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BRUCE SILVERSTEIN

Biography

American, b. 1939

Joel-Peter Witkin is a photographer whose images of the human condition are
undeniably powerful. For more than twenty years he has pursued his interest in
spirituality and how it impacts the physical world in which we exist. Finding
beauty within the grotesque, Witkin pursues this complex issue through people
most often cast aside by society -- human spectacles including hermaphrodites,
dwarfs, amputees, androgynes, carcasses, people with odd physical capabilities,
fetishists and "any living myth . . . anyone bearing the wounds of Christ." His
fascination with other people's physicality has inspired works that confront our
sense of normalcy and decency, while constantly examining the teachings
handed down through Christianity. His constant reference to paintings from art
history, including the works of Bosch, Goya, Velasquez, Miro, Botticelli and
Picasso are testaments to his need to create a new history for himself. By using
imagery and symbols from the past, Witkin celebrates our history while
constantly redefining its present day context. Visiting medical schools, morgues
and insane asylums around the world, Witkin seeks out his collaborators, who, in
the end, represent the numerous personas of the artist himself. The resulting
photographs are haunting and beautiful, grotesque yet bold in their defiance a
hideous beauty that is as compelling as it is taboo. Witkin begins each image by
sketching his ideas on paper, perfecting every detail by arranging the scene
before he gets into the studio to stage his elaborate tableaus. Once
photographed, Witkin spends hours in the darkroom, scratching and piercing his
negatives, transforming them into images that look made rather than taken.
Through printing, Witkin reinterprets his original idea in a final act of adoration.
Joel-Peter Witkin lets us look into his created world, which is both frightening and
fascinating, as he seeks to dismantle our preconceived notions about sexuality
and physical beauty. Through his imagery, we gain a greater understanding
about human difference and tolerance.
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BRUCE SILVERSTEIN

Artist Statement

Joel-Peter Witkin

I cannot image love nor the atoms which make up all things nor can I image God. I am overwhelmed
by existence and the splendor and misery we call history.

All these things are natural to man. I can hold these things like sand between my hands and be com-
forted because, although the reason and purpose of life is beyond comprehension, it is within us. It is
in stones and flowers, too. In the Natural Law. What is within us, I believe, is the reality that Someone,
Something created all things. That the very passion of life, of love and hatred is the acceptance or ne-
gation of God.

The poet E.E. Cummings described a lost soul as "a man falling on all sides". William Blake, a be-
liever, was overwhelmed by creation. He once wrote, "I can look at a knot in a tree until it frightens
me". Both these statements are radiant with intelligence. They have become art because they have the
power to affect our reality, even our souls.

Great art is about transcendence. It elevates like. This is why I try to make great art. It is my vocation,
my prayer. Like the clown before the altar, his "prayer", his art, was to perform. Some thought this
blasphemy. The aware knew it was the most sublime act of love of which he was capable.

"Feast of Fools", Mexico City, 1990

It took a year of phone calls and appointments to get me into the main forensic hospital. There, a
doctor was showing me corpses. He opened a drawer by mistake which was filled with body parts
from accidents, murders and suicides. I was challenged to make something wonderful which would be
a metaphor for the psychosis of our time.

[ spent the next day gathering fish, fruit and other objects for the photograph. I returned to the hospital
with my camera, lights and props. There I selected about fifteen of the objects from the drawer. I then
secluded myself in a room which bolts from the inside and began creating the composition. It took
about an hour to complete.

This image is one of my most powerful images. It is powerful, not only for its subject matter,
but because of its importance as a mirror of human history.
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