
PASCAL KERN : SNAPSHOTS OF PHOTOGRAPHIC ART  
 

In hindsight, it is now possible to glimpse what was taking place in the 1980s and 90s, particularly 
with regard to photography. But is there such a domain unto itself? Would it not actually be better 
to abandon the notion and give up our perpetual attempts at definition, specificity and even 
identity? Those were the years of 'fine-art photography', a type of photography that, by its scope 
and its stated break with traditional photography, opened up a new critical space.  

Of course it makes little sense to bring up those debates now; what matters more is being clear 
about the works in progress. Something happened then in the field of photography, but in what 
way was that more important than the other changes that have affected photography throughout 
its history? And why Pascal Kern in particular, among those who were at work in the same period? 
Because, in addition to its visual splendour, his work embodies with unrivalled conceptual rigour 
certain forms of questioning.  

Formats, subjects, issues turn toward an autonomy of form. Photographic works become free of 
their dependence on the subject and on the conventions of representation, striving for a similar 
degree of autonomy as painting. At the same time, this type of autonomy is not without its 
problems. Painting itself has its own debts to pay to tradition, and it is misleading to assume that 
it enjoys a form of freedom that stems only from itself or from the demands of a few 
theoreticians. And what about sculpture, which to all appearances is even more subject to a 
series of constitutive rules? In fact, when it does free itself of them, it is famously constrained by 
ever-expanding definitions of what scuplture is. 

At stake with regard to Pascal Kern, and perhaps more obviously so than with others, is the 
possibility of creating art on site and with the medium or media that one has chosen, and this in 
itself justifies rediscovering his work today. (The reasons for the choices go beyond the scope of 
this brief presentation.) One of his first works, which carries the general title L’Usine à Bastos [The 
Factory in Bastos], consists of a series of situations built around the resources of an abandoned 
factory, with all the fictional possibilities it offers. This collection of foundational works makes use 
of different approaches (in particular graphic research, prints, various technical objects) that are 
subjected to the deforming effects of time and the artist’s own manipulation. This led to works in 
space, 'interventions', fruits of a form of collapse in urban space, but also to the first photographs 
of Fictions colorées [Coloured Fictions]. They are fictions because their narrative content is 
evident in the collections of arranged, found objects that are even more closely tied to the 
memory of industrial activity. Coloured because their near monochrome development is 
heightened by chalk and paint additions that prepare, as it were, the photographic staging. Any 
archeological or performative temptation gives way to a brilliant, enigmatic transformation 
through Cibachrome. But the artist’s passage to photography as sole platform cannot be 
understood without recalling his initial apprenticeship in printing and engraving. 

Taking this into account, we can see how Pascal Kern engages in a subtle, ever more complex 
game with the different conventions associated with genres such as painting and sculpture.  



The works in the series Nature display variations on natural objects, vegetables – squash and 
pumpkins in particular – and a slice of a fallen tree trunk. These objects are rarely shown by 
themselves; they are part of diptychs and triptychs for the point is not to make portraits of them, 
or to capture them in the full glory of their condition as autonomous objects, but in their qualified 
form, as agents. And it is for this same reason that they are often cut in two – not to expose their 
insides, but to show what actions become possible: casting, counter-casting, the slow absorption 
of pigments by the mould.  

He takes another step in that direction with his series of Sculptures which features the actual 
tools used in casting. Here Kern magnificently explores a poetics of sculpture as a complex state, 
part industry, part craft; the tools are certainly specialised objects, but they are also fundamental 
enigmas of processes. In them the artists sees an opportunity to connect with the time and 
memory of objects, to dig into their own history and their emptiness – to examine possible states 
of surfaces, while still trying to find his footing in the world.  
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