing the literní photographic iniage 

with an abstrncl one: buried inside the 

archival box, the photograph can never 

be sean. In its place, we find a text that 

not only describes the hnage, but reveáis 

crucial elements that cannot be 

represented bv the photograph. Consider 

the following example: 

Kashusha Refugee Camp 

30 kilometers south of Bukavii, Zaire 

Zaire - Rwanda Border 

Saturday, August 27 , 1994 

Caritas Namazuru, 88 years old,Jled 

her horne in Kihilira, Rwanda, and 

walked 306 kilometers to reach this 

camp. Her white hair disappears against 

the palé sky. Because of the early 

morning temperatures, she is covered in a 

bhíe shawl with geometric print. Her 

white blouse cuts across her neck, 

adorned with a string ofamber beads. 

Her gaze is resigned, weary, and carries 

the weight of her survivaí. 

Caritas is a Hutti caught between the 

actions ofher own people and the fear of 

retribution from those who haré been 

rictimized. In her Ufe, she has witnessed 

how many Tutsis had to seek exile in 

other countries. At this late age, in a 

dramafic reversnl, she too has become a 

refngee. 

The text convevs numerous details 

which could never be captured by the 

literalness of the photographic process: 

the date and location where it was shot, 

the identitv of Caritas Namazuru, the 

photographed subject, and above all the 

historical context - the displacement 

brought about bv the civil war - that 

inakes the image significan!. Like the 

rninirnalist structure that contains it, the 

texl demands from the viewer an intense 

engagement and mobilization, though 

this time though a mental - and not 

bodily - process. The viewer must 

traverse the text, assembling the múltiple 

details it provides in order to arrive at a 

mental image of the invisible scene. 

So far we have seen how Real 

Pictures surpasses the limitations of 

photography through its use of 

minimalist strategies and abstract images. 

In a brilliant move, however, Real 

Pictures also transcends the shortcomings 

of ininimalism by incorporating 

photographic elements into the 

monuments . Minimalism, as we had seen, 

perpetuated the modernist prohibition 

against referentiality, and thus remained 

divorced from history. Real Pictures 

proposes a superb formal solution by 

which minimalist structures are forced to 

bear the weight of history. Each 

monument literally incorporates the 

historical referent - the photograph - into 

its forin. Through this process, the 

minimalist structure becomes a 

functioning archive, a repository of 

factual Information about the Rwandan 

genocide. This strategy bv which a purely 

formal device is forced to become an 

Índex of historical events recalls On 

Kawara ' s transformation of monochrome 

painting into a historical document 

(especially the three quasi-

monochromatic canvases titled One 

Thing 1965 Viet-Nam, 1965) . 

* 

Real Pictures is thus the result of a 

quest for a médium that could adequately 

represent the enormity of the Rwandan 

massacre, for an artistic form that could 

transmit the affective intensity of the 

event without falling prey to the 

sensationalism that characterizes the 

consumption of images in our society. Its 

magnificent synthesis of photographic 

and minimalist strategies transcends the 

shortcomings of these two artistic forms 

by integrating the active engagement of 

the viewer produced bv minimalism with 

the historical referentiality that 

characterizes photography. The 

monuments of Real Pictures 

commemorate not only the Rwandan 

genocide, but also the dethronement of 

the visual image and the t r iumph of 

abstraction over literalness. Stripped of 

its spectacular functions and relegated to 

the archival box, the photograph becomes 

a document at the service of history, 
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This engagement has often been related 
to the phenomenology of perception. 
Rosalind Krauss claims that in the 
complex relation between viewer and 
minimalist structure, "even the distance 
and the viewpoint are not added to the 
object, but inhere in the object's meaning, 
like the sounds that infuse our language 
with an always already given ground of 
sense." "Richard Serra, A Translation," 
The Originality of the Avant-Garde and 
Other Modernista M}ihs (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1986), p. 262. 




