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In this exhibition a hundred or so photographs, including many never exhibited before, present the rigorous, unusual work of one of the best-known and most celebrated photographers of the ’80s and ‘90s.

In the late ’70s Herb Ritts started photographing friends such as young actor Richard Gere, just starting out in film. Just after this his photograph entitled Richard Gere, San Bernardino (1978) was published in Vogue, Esquire and Mademoiselle. Since then Herb Ritts has succeeded in proposing a new way of taking portrait photos, in a game of representation packed with intensity and new formal technical solutions. His portraits of Madonna, Elizabeth Taylor, Clint Eastwood and Nelson Mandela made a profound contribution to the legend of the person portrayed and the photographer himself. With a respectful nod to key portrait photographers of the past (Man Ray and August Sander) and to the pioneers of the “New Vision” (Alexander Rodchenko and Martin Munkacsi), from whom he inherits his particular focus on the perfection of “gesture”, demonstrating an awareness of the work of the great fashion photographers (from Bruce Weber to Helmut Newton), Herb Ritts’s style emerges most forcefully in his more personal work. Key figures on the world scene, often immortalised in unusual poses, his subjects create a sensation of intimacy, a combination of innocence, power and vulnerability. In some cases, their identity is hidden behind a detail, an object or body part that represents them: William S. Burroughs’ glasses (Kansas City, 1990), the indecently open mouth of Sandra Bernhard (Hollywood, 1987) on the cover of his book Notorius (1992). Having acknowledged the need to present his photographs independently of the context in which they were taken, Ritts published several volumes pursuing different and heterogeneous paths: Pictures (1988), Notorius (1992), Work (1996), the catalogue of his first retrospective exhibition at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. Published in 1991, Duo is a collection of allegorical images of Bob Paris and Rod Jackson, a homosexual couple of body-builders, which highlights central element of Ritts’ work: the cult of the nude male body, body as pure form.

In Africa (1994), Herb Ritts moved away from his traditional subjects to create images full of grace and sweetness in which animals, trees and Masai warriors appear in large open spaces, in a scenario which, though distant, appears somehow familiar to the photographer. The different and the fantastic, elements which appear often in Ritts’ work, also arise out of the need to unmask reality beyond the visible, to suggest what we cannot see in the image of the patched eye of Juliet Man Ray (1985), a propensity for the invisible which underlies the work of her nocturnal and visionary husband. And while the incredible Mask (1989) is a vision of the unconscious, as were the masks of Jacques-André Boiffard, who in the ’30s prepared heads concealed by nylon pantyhose or rubber, the octopus in Djimon (1989) represents the repressed, the amorphous, the dirty, establishing a direct link with the fear of darkness, Hades and the passage into obscurity impersonated by the black youth in the style of Robert Mapplethorpe. The hieratic profile of Darati (1933) eroticises this fear and glorifies the epic escape in Africa of the Masai, covered with an aura of nobility. Built on a recurrent number of fears and fantasies, personal and collective obsessions, which belong to the artist and make his work consistent, Herb Ritts’ work has an ever-present masked fascination inherited from Surrealism. Herb Ritts’ images seem to come from and call up an obscure torment that creates a sensation of exile: from ourselves, from our sexual identity, from the places we think we belong to.

Herb Ritts is born in Los Angeles, California, in 1952

He lives and works in Los Angeles
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