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Alec Soth: Cleansing the Visual Palate

Alec Soth's new book, "I know how furiously your heart is beating", sees the photographer return to his
photographic roots and seek out intimacy with his subjects above all else

Alec Soth
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Alec Soth Renata. Bucharest. Romania. 2018. Romanias project, Courtesy Eidos License |
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A few years ago, Alec Soth started meditating. As well as an increased
sense of wellbeing and calm, his meditation had another benefit. “I had
an experience where I saw the connectedness of things.” he says. The

sun on the grass, the grass in the earth, the earth faiiing into the water,
it all bcgin to join up, and wich that joining up came a new way of

secing and being,

The (cxpcricncc’, came after Soth had compictcdSongboo/( and
Gachered Leaves , photobooks ofiarge-scaie projects where Soch’s
imagcs ficted into grand photographic narratives, where che small

pleasures of the connectedness ofthings were sacrificed to the epic

SWCCPS 0fti1€ CSSCHtiai narrative. That Way ofworking was about to
come to an cnd.

SOtil StOPPCd travciiing, he StOPPCd photographing pCOPiﬁ. Instead h€

stayed at home, happy to experience the pleasure ofbcing with people
without the camera there to create a barrier.

“Partly it's my fault because I created those expectations because of the
kind of work I made. Its like if you're a writer and you've written a big

novel, maybc you should just relax and write a few short stories or
poems and not take yourscifso scriousiy all the time.”
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Alec Soth Yuko. Berlin, Germany. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum Photos

"

Soth has made images where the pcoplc he photographs blend
into interiors, where cyes glance, hands reach, where there’s
intimacy
- Colin Pantall
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Alec Soth Leon. Berlin, Germany. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum Photos

I Know How Furiously Your Heart is Beating s result of that new way
ofseeing, that relaxation. It’s a return to photographing people, but
without the grand narratives of Slecping by the Mississippi or Niagara.
Instead of some overarching thread, Soth has made images where the
people he photographs blend into interiors, where eyes glance, hands
reach, where there’s intimacy, awkwardness and a quict presence that is

not overwhelmed by the photograph becoming a monument.

“The root of all this was a very positive feeling,” says Soth. “I fele
refreshed and rejuvenated. I wanted to bring that into my photography.
I didn’t want to complicate my photography with big narratives and
complexity. [ wanted to keep it simple and have portraiture

experiences.

“A lot of this work is a return to my roots as a photographer. [tisa
cleansing of the palate, a cleaning of the system and getting back to this
fundamental experience ofheing with another person, looking at them,

wondering what's going on inside them.”
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Alec Soth Galina. Odessa. Ukraine. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum Photos

"I'm responding to that book that's on the shelf behind them, or
the light that’s coming through the window"

- Alec Soth
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Alec Soth Susanne's view. London. GB. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum License
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In that sense, that return to the roots ofphotography is like a regaining
of visual innocence. It’s the question of how can you photograph
without the imperatives of the gallcry, the photobook or the editorial
intruding. It's the question of how can you photograph with an

innocent eye, cspccial]y when your eye is manifestly not innocent.
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how to photograph people so | started these exercises with a 4x5
camera to photograph people. [ told myself at the time that this is nota
projcct, this is not going to be a show. It was just practicc of
encountering pcop]c and it’s funny because looking at those pictures
now, there is a lightncss about them because thcyl‘c not burdened with

the agcnda ofa project.”

In the same way, the portraits in [ Know How Furiously Your Heart is
Bcan'ng have a lightncss about them. The first picturc is of the dancer,
Anna Halprin. She appears scated on a carved wooden bench. The
light pours in through one window, foliagc from the ovcrhanging
branches of a tree blurring the scene. It’s shot through awindow, the
inside merges with the outside, and Halprin merges with both. She is in

and of the place.

This was one of Soth’s carly pictures, one where he found his “sweet
spot; a spot where he is not determining how the person photographcd
is scen, but rather they reveal themselves through their connectedness

to thC VVOl‘ld around thcm.

ARTS & CULTURE
Alec Soth’s Lost in
Translation
Alec Soth
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Alec Soth Anna. Kentfield, CA. USA. 2017. © Alec Soth | Magnum Photos

"How can you photograph without the imperatives of the gallery,
the photobook or the editorial intruding?”

- Colin Pantall
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Alec Soth Birds of America. Minneapolis. USA. 2018. © Alec Soth | License |

Magnum Photos

f v

All the pictures were made inside, with Soth rcsponding to the
different elements in the room that help make the person who they are.
“It’s not in a studio. I'm responding to that book that’s on the shelf
behind them, or the light thats coming through the window. Every
picture is made through aroom. But sometimes they are made through
windows and there’s a bit of a release. I'm such a sucker for windows in
photography (Szarkowski’s Mirrors and Windows and all that) because

thCy)I'C SUCh a ViSllal mctaphor fOI‘ photography. ThC cameraisa bOX
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“The fascinating thing about reflections is that a window is a mirror.
And that’s the same with a camera. You are looking out at the world,
but at the same time you get glimpses ofyourself That's the space [ like
to work in, between outside and inside, where I'm looking at other

people but it’s also about myself”

N

Alec Soth Nick. Los Angeles, CA, USA. 2017. © Alec Soth | Magnum License |
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"You are looking out at the world, but at the same time you get
glimpses ofyourself. That’s the space [ like to work in, between
outside and inside, where I'm looking at other people butit’s also
about myself”

- Alec Soth
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Alec Soth Vince. NYC. USA. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum Photos

In that sense, the book is about who we are when we photograph
somebody, who the person photographed is, and how they reveal,
conceal or perform themselves in front of the camera. Itis about a
metaphorical removal of the photographer’s self to allow the person

phOtOgl"dPl’lCd to enter thC picturc.

That removal of selfis also pcrhaps an attempt by Soth to bridgc that

sensce ofdctachmcnt ]]C {:CCIS. “I h;lVC an cxaggcratcd sensce O{:
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That gap is also apparent in The Gray Room, the Wallace Stevens

poem from which the book gets its title. Ic gocs like chis:

A/rbougb you sitin a room that is gray,

Excepre for the silver

Of the straw- paper,

And pic/<

At your pa]c white gown;

()I‘]I[f onc O[[I]fgl‘é‘@]] bCzl(IlS

O[)/o ur necklace,

To let it fall;

OngIZC atyourgreen fan

Printed with the red branches of a red willow;

Or, with one H’ngc*r,

Move the leatin the bowl-

The leaf that has fallen from the branches of the fbmyt/u’;z

Beside you...

Whac is all chis?

I know how furiousl! ly your heart is bea n’ng.


https://www.magnumphotos.com/

= MENU Q SEARCH

Alec Soth Leopold. Warsaw. Poland. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum License |
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"It’s austere but there’s so much bcauty in there, things are
glittering, and there’s beauty and wondering at what’s happening
in this other person. It's about making do with the amount of
connection or disconnection at any given time."

- Alec Soth
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Alec Soth Sonya and Dombrovsky. Odessa. Ukraine. 2018. © Alec Soth | License |
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“It’s austere but there’s so much beauty in there” says Soth, “things are glittcring, and there’s beauty and Wondcring at
what's happcning in this other person. Ics about making do with the amount of connection or disconnection at any

given time.”

“One thing [ was thinking about rcccntly was that when [ photograph pcoplc I'm at a distance. When I reach out |

VVOUld not tOUCh thClTl SO l’m ata not—touching dl.St‘clI“lCC.”

Because there is distance, it allows the photographs to breathe, it makes the people photographed become part of the
places they inhabit. And because they have produced those places, it's their home or their studio, they bleed into it and
Soth becomes part of it. In the image of the dancer on the chair, his eyes go one way, his body is tense, but then you see

his feet on the floorboards, one pointing at Soth, and that’s the connection.
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Alec Soth Kai. New Orleans, LA, USA. 2018. © Alec Soth | Magnum License |
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I Know How Furious/)/ Your Heart is Bcatjngis areturn to the fundamentals ofphotography, to the plcasurcs of
photography. It's an attempt to touch on how eyes, face, body and space reveal a pcrson’s presence and give an image

SOUL an attcmpt that is fI‘CCd from thC burdcn ofhaving to bC part ofsome monumental PI‘OjCCt or bOOl{.

In one sense its a success, a meditation on the intricacies ofportraiture, on the lictle things that make us who we are. In

another sense it’s a failure because now it is a book and it will become something else. Alice Munro, the great Canadian
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Alec Soch’s ncwmonograpb, [ Know How Furiously Your Heart is Beating, ispub/isbcd byMaC/( Books.
The work will be on show through March, in Minneapolis, New York, San Francisco, and Berlin.

SPCCifica' imagcs made as part of the Romanias project, Courtcsy Eidos Foundation.
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