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LAWRENCE BECK’S
VIEWS ON NATURE

Sandra S. Phillips

Curator Emerita of Photography, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

For many years now, Lawrence Beck has been making pictures of
gardens, places where nature has been tamed and civilized, where
any wildness is usually enclosed, labeled, and organized for the
pleasure of human visitors. Often, he has found these places in
Europe, where there is a tradition of constructing gardens for the
enjoyment of princes and kings, but he has also found favored sites
nearer his home in New York. These include botanical gardens,
where nature is highly controlled. He has also ventured into wilder
places, where nature can verge uncomfortably close to the intended
viewer: these pictures show rushing waters and the steep cliffs

that contain them in the Adirondack Mountains, where walking
can be dangerous for those who might venture off the discreet
paths alongside them. At other times the photographs describe
ruined trees and overgrown, wild brush in apparently deserted
parks, not far from where Beck lives in New York. But the pictures
for which he is best known are a series that has evolved in the

last decade—pictures (portraits, really) of the great Italian villas,
formal gardens, and historic sites. These pictures resonate with

an idealized, glorious past. They are photographed in a golden-
tinged light, neither clearly in morning nor evening. They recall the
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fading elegance of the past and recall the ancient structures and
parklike gardens found in paintings by Claude Lorrain and Nicolas
Poussin, French Baroque artists who spent most of their adult lives
in Italy, enchanted by its history. One can say that in all of his work,
Beck examines nature as we humans have modified it for our own
delectation.

Interested in the medium since childhood, which he spent
in New York City, Beck studied photography as a liberal arts college
student in 1980—1984 and later worked as a staff photographer for
an art gallery in New York. There he was gradually included among
the artists whose work he photographed. This was the Sonnabend
Gallery, which showed photographic work along with painting and
sculpture of European contemporary artists (as well as that of some
Americans) at a time when the medium of photography and its
audiences were undergoing significant cultural shifts.

To describe the larger picture of which Beck’s work is a part
is to point out the complexities of the times in which he matured
as an artist. By the 1970s and 1980s in the United States, as Beck
was entering the field, photography had become an accepted, even
a daring and exciting, art form to practice, study, and collect in an
evolving market. This was due in great part to the articulate defense
of the medium’s special nature by John Szarkowski, the renowned
director of the photography department at the Museum of Modern
Art, over which he presided from 1962—when he took over the
position from Edward Steichen—until his own retirement in 1991.
Szarkowski transformed the attention given to photography almost
singlehandedly: he addressed its particular nature and defended its
seeming ubiquity. He also articulated support for its masters, both
the historical figures and contemporary—working photographers
he deemed worthy of special notice.

When Beck was a student at Purchase College, SUNY, the
primary photography teacher there, Jan Groover, was something
of an art star, and Szarkowski was a fan.” Such attention was a
relatively new phenomenon for photographers. Steichen himself
had been a famous fashion photographer in the 1930s, and he was
a prominent cultural figure as head of the photography program
at MoMA, where he organized the populist show The Family
of Man (1955). But there was no real market for the pictures
Steichen put on the museum’s walls. Szarkowski, on the other
hand, transformed the study and exhibition of photographs by his
serious aesthetic attention to its intrinsic qualities, changing the

role of the photographer from humanitarian journalist to important
artist working with the medium’s particular tools.? By the 1970s
Szarkowski had convinced the art-going public of the artistic
validity and power of some exceptional workers in his preferred
medium, and Groover was one of them.

Originally a painter, Jan Groover found her way to
photography gradually. By the 1970s she had moved from
conceptually based color pictures in diptych and triptych form,
which captured cars and trucks in motion, to color works of kitchen
utensils in a close-up and unusually vertiginous format. In 1977
she exhibited a show of this work at the Sonnabend Gallery.®* When
Beck was a student in the 1980s, Groover had mostly abandoned
color and was focused on non-silver processes such as the elegant
and sensuous platinum-palladium prints, which produced some
of her strangest and most beautiful pictures. These mainly (but
not entirely) consisted of objects usually associated with cooking
and tabletop display, which she observed with some distant
acknowledgment of historical still life painting. Groover’s pictures
reflect who she was: a woman who had serious ambition and
creative originality.

Groover was a kind of celebrity at Purchase, though not
one of Beck’s principal teachers (his main teacher was Jed Devine,
a younger member of the department).* He audited a class with
Groover and admired her rather tough personality and inquiring
attitude toward the medium, and certainly he admired her artistic
ambition. In 1991, after Beck had graduated, Groover left her job
at Purchase to live and work in France, where she devoted herself
to making photographs that were as beautiful and precious (and
as sought after) as paintings. This speaks to the excitement and
regard surrounding the medium in those years. When asked about
her switch from painting, she said: “I suppose I was also aware that
photography wasn't taken seriously, and I kind of liked that.”® She
found the medium’s unobtrusiveness and commonality exciting, as
did a number of her contemporaries.

One of photography’s most challenging problems during this
era was the impermanence of color. Color pictures were extremely
popular with both photographers and their audiences because they
were exciting and very beautiful. While color photographs were
relatively easy to make, they were impossible to keep indefinitely,
but because of the growing demand by collectors and museums,

a system of institutional cold storage vaults was constructed to at
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least slow down the sure process of fading.® Major figures working
in color and gaining attention at the Museum of Modern Art (as
well as nationally) included William Eggleston, Joel Meyerowitz,
Stephen Shore, and Joel Sternfeld; all were making natural-

looking pictures in a kind of aesthetic of the informal, and all

had to contend with the fragility of color. Most of the principal
American photographers of those years stressed what has been
called “an aesthetic of the ordinary and the everyday,” an aesthetic
that aroused and infuriated some critics but that others (especially
Szarkowski) defended.” It seemed to many that color and the way it
was used supported an invasive familiarity, a lack of seriousness in
pictures. Certainly, color came to be important to Beck, while his
hesitancy around working in color at the time was predictable, even
normal and commendable.? As he evolved, his own color work was
far from the documentary-inspired, seemingly affectless aesthetic of
the New Color photographers, including the most prominent figure,
William Eggleston.

Another element in the photography community around
the time Beck was in college contributed to an atmosphere of
restlessness and change. This was the increased presence of
European contemporary art, including photography shown in New
York galleries. Upon graduating from Purchase, Beck found a job as
a photographer at the relatively new gallery that [leana Sonnabend
had opened in New York City in 1970. Unlike the Castelli Gallery,
which focused mainly on challenging contemporary American
painting (and was run by her former husband), the Romanian-born
Sonnabend was interested in presenting the new work emerging in
Europe (she had opened a gallery in Paris in 1962 before moving
to New York). By the 1970s the Sonnabend Gallery was known for
its regular exhibitions of compelling new contemporary European
artists, among them the German couple Bernd and Hilla Becher,
who worked exclusively in photography. The Bechers’ Conceptual
photographs leave nothing to chance. Once they had an idea about
what they wanted to achieve, they set out to realize it, carefully
framing their industrial subjects in the precise lighting conditions
they desired. Such an attitude made this kind of work difficult for
MoMA’s photography department to accept under its purview,
but it contributed a new way of considering the medium. Because
of this structural division between the kind of photography that
interested Szarkowski and the other museum departments that were
open to Conceptualism, the Bechers’ photographs initially were

exhibited and collected by the Department of Drawings and Prints.
As an in-house photographer at Sonnabend, Beck was very familiar
with these challenges and changes in the art and photography
communities.

The Bechers held an especially important position for Beck.
Their work is almost implacably consistent. They photographed the
artifacts, the physical evidence of the economic transformation then
occurring in the Ruhrgebiet, once the site of Germany’s industry. By
the time the couple began their program, most of the facilities—the
coal mines, chemical and steel factories that had powered Germany’s
war and its postwar resurgence—were closing or being reconfigured.
These abandoned industrial landscapes were modern ruins of a
formerly powerful past. The artists’ conceptual presentation, the
grids they constructed from industrial parts—cooling towers and
grain elevators and gas tanks—moved the viewer’s attention from
the specific to the larger idea and back again. Their program was
both conceptual and actual (though, as Szarkowski pointed out, the
skies were always an overcast blank). Besides working in Germany,
the Bechers also visited the United States and made pictures of the
abandoned artifacts of the earlier industrial use of land, mainly in
the Northeast. Only later did they vary their program by enlarging
some of the more sculptural subjects and presenting them singly.
They never made color photographs.

Beck’s early experiences as a student and working
professional have shaped both the subjects he chooses to depict
and the ways he makes his pictures. His subjects generally relate
to the history of both European and American painting. He made
Botanical Gardens, Angel Wings (1998), which initiated a series and
proved to be the beginning of his real artistic production, in Giverny,
the site of Monet’s last home and the famous water lily garden he
created. This was a breakthrough moment for Beck, and it set the
stage for what would come later.

In this early picture, we see the flat surface of the water
sprinkled with flower petals, glistening like points of light; in
the middle, a label identifying the genus and species of the
plant and its variety, “Angel Wings,” pokes just above the water’s
surface. The picture is remarkably flat, focused exclusively on
the water’s beautifully shining surface and the label. At the same
time, it presents a convincingly realistic space. In this way, Beck
acknowledges Monet’s later abstract paintings, also achieved
through cropping—in his case learned from the Japanese prints
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Monet so eagerly collected. In Beck’s photograph, the picture plane
is tipped up to acknowledge that the space is part of a wider, deeper
reality. This picture, the real beginning of Beck’s creative work,
stimulated a long series of related photographs of water lilies in
botanical gardens, mostly in the United States.

This is a very focused series, a theme and variations,
rather like the minor adjustments the Bechers made in examining
ruined factories in their industrial pictures, though Beck’s water
lily series is not “conceptual” in the way the Bechers’ program is.
Beck takes chances and is attentive to differences in place and
circumstance: he is working in the American tradition, varying the
subject by different locations and formal conditions. Though in the
beginning Beck photographed different kinds of botanical subjects
in artificial growing situations in the United States and abroad—
cactus gardens, tulip beds, different kinds of trees with identifying
labels attached—he later restricted the series to black-and-white
studies of water lilies in American botanical gardens. Seen as a
group, the pictures disclose a variety of compositions and moods
in similar-seeming conditions: they show differences in the water
surfaces, in the various ways the lily pads glisten in the sunshine,
the variety and luminosity of the clouds reflected in the water, or
the different edges of the artificial pools that surround the water lily
displays. In one picture, a skyscraper’s shadow is reflected upside
down in the pool. In Barbara Dobbins (2000), a dark and somewhat
foreboding curtain of tree shadows glistens, highlighting the spots
of scattered lily pads. In Yellow Water Lily of the following year, a
square shadow looms almost ominously over the scattered planar
surface. But Nymphaea (2002) communicates sheer pleasure; it is
a true expansion of Monet’s inventive composition as understood
by a contemporary photographer. All of these pictures possess a
sensuous luminescence that distinguishes and unifies them.

Although the water lily series proved to be both consistent
and formally investigative, as well as highly personal, Beck made
other notable pictures that fall within an expanded understanding
of the American landscape tradition in photography. One of these
is the series made in places of wild and inspiring natural beauty,
locations that nineteenth-century painters had known and sought
out. Perhaps the American penchant for wilderness scenery,
so widely acknowledged now, is not understood as an aesthetic
learned from nineteenth-century American artists. In fact, our
present taste for hiking and climbing in wild and beautiful natural

places is an evolution of this heritage. The most inspirational
figure was the artist Thomas Cole, a transplanted Englishman

who arrived in the United States when our culture was beginning
to industrialize and who initiated the American turn toward wild
nature. Cole’s famous picture in the Metropolitan Museum of

Art known as The Oxbow (1836) shows a view of the Connecticut
River from a mountaintop, a storm over wildness gradually passing
and revealing sunny cultivated fields. But Cole was aware, while
painting this, of the construction of a railroad line near his home;
his letters to patrons at the time reflect on his deep anxiety around
industrialization, which he had experienced firsthand as a youth in
Lancashire, England.® Cole stimulated a range of younger artists to
celebrate wildness as an antidote to the certain evils of looming and
certain industrialization, and he encouraged what would become a
host of nature lovers who are today’s devoted visitors to Yosemite
and the Adirondack woods.

The wilderness landscapes that Beck photographs depict
rushing, wild waters in the Northeast, often in the very places
discovered and admired by nineteenth-century wilderness seekers
who had been influenced by Cole and his artistic descendants.
Some of Beck’s pictures show streams that seem absolutely wild,
racing in impenetrable forests, while others are quieter and induce
contemplation rather than awe. Though these scenes appear
untouched, in some we can detect a discreet path alongside the

ravine, or an unassuming bridge constructed over the vibrant waters:

these landscapes are approachable, even apparently domesticated.
The pictures relate to others Beck has made, photographs in
unnoticed corners of large urban parks near where he lives. Many of
the scrambled briars and fortresses of overgrown vines evoke a wild
vitality in places we usually think of as overfamiliar and controlled,
such as the city parks where he finds them. However, the pictures
most identified with this artist are those he makes far from his home
in New York City. The compositional explorations of form in Beck’s
water lily series, the images of dense forests and plunging waters
and curtains of intertwined vines in the American Northeast, are
remarkably different from the pictures he has made consistently in
Italy. A friend’s invitation in 2008 to photograph Napoleon’s villa on
the island of Elba, off the Italian western coast, initiated this new,
reverberant subject for Beck’s examination.

Beck is very comfortable in Europe, especially in the alpine
north of Italy where his mother was born and raised and where he
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has often returned. He has the advantage of fluency in the language
and an established group of Italian friends interested in the projects
he has made there. The grand and beautiful monuments of Italy’s
historic past, many located in the northern regions of the country;,
thus have a personal resonance with this artist. Although the work
he made for the Elba assignment was not, in the end, successful,

it opened rich new territory for him. The ancient archaeological
remains, the Italian Baroque palazzi, and the elegant gardens that
are often near or attached to them are subjects he continues to
pursue and for which he is perhaps best known.

Beck has executed this longstanding series, and variations
within it, exclusively in color. By 1999 he was employing color in
some pictures of outdoor botanical gardens—glorious sunshine in
desert landscapes, revealing exuberant varieties of cacti growing
sumptuously and radiantly in southern California. There are others
too, including some extensions of the lily pad theme in larger color
format. By the turn of the millennium, the presence of color was
much more prevalent in art photography, and certainly by 2008
it was considered safe enough that Beck felt he could employ the
process for most of his subsequent work. These pictures, like many
contemporary photographs, are large and compete deliberately
with paintings in their size. For Beck’s villa pictures, the timing
could not have been more propitious.

Beck has spent most summers of the past decade in Italy
making these pictures. Their color is sensuous and regretful,
and by their scale, seriousness, and special light the pictures
refer to older painting traditions, of which they are a kind of
continuation. By placing the grand palazzi in the center of his
compositions, emphasizing the converging perspective rushing to
the center of the picture, Beck invokes the optical phenomenon
of linear perspective. The Italian early Renaissance architect
Filippo Brunelleschi is known for having discovered a technique
for applying linear perspective to art and architecture.” In early
Italian Renaissance painting, perspective was an exciting and new
concept, and the delight of those artists in using it is often palpable
in their work. Beck stages the grand villas in his photographs
similarly: they seem to rest dead center within immensely enlarged
theatrical sets, an extension of the Baroque fascination with
perspective and theatricality. Many of the elaborate Baroque
gardens Beck has photographed are positioned in this way too:
the grand stairs that lead up and into them, the walls that enclose

them, and often the landscapes in which they sit (and which
sometimes continue above and beyond the delimited space) are

all conceived within a clearly displayed perspectival format, an
intellectual system of control. The gardens often represent jewel-
like details from a larger view: clipped hedges that form a maze, a
stairway leading into the background, or in one particularly notable
picture, a grand vantage from the enclosed garden looking onto a
city below, illuminated in gentle morning (or evening) sunshine.
Even in Beck’s later pictures of the via Appia Antica or the Roman
Forum, or his photographs of isolated sections of crumbling
aqueducts made in the Roman campagna, there is a sense that
these pictures represent a mysterious and resonant past and that
we contemporary viewers can look at them and be moved by

their evident beauty but that we really have no place in them. The
princely buildings were built at enormous expense for the pleasure
of popes and aristocrats, and they, as well as their surroundings,
are preserved as important historical and architectural treasures.
The gardens and palaces made for the privileged classes exist
outside of normal daily life even today, in an exclusive and
fantastical realm.

The villa photographs comprise the longest and richest
series Beck has made, and they represent some of his deepest
personal interests. They are also the most graceful and pleasing
of his work. They refer to his lifelong affinity with Italy, both to
his ease in it and his distance from it—he is not, in fact, Italian.
Besides the clear relationship to earlier Italian painting, the villa
pictures also recall one of photography’s inventors, William Henry
Fox Talbot, who discovered a photographic process because he was
frustrated with his ineptitude at drawing picturesque sites while
on his Italian honeymoon. Like Beck, Talbot was an enchanted
visitor in this country. Beck’s pictures also pay a kind of indirect
tribute to the Bechers, as the buildings are also seen directly
and frontally, and they elicit comparisons with the gardens as
well as the buildings. But while there is an intentional similarity,
Beck’s pictures are deeply personal; they exist in a penumbra of
history and memory; they are not so much real places for him as
demonstrations of fantasy. In fact, they are perhaps closest to the
work of another photographer supported by the Sonnabend Gallery,
the German Elger Esser. For both of these artists, distancing the
landscape and casting it in a special, golden light indicate that these
are as much imaginative places as real ones.
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Beck’s pictures provoke questions: What is the place of
the past in our own time? Why are these pictures, so resonant
of ancient history and its glories, also so strange to us, even
discomfiting? Italy has many palatial buildings, and a deep
identification with its historical monuments, but it is also a living,
working country—its citizens speed dangerously around on
their motor scooters, and the cars pile up in the ancient squares,
squeezed into spaces within the ancient walls. Beck’s pictures ask:
Why has this present been excluded? What does it mean? Do these
places connote a kind of special garden, divorced from the present
concerns of the living? Are they meant to be places of retreat,
where we meditate on the past? Is the embracing atmosphere—the
only element that seems of the present time—merely beautiful and
enchanting, or is it also corrosive and entrapping?

But perhaps this retreat into the past is what we need
now. Perhaps we should look at these pictures not only for their
obvious elegance and their reference to a civilized aesthetic but
also because we need those reminders in our present reality.
Although the gardens and palaces were made as exclusive places,
we can now visit them as retreats too. There is a calmness in
their grandeur; there is an idealized, beautiful, and fruitful
relationship between what man can make and the natural world.
This is probably the most relevant reminder Beck’s work offers to
contemporary viewers, and perhaps to Americans especially. In
the post-industrial world we now inhabit, he seems to say, we can
look at the ways we humans have lived in and with nature in the
past. Though these pictures expose the human will to control the
environment, he invites us to step back and examine the world we
have made. The Italian architects who designed the villas were not
so different from the people who laid the paving stones near the
rushing waters, still wild, or the designers who fashioned botanical
gardens in cities, enclosed within air-conditioned buildings. As
we are at a danger point in our relationship with our environment
now, we can be reminded of the real human necessity of finding
an appropriate and peaceful relationship with the natural world.
Perhaps these pictures can help. m

Note

1 Szarkowski authored an essay in a publication on her work: Jan Groover, Photographs (Boston: Little,
Brown and Company, 1993).

2 See his important catalogue The Photographer’s Eye (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1966), which
breaks the medium into its component parts and studies it in formal terms.

3 See a review of this show by Ben Lifson, “Jan Groover’s Abstractions Embrace the World,” The Village
Voice, Nov. 6, 1976, 117.

4 Devine also encouraged Groover to work with platinum and related non-silver processes.

5 Pure Invention: The Tabletop Still Life, Photographs by Jan Groover, ed. Constance Sullivan and Susan Weiley
(Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), 19.

6 For a concise historical overview of the technologies of color photography, see Sylvie Pénichon, “From
Potatoes to Pixels, A Short Technical History of Color Photography,” in John Rohrbach, Color: American
Photography Transformed, exh. cat., Amon Carter Museum of American Art (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2013), 286-302; see especially pP. 295-298.

7 Kevin Moore, “Starburst: Color Photography in America, 1970-1980,” in Starburst: Color Photography in
America, 1970-1980, exh. cat., Cincinnati Art Museum (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2010), 9.

8 The dye transfer process, which had been invented to preserve color prints, is expensive and time
consuming, and the prints have a different character than those produced with Ektacolor, which most
photographers were using. Eastman Kodak stopped producing the chemistry for dye transfers in 1994.
The best-known figure who used this process extensively for his color work is William Eggleston. Color
prints have become relatively stable since contemporary computer-based systems have come into general
use.

9 See Elizabeth Mankin Kornhauser, “Manifesto for an American Sublime: Thomas Cole’s The Oxbow,”
in Thomas Cole’s Journey: Atlantic Crossings, Elizabeth Mankin Kornhauser, Tim Barringer, et al. (New
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, distributed by Yale University Press, 2018), 88-89. See also his
famous “Essay on American Scenery,” in which he says: “A meager utilitarianism seems ready to absorb
every feeling and sentiment, and what is sometimes called improvement in its march makes us fear that
the bright and tender flowers of the imagination shall all be crushed beneath its iron tramp” (quoted in
Kornhauser, 20).

10 Brunelleschi’s apparent discovery was further clarified in the treatise De pictura, by Leon Battista
Alberti, of 1435.
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LAWRENCE BECK:
PICTURING A VIEW

Michael Rooks

Wieland Family Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art, High Museum of Art

The artist Lawrence Beck has dedicated his practice to the craft of
making pictures and to the visual process of picturing. Beck, who
began studying photography in high school, expanded his interest
in and involvement with photography to include film and cultural
studies at Columbia University. There he developed a method
influenced by conceptual artists who had emerged in the 1960s
and 1970s. Chief among them were Bernd and Hilla Becher and
the Bechers’ students, collectively known as the Diisseldorf School,
artists for whom the objective view of the landscape, cityscape, or
environment was a central motif.

The Bechers’ “typologies” of industrial architecture provided
Beck with an approach for the objective, critical study of form that
he later articulated in a series of photographs featuring aspects
of the landscape both natural and manmade. However, from the
beginning, Beck’s work has also been informed by his knowledge
and appreciation of such early-twentieth-century masters as
Eugéne Atget, Walker Evans, Karl Blossfeldt, and Edward Weston,
who used photography as an expressive tool and for whom the
formal qualities of photography concerning light, shadow, form,
volume, atmosphere, and movement were central. Beck adopted
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Blossfeldt’s “relentless search for formal purity” and homed in on
Weston’s “search for the perfect frame.”

Striking out on his own after college, Beck worked as
both an archivist and photographer for the legendary Sonnabend
Gallery, where he began to emphasize the importance of formal
clarity and objectivity in framing an image. At Sonnabend in the
late 1980s and 1990s, he photographed with extreme precision the
works of artists such as Jeff Koons, the Bechers, and the Bechers’
student Candida Hofer, among other gallery artists. In this role
of shooting the work of other artists, Beck benefited from his
predilection for objectivity in relation to his subject matter. In
accordance with his training in the techniques of the masters, he
worked slowly, using manual processes that required discipline,
objectivity, concentration, and technical virtuosity—characteristics
of his practice since college when he had first used an optical
bench for the precise measurement of objects in the camera’s
plane of focus. At Sonnabend, he put his specialized knowledge
and experience into the service of an exuberant visual culture
during the golden age of contemporary art, like a flaneur observing
the so-called art world with ambivalence and picturing it with a
detached reserve.

Remaining faithful to large format photography, Beck has
since become known for his photographs of gardens and parks,
typologies of landscape images that bear the familiarity and weight
of art history. Beck’s images reflect the original art historical images
to which he alludes, and they are mirrored by real life experience
in the places he has photographed, where a multiplicity of points
of view—planned and premeditated, ordered and cultivated—
shift multilaterally around their visitors. Beck’s affinity with the
landscape stems both from art history and from his childhood
summers in the picturesque Italian Alps (themselves the subject
of a series with the deceptively unequivocal title Cows). For Beck,
the picturesque—whether the snow-capped peaks of Monte Rosa,
the water garden at Giverny, or the Villa Bardini in Florence—
represents a compression of pictures and picturing and a history of
views and viewing that concerns the phenomenality of perception.

In his black-and-white water lilies, Beck centers taxonomical
labels within the frame of the photograph. They bear plants’ names
and classifications, but aside from what they say, they correspond
to the primary vantage point for the viewing of the plants: that is,
in front of the label. They serve as moorings for the viewer. Like a

park bench or a platform at a roadside vista, they situate a viewer in
relation to a view, and like object labels in an art museum, they are
of a piece with the activity of looking and perceiving. By including
the plant labels like signposts in these photographs, Beck signals his
interest in how we perceive a view that has already been framed for
us and not merely the subject matter and its formal qualities. In this
way, Beck’s water lily photographs externalize the act of viewing
itself.

In Albert Greenberg (fig. 1), lily pads float centrally in the
frame of the composition. The variable distance between each leaf
establishes the spatial relationship between and among them, albeit
with no visible relation to a particular place (although we know that
they are firmly anchored to the pond floor). Absent a horizon, the
sky’s reflection becomes an abstract void in the photograph, while
its absence of color suggests that the leaves float in a fictive space
or perhaps exist in a historical moment separate from the sensible
experience of time but somehow connected to it nonetheless—our
gaze finding itself in the company of other, prior gazes. Although
Beck shows the leaves in perspective on a tilted plane that invites
the viewer’s gaze to “invisibly traverse the visible,” in the words
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Figure 1. Albert Greenberg, 2000, silver gelatin print.
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of Jean-Luc Marion, the signpost is parallel with the picture

plane (technically known as the subject plane in photography),
preventing the gaze from “piercing the void,” or the middle ground
established by the perspectival orientation of the pond’s surface.? In
other words, the plant and its signpost anchor the composition and
keep the viewer from drifting beyond the four sides of the picture,
securing them in place and thereby delimiting their range of vision
in order to (re)constitute a view.

What remains uncanny (besides the vertiginous nature
of the image, with its upended reflection of architecture further
disorienting any grasp of the viewer’s position) is the fact of being
called to this specific position as a viewer. It is almost as if Beck
has set marks before the signpost, like those for a stage actor,
specifically to make available this view. Each viewer, including Beck
himself, deposits in that place, whether in front of the original or
its translation, residues of their experience of viewing. The viewer’s
connection to the history of the photograph becomes a function of
episodic memory. At the same time, the photograph is connected
to a history of twentieth-century photography by artists such as
André Kertész, who used unconventional angles, tilted points of
view, and reflections of buildings in puddles of water to confuse the
viewer’s sense of relation to perspectival space.

In Beck’s art history, gardens represent cosmologies and
exemplify classical concepts of order and rationalism (Italian
gardens) and serve as theaters for the study of visual perception
(Giverny and water lilies). But his photographs disrupt these
histories by asking us to look beneath their familiar pictorial
constructs, where the invisible, sedimentary record of viewership
remains autonomous from the image itself. Beck has stated that his
“photographs are modern translation[s] of art of the past” and that
his project is “at its core ... the search for art in nature” Translating
art of the past through photography, Beck collapses centuries
of looking and, in this way, imparts an aggregate knowledge
of this looking. The essence of the original remains, while new
constructions of meaning are added: Beck’s translation opens onto
“the actuality of an original in which to dwell”® His photographs
coincide with art history while diverging from the historicity of its
images by considering the gaze itself. The signpost in his water lily
photographs serves to bring an abrupt halt to our enchantment
with (and exhaustion in) the art historical original and to call our
attention to the phenomenon of perception.

In Beck’s color water lilies, the signposts are no longer
present. Instead, the art historical original prescribes our
relationship to the landscape: the uncanny affinity between Beck’s
images and Monet’s paintings owes as much to the valorization of
the French Impressionist himself as it does to the visual qualities
of his late paintings, oscillating between abstraction and the
picturesque. They are imagistic archetypes in the Jungian sense of
something psychically inherited.

Since the time of Monet, the viewing of water gardens has
engendered a pictorial type and modernist trope, one in which the
organization of the image both recedes spatially—a visible attribute
of perspective integral to the invisible phenomenon of vision—
and is parallel to the picture plane as an abstract or decorative
arrangement of form that confounds the illusion of pictorial space.*
This way of framing the view of a water garden is foreordained by
the countless viewings of Monet’s water garden at Giverny by those
who have journeyed there since the last quarter of the nineteenth
century. Since that time, the framing of a view of water lilies is
always already a Monet. It is a universally familiar object of visual
contemplation.

Figure 2. Sterling Forest Water Lily IV, 2008, archival pigment print.
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Beck’s color water lilies interrogate this familiarity. In
Sterling Forest Water Lily IV (fig. 2), the water’s surface is organized
into a repeating pattern of floating leaves interrupted only by the
disposition of spiky, symmetrical crowns of white flowers. The
flowers are randomly situated across the field of view, fixing both
our relation to the pictorial space and the image within it, like the
signposts in Beck’s black-and-white photographs. Although the
surface of the water recedes into space, these flowers thwart our
predilection to pass quickly over the image from foreground to
background in a glance. Instead, we read them like the thick areas
of impasto sitting atop the surfaces of Monet’s canvases, heeding
the orientation of flatness to modern painting. At the same time,
they remind us that two-dimensionality is also of interest to
modern photographers. Despite the fact of the sky-blue reflection
in the photograph’s upper quarter, giving the lie to the flatness of
the image, still it remains a Monet.

In Beck’s series of Italian gardens, the landscape itself
is complicit in framing an array of views in the perambulatory
experience of a garden environment. The geometry and symmetry
of villa architecture in and around the gardens signify the clarity
and order of rationalism and reflect the proportions of the human
body—those of the Vitruvian Man—which were produced,
according to Christian theology, by divine will in the image of God.
The Palladian architecture in Beck’s photographs was designed
to impose this order over nature, literally circumscribing vistas
and views at every turn and placing nature in the frame or picture
box of the built environment. The viewer is repeatedly located at
the center of a universe whose proportions echo those of their
own body and thereby becomes a constituent in the expression of
harmony between divine, cosmological, and aesthetic orders. The
views pictured in Beck’s Italian Garden series are thus images of
the ideal. In Villa Farnese I1I and Villa Farnese V (figs. 3 and 4),
the artist’s movement through the space of Villa Farnese discloses
the full circle of the garden’s pictorial order and thematic program:
as the viewer’s gaze moves upward toward the brightly lit villa,
the view of a higher, trinitarian order accrues slowly through
the middle ground. The yoking of our binocular vision by the
symmetrical disposition of architectonic forms on either side of
the staircase establishes a pace for seeing the image that is akin
to walking the steps of the staircase with our eyes. Turning in the
opposite direction, our view rapidly descends toward coarse nature
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Figures 3 and 4. Villa Farnese I1I (left), Villa Farnese V (right), 2013,
archival pigment prints.

and moves quickly along a path ultimately enshrouded by the dark
wood of irrationality.

The activity of viewing is itself the subject of Beck’s most
recent series, Hanami. His reverence for the Japanese custom
of viewing and the framing of a view is conspicuous only in the
series title, which is a Japanese term that refers, most notably,
to the tradition of cherry blossom viewing. Photographs in the
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Hanami series, however, do not feature cherry blossoms or even
the Japanese art of ikebana; instead, they allude to European still
life traditions, from the Dutch Golden Age to floral paintings of
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In the Dutch pictorial
tradition, increasingly elaborate floral arrangements celebrated

a family’s wealth in what was the world’s first market-driven
consumer society. But in addition to picturing affluence and
abundance, Dutch still life paintings, like the custom of hanami,
serve to remind the viewer of life’s impermanence. One could
argue that the late floral paintings of Manet, also evoked in the
Hanami series, present the flipside of the same coin, celebrating the
evanescent delights of the material world. What is anterior to these
images is the viewing of them, the gaze that brings them into being.
By referring to the Japanese custom in the Hanami photographs,
Beck suggests that the object recorded in the camera’s frame is

the viewing itself. Further, although invisible, the making of a view
during the activity of viewing is something that takes place in the
company of an endless sequence of viewers.

Figure 5. Hanami X1, 2019, archival pigment print.

Beck asserts that to behold a view is not simply looking.
Looking requires that one turn one’s eyes, and perhaps one’s
attention, in the direction of an object. Viewing is invested with
purpose. There is a formality and etiquette to viewing. For example,
the viewing of a deceased person in an open casket ceremony,
known specifically as a viewing, is a very solemn occasion. There
are viewing stands for military drills, observation decks for viewing
city skylines, and scenic overlooks for the viewing of panoramic
landscapes. Some viewings are prescribed by rules, courses of
action, or customs, like the Japanese traditions of viewing cherry
blossoms and the autumn moon. Views are ushered into one’s field
of vision from observation points both unplanned, as in the view
from the top of a mountain, and premeditated, as in a park bench,
and are inseparable from the activity of viewing. There can be no
view without a viewer to frame it.

Pictorial idioms like painting and photography entrust
the frame with making evident the view in the artist’s field of
vision. The placement of a frame culls an infinity of perspectives,
light effects, forms, and atmospherics; sets up the vertical and
horizontal axes of a picture plane; and establishes the relations
between volume and space, movement and stasis, flatness and
three-dimensionality. At the same time, the frame opens a window
onto a world, making it possible to gain a purchase on a particular
view and to fix it in a certain moment in time. Without a frame
to capture a view of our ever-shifting field of vision, we are lost in
a wild of unlimited possible views. The frame makes visible the
activity of beholding and enables the independent externalization
of its event in the form of art. It determines what constitutes a view
and, just as important, what does not constitute that view; above all,
it represents a particular point of view, corroborating a conscious
presence in the landscape. The frame situates us in relation to the
landscape. As we frame a view, we contribute to its visibility.

The frame is as much a precondition as it is a kind a
palimpsest for Beck, for whom it is always already imprinted
with an infinity of possible views. He uses it to organize light and
shadow but also to establish terms within a dialogue about what is
visible and what is invisible, what is extrinsic and what is intrinsic,
in his work. Light, air, and the disposition of forms in space are the
external objects within Beck’s frame, but the activity of viewing is
intrinsic. In his work, the act of beholding is as fixed by the frame
of a view as the image itself is fixed by photographic emulsion. And
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it is perceived in the co-presence of past, unembodied viewings. In
other words, Beck’s frame supports a continual history of viewing
in which the superimposition of past and future viewings is both
visible and invisible.

Through Beck’s camera, we are engaged in seeing the image
along with the ghosts of countless others. Their past viewings, like
apparitions, comprise a provenance of sorts—the invisible record of
having been seen. Beck’s place as a viewer within this continuum is
informed by a life and practice spent looking, seeing, and thinking
about looking and seeing, which is in part why the uncanny
familiarity of his images discloses that what has been seen is also
being seen anew. While citing their art historical antecedents,
from classical to realist to modern, from Palladio to Monet, Beck’s
photographs are particular images that, first and foremost, heed the
activity of viewing. B

Note
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