
 
 
 
Peter Keetman 
Shaping the world 
 
The photographic oeuvre of Peter Keetman (1916-2005) is central to Germany’s postwar 
modernism. ‘Shaping the world’ – the title of exhibition and catalogue indicates, how 
Keetman’s photographic approach merges two creative tendencies of his time: On the one 
hand the modernist intention of form and shape, allowing for experiment and abstraction. On 
the other hand the humanist reference to the world, reflecting and investigating the human 
being and his surroundings. 
Organized by the F.C. Gundlach Foundation and the Museum Folkwang, this first 
comprehensive retrospective shows how these tendencies are combined and intertwined in 
the work of Peter Keetman. 

The exhibition presents Keetman’s perpetual and creative examination of both aspects, his 
search of a fresh and relevant photographic expression and his conceptual approach to 
visual phenomena in a photo-historical prelude and eight chapters. His famous series ‘One 
week at the Volkswagen factory 1953’ as well as his subtle light-oscillations (1949-1955) – 
Keetman’s major achievements for modern photography – are presented in comprehensive 
numbers. 

Peter Keetman’s biography and his photographic language are closely tied to German 
History from the 1930s to the 1960s, from the suppression of avant-garde photography in the 
Nazi era through World War II to postwar disillusion and the economic miracle. 
The exhibition includes a substantial selection of Keetman’s early works in the style of New 



Objectivity as well as his photographs taken during the war against the Soviet Union, in 
which Keetman looses his left leg. 

In the late 1940s, Peter Keetman leaves the aesthetic dogmatism of his teachers behind and 
joins the secessionist group ‘fotoform’. Inspired by the experimental approach of avant-garde 
photography in the 1920s the group developed a new photographic language, based upon 
formal reduction, upon the creative power of light and upon the subjectivity of individual 
experience. Together with Otto Steinert and the other members of ‘fotoform’, Keetman marks 
a new beginning in photography. 

The retrospective shows the fascinating development of German photography starting in the 
late 1940s. It also illustrates how Keetman avoids the paralyzing danger of formalism by 
working in several fields of photography – documenting the reconstruction of Munich, 
discovering the hidden structures of landscape and nature and the big picture in the smallest 
detail, translating the dynamics of a changing society in abstract images. 

This retrospective show is the result of a close cooperation between the F.C. Gundlach 
Foundation, holding a substantial part of Keetman’s archive as well as his copyrights, and 
the Museum Folkwang, holding his negative archive and a large number of his work prints. 

 
Senior Curator: F.C. Gundlach 
Curators: Sebastian Lux, Petra Steinhardt, Florian Ebner 
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Peter Keetman Biography 
 
1916 
born in Wuppertal (Germany) 

1932 
moves to Prien / Chiemsee 

1935–37 
studies at ‚Bayerische Staatslehranstalt für Lichtbildwesen’ 
(‚Bavarian Stateschool for Photography’) in Munich with Hanna 
Seewald and Hans Schreiner 

1937–40 
assistant of Gertrud Hesse in Duisburg and Carl Heinz Schmeck in 
Aachen 

1940 
drafted into military service, serves as railroad pioneer 

June 1944  
injured in Nadworna / Ukraine, loses his left leg 

1947–1948 
master-class at the ‚Bayerische Staatslehranstalt für Lichtbildwesen’ 
in Munich 

1948 
master-class with Adolf Lazi in Stuttgart, together with Wolfgang 
Reisewitz they assist in preparing the exhibition Die Photographie 
1948 

since 1948 
freelance photographer 

August 10th 1949 
joins the ‚Freie Arbeitsgemeinschaft junger Photographen’ (‚free 
association of young photographers’), since September 17th 1949 
called ‚fotoform’ 

1950 
receives a silver medal at the ‚Photo-Kino-Ausstellung’ in Cologne 
(since 1951 ‚photokina’) 

1950 
starts cooperating with commercial designers Michael Engelmann 
and Rainer Michelfelder under the trade name ‚werbeform’ 
(‚advertisement-form’) 

1951 
moves to Breitbrunn / Chiemsee 

April 7th to 9th 1953 
‚One week at the Volkswagen Factory’ 

late 1950s 
starts cooperating with designer Nikolai Borg 

1969–1974 
photographs for Carl Orff 

1981 
receives the David Octavius Hill-Medal of the GDL (Society of 
German Photographers) 



1991 
receives the Cultural Award of the DGPh (German Association for 
Photography) 

1994 
moves to Marquartstein / Chiemsee 

March 8th 2005 
Keetman dies in Marquartstein 

 
 
Single Exhibitions 
1961 
Peter Keetman, Staatliche Landesbildstelle Hamburg 

1981 
Peter Keetman GDL, Fotomuseum im Stadtmuseum München 

1982 
Peter Keetman. Photographien, PPS. Galerie F.C. Gundlach, 
Hamburg 

1986 
Volkswagen Werk, Galerie voor industriele Vormgeving, Amsterdam 

1989 
Fotografien von Peter Keetman, Fotografie Forum Frankfurt 

form-verlust form-findung, PPS. Galerie F.C. Gundlach 

1991 
Peter Keetman. Fotografien 1937–1987, Fotomuseum im 
Stadtmuseum München 

1994 
Peter Keetman. Fotografien, Kunst- und Museumsverein im Von der 
Heydt-Museum Wuppertal 

Peter Keetman. fotoform, PPS. Galerie F.C. Gundlach, Hamburg 

1995 
Peter Keetman and fotoform, Howard Greenberg Gallery, New York 

1996 
Peter Keetman. Bilder aus dem 1995 erworbenen Archiv, Museum 
Folkwang, Essen 

1998 
Structure and Motion, Conolly, London 

2003 
Peter Keetman. Volkswagenwerk 1953, Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg 

2006 
Peter Keetman, Galerie Kicken, Berlin 

 
Early Group Exhibitions 
1948 
Die Photographie 1948, Landesgewerbemuseum Stuttgart 



1949 
2. Ausstellung Photographischer Kunst, Saalbau, Neustadt a.d. 
Haardt 

1950  
first fotoform exhibition, Circolo fotografico Milanese, Milan 

fotoform exhibition at the Photo-Kino-Ausstellung, Cologne 

fotoform exhibition at the Werkkunstschule Wuppertal 

1951 
fotoform exhibition at the photokina, Cologne 

fotoform exhibition as part of the exhibition subjektive fotografie in 
Saarbrücken 

1952 
Weltausstellung der Photographie, Luzern 

1953  
subjektive fotografie 2 as part of the photokina, Cologne 

1956  
Photography in the Fine Arts III, the collection of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Modern Art, New York at the Photokina, Cologne 

1958  
subjektive fotografie 3 as part of the photokina, Cologne 

 


