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American artist, writer and filmmaker, Allan Sekula 
(1951-2013) is a leading exemplar of socially probing 
art, photographic and cultural practice. Starting his 
career with actions and performance art during the 
era of protests against the U.S. war in S.E. Asia, his 
work then turned in the early 70’s, towards a practice 
of social documentary while always questioning the 
limits of photography’s capacity for clear and reliable 
communication. In his quest for a critical realism, 
Sekula sought to shed light on the profound ambiguity 
of current realities of social life, precariously balanced 
between objective conditions, hegemonic ideologies, 
and private fantasies. He focused mainly on showing 
the “performed” everyday life of all kinds of workers, 
spending his last years depicting the maritime culture 
of shipping and port labor as a forgotten space of late-
capitalism.

Allan Sekula’s work has been exhibited at Tapies Foundation 
(Barcelona), Beirut Art Center, MoMa (New York), Documenta 
(Kassel), Whitney Biennial (New York), Sao Paulo Biennial, 
Taipei Biennial, Centre Georges-Pompidou (Paris), Whitney 
Museum (New York), Hirschhorn Museum (Washington), 
New Museum of Contemporary Art (New York), Art Gallery 
of Ontario (Toronto), Winnipeg Art Gallery (Vancouver), The 
Barbican Centre (London), La Virreina - Centre de la Imatge 
(Barcelona), MACBA (Barcelona), Generali Foundation 
(Vienna), Foto Institute (Rotterdam), Akbank Sanat (Istanbul).

His work is part of prestigious collections as Centre Georges-
Pompidou (Paris), Musée d’Art Moderne de Paris, CNAP - 
Centre National des Art Plastiques (Paris), FNAC – Fonds 
National d’Art Contemporain (Paris), IAC – Institut d’Art 
Contemporain (Villeurbane), MACBA (Barcelona), Museo de 
Arte Reina Sofia (Madrid), FRAC: Grand Large - Hauts-de-
France / Normandie Caen / Franche-Comté / Bretagne / 
Normandie Rouen, FMAC - Fond Municipal d’Art Contemporain, 
MoMa (New York), Whitney Museum (New York), Tate Modern 
(London), MOCA - Museum of Contemporary Art (Los 
Angeles), Stedelijk Museum (Amsterdam), M HKA (Antwerp), 
Zacheta National Gallery of Art (Warsaw), Johann Jacobs 
Museum (Zürich), Generali Foundation (Vienna), TBA21 
collection - Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary 
(Vienna), SFMOMA (San Francisco), Fotomuseum Winterthur, 
Wroclaw Contemporary Museum, MUSAC - Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Museum Folkwang 
(Essen), Ludwig Museum (Budapest), MCASD - Museum of 
Contemporary Art San Diego, among others.

Artiste, écrivain et cinéaste américain, Allan Sekula (1951-2013) 
est, à travers l’ensemble de ses pratiques, un représentant de 
premier plan d’un art socialement engagé. Débutant sa carrière 
par l’action et la performance à l’époque des mouvements de 
protestations contre la guerre américaine en Asie du Sud-Est, 
Allan Sekula s’est ensuite tourné, au début des années 70, vers 
une pratique du documentaire social en questionnant de façon 
permanente les limites du médium photographique comme 
outil de communication clair et fiable. Dans sa quête d’un 
réalisme critique, Allan Sekula a cherché à mettre en lumière la 
profonde ambiguïté des conditions actuelles de la vie sociale, en 
équilibre perpétuel et précaire entre les conditions objectives, 
les idéologies hégémoniques et les imaginaires personnels. Il 
s’est surtout attaché à montrer la vie quotidienne « performée » 
de différentes catégories de travailleurs, passant ses dernières 
années à dépeindre le monde du transport maritime et le travail 
portuaire comme l’espace oublié du capitalisme tardif.

Le travail d’Allan Sekula a été exposé à la Tapies Foundation 
(Barcelone), au Beirut Art Center, MoMa (New York), Documenta 
(Kassel), Whitney Biennial (New York), Sao Paulo Biennial, 
Taipei Biennial, Centre Georges-Pompidou (Paris), Whitney 
Museum (New York), Hirschhorn Museum (Washington), New 
Museum of Contemporary Art (New York), Art Gallery of Ontario 
(Toronto), Winnipeg Art Gallery (Vancouver), The Barbican 
Centre (Londres), La Virreina - Centre de la Image (Barcelone), 
MACBA (Barcelone), Generali Foundation (Vienne), Foto 
Institute (Rotterdam), Akbank Sanat (Istanbul) etc.

Ses œuvres font parties de collections prestigieuses telles 
que le Centre Georges-Pompidou (Paris), le Musée d’Art 
Moderne de Paris, le CNAP - Centre National des Art Plastiques 
(Paris), le FNAC - Fonds National d’Art Contemporain (Paris), 
IAC - Institut d’Art Contemporain (Villeurbane), MACBA 
(Barcelone), Museo de Arte Reina Sofia (Madrid), FRAC : Grand 
Large - Hauts-de-France / Normandie Caen / Franche-Comté 
/ Bretagne / Normandie Rouen, FMAC - Fond Municipal d’Art 
Contemporain, MoMa (New York), Whitney Museum (New York), 
Tate Modern (Londres), MOCA - Museum of Contemporary 
Art (Los Angeles), Stedelijk Museum (Amsterdam), M HKA 
(Anvers), Zacheta National Gallery of Art (Varsovie), Johann 
Jacobs Museum (Zurich), Generali Foundation (Vienne), 
collection TBA21 - Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary 
(Vienne), SFMOMA (San Francisco), Fotomuseum Winterthur, 
Wroclaw Contemporary Museum, MUSAC - Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Museum Folkwang 
(Essen), Ludwig Museum (Budapest), MCASD - Museum of 
Contemporary Art San Diego, entre autres.
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Walker Art Center, Fish Story, Minneapolis, USA, 2023
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Walker Art Center, Fish Story, Minneapolis, USA, 2023
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Michel Rein, Art Isn’t Fair, Paris, France, 2019



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PRESS  PUBLICATIONS

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

Michel Rein, Art Isn’t Fair, Paris, France, 2019



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PRESS  PUBLICATIONS

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

Michel Rein, Art Isn’t Fair, Paris, France, 2019
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Documenta XIV, School of Fine Arts, Pireos Street, Athens, Greece, 2017

Documenta XIV, installation view ANTIDORON. The EMST Collection, Fridericianum, Kassel, 2017
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Fundacio Antoni Tapies, Allan Sekula. Collective Sisyphus, (cur. Carles Guerra) Barcelona, Spain, 2017
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Fundacio Antoni Tapies, Allan Sekula. Collective Sisyphus, (cur. Carles Guerra) Barcelona, Spain, 2017
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Beirut Art Center, Allan Sekula: Photography at Work, (cur. Marie Muracciole) Turkey, 2017
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Beirut Art Center, Allan Sekula: Photography at Work, (cur. Marie Muracciole) Turkey, 2017
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Columbus Museum of Art, Allan Sekula: Aerospace Folktales and Other Stories, Columbus, USA, 2017
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MoMA, Scenes for a New Heritage: Contemporary Art from the Collection, New York, USA, 2015
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Hoffman Gallery, Lewis and Clark College, Reinventing Documentary: The Art of Allan Sekula, Portland, USA, 2015
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Michel Rein, Photographic works from the 70’s, Paris, France, 2014
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Centre Georges-Pompidou, Lottery of the Sea and A Short Film for Laos, Paris, France, 2013
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MoMA, 19 New Acquisitions in Photography, New York, USA, 2013
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Akbank Art Center, Ali Akay, Allan Sekula: Disassembled Movies 1972 - 2012, (cur. Marie Muracciole & Ali Akay) Istanbul, Turkey, 2012
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MACBA, Critical Episodes (1957-2011), Barcelona, 2012
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La Criée - Centre d’Art Contemporain, Allan Sekula: The Dockers Museum, (cur. Jürgen Bock) Rennes, France, 2012
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Michel Rein, Californian Sequences, Paris, France, 2012
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La Virreina - Centre de la Imatge, Retrospective of Allan Sekula’s films, Loop Festival, Barcelona, 2011
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Centre de l’Image, Palau de la Virreina, Retrospective of Allan Sekula’s films, Loop Festival, Barcelona, 2011
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Nederlands Fotomuseum, Angry, Young and Radical, Rotterdam, The Netherlands, 2011
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Michel Rein, Polonia and..., Paris, France, 2011
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Michel Rein, Polonia and..., Paris, France, 2011
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Dutch Culture center, Act VIII : Nether Land, Shanghai, 2010
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 Ludwig Museum, Polonia and Other Fables, Budapest, Hungary, 2010
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Ludwig Museum, Allan Sekula: Polonia and Other Fables, Budapest, Hungary, 2010
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 e-flux, Allan Sekula : This Ain’t China, New York, USA, 2010
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MUHKA, Ship of Fools, Extra Muros : Allan Sekula, Antwerpen, Belgium, 2010
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Zacheta Gallery, Allan Sekula: Retrospective, Warsaw, Poland, 2009
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University of Chicago, Allan Sekula: Polonia and Other Fables, Renaissance Society, USA, 2008
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Michel Rein, Travailler plus pour gagner plus, Paris, France, 2008
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Michel Rein, Travailler plus pour gagner plus, Paris, France, 2008
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Documenta XII, Kassel, Germany, 2007
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Michel Rein, Prayer for the Americans, Paris, France, 2004
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Generali Foundation, Performance under Working Conditions, Vienna, Austria, 2003
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Michel Rein, Titanic’s wake, Paris, France, 2001
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Self portrait as Sculptor/Painter/Photographer, 1972
three black & white photographs in a single wooden frame, plexiglas
trois photographies noir et blanc sous un seul cadre en bois, plexiglas
80 x 55 cm (31.5 x 21.7 in.)
unique artwork
collection Museum Folkwang, Essen (Germany)
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UNTITLED SLIDE SEQUENCE
1972
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Travailleurs quittant l’usine à la fin de leur journée de travail 
; General Dynamics, Convair Division aerospace factory, San 
Diego, California, (17 février 1972), 1972.

Untitled Slide Sequence a été photographié à la fin d’une 
journée de travail de l’usine aérospatiale de General 
Dynamics Convair Division à San Diego, Californie, dans la 
nuit du 17 février 1972. A l’époque, l’usine produisait des 
fusées Atlas et Centaur.

Je me tenais en haut de l’escalier menant au stationnement 
de la compagnie de l’autre côté de l’autoroute du Pacifique 
(l’ancienne route 101) et j’ai utilisé une caméra empruntée 
pour faire une «étude de mouvement» des travailleurs et 
des gestionnaires qui rentraient chez eux à la fin de leur 
journée de travail. L’idée était de montrer le contexte social, 
et non l’action abstraite et individualisée visible dans les 
séquences photographiques produites à la fin du XIXe siècle 
par Muybridge et Marey. Mon intrusion a duré jusqu’à ce que 
je sois repéré par les gardes de la compagnie et éjecté de 
la propriété. Heureusement, mon film n’a pas été confisqué, 
surtout parce que la photographie était interdite pour des 
raisons de sécurité nationale.

Les photographies originales ont été réalisées sur un film 
négatif noir et blanc à basse vitesse qui a été inversé lors du 
traitement pour donner une transparence positive. La seule 
façon de montrer ce travail était de produire des diapositives 
en double avec la même méthode, et c’est ainsi que le travail a 
été présenté : une salle obscurcie, des diapositives projetées 
à intervalles de dix secondes à une échelle d’environ six 
pieds sur neuf.  Les images étaient plus ou moins «grandeur 
nature» mais fugitives tout en invitant le spectateur à suivre 
les progrès des employés fatigués alors qu’ils se dirigeaient 
vers leur automobile pour rejoindre leur domicile. 

Jusqu’à récemment, il n’était jamais possible de faire de 
bons tirages en noir et blanc à partir d’un film monochrome 
positif.  (Il fallait faire un internégatif ou bien imprimer en 
couleur -cibachrome- et ces résultats n’ont jamais été 
satisfaisants). Mais les conditions ont changé et il m’est 
venu à l’esprit qu’une séquence d’impressions qui permettrait 
au spectateur d’aller et venir, de «rembobiner» le flux du 
mouvement humain et de choisir les détails qui manquent en 
dix secondes. D’où cette traduction d’un projet plus ancien. 

Allan Sekula

Workers leaving the factory at the end of a day shift; 
General Dynamics, Convair Division aerospace factory, 
San Diego, California, (17 February 1972), 1972.

Untitled Slide Sequence was photographed at the end 
of the day shift at General Dynamics Convair Division 
aerospace plant in San Diego, California on 17 February 
1972. At the time factory produced Atlas and Centaur 
rockets.

I stood at the top of the stairs leading to the company 
parking lot on the other side of Pacific Highway (the 
old route 101) and used a borrowed camera to make a 
«motion study» of workers and managers heading home 
at the end of the workday. The idea was to show the 
social context, and not the abstracted and individuated 
action visible in the photograohic sequences  produced 
at the end of the 19th century by Muybridge and Marey. 
My trespass lasted until i was spotted by the company 
guards and ejected from the property. Fortunately my 
film was not confiscated, especially cince photography 
was prohibited for national security reasons. 

The original exposures were made on slow-speed black 
and white negative film that was reversed in processing 
to yield a positive transparency. The only way to show 
this work was to produced duplicate slides by the 
same method, and this has been the way the work was 
presented: a darkened room, slides projected at ten 
second intervals at a scal of roughly six by nine feet. 
The pictures were more or less «life size» but fleeting 
and inviting visual memory to track the progress of tired 
employees as they head to their automobiles and homes.

It was never possible to make good black and white 
prints from positive monochrome film until recently. 
(One needed to make an internegative or else print on 
color -Cibachrome- material, and these results were 
never satisfying.) But conditions have changed and it 
occured to me that a sequence of prints would allow 
the viewer to move back and forth, «rewinding» the 
flow of human movement and picking iout detailq that 
go missing in ten seconds. Thus this translation of an 
older project. 

Allan Sekula
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Untitled Slide Sequence, 1972/2011
25 black and white photographs, 25 wooden frames, plexiglas
25 photographies noir et blanc, 25 cadres bois, plexiglas 
each frame: 359 x 51,9 cm (13.78 x 20.08 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 2 AP
SEKU11121

collections:
• Tate Modern, London (UK)
• MoMA, New York (USA)
• Instituto Cultural Inhotim, Brumadinho (Brazil)
• Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (Netherlands)
• MACSD - Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego (USA)
• Ludwig museum, Cologne (Germany)
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CALIFORNIA STORIES
1973-1975
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California Stories is more a matter of completion than translation. Both before leaving California for New York in 1974 and 
after returning the next year, I planned and photographed a nulber of smaller sequential projects, often involving some sort 
of staging, either deadpan or comic. These were never printed. the works fall between my works from earlier 70s, such as 
Aerospace Folktales and project from the late 70s, such as School Is a Factory. [...]

So what I was experimenting with as an alternative was a way of suggesting that social topograohy was invitably the site of 
strife, class war, land-grabs, ethnic-cleansing, repression and empire. This is especially true in California, where the bones of 
the first inhabitants crunch underfoot with every step

Allan Sekula

California Stories est plus une question d’achèvement que de traduction. Avant de quitter la Californie pour New York en 
1974 et après mon retour l’année suivante, j’ai planifié et photographié une série de petits projets séquentiels, impliquant 
souvent une sorte de mise en scène, soit inexpressible, soit comique. Celles-ci n’ont jamais été produites. Les photographies 
se situent entre mes œuvres du début des années 70, comme Aerospace Folktales, et des projets de la fin des années 70, 
comme School Is a Factory. [...]

Ce que j’expérimentais donc comme alternative, c’était une façon de suggérer que la topographie sociale était invariablement 
le lieu de conflits, de guerres de classes, d’accaparement de terres, de nettoyage ethnique, de répression et d’empire. C’est 
particulièrement vrai en Californie, où les os des premiers habitants craquent sous les pieds à chaque pas.

Allan Sekula
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Attempt to correlate social class with elevation above main harbor channel (San Pedro, July 1975), 1975/2011
California Stories series 1973-1975
ensemble of 6 archival pigment prints, passe partout, 1 wooden frame, plexiglas 
ensemble de 6 impressions pigmentaires, passe-partout, 1 cadre bois, plexiglas
103 x 103 x 4 cm (40.55 x 40.55 x 1.57 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU12123

collections:
• Kadist foundation, San Francisco (USA)
• Private collection (USA)
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Red Squad (San Diego, 20 January 1973), 1973/2011
California Stories series 1973-1975
ensemble of 6 archival pigment prints, passe partout, 1 wooden frame, plexiglas 
ensemble de 6 impressions pigmentaires sur papier archive, 1 passe-partout, cadre bois, plexiglas
93 x 184 x 4 cm (36.61 x 72.44 x 1.57 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU13002
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Vietnamese Village (San Pedro, July 1975), 1975/2011
California Stories series 1973-1975
ensemble of 5 archival pigment prints, passe partout, wooden frame, plexiglas
ensemble de 5 impressions pigmentaires sur papier archive, passe-partout, cadre bois, plexiglas 
93,5 x 184 x 4 cm (36.61 x 72.44 x 1.57 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
Ludwig Museum collection, Budapest (Hungary)
SEKU11082
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Cliffhanger (San Pedro, July 1975), 1975
California Stories 1973-1975 series
ensemble of 6 archival pigment prints, text, passe partout, wooden frame, plexiglas
ensemble de 6 tirages pigments sur papier archive, texte, passe-partout, cadre bois, plexiglas
93,5 x 184 x 4 cm (36.61 x 72.44 x 1.57 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
Ludwig Museum collection, Budapest (Hungary)
SEKU12122
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DEAR BILL GATES
1999
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In this work Dear Bill Gates the artist documents having swam within spitting distance of the private lake-side house of Bill 
Gates, the Microsoft founder and owner of the Corbis photo agency at the time. In the open letter, written on a typewriter, 
Sekula comments on Gates’ 30-million-dollar purchase of a painting by Winslow Homer, depicting two doomed fishermen lost 
at sea (Lost on the Grand Banks, 1885). The painting, although hung in the private residence of the billionaire, could not be 
found anywhere on the net. 

Sekula here undoes Bill Gates’ status as a pioneer of the paradigm of the global archivist, and shows that Gates in fact 
sought to control the streams of images through their digital reproduction. Contrary to the promise of it’s being «the archive 
of everything for everybody» Gates forced the traffic in images to wear a licensing corset, and so ultimately declared it as 
private property.

Dans l’œuvre Dear Bill Gates, 1999, Allan Sekula documente l’action d’avoir nagé à proximité de la maison privée de Bill Gates, 
le fondateur de Microsoft et propriétaire de l’agence photo Corbis à l’époque. Dans la lettre ouverte, écrite à la machine 
à écrire, Sekula commente l’achat par Gates, pour 30 millions de dollars, d’un tableau de Winslow Homer représentant 
deux pêcheurs perdus en mer (Lost on the Grand Banks, 1885). Le tableau, bien qu’accroché dans la résidence privée du 
milliardaire, n’a pu être trouvé nulle part sur le net. 

Sekula défait ici le statut de Bill Gates en tant que pionnier du paradigme de l’archiviste mondial, et montre que Gates a en 
fait cherché à contrôler les flux d’images par leur reproduction numérique. Contrairement à la promesse d’être «l’archive 
de tout pour tous», Gates a forcé le trafic d’images à porter un corset de licence, et l’a finalement déclaré propriété privée.
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Dear Bill Gates, 1999
two elements : cibachrome print triptych, typewritten letter, two wooden frames, plexiglass 
deux éléments : triptyque photographique, lettre tapuscrite, deux cadres bois, plexiglass
photo: 71 x 262 cm (27.95 x 103.15 in.) 
letter: 31 x 25 cm (12.2 x 9.84 in.)
ed. of 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU12123

collections: 
• SF MoMA, San Francisco (USA)
• Martin Margulies, Miami (USA)
• Collection Neuflize Vie / ABM AMRO
• private collections
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FISH STORIE 
1989-1995
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Completed between 1989 and 1995, Fish Story saw Allan Sekula’s career-long pursuit of a contemporary ‘critical realism’ 
reach its most complex articulation. Fish Story reconstructed a realist model of photographic representation, while taking a 
critical stance towards traditional documentary photography. It also marked Sekula’s first sustained exploration of the ocean 
as a key space of globalisation. A key issue in Fish Story is the connection between containerized cargo movement and the 
growing internationalization of the world industrial economy, with its effects on the actual social space of ports.

The ambition of Fish Story lies both in its immense complexity and global scope and in its emphatic challenge to the dominant 
climate of postmodern theory and practice of the late 1980s and early 1990s. Fish Story occupies a pivotal place in a gradual 
shift, still nascent in the early 1990s, from a widespread culture of resignation and cynicism to one of renewed radical 
engagement in the art world.

Achevé entre 1989 et 1995, Fish Story a vu Allan Sekula poursuivre tout au long de sa carrière la quête d’un «réalisme 
critique» contemporain dans son articulation la plus complexe. Fish Story a reconstruit un modèle réaliste de représentation 
photographique, tout en prenant une position critique envers la photographie documentaire traditionnelle. Elle a également 
marqué l’exploration soutenue de l’océan comme un espace clé de la mondialisation par Sekula. Une question clé dans Fish 
Story est le lien entre le mouvement des marchandises conteneurisées et l’internationalisation croissante de l’économie 
industrielle mondiale, avec ses effets sur l’espace social réel des ports.

L’ambition de Fish Story réside à la fois dans son immense complexité, sa portée mondiale et dans sa remise en question 
énergique du climat théorique dominant et de la pratique postmodernes de la fin des années 1980 début des années 1990. 
Fish Story occupe une place centrale dans une évolution progressive, encore naissante au début des années 1990, d’une 
culture généralisée de résignation et de cynisme à une culture d’engagement radical renouvelé dans le monde de l’art. 
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Koreatown, Los Angeles, 1992
Fish Story Special Edition series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
103 x 73 x 6 cm (40.55 x 28.74 x 2.36 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU08008 

collections:
• Helga de Alvear foundation, Madrid (Spain)
• Private collection (USA) 
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Bo’sun Driving the Forward Winch, 1989-1995
Fish Story series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
66,4 x 168,9 x 6,3 cm (25.98 x 66.14 x 2.36 in.)
SEKU08006 

collections:
• Johann Jacobs Museum, Zürich (Switzerland)
• Private collection
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Dockers unloading shipload of frozen fish from Argentina, 1989-1995
Fish Story series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
45,4 x 63,5 x 3,2 cm (17.72 x 24.8 x 1.18 in.)



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PRESS  PUBLICATIONS

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

DEAD LETTER OFFICE 
1996-1997
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Ce projet a été commandé pour l’exposition «InSite 97», 
puis présenté à l’automne 1997 dans les villes frontalières 
de San Diego (Californie) et de Tijuana (Basse Californie). 

« Mes photographies [ont été] exposées du côté mexicain 
de la ligne, et constituent une sorte de suite à Fish Story, 
en particulier au chapitre sur Veracruz. Il est à noter que 
Tijuana est aujourd’hui un site majeur pour la production de 
conteneurs de fret, une grande usine ayant été construite 
dans le district industriel d’El Florido par le conglomérat 
coréen Hyundai suite à la fermeture d’une usine plus 
petite dans le port de Los Angeles, dont les éléments 
écrits peuvent partager certaines caractéristiques avec 
des ouvrages de science fiction ou de fiction militaire 
spéculative, comme les romans de Tom Clancy. 

Je m’intéresse aussi à plusieurs romans, livres de voyage 
et films sur San Diego et Baja California, en particulier à 
l’écrivain Max Miller, dont le roman I Cover the Waterfront, 
publié au début des années 1930, est devenu un film à 
succès peu après sa publication. Tout au long de ses 
écrits, Miller évoque une métaphysique antérieure de 
la côte californienne sous le nom de terra nova, une 
métaphysique trouvée, par exemple, dans les écrits de 
Richard Henry Dana dans les années 1840. Mais pour Miller, 
dont les opinions raciales sont un grand pas en arrière par 
rapport à celles de Dana, l’espace maritime de la Basse-
Californie est le dépositaire d’un passé primitif qui a été 
perdu au-dessus de la frontière. On peut cartographier les 
liens entre les textes de Miller et certains films de série 
B sur la côte californienne comme un espace d’indolence 
mélancolique au bord de l’intrigue géopolitique de la 
guerre froide, notamment Shack out on 101. Ceux qui 
s’identifient, consciemment ou non, aux aventuriers blancs 
qui, dans les années 1840, se sont emparés de la partie 
nord de la Californie aux mains des Mexicains, continuent 
de considérer la longue péninsule de la Basse Californie 
comme une sorte d’organe vestigal, une queue reptilienne 
vierge : comme un lieu d’évasion, d’ivresse et de rêves. La 
vérité à la fin du XXe siècle est peut-être plus proche : la 
frontière nord industrialisée du Mexique offre l’image d’un 
sombre avenir tayloriste. Ainsi la main de l’esclave étend 
un miroir de la maison de plaisir au visage de Janus du 
maître du plaisir et de l’appât du gain.»

Allan Sekula

This project was commissioned for the «InSite 97» 
exhibition, then presented in the fall of 1997 in the border 
cities of San Diego (California) and Tijuana (Baja California). 

« Here the metropolitan first world and the 
metropolitanthird world meet, in a tense North American 
version of apartheid.My photographs [were]  exhibited 
on the Mexican side of the line, and constitute a sequel 
of sorts to Fish Story, particularlyto the chapter on 
Veracruz. It is worth noting that Tijuana is now a major 
site for the production of cargo containers, a largefactory 
having been built in the industrial district of El Florido by 
the Korean conglomerate Hyundai following the closure 
ofa smaller factory in the port of Los Angeles.The written 
elements of the work may share certain features with 
science fiction writing or speculative military fiction, 
suchas the novels of Tom Clancy. 

I am also interested in several novels, travel books, and 
films about San Diego and Baja California, particularly in 
the writer Max Miller, whose early 1930’s novel I Cover 
the Waterfront was made into a hit filmshortly after 
its publication. Throughout his writing, Miller evokes an 
earlier metaphysic of the California coast as terra nova, 
a metaphysic found, for example, in the 1840s writings 
of Richard Henry Dana. But for Miller, whose racial views 
are a bigstep backward from Dana’s, the maritime space 
of Baja California is a repository of a primeval past that 
has been lostabove the border. One can chart linkages 
between Miller’s texts and certain B-movies about 
the California coast as a spaceof melancholic beach-
bum indolence on the verge of Cold War geopolitical 
intrigue, notably Shack out on 101. Those who identify, 
consciously or not, with the white adventurers who 
seized the northern part of California from theMexicans in 
the 1840’s continue to regard the long peninsula of Baja 
California as a kind of vestigal organ, a primeval, reptilian 
tail: as a place of escape, drunkenness and dreams. The 
truth at the end of the twentieth century may be closer 
tothis: the industrialized northern border of Mexico offers 
an image of a grim Taylorist future. Thus the hand of the 
slave axtends a fun - house mirror to the Janus-face of 
the pleasure and profit - seeking master. »

Allan Sekula
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Carnival Cruise Lines ship departing Ensenada for Los Angeles, 1996-1997
Dead Letter Office series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
62,9 x 167,6 x 6,3 cm (24.41 x 65.75 x 2.36 in.)
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Throwing a line, Ensenada, 1996-1997
Dead Letter Office series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
62,9 x 167,6 x 6,3 cm (24.41 x 65.75 x 2.36 in.)
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Navy photographer and marines participating in amphibious landing exercise, Camp Pendleton, 1996-1997
Dead Letter Office series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
62,9 x 167,6 x 6,3 cm (24.41 x 65.75 x 2.36 in.)
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Metal-workers employed by a Hyundai subcontractor signing authorization papers for an independent union, Tijuana, 1996-1997
Dead Letter Office series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
69,8 x 97,5 x 6,3 cm (27.17 x 38.19 x 2.36 in.)
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Shipyard welder cutting steel for Hyundai truck chassis, Ensenada, 1996-1997
Dead Letter Office series
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollée sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas 
69,8 x 97,5 x 6,3 cm (27.17 x 38.19 x 2.36 in.)
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TITANIC’S WAKE
1998-1999
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These photographs were made between the early spring of 1998 and the last day of 1999. Some were made during aresidency 
at the Atelier Calder in Saché, France. Alexander Calder, who went to sea as a young man, and whoseadolescence coincided 
with the last years of square-rigged merchant sailing vessels, translated the simple but profoundmotor logic of the wind, 
canvas, and rope into the sheet metal and cut steel of modernity. Like ships, mobiles go round incircles in ways that museums, 
however ship-like, don’t.  

Saché is linked to the sea through one of the tributaries of the Loire, and both the verdant encapsulation of this world andits 
connectedness to empire were traced much earlier by Balzac, drinking dangerous amounts of coffee and writing novelsof 
unrequited desire and emergent capitalism late into the night just across the river from where Calder was to build hisstudio 
and tinker with wire and scraps of metal.

Other photographs were made in Seattle, and in Novorossiysk on the Black Sea, Russia’s last remaining ice-free port: I 
caneasily be accused of being all over the map. In fact, I spent good parts of 1999 tracking a redeemed rust-bucket freighter, 
the Global Mariner, on a curious snail-like circum navigation, as it carried in otherwise empty cargo holds a remarkably 
installed exhibition about working conditions at sea. As Jimmy McCauley, the ship’s Glaswegian quartermaster, put it: «A 
Titanic happens every year, but no one hears about it.» All told, the ship visited some 78 port cities around the world, from 
Cape Town to Vladivostok, anticipating and encapsulating the critique of globalization that would erupt on the streets of 
Seattle last November. So there was something unwittingly apt in the nervous metaphor offered by the New York Times 
headline: «Shipwreck in Seattle».

The thread that links these pictures twists round a memory voiced by Miren del Olmo, trade union activist and chief mateaboard 
the Global Mariner. A Basque from a poor fishing village on the outskirts of Bilbao, daughter of a retired shipyardworker, she 
recalled crossing the Nervión river on her way to English class one Saturday in the late 1980s, preparing for the lingua 
franca of a life at sea. Looking back at the Puente de la Salve that ten years later would be incorporated into Frank Gehry’s 
design for the Guggenheim, she saw the suspended roadway and steel towers suddenly disappear in a fog of teargas, as 
displaced welders and shipwrights – her father’s comrades – battled with the riot squads of the Guardia. When shefinished 
this story, standing watch late one December night on another sort of bridge, as the Global Mariner plowed throughthe winter 
swells of the Black Sea, following the line of flight taken almost a century earlier by the mutinous battleship Potemkin, she 
commented that she had yet to spend enough time at home to be able to visit the new museum. But in herunprofessional 
opinion, speaking frankly to an American, it looked like it had been built «from every can of Coke drunk in Bilbao».

As Bartleby put it to his boss: «I would prefer not to». On August 3, 2000, having completed it’s mission as a good ship, an 
exemplary ship, a ship representing all the other invisible ships of the world, the Global Mariner, bearing a cargo of steelcoil, 
was rammed and sunk at the mouth of the Orinoco River in Venezuela, not far from the fictional refuge of Robinson Crusoë, 
another isolato from an earlier mercantile era.

Allan Sekula
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Ces clichés ont été pris entre le début du printemps 1998 et le dernier jour de 1999. Certains l’ont été au cours d’une 
résidence à l’atelier Calder à Saché (Maine-et-Loire). Alexandre Calder, marin dans sa jeunesse, et dont l’adolescence 
coïncide avec les dernière années de la navigation à voile, traduira la logique motrice du vent, de la toile et des cordages, 
simple mais profonde, dans les plaques d’acier découpé de la modernité. Ses mobiles tournent en rond comme 
les navires mais non comme les musées, même ceux qui veulent ressembler à des navires... ou à des sculptures. 
 
Saché est relié à la mer par l’un des affluents de la Loire, dont l’enchâssement verdoyant ainsi que les liens impériaux 
furent racontés par Balzac, s’abreuvant de café en quantités dangereuses, composant tard dans la nuit ses romans du 
désir insatisfait et de l’émergence capitaliste, juste en face de l’endroit où, sur l’autre rice, Calder construira un atelier pour 
bricoler ses bouts de métal.

D’autres photos sont prises à Seattle, et à Novorossiysk sur la mer Noire, dernier port russe à ne pas être fermé par les 
glaces en hiver. On va dire que je cours beaucoup de lièvre à la fois, mais le fait est que j’ai passé une bonne partie de 1999 à 
suivre un vieux cargo ravaudé, le Global Mariner, dans une étrange circumnavigation à vitesse d’escargot, transportant dans 
ses soutes vides de marchandises une remarquable exposition sur les conditions de travail en mer. Comme le dit le quartier-
maître écossais, Jimmy McCauley : «Chaque année, il y a autant de morts en mer qu’à bord du Titanic, mais personne n’en 
parle.» Le cargo a fait escale dans 78 ports à travers le monde, du Cap à Vladivostok, résumant en avance la critique de la 
mondialisation qui allait faire irruption dans le rues de Seattle en novembre dernier. D’où la pertinence de cette métaphore 
inquiète à la une du New York Times : «Naufrage à Seattle».

Le fil qui relie toutes ces images s’enroule autour d’un souvenir évoqué par Miren del Olmo, militante syndicale, officier 
en second du Global Mariner. Originaire d’un modeste village de pêcheurs basques fille d’un ouvrier retraité des chantiers 
navals, elle s’est souvenue de ce samedi à la fin des années 1980 quand elle traversa le Niervión pour se rendre à son cours 
d’anglais, lingua franca d’une vie en mer. Ayant entendu un lointain vacarme, elle s’est retournée vers le pont situé tout 
près du chantier dont la mort était proche et qui fournirait dix ans plus tard le site du Guggenheim de Gehry. Soudain, elle 
vit disparaître le tablier et les piles d’acier dans un nuage de gaz lacrymogènes. Des soudeurs et des charpentiers licenciés 
- les camarades de son père - affrontaient la brigade anti-émeutes de la police nationale. Me racontant cette histoire, alors 
qu’elle était de quart et sur une autre sorte de pont et que le Global Mariner fendait la houle hivernale de la mer Noire, suivant 
la ligne de fuite empruntée il ya près d’un siècle par le cuirassé rebelle Prince Potemkine, elle observa qu’elle n’avait pas 
encore pu passer de temps chez elle pour visiter le nouveau musée. Mais de son point de vue de non-spécialiste, et pour 
être franche avec un Américain, elle pensait qu’il avait été construit avec «toutes les boîtes de Coca-Cola bues à Bilbao». 
 
A son patron qui lui demande pourquoi il refuse de travailler, le Bartleby de Melville répond : «J’aime mieux pas.» De même, le 
3 août 2000, ayant terminé sa mission de brave navire, de navire exemplaire, de navire représentant tous les autres navires 
invisibles du monde, le Global Mariner, chargé d’une cargaison de filins d’acier, éperonné à l’embouchure de l’Orénoque au 
Venezuela, coule à pic, non loin du refuge fictif de Robinson Crusoë, cet autre isolato d’une ère mercantile plus ancienne.

Allan Sekula
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Portrait of Kaela Economou beaten by the Seattle Police, 2 December 1999, 1998-2000
Titanic’s Wake 1998-2000 series
cibachrome print, mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas
72 x 100 x 6 cm (28.35 x 39.37 x 2.36 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU08034 

collections: 
• Mc Evoy Foundation, San Francisco (USA)
• private collection (USA)
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Fish, Saché, 1998-2000
Titanic’s Wake 1998-2000 series
cibachrome print, mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas
74 x 102 cm (29.13 x 40.16 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
private collection
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Fisherman’s hut, Saché, 1998-2000
Titanic’s Wake 1998-2000 series
cibachrome print, mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas
51 x 102 cm (20.08 x 40.16 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU08009
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The road to Saché, 1998
Titanic’s Wake series 1998-2000
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, 1 wooden frame, plexiglas 
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, 1 cadre bois, plexiglas
170 x 64 x 6 cm (66.93 x 25.2 x 2.36 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU08010
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Portrait of Guillaume Blanc with oysters, 1998-2000
Titanic’s Wake 1998-2000 series
2 cibachrome prints, mounted on aluminium, 2 wooden frames, under plexiglas
2 tirages cibachrome contrecollés sur aluminium, 2 cadre bois, plexiglas
173 x 66 cm (68.11 x 25.98 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU08017
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Apparatus for the Drowning, 1998-2000
Titanic’s Wake series
cibachrome print, mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas
107 x 128 cm (42.13 x 50.39 in.)
ed. of 5 ex.
private collection
SEKU08026
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POLONIA AND OTHER FABLES 
2007-2009
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In the series Polonia and Other Fables, the artist combines a very personal exploration of his Polish roots with a wider 
investigation into emigration and the Polish-American relations in the world today. In the footsteps of the artist’s paternal 
grandparents, the series travels from Poland to the United States. Although occasionally steering towards the autobiographical 
- the series features the artist’s parents, images of a Polish blacksmith refers to Sekula’s grandfather’s occupation before 
emigrating - these personal details lend themselves to the wider issues being investigated, from the Polish community in 
Chicago to the omnipresence of the United States in Poland. 

Polonia and Other Fables, critically documents and examines the social impact of global economics. Always aiming to position 
his work within an exhibition’s local community, Sekula will develop this project to focus on Chicago’s rich labor history, 
particularly on the large Polish immigrant population here. 

Dans la série Polonia and Other Fables, l’artiste combine une exploration très personnelle de ses racines polonaises avec 
une recherche plus large sur l’émigration et les relations americo-polonaises dans le monde actuel. Sur les traces des 
grands-parents paternels de l’artiste, la série voyage de la Pologne aux Etats-Unis. Bien que la série s’oriente parfois vers 
l’autobiographie - la série présente les parents de l’artiste, les images d’un forgeron polonais font référence à l’occupation du 
grand-père de Sekula avant son émigration - ces détails personnels se prêtent à des questions plus larges, de la communauté 
polonaise à Chicago à l’omniprésence des États-Unis en Pologne. 

Polonia and Other Fables, documente et examine de façon critique l’impact social de l’économie mondiale. Toujours dans 
le but de positionner son travail au sein de la communauté locale d’une exposition, Sekula développera ce projet pour se 
concentrer sur la riche histoire ouvrière de Chicago, en particulier sur l’importante population d’immigrants polonais ici. 
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Factory occupation. Chicago, December 2008, 2007 - 2009
Polonia and Other Fables 2007 - 2009
chromogenic print, mounted on Dibon, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage chromogénique contrecollé sur Dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
61 x 91,5 cm (24 x 36 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU11111
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Boatbuilders, veterans of Gdansk shipyard and Solidarity in the 1970s and 80s. Warsaw, August 2009 / Boat builders who 
hope to circumnavigate the glob
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas 
impression chromogène contrecollée sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
132 x 132 cm (51.97 x 51.97 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11116
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Stodola music club. Warsaw, August 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas 
impression chromogène contrecollée sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
124,5 x 124,5 x 3 cm (48.82 x 48.82 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11110
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CIA black site seen from across the lake just before the wrong film was confiscated. Kiejkuty, Poland, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas 
impression chromogène contrecollée sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
124,5 x 124,5 x 3 cm (48.82 x 48.82 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11084

collections:
• FRAC Normandie (France)
• Private collection



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PRESS  PUBLICATIONS

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

Ornette Coleman. Chicago, December 2008
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas 
impression chromogène contrecollée sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
124,5 x 124,5 x 3 cm (48.82 x 48.82 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11081
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Passerby. Warsaw, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
3 chromogenic prints mounted on dibon, 3 wooden 
frames, plexiglas
3 impressions chromogènes contrecollées sur 
dibond, 3 cadres bois, plexiglas
each frame : 79 x 79 x 3 cm (31.1 x 31.1 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU19146
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Detail from Stanislaw Batowski Pulaski at Savannah, 1932. Polish Museum of America, Chicago, August 2007
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print, mounted on Dibon, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage chromogénique contrecollé sur Dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
122 x 122 cm (48.03 x 48.03 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU11108
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Father Andrzej who gave last rites to my father. Sacramento, December 2008
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print, mounted on Dibon, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage chromogénique contrecollé sur Dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
107 x 107 cm (42.1 x 42.1 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU11113
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Blacksmith (hammering sickle). Ochojno, Poland, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables 2007 - 2009 series
archival inkjet print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas 
impression jet d’encre contrecollé sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
109,5 x 109,5 x 3 cm (42.91 x 42.91 x 1.18 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU11097

private collection
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Blacksmith’s work. Ochojno, Poland, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
archival inkjet print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas
impression jet d’encre contrecollé sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
79 x 79 x 3 cm (31.1 x 31.1 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11098
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Replica of door to blacksmith’s shed, in situ (original in collection of Warsaw Ethnographic Museum). Ochojno, Poland, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
archival inkjet print mounted on dibon, wooden frame, plexiglas
impression jet d’encre contrecollé sur dibond, cadre bois, plexiglas
79 x 79 x 3 cm (31.1 x 31.1 x 1.18 in.)
ed. 5 ex + 1 AP
SEKU11096
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Aerial view of pig farm owned by the American multinational Smithfield Foods. Located on site of former collective farm. 
Wieckowice, Poland, July 2009
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print, mounted on Dibon, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage chromogénique, contrecollé sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
122 x 122 cm (48.03 x 48.03 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU11092
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Holy oils, Saint Hyacinth Polish Roman Catholic Church, Chicago, 2008
Polonia and Other Fables series 2007-2009
chromogenic print, mounted on Dibon, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage chromogénique, contrecollé sur dibon, cadre bois, plexiglas
122 x 122 cm (48.03 x 48.03 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU11119
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BLACK TIDE / MAREA NEGRA
 2002-2003
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Disposal Pit, Lendo, 2003
Black Tide / Marea Negra 2002-2003
cibachrome print mounted on aluminium, wooden frame, plexiglas
tirage cibachrome contrecollé sur aluminium, encadrement bois, plexiglas
53 x 128 x 6 cm (20.87 x 50.39 x 2.36 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU08040

collections:
• MUSAC - Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Spain
• Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary, Vienna, Austria
• Private collection
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Exhausted volunteers (en route from isla de Ons, 12/19/02
Black Tide / Marea Negra 2002-2003
cibachrome print, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome, cadre bois, plexiglas
184 x 127 cm (72.44 x 50 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU11092

collections:
• MUSAC - Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Spain
• Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary, Vienna, Austria
• Private collection
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Fishing for fuel, surveying the damage, 2003
Black Tide / Marea Negra 2002-2003
cibachrome print, wooden frame, under plexiglas
tirage cibachrome, cadre bois, plexiglas
126,5 x 112,5 cm (49.61 x 44.09 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU16141

collections:
• MUSAC - Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Spain
• Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary, Vienna, Austria
• Private collection
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METHANE FOR ALL 
2007-2008
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Methane for All is a specific artwork, created within a particular context: MACBA commissioned several contemporary artists 
to diagnose Barcelona in the present day and to identify the city’s innovation hubs. The project was an initiative of the MACBA 
Independent Studies Programme (PEI), entitled Metropolitan Images of the New Barcelona, which was part of the exhibition 
Universal Archive. The Condition of the Document and Modern Photographic Utopia (MACBA, 2008).

Sekula documents the arrival of LNG carriers such as the Sestao Knutsen, which was built at the shipyards in Bilbao, and Mos, 
from the gas deposits at Qatar, Lybia and Argelia. These tankers, which can only be photographed from the bow, the bridge 
and the stern – because the simple click of a mechanical shutter could produce a spark of static electricity and provoke 
an accident – dock in at Barcelona, the city’s historic port. The artist also documents several scenes at the flammables 
terminal, including the construction of a new storage tank and the period of maximum alert when the police uncovered a 
plot to place a bomb in the city’s tube system. From this terminal, the gas is channelled towards the north of the city via 
underwater pipes, eventually reaching the power station at Besós owned by Gas Natural.

Sekula photographed the Gas Natural tower – the headquarters of the energy company – and some of the surrounding historic 
buildings that are also linked to energy transformation. But his work always emphasises the human element, and how work 
shapes ways of life.

Methane for All est une œuvre d’art spécifique, créée dans un contexte particulier : le MACBA a chargé plusieurs artistes 
contemporains de diagnostiquer Barcelone à l’heure actuelle et d’identifier les pôles d’innovation de la ville. Le projet était 
une initiative du MACBA Independent Studies Programme (PEI), intitulé Metropolitan Images of the New Barcelona, qui faisait 
partie de l’exposition Universal Archive. L’état du document et l’utopie photographique moderne (MACBA, 2008).

Sekula documente l’arrivée de méthaniers tels que le Sestao Knutsen, construit sur les chantiers navals de Bilbao, et le Mos, 
provenant des gisements de gaz au Qatar, en Libye et en Argelia. Ces pétroliers, qui ne peuvent être photographiés que de 
l’avant, du pont et de l’arrière - car le simple clic d’un volet mécanique pourrait produire une étincelle d’électricité statique et 
provoquer un accident - accostent à Barcelone, port historique de la ville. L’artiste documente également plusieurs scènes au 
terminal des matières inflammables, dont la construction d’un nouveau réservoir de stockage et la période d’alerte maximale 
lorsque la police a découvert un complot pour placer une bombe dans le réseau de métro de la ville. Depuis ce terminal, le 
gaz est acheminé vers le nord de la ville par des conduites sous-marines, pour finalement atteindre la centrale électrique 
de Besós, propriété de Gas Natural.

Sekula a photographié la tour Gas Natural - le siège de la société d’énergie - et certains des bâtiments historiques environnants 
qui sont également liés à la transformation de l’énergie. Mais son travail met toujours l’accent sur l’élément humain et sur la 
façon dont le travail façonne les modes de vie. 
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Gas Terminal, Barcelona, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
tirage ilfochrome
76,2 x 111,7 cm (29.92 x 43.7 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU09072
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Chief Mate of the Sestao Knutsen, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
impression ilfochrome
50,8 x 73,6 cm cm (19.69 x 28.74 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU09073
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Maiden voyage of the Sestao Knutsen, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
tirage ilfochrome
101,6 x 152,4 cm  (39.76 x 59.84 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU09071
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Building a new methane storage tank, inflammables terminal, Barcelona, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
impression ilfochrome
38 x 116,8 cm (14.96 x 45.67 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU09068
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Barceloneta swimming, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
tirage ilfochrome 
50,8 x 76,2 cm (19.7 x 29.9 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP 
SEKU09070
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Radiation Hazard, 2008
Methane For All series
ilfochrome print
tirage ilfochrome 
each : 40,6 x 58,4 cm (16 x 23 in.)
ed. of 5 
SEKU09075
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VARIOUS SERIES
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Goldsmiths, Istanbul, 2007
Shipwreck and Workers series
chromogenic print mounted on aluminum, wooden frame, plexiglas
tirage chromogénique contrecollé sur aluminium, cadre bois, plexiglas
73 x 264,5 cm (28.7 x 103.9 in.)
ed. of 5 + 1 AP
SEKU08043
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Eyes closed assembly line, 2010
cibachrome transparency in light box
cibachrome dans caisson lumineux
99 x 145 x 12,7 cm (38.98 x 57.09 x 4.72 in.)
unique artwork
SEKU19145
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Allan Sekula - Collective Sisyphus, 2019
Texts by Bart de Baer, Jürgen Bock, Hilde Van Gelder, Carles Guerra, Anja Isabel Schneider, Allan Sekula, Jeroen Verbeeck
Ed. Koenig Books
240 pages
English
ISBN: 9783960986904
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«Disassembled» Images - Allan Sekula and Contemporary Art, 2019
Texts by Alexander Streitberger and Hilde Van Gelder
Ed. Leuven University Press
308 pages 
English
ISBN: 9789462701717
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Fish Story, 2019 (reedition)
Texts by Allan Sekula
Ed. Richter Verlag
204 pages 
English
ISBN: 9783933807656
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Allan Sekula Photography Against the Grain - Essays and photo works, 1973-1983, 2016
Texts by Allan Sekula
Ed. Mack Michael
250 pages 
English
ISBN: 9781910164495
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Ecrits sur la photographie - Allan Sekula, 2013
Texts by Allan Sekula
Ed. Paris Musées/Livres Bercy Expo
128 pages 
French
ISBN: 978-2840563730
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Allan Sekula, 2012
Texts by Allan Sekula, Marie Muracciole, Ali Akay
Ed. AKBANK Art Center
110 pages 
English/Turkish
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Polonia and Other Fables, 2009
Texts by Katarzyna Ruchel-Stockmans, Hilde Van Gelder, Hamza Walker and Karolina Lewandowska
Ed. The Renaissance Society at The University of Chicago
120 pages 
English
ISBN: 978-8360713372
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Allan Sekula: Performance Under Working Conditions, 2003
Texts by Sabine Breitwieser 
Ed. Generali Foundation
351 pages 
English
ISBN: 978-3901107405
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Allan Sekula: Titanic’s wake, 2003
Texts by Allan Sekula
Ed. Point Du Jour
120 pages 
English
ISBN: 978-2912132260
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Allan Sekula: Dismal Science: Photoworks 1972-1996, 1999
Texts by Allan Sekula and Debra Risberg
Ed. University Galleries of Illinois State University
272 pages 
English
ISBN: 978-0945558279



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PUBLICATIONS  PRESS  

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

PRESS



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PUBLICATIONS  PRESS  

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PUBLICATIONS  PRESS  

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

Allan Sekula
The New Yorker
July 17th, 2018

by Johanna Fateman
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Allan Sekula
ARTNEWS

July 17th, 2018
by Alex Greenberger

A.K BURNS, ALLAN SEKULA
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Allan Sekula
Art Agenda

July 28th, 2017
by Travis Dielh

Spaces—Containers

Spaces is a feature of art-agenda that pro-
poses a thematic examination of exhibition 
spaces based on the analysis of their physical 
and spatial configurations. Every two months, 
art-agenda publishes a new reflection on gal-
leries' architecture, identity, and relation with 
their historical and geographical context. The 
latest instalment of Spaces considers the his-
tory of displaying contemporary art in shipping 
containers.

In August 2016, as global logistics firms slum-
ped toward overcapacity, South Korean ship-
ping giant Hanjin went conspicuously belly up. 
Over 80 of their cargo ships were suddenly 
turned away from ports around the world, while 
hundreds of multinational crew faced the fur-
ther problem of securing either safe repatria-
tion or another job. It was disaster for Hanjin, 
but a lucky break for Vancouver's Access 

Allan Sekula, Middle Passage, chapter 3, Fish Story, 1994. © Allan Sekula, Photo by The Estate of Allan Sekula, 1994.

Gallery: among the sailors on a Hanjin carrier 
drifting beyond Tokyo was an artist, Rebecca 
Moss, whose "Twenty-Three Days at Sea" 
travelling artist residency stretched to a tense 
twenty-five. Suddenly, the obscure transit over 
distant ocean—what Allan Sekula calls the 
"forgotten space"—was making headlines in a 
way that an art project rarely does.

Hanjin bowed out just 60 years after Mal-
com McLean, a truck driver-turned-logistics 
capitalist, patented the 33-foot precursor 
to today's standardized 40-foot container. 
Thanks to containerized shipping, irregular 
goods became regularized "flows"—timetables, 
tonnages, coordinates, and costs(1)—and 
the calculus of global trade achieved truly 
incomprehensible scale. This smooth logisti-
cal abstraction, by which we can forget that 
most goods still travel by ship, is coupled, 
dramatically, with the visual abstraction of the 
container—rack after rack of colorful, branded 
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boxes, contents unknown; a found minimalism, 
a volumetric neo-geo. If these former logisti-
cal concerns are perhaps better understood 
by non-art specialists, this latter aesthetic 
dimension gives art an in. Indeed, the art world 
has been infatuated by cargo containers since 
the early aughts—not only using them for the 
setting of residencies like "Twenty-Three Days 
at Sea" and the aptly named Container Artist 
Residency, but employing them as art fair 
booths, mobile galleries, and sculpture mate-
rials. Yet as with the extent of global shipping 
itself, a kind of inbuilt invisibility lubricates the 
system. The art-world ubiquity of the standard 
shipping container goes largely unremarked—
until something goes wrong.

Moss, part seafaring laborer, part a containe-
rized good herself, became an accidental sym-
bol of a globalized art industry operating with 
little oversight under its own flags of conve-
nience. Meanwhile, the art market hurries art 
objects toward an ultimate commodification. 
Today even a very famous painting might be 
bought sight unseen and immediately parked 
in a container at a freeport in Switzerland, 
sometimes to change hands again without 
changing location. Sekula memorably calls the 
cargo container the "very emblem of capitalist 
disavowal";(2) the opaque box, indifferent to its 
contents, sheers goods from their specificity 
and abstracts the labor of their production and 
transport. Art "appreciates" in purely financial 
terms; it is not appreciated.(3)
As Picassos languish in Geneva, the next 
hot buys are on view at the fairs—sometimes 
already containerized. Art Basel Miami Beach 
inaugurated the trend in 2002, in its first edi-
tion, with the Art Positions program, a selec-
tion of "cutting-edge" galleries housed in an 
off-site block of "shipping containers conver-
ted to public art spaces by avant-garde archi-
tects."(4) The segment was billed as an op-
portunity for galleries who couldn't afford true 
booths to nonetheless have a shot with Art 7. View of Alexandra Bowers's "Onloaded 2," Hot Box Shipping 

Container Gallery, Phoenix, 2015.

5. Allan Sekula, Middle Passage, chapter 3, Fish Story, 1994.

2. Rebecca Moss, International Waters, 2017.
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Basel clientele. Turning steel boxes into white 
cubes is both practically and conceptually 
convenient—a mark of global motility to signal 
the transactional ease of a global fair. Fittingly, 
the project was initially sponsored by Danzas, 
once the fair's official logistics partner.

The containerized gallery isn't a destination 
so much as a vehicle. The shipping container, 
for art and otherwise, is a logistical solution—
readymade, modular, cheap, deployable, and 
revocable. At Documenta 14 in Kassel, when 
organizers needed a ground-level entrance for 
art displayed in a disused underground train 
station, they topped the old stairwell with a 
container. ("The lower level suggests a point of 
transit," read the press materials, "in this case, 
of artworks that have perhaps just arrived or 
are about to depart.") Elsewhere, as with Art 
Positions, the container offers flexible access 
to the more staid, brick-and-mortar nodes of 
commerce. The Hot Box container gallery pro-
ject in Phoenix, for instance, opened on gal-
lery row in 2016. In New York, the DiVA Video 
Art Fair (2005-2008) included DiVA Streets, 
a handful of containers placed in "strategic 
areas of Chelsea."(5) Nearby, the Photoville fair, 
annual since 2011, stacked containers into a 
dockside display of documentary media—if not 
of globalization itself, then of images of globa-
lized society.

As the shipping container's novelty has worn 
thin, the desires it formalizes have grown plain. 
From 2005–2012, ContainerArt, a defunct 
worldwide container-based exhibition project, 
visited Edmonton, Vancouver, and a series of 
Italian port cities. The organizers envisioned 
"empty containers ambling around the world, 
filling with beauty wherever they stop."(6) Such 
a modular anymuseumwhatever—space without 
location and transaction without movement—is 
nothing less than the abstract endgame of 
logistics. 

In the container, this symbolic "immateriality" 
remains welded to an irrevocable structure. 
From Photoville on the harbor to Chelsea's gen-
trified warehouses, containerized art marks the 
overlap between global art and global shipping, 
as both make landfall in the same post-indus-
trial districts. In Chelsea, for instance—histo-
rically the meatpacking district, all docks and 
warehouses—the High Line that terminates at 
Renzo Piano's Whitney Museum once carried 
containers. When Daly Genik (now Kevin Daly 
Architects) turned an old aircraft factory into 
the south campus of Pasadena's ArtCenter 
College of Design in 2004, at the height of the 
container craze, they couldn't resist a post-
industrial flourish: jammed into the ground at 
crystalline angles near the west entrance are 
five whitewashed containers. What was meant 
as a kind of local specificity (the port of L.A. is 
among North America's largest) is not so local 
or specific (one container port looks much like 
the next). More durable is the signal to stu-
dents that global commodities are still desig-
ned and packaged within.

The "abstract," even classically minimalist 
format of the container remains irresistible to 
urban designers. Even where no vacant wa-
rehouse or factory exists, a container or two 
might provide new construction with a disloca-
ted post-industrial chic. The typology expands 
from galleries to their accoutrements—coffee 
kiosks, bars, shops—and, inevitably, to housing.
(7) As with other artistic uses of post-indus-
trial space, practical measures (cheapness, 
availability) have become an aesthetic: the 
cultured taste that reimagines greasy facto-
ries as sun-filled lofts now sees airless boxes 
as efficient homes. It's worth underscoring 
how these latter-day, trendy developments are 
entirely voluntary. When Rob Rhinehart, foun-
der and CEO of tech-minded meal replacement 
brand Soylent, attempted to live in a bright red 
container airlifted to a hilltop in L.A.'s Lincoln 
Heights, he did so in the luxury of choice. Like 
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a cruel parody of international modernism, the 
40-foot unit had been punched with panora-
mic windows, and contained little besides a 
bed. Inside and outside indeed blurred, as this 
particular experiment in sustainable living was 
quickly abandoned to blight.(8)

The container is both surface and volume—the 
emblem of capitalist disavowal, and a box 
for that which is disavowed. For those in the 
developed world who don't load and unload 
goods for a living, the inside provides a hard 
steel thrill akin to a tour on a decommissioned 
battleship, where most of the moving parts 
have been painted frozen. This groomed no-
velty masks a violent utility. Where a container 
gallery or booth might offer access to richer 
markets, identical containers serve to smuggle 
human cargo desperate for more basic op-
portunities.(9) Sekula's Fish Story (1996), the 
definitive essay on the subject, includes se-
veral photographs of waterfront vendors who 
sell snacks to container-port workers by day 
and sleep inside beached containers. This is a 
living experiment, too; but it is not sustainable. 
In this light, civic proposals to use containers 
to house the homeless, detain refugees,(10) 
or even fast-track a retirement home have the 
tang of schemes to store undesirables out of 
sight. As Stefano Harney and Fred Moten re-
mind us, logistics is inherently anti-subjective, 
and the shipping container a relentlessly anti-
human object.(11)

Yet in this, too, the container's sheer "neutral" 
materiality might broker denial. Art's adoption 
of the shipping container expresses honesty 
and cynicism: art is a business, art/artists 
are commodities, so why not inhabit the bare 
symbol of logistical abstraction? Perhaps this 
much is old news. And perhaps, where we're 
attuned to globalization's considerable human 
cost, we remain in thrall to the container's 
power to abstract the most uncomfortable 
congruencies into a 40-foot block of forgotten 

11. View of ContainerArt, Vancouver, 2013–2014. 
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space. 

(1) Even so, Stefano Harney and Fred Moten write in 
The Undercommons that the fledgling logistics of mid-
century owed its success to the adoption of the ship-
ping container by the U.S. military: "Containerization 
was failing as a business innovation until the American 
government used containers to try to supply its troops 
in South East Asia with enough weapons, booze, and 
drugs to keep them from killing their own officers, to 
keep a war going that could not be won strategically." 
Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, "Fantasy in the Hold," 
The Undercommons (Wivenhoe: Minor Compositions, 
2013), 89.
(2) Allan Sekula, in conversation with Debra Risberg, 
"Imaginary Economies," Dismal Science (Normal: Illinois 
State University, 1999), 248.
(3) See Graham Bowley and Doreen Carvajal, "One of 
the World's Greatest Art Collections Hides Behind This 
Fence," The New York Times, May 28, 2016, https://
www.nytimes.com/2016/05/29/arts/design/one-of-
the-worlds-greatest-art-collections-hides-behind-
this-fence.html.
(4) See the description of Art Positions on the Art 
Basel Miami Beach 2002 website, archived at https://
web.archive.org/web/20021105113856/http://www.
artbasel.com:80/miami_beach/key_facts/index.html.

(5) See the DiVA Fair website, archived at https://web.
archive.org/web/20070227020243/http://www.diva-
fair.com/ny_07/diva.html.
(6) http://www.containerart.org.
(7) See Fiona Shipwright, "Here's Johnny… A Contai-
ner Village for Students in Berlin," uncube blog, Sep-
tember 23, 2015, http://www.uncubemagazine.com/
blog/15970711. See also the architect Peter DeMaria, 
famous for his "cargo container based buildings": 
http://demariadesign.com/2/.
(8) See Rory Caroll, "Soylent CEO's shipping container 
home is a 'middle finger' to LA, locals say," The Guar-
dian, July 27, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/
us-news/2016/jul/27/soylent-ceo-rob-rhinehart-ship-
ping-container-home-la.
(9) See Aidan Lewis, "Bodies of 27 migrants recove-
red in west Libya, 13 in shipping container," Reuters, 
February 23, 2017, http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-
europe-migrants-libya-idUKKBN16225U.
(10) See Patrick Wintour, "Hungary to detain all asy-
lum seekers in container camps," The Guardian, March 
7, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/
mar/07/-hungary-to-detain-all-asylum-seekers-in-
container-camps.
(11) See Harney and Moten, "Fantasy in the Hold."

Travis Diehl lives in Los Angeles. He is a recipient of 
the Creative Capital/Andy Warhol Foundation Arts 
Writers Grant.

10. View of Photoville, New York, 2015
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Allan Sekula
L’Orient-Le-Jour

July 11th, 2017
by Gilles Khoury

10 Culture  L’Orient-Le Jour mardi 11 juillet 2017

Premières visions
★★ AL-MOUSAFER (THE 
TRAVELLER) Comédie de Hadi 
Ghandour avec Aïda Sabra et Rodrigue 
Sleiman. Quelqu’un qui voyage dans 
sa tête se trouve perdu lorsqu’il lui est 
donné de voyager. Cinemacity (Beirut 
Souks et Dora), VOX BC Center, Empire 
The Spot Choueifat, Empire Première/
Cascada Mall/Dunes, Espace, Empire 
Cinemas The Spot, Metropolis Empire 
Sofil, Grand Cinemas ABC Achrafieh/
Dbayeh, Cinemall.

� ALL EYES ON ME VOX BC Center

★ HOW TO BE A LATIN LOVER 
Comédie de Greg Marino avec Eugenio 
Derbez. Cinemacity (Beirut Souks et 
Dora), Empire The Spot Choueifat, 
Empire Première/Cascada Mall, Grand 
Cinemas ABC Achrafieh/Dbayeh, 
Cinemall.

★★ INCONCEIVABLE Thriller de 
Jonathan Baker avec Nicolas Cage. 
Cinemacity (Beirut Souks et Dora), 
Empire The Spot Choueifat, Empire 
Première/Cascada Mall, VOX BC Center, 
Espace, Cinemall.

★★ SPIDERMAN: HOMECOMING 
De John Watts avec Tom Holland. 
Cinemacity (Beirut Souks et Dora), 
Empire The Spot Choueifat, Empire 
Première/Cascada Mall/Dunes, Espace, 
Empire Cinemas The Spot, Grand 
Cinemas ABC Achrafieh/Dbayeh/Las 
Salinas/Galaxy, Grand The Spot Saïda, 
VOX BC Center, Planète City Complex 
Tripoli, Cinemall.

En salle 
� 2:22 Grand Cinemas ABC Achrafieh/
Dbayeh/Galaxy, Cinemacity (Beirut 
Souks), VOX BC Center.

� ANTAR BIN CHADAD Empire 
Cascada Mall. 

� BAYWATCH Grand Cinemas ABC 
Achrafieh/Dbayeh/Las Salinas/ Galaxy, 
Grand The Spot Saïda, VOX BC Center, 
Cinemacity(Beirut Souks et Dora), 
Empire The Spot Choueifat, Empire 
Dunes/Première/Cascada Mall, Planète 
City Complex Tripoli.

★★ GO HOME Metropolis Empire Sofil.

� OVERDRIVE Empire The Spot 
Choueifat, Empire Dunes/Première/
Cascada Mall, Espace.

★ PIRATES OF THE CARIBBEAN 
Grand Cinemas ABC Achrafieh/Dbayeh/
Las Salinas/Galaxy, Grand The Spot 
Saïda, VOX BC Center, Cinemacity 
(Beirut Souks et Dora), Empire Cinemas 
The Spot, Empire The Spot Choueifat, 
Empire Dunes/Première/Cascada Mall, 
Espace, Planète City Complex Tripoli, 
Cinemall.

★★ THE BOSS BABY VOX BC Center. 

★ THE FANTASTIC JOURNEY OF OZ 
Empire The Spot Choueifat.

� THE HOUSE Grand Cinemas ABC 
Achrafieh/Dbayeh, Cinemacity (Beirut 
Souks et Dora).

★ THE MUMMY Grand Galaxy, 

Cinemacity (Beirut Souks et Dora), 
Empire The Spot Choueifat, Empire 
Cascada Mall, VOX BC Center, Cinemall. 

� TOSBAH 3ALA KHEIR Grand Galaxy, 
Grand The Spot Saïda, VOX BC Center, 
Cinemacity (Beirut Souks), Empire 
Cinemas The Spot, Empire The Spot 
Choueifat, Empire Dunes/Cascada Mall, 
Planète City Complex Tripoli.

★ ZAFAFIAN Cinemacity (Dora), 
Cinemall. 

N.B. : Les programmes ci-dessus sont 
donnés sous toute réserve.

Pour connaître les horaires des 
cinémas, appeler les numéros 
suivants :

Circuit Empire 1269
ABC Achrafieh 01/209 109
ABC Dbayeh  04/444 650
Grand Concorde 01/343 143
Grand Las Salinas 06/540 970
Grand Saïda Mall 07/723 026
CinemaCity Dora 01/899 993
CinemaCity Beirut Souks 01/995 195
Metropolis Cinéma 01/204 080
Vox B.C. Center 01/285 582

À voir absolument  ★★★
À voir ★★
À voir à la rigueur ★
Ne pas se déranger �

Pas vu �

AGENDA CINÉ

RÉTROSPECTIVE

Allan Sekula, une œuvre-gage et engagée  
au Beirut Art Center

Il y a, dans la vie et l’œuvre d’Allan 
Sekula, dont une rétrospective re-
marquablement bien ficelée occupe 
les locaux du Beirut Art Center 
jusqu’au 29 septembre, une photo 
cruciale. Pas une « belle » photo, au 
sens le plus universel du terme, ni 
un cliché emblématique du travail 
de ce photographe américain dont 
l’empreinte a évolué vers une esthé-
tique plus revêche et moins estom-
pée. Juste la vision embrouillée, assez 
brumeuse, de son père se déplaçant 
dans leur maison de San Pedro en 
Californie. La silhouette de l’homme 
cravaté et dont la tête a été coupée 
du cadrage est griffée d’un meuble 
assez mastoc qui semble presque la 
dévorer. On ne le voit presque pas. 
Ce qu’on discerne, en revanche, c’est 
le presque fantôme d’un récent chô-
meur qui rôde comme une âme en 
peine dans cet espace calfeutré. Si 
cette image est déterminante, c’est 
parce que la situation qui la sous-

tend (la perte d’emploi du père) est 
celle qui balisera les premiers pas et 
intérêts artistiques de Sekula. Elle 
fait partie de la section sur laquelle 
s’ouvre cette exposition et qui re-
groupe des éléments de la série « Ae-
rospace Folktales » à travers laquelle 
l’Américain place sous le microscope 
de son objectif la situation bancale 
que subit sa famille. 
Narration et mise en scène

Marie Muracciole, directrice du 
BAC et curatrice de l’exposition, 
commente cette première tranche de 
l’œuvre d’Allan Sekula : « Il y écrit les 
phénomènes qui mettent en place le 
monde où nous vivons aujourd’hui : 
l’exportation du travail, les progrès du 
chômage, la naissance d’une écono-
mie de la spéculation financière pour 
remplacer celle de la production et 
les disparités du monde global qui 
conduisent aux immenses mouve-
ment de migration actuels. » Imbi-
bée de l’impulsion de John Baldes-
sari, sa pratique photographique se 
greffe spontanément sur le genre de 

l’époque, à savoir la performance. Les 
clichés servent alors à documenter les 
actions artistico-politiques. C’est le 
cas du slide show Untitled Sequence 1 
qui se ralentit jusqu’à l’arrêt, avec les 
tirages du même titre, et où Sekula 
documente la sortie 
d’une usine améri-
caine. Ainsi, à la fois, 
il (s’)interroge (sur) 
le monde du travail 
et soigne la narra-
tion, pareillement 
à California Series 
qui rassemble des 
scénarios mi-grivois 
et mi-obscurs qu’il 
monte de toutes 
pièces en Californie, 
coïncidant avec une 
ère où Jean-Luc Go-
dard et Jean-Pierre 
Gorin règnent en maîtres marxiens 
de ce stylisme de l’image. 
Critique et esthétique

Ainsi, tout au long de l’exposi-
tion – pourvu qu’on accompagne sa 

visite de la lecture attentive des do-
cuments procurés par le BAC et des 
projections filmées (Talk Given by 
Fred Lux et The Lottery Of The Sea) – 
va s’opérer un va-et-vient, non seu-
lement entre les différents médiums 

proposés mais entre 
plusieurs registres 
a priori antithé-
tiques, tels que le 
noir & blanc char-
bonneux des picto-
grammes de School 
is a factory contre 
l’intensité iodée des 
couleurs de Titanic’s 
Wake qui sert de ré-
flexion, à travers le 
texte et l’image, sur 
le capitalisme mon-
dialisé et la méta-
phore maritime, 

illustrée par la « navigation » sur 
internet, le film Titanic ou le musée 
Guggenheim de Bilbao. Mais aussi 
sur le photoreportage contre la pho-
to d’art, le documentaire contre la 
fiction et, englobant l’ensemble, la 

critique contre l’esthétique. Selon 
Marie Muracciole – pour qui cette 
rétrospective tenait particulièrement 
à cœur car, confie-t-elle, « Allan 
était un ami. C’était l’homme le plus 
distrait et le plus cool possible, mais 
son travail prouve qu’il était extrê-
mement précis, presque maniaque. 
Allan était brillant mais pas très nar-
cissique, la seule chose qui l’intéres-
sait était de comprendre le monde 
en regardant autour de lui, et en 
mettant les images en relation entre 
elles et avec du texte » –, le fil rouge 
de l’œuvre de Sekula, longtemps 
sous-estimée, est le fait qu’il « dé-
fendait l’idée que la photographie 
est un outil de description insuffi-
sant à décrire entièrement ce qu’elle 
montre. Son œuvre revendique la 
dépendance de l’image à l’égard de 
son contexte. C’est une position 
très forte, très actuelle et qui oblige 
à penser aux évolutions du monde 
face à ce que nous voyons. L’ac-
tualité de ce travail, c’est qu’il nous 
fait expérimenter les dichotomies 
constantes entre ce que nous voyons 

et ce que nous savons », explique-t-
elle. Cette distanciation décapante 
que mentionne la curatrice, on la 
retrouve notamment sur les deux 
volets de Fish Story qui semblent 
échafauder l’imaginaire d’une invi-
tation au voyage – qui n’est pas sans 
rappeler les accents marins de Vingt 
Mille Lieues sous les mers, de Moby 
Dick ou d’Oceano Nox – pour mieux 
nous faire basculer dans ce que cette 
série vise réellement : une dénon-
ciation du capitalisme globalisé, des 
chantiers navals et des chaînes de 
production qui ont changé le visage 
du commerce international. 

Nul doute, donc, qu’à l’image 
d’Europa sur laquelle se referme la 
rétrospective, cette photo saisissante 
d’un quasi-spectre qui dort dans un 
aéroport, sans valise, l’œuvre d’Al-
lan Sekula contient encore quelques 
messages secrets qu’on continuera à 
décoder avec délectation.
* BEIRUT ART CENTER
Allan Sekula : Photography at work 
Jusqu’au 29 septembre 2017

Parcours commenté par Marie Muracciole des œuvres-manifestes de ce photographe conceptuel, réalisateur et théoricien, attaché à 
l’univers marin, au monde du travail et au mouvement altermondialiste.

PHOTOGRAPHIE

La goutte qui ne fait pas déborder l’espace

Au commencement était la goutte, 
« celle qui donne naissance à tout ; 
tout ce qui donne la vie est goutte : 
l’eau est goutte, le sang est goutte », ex-
plique Nabil Tabet. Et le photographe 
de poursuivre : « J’ai commencé à faire 
des photos de gouttes par hasard ; une 
goutte en tant que telle est inerte. Et 
puis, j’ai eu envie d’observer son évo-
lution sur Terre. Alors j’ai commencé 
par lui donner la vie : des couleurs, de la 
lumière, et puis je l’ai fait voyager dans 
l’espace. » 

La goutte d’eau doit affronter les 
multiples aléas de l’espace imaginés 
par l’artiste : champs magnétiques, 
aurores boréales stellaires, murs so-

laires, arc-en-ciel spatial ; autant de 
péripéties qui subliment les gouttes 
de Nabil Tabet. Un mystérieux trip-
tyque, qui met en scène la rencontre 
de la goutte et de la femme, clôt la 
série de photographies présentée à 
l’Atrium de l’hôtel Le Gray, jusqu’au 
16 juillet. Les couleurs sont nettement 
plus froides qu’au début du voyage, 
et contrastent ainsi avec la sensualité 
du corps féminin photographié : les 
mains de la femme sont délicatement 
posées sur le haut de ses jambes nues, 
prêtes à accueillir la goutte d’eau. Les 
trois photographies annoncent la 
suite du voyage, qui aura lieu l’année  
prochaine ; la goutte d’eau enlèvera la 

femme pour l’emmener chez elle, dans 
l’espace.

Les cinquante-sept photographies 
exposées sont en Chromalux. Un nou-
veau procédé qui consiste à imprimer 
en subligraphie, sur une plaque en alu-
minium. « Le rendu des couleurs est 
frappant, assure l’artiste. La photo ré-
siste à la chaleur, au froid, à l’eau, aux 
rayures et ne jaunit pas en vieillissant. » 
Les intéressés peuvent en discuter avec 
Nabil Tabet, présent tous les jours de 
16h à 20h, aux côtés de ses gouttes... 

A.R.
ATRIUM, LE GRAY
Centre-ville, jusqu’au 16 juillet

Nabil Tabet présente le voyage d’une goutte en cinquante-sept 
clichés. 

Marie Muracciole : Allan Sekula défendait l’idée que la photographie est un outil de 
description insuffisant à décrire entièrement ce qu’elle montre.

Le choix de la curatrice
Marie Muracciole, directrice du Beirut Art Center et curatrice de la rétrospective consacrée 
à Allan Sekula, a choisi trois œuvres qu’elle a commentées pour « L’Orient-Le Jour ».

Allan Sekula, « Fish Story, Chapter 9 : Walking on 
Water », 1989-1995. Projection de slides. 
Photo Barıs Dogrusöz Allan Sekula, « Untitled Slide Sequence », 1972-2011.

Allan Sekula, «  School is a Factory  », 1978-1980. 10 
photos en noir et blanc. Courtesy FRAC Centre. 
Photo Barıs Dogrusöz

De 1989 à 1995, Allan Sekula parcourt le globe 
en bateau pour explorer le monde maritime, un 
voyage qui donnera naissance à un livre et un 
cycle de 9 chapitres consacré aux géographies 
imaginaires et matérielles du capitalisme avancé. 
Fish Story décrit la mer comme le théâtre principal 
et sous-estimé, car quasi invisible, de l’économie 
globalisée. Nous montrons côte à côte, au BAC, 
Dismal Science, une série de 80 diapositives sur 
l’Angleterre ; Walking on Water, le chapitre 9, qui 
se déroule en Pologne, mais le visiteur peut aussi 
consulter le livre, dont les textes sont fabuleux. Le 
film Lottery of the Sea, est projeté deux fois par 
jour et le 11 septembre, The Forgotten Space sera 
présenté au cinéma Métropolis, Achrafieh.

Il s’agit de la sortie d’une usine d’aéronautique 
de la côte ouest des États-Unis en 1972. Allan 
Sekula a photographié des gens qui rentrent chez 
eux après une journée de travail. La séquence 
de 25 diapositives, lointain écho de La sortie 
de l’usine Lumière à Lyon (filmé en 1895) est 
la définition minimum d’un film muet. En 
2011, Sekula en réalise une série de tirages 
papiers : le mouvement s’est ralenti, arrêté. 
Entre-temps, beaucoup d’usines ont fermé. La 
singularité de ces portraits provient du fait que 
les photographies de Sekula ne nous font jamais 
oublier la réalité qui les a produites, et qu’elles ne 
l’oublient pas non plus. C’est ce qui rend aussi, 
plus globalement, son travail tellement saisissant. 

Ce récit mis en scène, un peu comme un 
roman-photo, parle des fonctions normatives 
de l’école où l’on apprend à accepter la place 
que la société nous accorde. La première 
image est un photomontage : sur fond de 
paysage déshumanisé, des mains d’homme 
brandissent une maquette d’école posée sur 
un entonnoir rempli de figurines qui vont 
se conformer à un programme. L’humour 
est noir et les photographies parlent de la 
résistance des individus à leur assimilation à des 
catégories sociales où ils peuvent disparaître. 
La photographie est porteuse d’un imaginaire 
collectif, elle est donc bien placée pour nous 
apporter une distance critique sur ses effets. 

« Fish Story – Chapter 8 : Dismal Science », 
1989-92

« Untitled Slide Sequence », 1972-2011 « School is a Factory », 1978-1980 

Nabil Tabet fait voyager ses gouttes dans l’espace intergalactique. 

 C’était l’homme le 
plus distrait et le 

plus cool possible, 
mais son travail 

prouve qu’il était 
extrêmement 

précis, presque 
maniaque

Gilles KHOURY
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Allan Sekula
The colombus Dispatch

June 17th, 2017
by Peter Tonguette

Artist Allan Sekula found his earliest inspiration close to home.

A Pennsylvania native who grew up in California, Sekula — who died in 2013 at age 62 — launched his professional career

with the mixed-media work “Aerospace Folktales.”

Family setbacks central focus of ‘Aerospace Folktales’

Using 142 photographs combined with audio and text elements, the ambitious

piece chronicles the trials and tribulations experienced by Sekula’s family —

especially his father, Ignace, and his mother, Evelyn — in the early 1970s.

The work was created in the wake of Ignace losing his job as an aerospace

engineer in the Burbank plant of the Lockheed Corp. (now Lockheed Martin).

It serves as the centerpiece of a larger exhibit of Sekula’s art — “Allan Sekula:

Aerospace Folktales and Other Stories” — on view through July 2 at the

Columbus Museum of Art.

According to curator Drew Sawyer, Sekula (who from 1980 to 1985 taught at

Ohio State University) referred to the work as a “disassembled movie.”

“Cinema and film were important throughout his practice,” Sawyer said.
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Playing continuously in the gallery are audio recordings of Sekula interviewing Ignace, Evelyn and a family friend; although

focusing on their voices while scrutinizing the images is difficult, the audio ultimately enriches the piece.

“It becomes deeply personal and very specific,” Sawyer said. “With the images, we might imagine what these individuals sound

like and what they think, but with the audio we really get a chance to know what they’re actually thinking.”

Several of Sekula’s slide-show and video works are also included in the exhibit; the most striking is “Untitled Slide Sequence”

(1972), in which 35-mm slides depict workers and management marching wearily out of an aerospace factory.

More superficial (and dated) is “Reagan Tape,” a video created in 1981 by Sekula and Noel Burch. Footage of Ronald Reagan as

president is juxtaposed with innocuous examples of his work as an actor; even in the clips shown here, however, Reagan

displays his lasting appeal as an actor — presumably not what the creators had in mind.

Several photographs show Ignace and Evelyn standing in front of a row of garages in their apartment complex; another group

— prefaced by a “title card” reading, “In the evening, the engineer would write letters and straighten the lamps” — show Ignace

laboring at a small desk barely illuminated by inadequate lamps.

What is he writing? Job applications?

Echoes of Ignace’s former life are found in photographs of model planes hanging from a ceiling and rows upon rows of books;

in one image, the volume “The Effects of Nuclear Weapons” is posed beside editions of “Grimm’s Fairy Tales.”

The piece might also be said to resemble a dismantled flip book: Running horizontally across the four walls of a museum

gallery is a thin strip of photographs, positioned at eye level. Like frame enlargements from a movie, a particular scene or

activity is frequently depicted throughout the course of several photographs seemingly taken moments apart.

For example, one set of images shows a group of enthusiastic workers (presumably employees of Lockheed) on their own and

then mingling with military brass; another set depicts Ignace in profile, grimacing behind the wheel of a car.

The photographs present a powerful study in contrasts: Ignace was a member of a profession associated with flight and

forward thinking, but his unemployment brought his family crashing to Earth.

By the time the work was completed in 1973, Sawyer said, “His dad had been unemployed for quite some time, so you can see

they’re now living in a small apartment in San Pedro.”
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Allan Sekula
Artforum 

March 13th, 2017 
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Allan Sekula
Frieze 

December 15th, 2016 
by Laurie Taylor

C U LT U R E  D I G E ST  -  1 5  D EC  2 0 1 6

The re-release of Allan Sekula’s seminal book critiquing the bond between capitalism and
representations of material culture
B Y  L A U R I E  T AY L O R

Photography has always been characterized by a vacillation between extremes: between subjectivity and
objectivity, truth and arti�ce, information and aesthetic. More than any other, photography is a medium of
contrasting forces and it was this oppositional nature that so interested the American photographer, writer,
�lmmaker and critic Allan Sekula, whose seminal, but long out-of-print collection, Photography Against the
Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983, has recently been reconstructed and re-issued by MACK.

C U LT U R E  D I G E ST  -  1 5  D EC  2 0 1 6

The re-release of Allan Sekula’s seminal book critiquing the bond between capitalism and
representations of material culture
B Y  L A U R I E  T AY L O R

Photography has always been characterized by a vacillation between extremes: between subjectivity and
objectivity, truth and arti�ce, information and aesthetic. More than any other, photography is a medium of
contrasting forces and it was this oppositional nature that so interested the American photographer, writer,
�lmmaker and critic Allan Sekula, whose seminal, but long out-of-print collection, Photography Against the
Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983, has recently been reconstructed and re-issued by MACK.
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Allan Sekula, from the series ‘Aerospace Folktales’, 1973. Courtesy: MACK © Allan Sekula 2016�

Originally published in 1984 by an independent art school publisher, Nova Scotia College of Art & Design, the
�rst edition was unsurprisingly small and sold out quickly. A second edition had always been intended, but
Sekula’s numerous other exhibitions, essays and books (in addition to teaching at California Institute of the
Arts), got in the way and he died in 2013 without ever seeing the re-release of one of one of his most well-
known publications.

An important voice in photography’s postmodern discourse, Sekula combined photography with
conceptualism and Marxist commentary to create his own brand of critically engaged art and writing, much of
which features in this new collection. The book’s �rst half is devoted to his early written works and included are
texts such as, ‘On the Invention of Photographic Meaning’ (1974) and ‘The Tra�c in Photographs’ (1981). The
former compares the styles of social documentarians like Lewis Hine with anti-utilitarian, aesthetes like Alfred
Stieglitz, while the latter concerns itself with the literal tra�c of photography’s production, consumption and
circulation – essential reading for anyone interested in photographic history and theory.
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Allan Sekula, from the series ‘School is a Factory’, 1980. Courtesy: MACK © Allan Sekula 2016

Sekula’s early photographic projects make up the book’s second half. The pioneering work, ‘Aerospace
Folktales’ (1973) was the �rst in which the artist employed his characteristic format of photographic
sequences with accompanying texts. When it was �rst exhibited at University of California at San Diego, this
‘dismantled �lm’ included a spoken sound track, 142 photographic prints and a written narrative about the
American aerospace company, Lockheed. However, as reproduced for the page, the original sound track has
been abridged and turned into text and many photographic sequences have been shortened. Other photo
projects such as ‘This Ain’t China: A Photonovel’ (1974) and ‘School is a Factory’ (1980) have su�ered similar
fates. Like ‘Aerospace Folktales’, these works were also originally staged as exhibitions and have been modi�ed
in the move from gallery wall to printed publication. Although an introductory note attempts to assure readers
that all original integrity has been maintained, without seeing the exhibitions, it is impossible to know how
these alterations may have a�ected meaning. Despite this minor criticism, what the photo works do reveal is
Sekula’s interest in photography’s ability to function in ensemble and to be read as narrative. Individual
photographs are often underwhelming – a factory exterior, an engineer working by lamplight, a classroom of
computing students – but when taken together and combined with the explanatory texts, these black and
white images become powerful social critiques on the economic machinations at work in capitalist societies.
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Allan Sekula, from the series ‘School is a Factory’, 1980. Courtesy: MACK © Allan Sekula 2016

Sekula’s photo works do not sit comfortably in photography’s �ne art tradition where the sanctity and
aesthetic authority of the singular ‘�ne print’ rule, but nor do they accurately re�ect the documentary
tradition where the best photographs speak without words. By presenting individual prints in series and
introducing language into a visual medium, Sekula harnessed the power of oppositional forces and created a
photography that truly moved, as the book’s title suggests, against the grain.

Allan Sekula, Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works, 1973–1983 is published by MACK

<http://www.mackbooks.co.uk>

<https://www.ruinart.com/en-uk/erwinolaf>

Advertisement

Main image courtesy: MACK © Allan Sekula 2016
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 July 14, 2015 - Online  
By Rachel Will

Before automotive and air travel, oceans were the major transit infrastructures of the world, fundamental to the 
development of modern trade and shipping practices. Photographer, theorist, historian, and critic Allan Sekula 
(1951-2013) dedicated his research to the examination and documentation of the maritime world, what he argued 
is the “forgotten space” of the contemporary global economy.
Currently on view at NTU CCA Singapore are Sekula’s core works presented in a restrospective exhibition titled 
“Fish Story, to be continued.”
The three-part exhibition includes chapters from his ambitious project “Fish Story” (1988-1993), his video essay 
“Lottery of the Sea” (2006), and his last film “The Forgotten Space” (2010) co-directed by American film theorist 
Noel Burch. His key project, “Fish Story,” is a five-year passion project that covers topics as diverse as California’s 
abandoned harbors and the Atlantic slave trade in an effort to tell the history of the global maritime industry.
The works as a whole aim to combat the maritime world’s reputation of “anachronism and obsolescence,” with 
Sekula arguing instead that the maritime industry was fundamental to late modernity. His works document the 
rise of the cargo container and how the invention revolutionized the world economy. Using photography, essay, and 
video Sekula attempts to reconfigure our visual language of globalization.
The exhibition creates a network of connections between major port cities of the world including New York, Rotter-
dam, and Hong Kong. With its showing in Singapore, another major port city, the maritime history of Southeast Asia 
is considered through this thought provoking body of work.
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By Mayo Martin  

SINGAPORE — As Singapore marches towards its 50th anniversary celebrations, many art-related showcases 
have looked at various facets of the Republic’s identity. Not much, however, has been said of its roots as 
a port city. Here, the NTU Centre For Contemporary Art (NTU CCA) Singapore has jumped into the ongoing 
conversation, albeit in an indirect way.

While the late American photographer and activist Allan Sekula did not visit Singapore, an exhibition of his 
works, collectively called Fish Story, To Be Continued, resonates in the Singaporean context. Sekula, who 
passed away in 2013 at 62, had been preoccupied with the global maritime industry and the stories behind 
the world’s ports and harbours. The exhibition offers a glimpse into these, comprising selections of photogra-
phs from his five-year project from the late 1980s and early 1990s titled Fish Story, as well as two slightly 
more current video works titled Lottery Of The Sea and The Forgotten Space.

It is an intriguing world, to be sure. In his oldest project Fish Story, which was also published as a book, Sekula 
travelled to different ports, including those in Los Angeles, New York, Rotterdam, South Korea and Hong Kong. 
The photographs reveal many of these places in various states of decline and abandonment as a result of a 
rapidly-changing globalised world.
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Sekula’s photography work — coupled with his critical writings — have been instrumental in highlighting pho-
tography as an important social tool, said Anca Rujoiu, the exhibition’s co-curator along with NTU CCA direc-
tor Ute Meta Bauer. But not, she emphasised, in the direction of photojournalism, which treasured objectivity 
and the so-called truths. It was subjectivity of a more progressive kind.

This is seen in Sekula’s gritty portrayal of the maritime industry. While ports and harbours in Asia boomed 
thanks to brisk industrialisation, the traditional functions of many of the ports in the Western world di-
sappeared and were replaced by tourism, said Rujoiu. One of the most famous examples was the so-called 
Bilbao Effect, where the famous Spanish port city transitioned into a cultural hub thanks to the construction 
of the Guggenheim Museum there, which effectively changed its image and identity. In the exhibition, one 
photo of a port in Los Angeles also alludes to its transformation into a site where Hollywood movies were 
shot.

Elsewhere, Sekula refers to the so-called triangular slave trade route between Europe, Africa and the New 
World (aka the Americas), which is still pretty much in use today. “Maritime trade is an important part of 
colonial history and, in fact, started it,” said Rujoiu.

There is nothing abstract about Sekula’s interests in the seas — his works highlight the plight of peoples 
that have become invisible. For example, in one photograph, a sign in Thai is found in one of the ports in the 
United States, a subtle commentary on the global network of workers whose livelihoods are tied to ships. 
Elsewhere, this global labour force surfaces, from Filipinos working in ships or as maids in Hong Kong to Ko-
rean labourers working in shipyards. Questions arise, too, of human labour being pushed aside in the name of 
progress, with technology taking over the role of workers.

But there are also timely reminders of how this supposedly faceless masses are powerful agents of change: 
One part of Fish Story focuses on Poland, where the anti-Communist Solidarity freedom movement had 
sprung up in a shipyard — and, its leader (and future Polish President) Lech Walesa had, in fact, been an 
electrician working there.

While Singapore’s own port may be less exciting, it is still undoubtedly part of this global network of trade 
routes and you can definitely find certain issues in Sekula’s exhibition resonating close to home: Singapore’s 
new arts-and-entertainment hub image looks suspiciously like the Bilbao Effect taking place and, in the 
broader region, the geopolitical bickering among China, Vietnam, the Philippines and the United States revol-
ving around who controls the seas is, no doubt, related to issues of maritime trade.

You could also say the exhibition has a direct connection to Singapore arts too as Sekula’s original Fish Story 
had been exhibited at the prestigious Documenta contemporary art event in 2002, where Singaporean artist 
Charles Lim had also exhibited under his collective tsunamii.net. Lim, of course, is one of the few local artists 
whose practice expounds on Singapore’s relationship with the sea. This was evident in his work SEA STATE, 
which was presented at this year’s Venice Biennale and of which a new version is reportedly coming to NTU 
CCA in April next year.

It would certainly have been interesting to see both exhibitions side by side, but in themselves, Sekula’s 
works already offer much food for thought. After all, while 90 per cent of the world’s goods reportedly pass 
through the world’s seas and oceans (many of which pass through Singapore), these are still fairly uncharted 
territories in the public imagination compared to how anything related to the skies easily grabs headlines.

Bauer pointed out that ships would sink frequently and, barring oil spill incidents, such news would barely 
cause a ripple in conversations — a stark contrast to the buzz generated by every aeroplane accident. “The 
air is favoured over the oceans,” she said.

In this light, Sekula’s fishy tale remains relevant as it brings the unknown to the surface.
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October 13th, 2013 
by Edward Dimendberg
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, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning”, 
“Paparazzo Notes”, and “The Instrumental Image: 
Steichen at War”, catalyzed study in the United 
States of the political and social implications of 
photography and galvanized a generation of art-
ists, teachers, and students.

Appearing in the years following the journal 
Afterimage, founded by photographer Nathan 
Lyons in , and the  publication by Susan 
Sontag of her book “On Photography”, these writ-
ings fused his deep knowledge of earlier modern-
isms (the films of Dziga Vertov and Sergei Eisen-
stein; the photographers of the Weimar German 
Neue Sachlichkeit; the writings of Walter Ben-
jamin, Bertolt Brecht, and Roland Barthes; New 
Deal era photography and films) into a distinctive 
critical voice, at once minutely aware of earlier 
histories, yet suffused by a smoldering analytical 
rage and a dry humor quite unlike anything else 
one could encounter at the time (or frequently 
since) when reading about photography.

Pierre Bourdieu suggested that cultural and 
intellectual fields be studied as shifting interac-
tions between what he called stances, intellectual 
or theoretical belief systems; and positions, the 
social or economic capital that accrue to their 
proponents. Debates about the aesthetics of 
photography appear early in the history of the 
medium, yet Allan was among the first to map 
such stances in relation to institutional, curato-
rial, and critical positions – the grubby world of 
money, museums, galleries, and reputation mak-
ing – and demonstrate how the construction of 
art photography as an object entailed a systematic 
disavowal of political realities and alternative 
practices of image making. When in  art critic 
Hilton Kramer published a take-no-prisoners 
critique of Artforum in The New York Times, he singled 

out Allan’s article on Steichen for particular 
opprobrium.

Allan lived in remarkable times and places 
alongside equally remarkable people, beginning 
with his childhood in the port town of San Pedro, 
California, where he developed his fascination 
with the sea and became acquainted with Stan 
Weir, a labor activist and blue collar intellectual. 
He studied at the University of California, San 
Diego, where he received his MFA in , at a 
high point in the public higher education system 
of the University of California, of which he was a 
product. The faculty at UCSD included David and 
Eleanor Antin, Newton Harrison, Manny Farber, 
Herbert Marcuse, and Arthur Danto. Allan’s 
colleagues were the artists Martha Rosler, Fred 
Lonidier, and Phel Steinmetz.

Teaching briefly in the Department of Cinema 
Studies at New York University, he participated 
in the New York art community in the late s 
when it still was centered in Soho and the recep-
tion of structuralism and semiotics was in full 
swing. While in New York, Allan met Sally Stein, 
a photographer and scholar of photography, who 
became his collaborator, wife, and most signifi-
cant interlocutor for four decades. From  to 

, he taught at Ohio State University, where 
he met film scholar Noël Burch, with whom he 
later would make the film “The Forgotten Space” 
( ). When Allan wore a Ronald Reagan mask 
on campus, the university administrators were 
not amused, and in  he moved to Los Angeles 
and joined the faculty of the California Institute 
of the Arts in Valencia, where his colleagues 
included John Baldessari, Michael Asher, Hartmut 
Bitomsky, Lorraine Wild, James Benning, Thom 
Andersen, Thomas Lawson, and Catherine Lord.

The time during the early s that Allan 
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and Sally spent at the Nova Scotia College of Art 
and Design in Halifax, alongside Hans Haacke and 
many of the liveliest and most politically engaged 
artists and scholars of the period, culminated 
in Allan’s  book, “Photography against 
the Grain: Essays and Photo Works – ”, 
published in the influential Source Materials of 
the Contemporary Arts series edited by Benjamin 
H. D. Buchloh. Elegantly dissecting the pretense 
of the photograph as an objective record and 
notions of artistic signature and liberal humanist 
reveries of universal communication, the essays 
in the book, especially the  “The Traffic in 
Photographs”, transformed understandings of 
documentary, as his best-known text “The Body 
and the Archive” ( ) would later spur research 
into photographic documentation of deviance as 
an instrument of state power and control.

Allan’s lifelong commitment to Marxist politi-
cal economy (in matters of strategy he leaned 
more toward anarchism) was evident in his theo-
retical argumentation that related photography to 
the commodity form and in his photo works that 
focused upon him and his family, now living in 
San Diego, where his father worked as an engi-
neer at a ship plant. The five photo works in the 
book, the best known of which are “Aerospace 
Folktales” and “This Ain’t China: A Photonovel”, 
studied labor and the fabric of everyday life in 
Southern California.

They were laboratories in which to explore 
relations between texts and images and Allan’s 
conception of photographic meaning as con-
text dependent and heavily inflected by verbal 
language. Refusing to understand photography 
as thoroughly severed from the world, Allan 
sought to remake realism, and the interplay of 
photographs, captions, narratives, quotations, 

and found graphics in these projects expanded 
the connections of any single image to the world, 
frequently by introducing references to other 
photographs and artworks.

Central to these photo works was the inves-
tigation of sequentiality and temporality. Many 
were exhibited in gallery spaces through the use 
of dual slide projectors, a strategy that suggests 
cinema as a connecting thread throughout Allan’s 
work, the medium that perhaps most inspired 
his own response to Walter Benjamin’s dictum 
to introduce the montage principle into his-
tory. Wary of what he memorably phrased “the 
dictatorship of the projector”, Allan made films 
whose narrative progression and logic disrupted 
expectations and carved out a distinctive space 
between the genres of documentary and the essay 
film. “Tsukiji”, a  study of the Tokyo Fish 
Market, would prefigure two other explorations 
in moving images of global maritime space, “The 
Lottery of the Sea” ( ) and “The Forgotten 
Space” ( ).

Some of Allan’s most memorable images 
appeared in his epic  “Fish Story”, whose title 
underscores the wry humor and self-deprecating 
manner that permeated his work. The cargo 
container, a linchpin of the global economy that 
he was among the first to document in photogra-
phy and film, was perhaps his greatest trouvaille 
as an artist. Simultaneously real in its movements, 
yet abstract in its geometric form and solid colors, 
it provided a perfect means with which to make 
global capital visible. Frank Gehry’s architecture, 
in which Allan discerned the apotheosis of a 
tendency toward spectacle and deflecting an hon-
est engagement with social, political, and urban 
conditions, furnished another key subject matter 
for him; one that he and fellow Los Angeles art-



ALLAN SEKULA
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS  ARTWORKS  PUBLICATIONS  PRESS  

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

254 OBITUARIES254

ists would explore in the  “Facing the Music” 
exhibition that he curated in the Cal Arts Redcat 
Gallery located in Gehry’s Disney Concert Hall.

I first met Allan and Sally when I moved to 
Los Angeles in . Over the next  years their 
friendship inspired and delighted me. To view a 
film or an exhibition with them meant plunging 
into an impassioned discussion from which it was 
impossible not to learn. Sending Allan an email 
about the study by C.L.R. James on “Moby Dick” 
and receiving his impassioned recommendation 
of it was nearly as much fun as making him a 
gift of an obscure book about the seamans’ union 
photographed by a member of the Photo League. 
His intellectual curiosity and appetite for ideas, 
art, and politics were as limitless as his capac-
ity to enjoy life and converse with anyone about 
anything.

Attending the recent memorial event for Allan 
after his death from gastric-esophageal cancer, I 
was struck by the dozens of students, colleagues, 
and friends from around the world who spoke 
for four and a half hours about his kindness and 
the difference he made in their lives and their 
art.  He had become much more than California 
artist and was an active participant in cultural 
and political struggles that spanned the globe, 
especially admired in Europe, where a network 
of collaborators, curators, museums, gallerists, 
critics, film festivals, and foundations supported 
his work.

Visiting New York in September, I was moved 
to see “Fish Story” installed in an exhibition of 
recent acquisitions in the Museum of Modern Art. 
After years of criticizing the canons of the Depart-
ment of Photography of the Museum, Allan had 
finally arrived in the belly of the whale, Jonah in 
the inner sanctum of modernism. The receptivity 

of the Museum to a wider range of photography 
than at earlier moments in its history, some of 
which today includes investigations of labor and 
globalization, surely must have pleased Allan as 
much as the realization that his own life and work 
played a key role in bringing this change about.
EDWARD DIMENDBERG

 
Note
  The memorial can be viewed online at: http://new.

livestream.com/calartsofficial/AllanSekula.
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September, 2013 
by Christine Frisinghelli
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 Depuis les années 1970, le photographe, essayiste 
et théoricien américain Allan Sekula pointe son objectif 
sur les réalités économiques et sociales produites par le 
système capitaliste avancé. En conjuguant la production 
d’images et de récits, il réactive la forme documentaire, 
élaborant une méthode de connaissance du réel depuis 
un médium dont il s’est emparé comme d’une arme de 
résistance. À partir du milieu des années 1980, sa mise 
au jour des refoulés du consumérisme s’est tournée 
vers la mer, cet espace oublié d’une modernité focalisée 
sur les échanges dématérialisés ( The Forgotten Space, du 
titre de son dernier �lm réalisé en collaboration avec 
Noël Burch), qui est pourtant le pivot du système de 
production à échelle planétaire. Oublié aussi du spectacle 
médiatique et du sensationnel cinématographique (dont 
Sekula dévoile les sordides coulisses de tournages dans 
son livre «  Titanic’s Wake  », paru en 2003 aux éditions 
du Point du Jour), la mer est le théâtre le plus réaliste de 
l’exploitation illégale de la main-d’œuvre et de la mort 
banalisée. Sur les murs de La Criée à Rennes, à hauteur de 
genoux de sorte qu’il faille se pencher pour la lire, Sekula 
rapporte cette phrase glaçante d’un quartier-maître 
écossais  : «  Chaque année, il y a autant de morts en mer 
qu’à bord du Titanic, mais personne n’en parle  ».

Mémorial d’un monde occulté, «  The Docker’s 
Museum  » fait donc escale au centre d’art rennais. Y sont 
présentés des «  objets d’intérêt  » liés au monde marin que 
l’artiste collecte assidûment depuis plusieurs années via 
des sites de ventes en ligne, en regard des photographies 

d o n t  l a  p i è c e  m a j e u r e 
est une série de portraits 
de l ’équipage du Global 
Mar iner.  Ce  cargo,  sur 
lequel a embarqué Sekula 
pour un tour du monde, a 
été aménagé en 1998 pour 
recevoir dans sa cale une 
exposition mettant en garde 

les marins contre le système des pavillons de complaisance 
(qui permet aux armateurs de contourner la loi en 
achetant leur immatriculation à des nations pauvres). 
Dans une savante dialectique entre les objets cristallisant 
un imaginaire lointain et acquis en un clic, et, au mur, 
le témoignage objectif d’un monde lent et laborieux, 
naît la conscience d’une profonde méconnaissance de 
cette réalité. Ce temps étiré, nécessaire à la manœuvre 
des cargaisons, feint d’être décrit image par image dans 
le saisissant polyptyque issu de la série Sugar Gang , 
o�rant un précieux terrain d’observation (des gestes, des 
attitudes, des techniques), mais mettant déjà en doute 
la capacité de la photographie à rendre compte du réel. 

La démarche a aussi conscience de ses limites quand elle 
érige le portrait de ces travailleurs essentiels et inconnus, 
venus prendre le �ash sur le pont du bateau dans une 
pose mal à l’aise qui ne dit rien de qui ils sont, et laisse 
leur histoire dans le hors-champ. C’est cette modestie du 
médium –  compatible avec une grande qualité plastique  – 
qui rend paradoxalement cette photographie émouvante, 
s’évitant fermement toute forme de sentimentalisme ou 
de dramatisation. Car si le contexte est sombre et des 
plus alarmants pour cet anticapitaliste révolté qu’est 
Sekula, l’humeur de ce musée n’est en rien plaintive, 
allégée même par ce ballet d’objets parfois insolites ou 
par les cases de comics reportés sur le mur, à l’exemple de 
celle qui �gure l’improbable 
séance de psychanalyse 
d’un matelot. Il y a même 
d a n s  l a  f o r c e  d e s  b r a s 
employés à une tâche brutale et l’énergie des gestes 
répétitifs –  comme ceux des ouvriers du port de pêche 
japonais dans le �lm  Tsukijii (2001) dont on découvre les 
conditions rudimentaires  –, plus qu’un hommage rendu 
aux travailleurs derrière le rideau du prêt à consommer, 
la conviction que ces poings peuvent un jour se dresser. ❚

ALLA N SEKU LA , THE DO C KER’ S MU SEU M , jusqu’au 20  mai, La Criée, 

centre d’art contemporain, place Honoré Commeurec, 35000  Rennes,  

tél. 02  23  62  25  10, www.criee.org

Les travailleurs de la mer
PA R  J U L I E  P O R T I E R

Allan Sekula, From Sugar Gang (Santos) , 2010, série de 6,  
épreuve chromogène issue de « Ship of Fools » (1999/2010).  

© Allan Sekula. Courtesy Galerie Michel Rein, Paris.

CO MM I SSA IRE  :  Jürgen Bock
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du Point du Jour), la mer est le théâtre le plus réaliste de 
l’exploitation illégale de la main-d’œuvre et de la mort 
banalisée. Sur les murs de La Criée à Rennes, à hauteur de 
genoux de sorte qu’il faille se pencher pour la lire, Sekula 
rapporte cette phrase glaçante d’un quartier-maître 
écossais  : «  Chaque année, il y a autant de morts en mer 
qu’à bord du Titanic, mais personne n’en parle  ».

Mémorial d’un monde occulté, «  The Docker’s 
Museum  » fait donc escale au centre d’art rennais. Y sont 
présentés des «  objets d’intérêt  » liés au monde marin que 
l’artiste collecte assidûment depuis plusieurs années via 
des sites de ventes en ligne, en regard des photographies 

d o n t  l a  p i è c e  m a j e u r e 
est une série de portraits 
de l ’équipage du Global 
Mar iner.  Ce  cargo,  sur 
lequel a embarqué Sekula 
pour un tour du monde, a 
été aménagé en 1998 pour 
recevoir dans sa cale une 
exposition mettant en garde 

les marins contre le système des pavillons de complaisance 
(qui permet aux armateurs de contourner la loi en 
achetant leur immatriculation à des nations pauvres). 
Dans une savante dialectique entre les objets cristallisant 
un imaginaire lointain et acquis en un clic, et, au mur, 
le témoignage objectif d’un monde lent et laborieux, 
naît la conscience d’une profonde méconnaissance de 
cette réalité. Ce temps étiré, nécessaire à la manœuvre 
des cargaisons, feint d’être décrit image par image dans 
le saisissant polyptyque issu de la série Sugar Gang , 
o�rant un précieux terrain d’observation (des gestes, des 
attitudes, des techniques), mais mettant déjà en doute 
la capacité de la photographie à rendre compte du réel. 

La démarche a aussi conscience de ses limites quand elle 
érige le portrait de ces travailleurs essentiels et inconnus, 
venus prendre le �ash sur le pont du bateau dans une 
pose mal à l’aise qui ne dit rien de qui ils sont, et laisse 
leur histoire dans le hors-champ. C’est cette modestie du 
médium –  compatible avec une grande qualité plastique  – 
qui rend paradoxalement cette photographie émouvante, 
s’évitant fermement toute forme de sentimentalisme ou 
de dramatisation. Car si le contexte est sombre et des 
plus alarmants pour cet anticapitaliste révolté qu’est 
Sekula, l’humeur de ce musée n’est en rien plaintive, 
allégée même par ce ballet d’objets parfois insolites ou 
par les cases de comics reportés sur le mur, à l’exemple de 
celle qui �gure l’improbable 
séance de psychanalyse 
d’un matelot. Il y a même 
d a n s  l a  f o r c e  d e s  b r a s 
employés à une tâche brutale et l’énergie des gestes 
répétitifs –  comme ceux des ouvriers du port de pêche 
japonais dans le �lm  Tsukijii (2001) dont on découvre les 
conditions rudimentaires  –, plus qu’un hommage rendu 
aux travailleurs derrière le rideau du prêt à consommer, 
la conviction que ces poings peuvent un jour se dresser. ❚
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Allan Sekula, From Sugar Gang (Santos) , 2010, série de 6,  
épreuve chromogène issue de « Ship of Fools » (1999/2010).  
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Allan Sekula: filming the forgotten
resistance at sea
The photographer's new film, about global maritime trade, has

been hailed by Occupy activists. Its maker has spent a life

challenging new forms of capitalism

Sukhdev Sandhu
guardian.co.uk, Friday 20 April 2012 22.55 BST
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Still from The Forgotten Space. Photograph: Allan Sekula, Noël Burch

Water has always played a large part in the photographer Allan Sekula's life. As a
student in San Diego at the end of the 1960s, he used to wander downtown and gaze up
at the flophouse hotels through whose windows he could see money being exchanged
between prostitutes and sailors. "It was Edward Hopper on military steroids," he
recalls. "That was the time of Vietnam, and there were even mutinies on some ships –
especially among African-American sailors who were protesting against racism in the
navy. Young guys my age from the west coast were being dehumanised and turned into
a few good men.

"They'd come to the fence of the Marine Corps Recruiting Depot
and say: 'If I can get over this fence will you meet me at the
laundromat down the street in an hour with a car?' We managed
to get some of them out. But often the shore patrol and navy
police would come and pull them away. They'd be taken to brigs,
assigned to a motivation platoon, and beaten up. The depot was
next to an international airport on the waterfront, and some of
the recruits were so desperate to escape they'd tried to get away
by running across the runways, where they'd be hit by planes and
be killed. This never appeared on the news."

Sekula, who had grown up in the Los Angeles harbour town of
San Pedro, was learning that the maritime world, far from being
a realm of pleasure cruises and play, was riven by struggle and
class conflict. Since then much of his extraordinary body of
experimental work has been devoted to chronicling the social,
economic and political dynamics of life on the oceans. His latest

exercise in hydropoetics, a cine-essay entitled The Forgotten Space that he co-directed
with Noël Burch, uses the statistic that 90% of cargoes today are carried by ship as its

Damsels in Distress
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cue to develop a wide-ranging thesis about containerisation, globalisation and invisible
labour.

Seas are fascinating, Sekula argues, because of the counter-orthodoxies and refutations
they offer to modern political thought. "In Alain Tanner's Les Hommes Du Port, a
documentary about dockworkers in Genoa, he says: 'The time of the sea runs counter
to the lie.' He doesn't say what the lie is. But you know: it's everything about
neoliberalism. The sea is all about slow time – things move slowly, there's a lot of
waiting – and as such it contradicts all the mythologies of instantaneity perpetuated by
electronic media."

Sekula believes that seafaring work, like many other forms of manual labour, is
ignored by many journalists whose own class status predisposes them towards fixating
on white-collar and mental labour. But, as The Forgotten Space shows to haunting
effect, this invisibility is also structural: containerisation has depeopled the bustling
port cultures of previous eras and left in their wake automated landscapes.

Sekula, who was born in 1951 and whose grandfather migrated to the US from Poland,
thinks that America has a particular amnesia regarding its relation to the sea. "We've
always focused on the frontier hypothesis of US history. In spite of the takeover of the
Panama Canal and the annexing of Hawaii, the sequential opening of western space has
mainly been seen as a matter of terrestrial dominion. Today the function of the US
navy is to protect the sea lanes of the world – that's free trade. And it's America's
technical and legal innovations that have made the globalisation of sea trade possible."

This kind of systematic analysis, allied with deep, almost ethnographic research, is also
present in Sekula's influential book Fish Story (1995), which he describes as "a sort of
experimental essay in words and pictures that sometimes reads like fiction, sometimes
like an essay, sometimes journalism, sometimes prose-poetry". Its photo-text form
recalls earlier investigations of immiserated labour such as George Orwell's The Road

to Wigan Pier (1937) and James Agee and Walker Evans's Let Us Now Praise Famous

Men (1941), both of which Sekula admires.

I'm more sympathetic to traditions of critical realism than a lot of people in the art
world," he admits. "They treat journalism as a bad object and always think that when
they intervene it's without the naivety of the journalist. That doesn't seem fair to what
the best journalism and non-fiction has been."

Sekula's search for what the film historian Edward Dimendberg has called an "honest
materiality" is informed by his own upbringing in San Pedro (a working-class town).
His first major work, Aerospace Folktales (1973), featured interviews with his father, a
chemical engineer at Lockheed, who had lost his job. "Being working class gives you a
bitter sense that all the promissory notes of the American Dream are rarely cashed in.
You see failure and blockages all around you."

At San Diego, he took classes with the Frankfurt School philosopher Herbert Marcuse
and conceptual artist John Baldessari, and studied alongside Martha Rosler, who
would later come to prominence for her interest in questions of geopolitical
infrastructures and social exclusion. He also read essays on photography by John
Berger and Roland Barthes, and as a result began to theorise his future work. "I wanted
to explore the discursive split between art and documentary, the myth of Alfred
Stieglitz against the myth of Lewis Hine." (Stieglitz was a revered figure in the
development of art photography. Hine, by contrast, used his camera as a tool in the
service of social reform.)

Sekula was sceptical of the romanticism and love of metaphors he discerned in the
work of Stieglitz. "I saw the path of symbolism as one that led to hermeticism or a
retreat from the social," he recalls. "I was trying to defend a critical social realism." His
success at doing this, both in his often-cited study Photography against the Grain:

Essays and Photoworks 1973–83 (1984) and recent films such as The Lottery of the

Sea (2006), has won him many admirers. Among them is the American maritime
historian Marcus Rediker, co-author with Peter Linebaugh of The Many-Headed

"
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Hydra (2000): "The old national stories just aren't making much sense to people any
more. Once you start thinking transnationally, you're led to the sea: the ship is the first
great instrument of globalisation. Allan's idea that you can observe the compression of
time and space in the modern world from the decks of a containerised cargo vessel is
brilliant."

It's certainly an idea that has considerable potency in the present climate, when
growing numbers of people all around the world are questioning the capitalist
orthodoxies they've been fed by economists and politicians. In Barcelona last year, a
gallery that screened The Forgotten Space was visited by many of the indignados who
were protesting nearby. In Oakland, Occupy activists planned to show a pirated version
of the film on a temporary screen they installed after blocking some of the streets in
the port area.

This kind of resistance reminds Sekula that his collaborator Noël Burch had "hoped the
film could 'be completed by other means – and of necessity it would have to be
completed by different means'. He meant by self-organised political means on the part
of the people. The sea has often been thought of as recuperative; that more and more
dockers and working people are insisting on not being moved on or not being swept
away by the forces of efficiency and rationalisation gives me grounds for optimism."
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