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RAY K. METZKER

Retrospettiva
Ray K. Metzker is recognized as one of the great masters of American photography, a virtuoso who has pursued his chosen medium passionately for fifty years. Even early in his career, Metzker's work was marked by the notion of polarity: black and white. Positive and negative, hope and despair, intimacy and abstraction, masculine and feminine, isolation and synergy, single and multiple. He weaves in and out of these oppositions, often tricking the viewer into believing a picture is about one thing, only later to discover it is about its opposite.

Metzker came out of the Bauhaus tradition, which emphasized formal invention and experimentation. Never satisfied just to place an interesting subject in the middle of the frame, Metzker reinvented the frame to fit his visual and intellectual needs. Through cropping, multiple-exposure, superposition of negatives, juxtaposition of two images and other formal inventions, he challenged the traditional vocabulary of  photography.  Preoccupied with the urban scene for the majority of his career, he has relentlessly sought to capture and reveal the nuances, rhythms, textures and ironies of our urban existence. For Metzker, the street has been like an empty sheet of music asking to be composed. Pedestrians become notes, placed among the white lines of the pavement. Repeating shapes are like instruments, and at their most complex, Metzker’s prints can seem like string concertos or jazz melodies.

As Metzker grew as an artist, his work evolved to become more about feelings than design. By bisecting a streetscape with an intense ribbon of sunlight or a dense wall of shadow, he is able to evoke a feeling of hope or an aura of menace. It is this remarkable balance between technical virtuosity and humane considerations that has continued to make his work compelling over five decades.

From his earliest photographs in Chicago’s Loop, through the manifold experiments of his Double and Triple Frames, Couplets and Composites, to the latest images made on the streets of Philadelphia, the signature quality of Metzker’s work is an elegance of design built upon a foundation of deep feelings about man, society and nature. 

This retrospective organized in close collaboration with the Musée de l'Elysée reveals the full extent of Metzker’s body of work  and his enthusiasm for photography, which he continues to explore full force. 
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