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BIOGRAPHY
For a more recent CV or bio please visit the artist's website,www.robbinsbecher.com
Andrea Robbins was born in 1963, Boston, MA. Max Becher was born in 1964, Düsseldorf, Germany. Both received their BFA at
Cooper Union in 1986. Andrea attended Hunter College School of Art in New York City, and Max received his MFA from Mason Gross
School of the Arts, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ. They are unique in that they are artists who are married, and have
collaborated for twenty years.
Andrea Robbins and Max Becher are artists who make photo-based conceptual work on the subject of the “transportation of place.” Max
teaches in the Digital Media Area of the School of Art and Art History at the University of Florida. Andrea teaches in the photography
department at the University of Florida with an emphasis on the conceptual meaning behind formal conventions. Andrea and Max have
taught at the Cooper Union and various other institutions. Their work is in the collections of The Guggenheim Museum, New York; The
Whitney Museum of Art, New York; The Jewish Museum, New York; The New School of Social Research, New York; The Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, California; The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, California; St. Louis Museum of Art, Ohio; The Museum of
Contemporary Photography in Chicago, Illinois; Center for Creative Photography, Arizona; Maison Européen de la Photographie (MEP),
Paris, France. Their work has been published and exhibited internationally. They are represented by Sonnabend Gallery in New York.
Robbins and Becher participated in Light Work’s Artist-in-Residence Program in 1995.
circa 1999
ESSAYS
The concentration camp at Dachau was the first of its kind and served as a prototype for subsequent ones. It was opened in 1933 and is
located near Munich. While Dachau is often referred to as a work camp, it was a death camp insofar as labor and starvation rations
were a form of extermination. In addition, the famous gas chamber disguised as a shower room was completed in 1942, and is currently
labeled as having not been in use for three years before liberation, even though, according to many sources, it was in fact used. In
1945 the camp was liberated by the US army, and later the Dachau war crimes trials were held there. Refugees and displaced persons
lived in the prisoner's barracks, some for as long as eighteen years until the memorial site at Dachau was consecrated. Often the very
techniques used to memorialize specific areas of the site hide or destroy the visible links to the past. For example, part of the creation of
the memorial involved the destruction of thirty barracks. Two barracks were subsequently reconstructed for exhibit. Also, the farmland
that was part of the camp at Dachau has, in recent years, been developed for low-income housing, and the former SS headquarters
complex is off limits to the public as it now serves as a police training school. - Andrea Robbins and Max Becher Andrea Robbins and
Max Becher work as a collaborative team. They live in New York City and participated in our Artist-in-Residence program in February
1995.Capitalizing on Communism The Cuban Cohiba is known as the world's best cigar. Unlike most other Cuban brands, it did not
exist before the revolution, but was ordered into production by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in the sixties. At first it was produced only
for Castro's private consumption and diplomatic gifts, by the late seventies the brand had become world famous and the government
began selling Cohibas internationally. Intended to symbolize the best of the Cuban revolution, Cohibas are of extremely high quality. Not
only the nature of Cuban soil and traditional techniques contribute: the socialist economy is centralized, and thus allows for one product
to be given absolute priority. Only a national selection of the best harvests, materials, cigar-rollers, and quality controllers can produce
this level of consistent quality. They are sold at very high prices that reflect such costs of production. Ironically, in the rest of the world
Cohibas are seen as symbols of wealth and status, not socialism, especially in the United States, where they are sold illegally due to
the embargo on Cuba at even higher prices. As a result, counterfeits from Cuba and elsewhere are proliferating. In 1978 the Delawarebased General Cigar Co. took advantage of this situation and registered a second (Dominican) Cohiba cigar in the U.S., with some
opposition from the Patent and Trademark Office, creating a kind of legal counterfeit. Cuba had little legal recourse, also due to the
embargo. In 1997 New York-based Global Direct Marketing (GDM) [started] selling a third (Dominican) Cohiba on the U.S. market, but
was quickly sued by General Cigar. Citing 'marketplace confusion,' General Cigar forced GDM to remove the cigar's name from the
label, but allowed the famous logo of the Taino Indian head (even though it is part of the Cuban Cohiba's graphic identity). In the
meantime, sensing an opportunity in this precedent, Cuban authorities are, in turn, suing General Cigar Co. for trademark violation,
trying to recapture their valuable brand name for the U.S. market in anticipation of the lifting of trade sanctions. Andrea Robbins and
Max Becher:1998Our interpretation of photography is heavily weighted towards what an image appears to be, what it is able to
communicate, and how it affects us. On the surface the photographs of Andrea Robbins and Max Becher present us with deceptively
straight-forward depictions of seemingly familiar places and events. However, in each case our assumptions are thrown askew when
the context underlying each image is revealed to be something quite different. Robbins/Becher are a married couple who work
collaboratively using photography as a means to document what they refer to as the transportation of place. In elaborating this idea the
artists wrote, "Notions of place have become intensely confused due to overlapping eras of slavery, colonialism, holocausts,
immigration, tourism, and mass-communications. We focus on particular examples of such confusions, always a place, event, or artifact
on display for the public." The artists have worked on series ranging from cultural non sequiturs such as architectural photographs of
American businesses and financial institutions which resemble New York City's Wall Street district that are found in Havana Cuba, the
New York City skyline recreated in Las Vegas, Nevada, Dutch villages in Michigan, and German villages in Washington state. Their
work has also included highly charged expositions of colonialism and genocide, as in their series about the concentration camp Dachau,
and in their series colonial remains, which documents the remnants of German colonialism in Africa. In each series the selection and
editing of images is well considered to regulate the degree of information which is revealed or concealed. With each series the artists
provide a brief statement describing the circumstances behind the subject. Individual photographs in each series contain only short
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descriptive titles, or remain untitled. The ambiguity and neutrality of the artists' photographs, paired with their statements which disclose
the subjects' background and history, set up a visual contradiction that forces us to reevaluate our assumptions and generalizations
about what we believe we are looking at. In the series Holland (1993) and Bavarian by Law (1996)-the latter featured in this exhibitionthe artists photographed the towns of Holland, Michigan and Leavenworth, Washington, two communities that set out to fashion a
European identity for themselves in order to attract tourists. In both series the artists offer similar photographs of homes and businesses
that have been transformed by their owners in order to give the appearance of what one would encounter in a Dutch or Bavarian
village. These transformed villages also serve as a backdrop for other photographs of cultural festivals where towns- people dress in
traditional costumes and perform for the benefit of visiting tourists-exploiting cultural stereotypes such as wooden shoes, tulips, and
windmills in Holland, and men in lederhosen with alpenhorns in Leavenworth. The text accompanying Holland tells of the town's
intention to promote the heritage of its original Dutch settlers; however, in the case of Leavenworth, there was no pre-existing cultural
connection to Germany; its theme was selected simply because of the surrounding landscape's resemblance to the Bavarian Alps. The
1991 series colonial remains might initially appear similar to Holland and Bavarian by Law-where photographs of European-style
buildings and streets are located in an incongruous setting. The statement that accompanies the series reveals the location where the
photographs were taken and the history of the unwanted presence of colonists in the country of Namibia, which was one of four
German colonies in Africa in the late 19th and early 20th century. Despite open resistance from the local populations, German colonists
exploited the resources of the land, and forced their own institutions on the local populations. Another series that marks the depth of one
culture's subjugation and genocide over another is the artists' 1994 series Dachau. In this series, photographs that show German
children on a class field trip visiting the concentration camp with its freshly painted walls and flower gardens and hedges covering the
original execution range and blood ditch offer one of the most shocking commentaries on the Holocaust simply because of their banal
neutrality. Regarding this series, and perhaps in reference to colonial remains, the artists wrote, "We were primarily interested in how
inadequately such a place transports the past into the present." This confusion and intermingling of place, culture, and history is the
common thread throughout the work of Robbins/Becher. This exhibition presents two recent series, Bavarian by Law and German
Indians, which offer two examples of cultural appropriation that exist for two very different reasons. The series German Indians
characterizes a long-standing German fascination with the American West, and in particular Native American culture, as seen in the
artists' photographs of Indian fan clubs at an annual gathering in Radebeul Germany. In their statement the artists cite a number of
explanations for this phenomenon which has existed in Germany for almost one hundred years. One of the primary influences for this
interest in Native American culture was the 19th century German writer Karl May, who wrote several books about the American West,
casting Native Americans as heroes and whites as corrupt invaders. The artists suggest that some of the reasons behind the growth of
Indian fan clubs in Germany after WWII are "a romantic view of a pre-industrial past," and the feeling of being dissuaded from displays
of nationalism, Germans are more willing to adopt an alternate cultural identity. The series German Indians pairs photographs of various
encampments and ceremonial reenactments at an East German powwow with a series of formal portraits of the festival participants,
which are a deliberate allusion to the early 20th century portraits of Native Americans made by Edward Curtis. More interested in
creating romanticized impressions of Indian chiefs and warriors than in the documentation of specific Native American peoples, Curtis
took broad liberties in embellishing his subjects by combining elements of dress of various nations together to create stylized
representations, or, more appropriately, misrepresentations, of Native American people. Many of the German Indians hold the belief
that they are preserving Native American culture. Ironically, like Curtis, they too are combining elements of various nations in the
creation of their own weekend personas. Pairing Germans dressed as Native Americans with Americans dressed as Germans in this
exhibition has a certain symmetry to it that is in keeping with past subjects of Robbins/Becher which confound the demarcation of place
and cultural identity. In the case of the Radebeul Indians, the participants believe that they are honoring and helping to preserve a
culture with which they feel a connection. As for the Leavenworth Germans, this may just be attributed to a clear case of commerce
over culture. Historically, the notion of culture and place was associated with geography. Today the intersection and mixing of cultures
through tourism, immigration, colonialism, and wars has blurred the clearly defined boundaries of cultural identity and history. Andrea
Robbins and Max Becher delineate this cultural confusion in their photographs, which conceal, rather than reveal, a conclusive
interpretation, leaving the viewer with many questions regarding the preservation of one culture weighed against the assimilation and
subordination of another. Gary Hesse Associate Director Light Work 1999
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