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In a global exclusive,Wallpaper* previews
a remarkable new series of images of North
Korea by the world's most collectable living
photographer, Andreas Gursky. One of
few in his field to be accorded access to the
world s last Stalinist state, Gursky describes
how he recorded its Arirang Festival in
Pyongyang - where thousands of gymnasts
and card holders create an unfathomably
choreographed and controlled riot of colour
and pattern, rarely seen by \Yestern eyes
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ndreas Gursky must
have been attracted to the spectacle of the
Arirang Festival, North Korea's mass rallies of
gymnasts and card-turning soldiers, as a moth
to a flame. The world's most collectable living
photographer has a penchant for capturing
the individual as detail, miniatures that create
the structure, whether they be the audience at
a Madonna concert or the worker bees at the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange, seen from high
above. And there can be few places where the
individual gets more thoroughly subsumed
into the mass than at the May Day stadium
in Pyongyang, where some 70,000 precisely
choreographed performers entertain 50,000
ideologically rapturous spectators.

Gursky's North Korea photographs will be
shown as part of a major retrospective of his
work at the Haus der Kunst in Munich from
February, before travelling on to Istanbul,
Sharjah, Moscow, Melbourne and Vancouver.
He also has a show at the new White Cube
Gallery in London in March that is likely to
show other new works taken at the Arirang.

Gursky spent 18 months trying to get
permission to photograph in the world's last
Stalinist state. 'I had been told that the
festival took place every three years, but
when we got to North Korea, we realised
it sometimes takes place twice a year and
lasts for two or three months. The North
Koreans didn't really know who I was,
but I brought catalogues from some of my
exhibitions and the artistic director of the
show became really interested.'

As with all foreign visitors, Gursky was
attended to at all times while in North Korea
by two 'guides'. 'I think when they saw we
were just dedicated to getting our work done,
they left us alone for more and more time.
We were working from among the crowd of
spectators, often soldiers, but none of them
spoke English and they seemed very shy,
so we didn't get to speak to any local people.'

Gursky shoots on a sin x 7in large-format
camera, before scanning his negatives to
work on them digitally, and he found the
rapidly changing gymnastic displays and
flip-cards hard to capture smoothly, especially
as the stadium was not well lit. So while he
originally had permission to shoot for just one
evening, he ended up attending seven shows
in September 2005 and making a second

visit to the country a month later to get more
of the shots he needed. 'We were always
working on the very edge of failure,' he says.
'Eventually, they put us up high in the middle
of the stadium next to a 5m by 3m portrait of
Kim Il-sung; it was the perfect elevation for
what I wanted to achieve. The extra distance
allowed the camera to manage the movement
of the performers.'

Art theorists love Gursky's work because
he gives them so much to get their teeth into
in debates about the representation of reality.
In his shots of a discount store, 99 Cent II
Diptychon (2001), which sold for $2.4 million
at auction last year, he photographed the
shelves of goods separately, and then put
them back together with digital manipulation
in post-production. 'The view I created in
99 Cent does exist in reality, but you'd have to
destroy the wall of the store to photograph it.'

Gursky swears he committed relatively
little manipulation of his North Korea
photographs in his Herzog & De Meuron-
designed Dusseldorf studio. 'The photograph
in which there are girls doing gymnastics in
the foreground, but no image being created
by the cards in the stands (Pyongyang III), is,
in reality, two photographs brought together.
You would only see the card holders when
they were waiting for whatever was about
to take place on the pitch. Otherwise, I only
made some formal corrections in terms of
composition in the other images, and the
events as they took place are very similar to
what you see in the photographs.

'If you look at that image of the gymnasts,
which is 4m long in the exhibition, at first
it looks like a piece of computer art, because
of the repetition of the figures, but once you
study it closely, you see that there is real
human interaction. They are supposed to do
exactly the same movements, but because
they are people it will never be exact, it will
never be computer art.'

While revelling in the Arirang Festival
at an aesthetic level, Gursky admits to
some unease about the message regarding
the status of the individual that such mass
political choreography carries, but he is
cautious about being too judgmental. 'In a
way, for sure, it is worrying, but we can't
study these phenomena with our own values.
The young people taking part looked very
happy, and it was being done not to honour
Kim Jong-il, but to honour his dead father
Kim Il-sung, who is a kind of substitute for
God in North Korea.' The Arirang Festival
is the Easter and Christmas of Juche Idea,
the regime's less-than-captivating blend of
Neo-Confucianism, Stalinism and Maoism.
And in Andreas Gursky, the North Korean
state religion has found its Michelangelo, it
Andreas Gursky exhibition, Haus der Kunst,
Prinzregentenstrasse i, Munich, from
17 February to 13 May, tel: 49.89 21127 H3,
iniw.hausderfcun5t.de
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