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With the expansion of the concept of art in the 1960s, photography was able to free 
itself from the stigma of a merely technically produced, purely illustrative artform. 
Supported by the ideas of Conceptual Art, a form of artistic photography developed, 
which analyzes and reflects on the medium and its strategies of presenting and see-
ing with its own means. As a result, the focus is no longer on the depiction of the ob-
ject and the meaning ascribed to it on the basis of its specific context, but rather on 
the conditions and processes that construct and control this meaning. 
 
In recent years, Annette Kelm has set new accents in the field of conceptual photog-
raphy. The exclusively photographic work, in which staged photographs stand along-
side documentary pieces, quotes the classic genres of the medium: portraits and still 
life motifs, as well as landscape and architectural photography. The motifs refer to 
themes from the fields of design and mass production, nature and technology, as 
well as cultural-historical and socio-economic developments. The objects and protag-
onists in Annette Kelm’s works can generally be identified quite easily. A clear narra-
tive, however, cannot be derived from this. Isolated from their original contexts and 
transferred into new constellations, they set an open association process in motion, 
in which artistic, historical, and socio-cultural references are inscribed. With her 
works, Annette Kelm traces these sign systems, i.e. the relationship between objects, 
their contexts of meaning and function, and their representation.1  
 
Since the late 1990s, an extensive oeuvre has been created, in which recurring mo-
tifs can be discovered, such as plants and transient natural materials in connection 
with industrial mass products and designer pieces. The photos of staged objects can 
be read as a modern interpretation of traditional vanitas images.2 For “Still Life with 
Spring” (2018), the artist arranged a vase with peonies, a mysterious object made of 
wood and steel, and a spring on a folding stool. What at first seems to have been as-
sembled by chance reveals itself upon closer inspection to be a stringently composed 
setting. The rose-colored flowers on a bright blue ground counteract the cool steel 
rods. The blue wall panels of colored cardboard, which seem to have strangely fallen 
into an oblique position, correspond with the decor of the vase. The interplay of hori-
zontal, vertical, and diagonal lines is carefully balanced. The camera frame is deliber-
ately chosen: From a slightly elevated perspective, the motif shifts somewhat off the 
central axis; the upper and lower edges of the image are trimmed, which further ob-
scures the spatial situation. The refusal of a clear narrative is also reflected in the ti-
tle: The »spring« refers both to the metal spring and the opulent peonies, which are 
usually in full bloom in late spring. 

                                                
1 See: http://www.andrewkreps.com/exhibitions/annette-kelm3/press-release (last accessed on Janu-

ary 30, 2019). 
2 See: ibid. 



  

“Pizza Pizza Pizza” (2016) combines a disposable industrial product with a piece of 
nature: A pizza box and the bark of a tree are staged sculpturally. The four-part ar-
rangement of the work refers to a serial format that Annette Kelm has repeatedly 
taken up, for example in her portrait series. The choreography of the scene is re-
peated in other works with small variations. For “Found Object (Balance)” from 
2016, for example, she arranged the wooden model of a scale in five different posi-
tions. The sequence of photographs in the manner of a film still touches on notions of 
movement and time. By choosing four identical motifs for “Pizza Pizza Pizza”, An-
nette Kelm not only puts her own serial strategy up for discussion, she also under-
mines viewers’ expectations and invites them to reflect on their own viewing habits.  
 
“American Portrait” (2007), “Judith, old Masters” (2014), and the two-part work 
“Light Double” (2018) are representative of the group of portraits which, for the most 
part, depict Annette Kelm’s friends and artist colleagues. Here, she quotes the clas-
sic situation of a professional studio photograph. The models pose in front of a so-
called infinity cove – a roll of fabric or paper that, provisionally mounted, marks the 
background. Judith takes her position in front of a roll of fabric printed with stylized, 
famous portraits and still life motifs from art history. The work contains various levels 
of meaning which refer to the person portrayed, the history of the portrait, the person-
ality of the artist, and the act of portrayal.3 Annette Kelm’s interest in patterned and 
printed fabrics, which is repeatedly expressed in series such as “Big Prints” (2007) 
and “Untitled” (2013), is also reflected in “Light Double”. The models of the two pho-
tos pose in an identical manner, wearing identical clothing, on a step ladder in front of 
a partition covered with blue-and-white striped fabric. Two targets from archery and 
darts complete the scenery and at the same time take up the motif of doubling. The 
step ladders and targets belong to the group of recurring props in Kelm’s works and 
are to be understood as allusions to the artist’s studio and professional studio pho-
tography.4 There, with the help of a light double, different settings and scenarios are 
rehearsed before the actual actor is finally photographed. But who is the double 
here? Or are we perhaps dealing with a doppelganger? 
 
Among the documentary works in Annette Kelm’s oeuvre is a photograph of the cir-
culation tunnel UT2, which is used by the Technical University of Berlin as a ship 
testing station.5 “Versuchsanstalt für Wasserbau und Schiffbau, Berlin” (Re-
search Institute for Hydraulic Engineering and Shipbuilding, Berlin, 2018) depicts the 
building, which oscillates between architecture, industrial construction, machinery, 
and scientific equipment, from an unusual perspective. The view of the back of the 
building is obstructed by a row of trees that form a contrast to the architecture. The 
existing natural depth graduation of the trees is reminiscent of the spatial principle of 
the diorama.6 
In 2017, at the invitation of the Ludwig Foundation, Annette Kelm photographed in 
the former residence of the founding couple. “Ludwig-Stiftung Aachen, Basement” 
(2018) captures a situation the artist found in the basement of the house, where, in 
addition to numerous arbitrarily stacked artworks and everyday objects, portrait busts 

                                                
3 See: Christina Végh, »Die Probe und das Proben arrangieren: Annette Kelm und ihre Übungsräume 

für eine ›dichte Beschreibung‹« in: Annette Kelm. Leaves, exhib. cat. Kestner Gesellschaft, Hanover, 
ed. Christina Végh (Cologne 2017), p. 19. 

4 See: http://www.koeniggalerie.com/exhibitions/15404/light-double/ (last accessed on January 30, 
2019). 

5 See: https://www.wuestenrot-stiftung.de/umlauftank-2-ludwig-leo-berlin/ (last accessed on January 
30, 2019). 

6 See: http://www.giomarconi.com/exhibitions/101/Springs/ (last accessed on January 30, 2019). 



  

of the former residents were also stored. The bizarre situation seems like an involun-
tary parody of the artful ambience of the patrons’ villa, and at the same time refers to 
a cultural-political scandal that ignited in 1986 over the portraits made by Arno Bre-
ker. 
 
In the series “Vitrine zur Geschichte der Frauenbewegung in der Bundesrepub-
lik Deutschland” (Display Case on the History of the Women’s Movement in the 
Federal Republic of Germany) from 2013, Annette Kelm deals with the question of 
how concepts of reality and history are modelled and transported through images. 
During her research in various German museums, she found largely identical settings 
on the theme, which reduce the historical development of the women’s movement to 
a few striking objects, such as pink overalls: “My photographs point out the con-
structed nature of such presentations, which reveal much about how history gets writ-
ten.”7 
 
 
                           Sabine Gruber 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
7 Quoted in: Frieze, no.121, Nov./Dec. 2017, p.119. 


