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PETER PILLER

Peter Piller hat vor kurzem cin ates Hobby
aus seiner Kindheit wiederentdeckt: das
Beobachten von Vogeln. Ein Zeitver
der Beharrichkeit, Aufmerksamkeit und viel,
viel Geduld verlangs. Wenn man auf Vogel
Abwesenheit der Raum viel bewusster
ine shine Metapher firdie scheinbar leeren

me, die sich n seiner fotografischen
Arbeit schon immer inden.

Obwohler Fotografit, sell Pillercher
selten Fotografien aus, die er selbst gemacht
hat. r greit statdessen oft auf Bestinde
generischer,lterer Bilder s Lokalzeitunger
oder Firmenarchiven zuriick, Er sammelt
und bearbeitet dicse Bilder, dic cinst Nach
Lihtenhinen und e e
Bedeutug Selt el 20 v dreh
forstc Pille scho e Archive uo
ildabersitigten Wet, hat dabel Verfcktes
gefunden, Gefihriiches und Absurdes,
Typisches und Widerspriichiiches. Sin Werk
Ifsstsich in cine typologisicrende Tradition
der deutschen Fotografe cinordnen (von
August Sander iber Bernd und Hilla Becher
bis Hans-Peter Feldmann), aber auch n di
Tradition der amerikanischen Konzeptkunst
(man denke an die Bicher von Ed Ruscha),
Seine Arbeitsweise hat aber auch Verfihren
der Organisation von Bildern vorweggenom
men, dieuns heute von Tumblrs und Memes
mInternet vertraut sind.
Piller 20 Anfang der 1990er Jahre i
Studium an der Hochschule i Bildende
Kinste nach Hamburg, Er studierte b,
Franz Erhard Walther, verbrachte dic meiste
Zeitaberin der Bibliothek. Dic i)

mir Piller als ich ihin in scinem Haus iy
‘Hamburg besuche (w0 man deutlich sehen
Jann, dass xsic neben Foos auch noch
farandere Dinge begeistert: Biicher, Karten,
federn, e FC Barelons
ungloublich viele Bicher empfohien,
viel besser als Amazon das heute k.

Lately Peter Piller has rediscovered his.
bl i dwatching. It's a pastime
d

library. ‘The librarian was very influential for
el o e when | eked N
s mataion

sbier patience. As Piller describes it, when
You're waiting for birds to come into view, you
become more aware of the space in their
absence. Its a fitting metaphor for the seem-
ingly vacant spaces reflected in his photo-
graphic work since the beginning of his career.
‘Though he's a photographer, Piller
rarely exhibits photographs he takes himself.
He relies instead on stores of generic, often
outdated imagery from local newspapers or
company archives. He collects, edits and

things other than photos - bocks, maps,
feathers, FC Barcelona — is clearly visible).
“She recommended so many books to me.
Much better than Amazon could do it today
Having studied geography Piller had always
been interested in maps. So, a5 a way of
getting to know Hamburg, he would take the
Tocal bus to the last stop, get off, and explore
his surroundings. These excursions, Piller
says, were ‘about finding my own way to the
edge of the ity and the landscape’. In his

8
into new categories, casting ther ina new
light and lending them fresh meaning. For
more than 20 years Piller has been patiently
sifting through the more ignored pictures,
of our image-saturated world and findingits.
follies, dangers, absurdities, tropes and
contradictions. In this way his work falls in
line with a tradition of typologies in German
photography (from August Sander to Bernd
and il Becher and Hans-Peter Feldmann)
t (think

first book, ‘wendeham:
(1997), he collected a few photos and contrib-
uted several shaky, llegible, hand-drawn
mental maps of the 337 kilometres of ground
he covered in the Ruhrgebiet. The ‘peripherie-
wanderungen’ (‘Walks on the Periphery)

as he calls them — which he stll continues to
take - create a subjective geography, seen by
an eye that bypasses the obvious; focusing
on the vacant, the unspectacular, or the easily.
overlooked.

as a student, Piller

R s k) ks e
foreshadowed the now-commonplace organi-
zation of images on the web into Tumblrs

and memes.

Piller arrived in Hamburg i the early
1990 to study at the art academy, where he
was taught by Franz Erhard Walther but spent
much of his time locked away in the school’s

took a job working at the Hamburg ad sales
agency Carat Hamburg. There, he was left
alone in a cubicle for 20 hours a week to
sort through newspapers and pick out the
advertisements. ‘I was bored; explains Piller,
‘and no one was watching me". As a result,
e began to notice a smlarty betwaen the
generic press photographs he thumbed

For more than 20 years Piller has been
patiently sifting through the more ignored pictures
of our image-saturated world.
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d den Fotos, die

Piller, e iert hatte,
war schon immer an Land
S0 fubr er, um Hamburg b

er selbst bei seinen Touren am Hamburger
Stadtrand machte: ichts Beson-

PETER PILLER

through at work and the images he made on

his walks to the edges of Hamburg: bereft

of obvious landmarks, points of interest or
I st

ler i

‘I wasn't sure if

stieg dort aus und.

Bei diesen Exkursionen ging es, sagt Piller,
i .

s G et 1just started

d
randund zur L

rsen buch,
1997),

fe mm \u\(lvl\du

Krakel

Fromtha e
I Liche

h den. Inseinem sichy 3 Hicken 1 Bauerwartungsflachen (which roughly
2000-06  translates to ‘Land Awaiting Use'), the first
Di Eight pigment  of Piller's categories was based on a caption

aus dem einsortierte, wa Lo image: Noch ist

ciner rmku\lm}ﬁ Kilometern an, die
crim Rubrgebie bgegangen var. Durch
dics

rdi
Er e

er Zeitung.

hichts zu sehen ("Nothing to see yet'). Around
that title he grouped images of areas of

Un diesen’

- dic erbis

Geografie, aufigezeichnet durch einen

. dort werde, solle*
u(kr ,,mm- bald etwas passicren: pAul
dem Bolzpl

Blick, der das C

sich stattdessen auf L

und
rstellen konzentriert,
wf das dasall

From the seres
Von Exdeschiner

002-04
Digial c-type

prints
esch25x25em

deemed that something
“will'‘should” or ‘could’ happen: ‘Auf dem
Sudevwilsede Soll das Grillhaus
rill restaurant wil b
builton the mu»u G fn S
f a mound of

Bild eines Erdhiigels, aus dem Biische

Ubersehene.

sprchcns e ol der Handpseder gebaut
werder

jobbte lamburg
i R er 20 Stunden

hs »Noch st

Dort

die

natiirlch in der Tz

Feldist. Pille

mich*, erzhit Pill
fdie Finger I Lauh der Zeit bemerkte

4
From the series

each: 63+ 85cm

s e oo e ksl o
Handysender gebaut werden’ ('The mobile
phone tower will be built here') accompanying
2 photograph of a concrete platformin a

field. The rony of Noch st nichts zu sehen,

of course, i that there s stillplenty to see in
every photograph, even f i’ just  grassy
ield. Piller’s collection of images of empty

lot after empty lot after yet another empty lot,

anderen, di

mptiness’ or ‘nothing! can

Alcrwenspressefotos autden

en, die er
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PETER PILLER

ibt — aber das

vermittelt werden Kinnen.

hen
ndt ragen, die der Fotogeafshen icht

Agentur und sammelte i der Zeit Tause
von Bildern, die er in bald iiber 100 K q,n—
T

in Foto
sty mldcr Kiinstler

zeigen, was nicht
Kannauch nicht den

o

Revolver erschicnenc Buchreihe Archiv Peer
Piller, 2007 zusammengefasst in der enzyklo-

v Pe
pyﬁmmg auch noch 20 Jahre nach Beginn
. weil es soviele Diskurse, die

pidischen Publik Die Katego
rien reichen von absurd bis todernst: Eis
cosndeMadehen, n Licher Hicken, Tar vor

Kunst bestimmen,
beriihrt (das Readymade, das Archiv, vorge
fundene Fotografien). Doch der offensicht

ogo,. or
wasser, umhumunm

Kunst als die Art und Weisy

i hhchmvd
e en Titel der "

Rbriken die den md‘m. len Bildern

Form, W iefe verleihen. Als ich

in frage, wie er dic Rubriken gebildet hat,

sagt Piller mir: ,Es kinnen Monate oder

aufbercitet und kategori
in Listen, in Tumblrs oder Memes.
bekannteste Arbeit, Von Erde schiner,

Bild, das ich finde, und de Invon

‘nahm bereits die neuen Mittel der digitalen

anderen Bildern rund um dieses Bild ...
Eininteressantes Bild ist es dann, wenn es
einen nicht loskisst.*

rschienene Projekt basiert au
fahmen, die zwischen 1979 u
1983 ibr bundesdeutschen Wohngebi

riufer von Google

Bildgruppen wie Vandalisnus zeigen, die.

Earthund der flichendeckenden Ulnr

Hang lustig machen, sich gepflegt iber dic
Kleineren V 6

g IXplmldavv
inem Koll

Beispicl

gen

Der hatte

einen kaputten Zaun oder cine zertrimmerte
Lampe zeigt. Andere Gruppen wie Profest

AI«IIH:,BNrmumlﬂuhv uge oder
fen diister tten auf die eher komischen

von ciner Firma bekommen, die damals

ugeeug heraus Autah
on Einfamilienhusern mache,

\.nmm\mum.n die Abziige an di

der morbiden Neuglerde fir di trivialen
Schauplitze von Verbrechen — Tatorthiuser,
wo ganz normale Hiuser in deutschen

die Bilder aus dem Archiv zswei Jahre I:mg
angeschaut; jedes cinzelne Bild fiinf- oder
sechsmal®, erliutert Piller. Als ich das Buch

torends mir zundichst auf, wie
bekommen. typisiert, Hiuser von
hung von i
demonsice Piler Effekt,

s
Fromthe sries

Suchende Polisten 1
2000

Eight pigment prnts

Dimensions varsble

Piller remained at the agency for over
ten years, collecting tens of thousands of
images, which he assembled into more than
100 categories and an extensive series of
books, Archiv Peter Piller, published by
Revolver, which were compiled into a larger
encyclopedia, Zeitung, in 2007. ts sections
range from the absurd to the deadly serious:
Eis essende Madchen (Girls Eating Ice Cream),
In Lécher blicken (Looking into Holes),
Tanz vor Logo (Dancing in Front of Logos),
Auto berihren (Touching Cars), Protestformen
(Forms of Protest), Hochwasser (Floods),
Mensch und Feuer (People and Fire). Indeed
his keen and cunning titles are what give
shape, heft and depth to the otherwise banal
images they circumscribe. When | asked him
how he formulated the groupings, he told
me, ‘it may be months or even a year between
the first picture | find and collecting other
tures around it . You know it's an important
image if it comes back to you!
My avourite groups areones Iwke
Van

ore b

langsam von goric in die ni
iibergeht; Kategorien, die sich nur durch

Das Archiv Peter Piller hat vieles von der Art und Weise
vorweggenommen, wie im Internet Unmengen von Bildern
massentauglich aufbereitet werden.

m)
ehaz seem to poke fun at a p.mma.w German

indignantly at a brokep fence or a shattered
lamp, for example. Some groupings though,
like Protest stehen (Standing in Protest),
Brennende Fahrzeuge (Vehicles on Fire) or
Nazis, cast a shadow on the more humorous.
ones. There are those that reflect a certain
morbid curiosity about the generic locations.
in which crimes may have been committed,
such as Tatorthduser (Crime Scene Houses),
‘which suggests something sinister or dis~

Einige bestimmte Detail i Trittsteinen turbing about the banal exteriors of suburban
geliufigen Phrascn inden Untersehrifien — gebildere Muster im Garten, Swimming
n Pressefo —ein pools, I ihen, Muste repetition of black and white images of these

Spruch,der unter unsiiige Bider geseat
iy n(\lx\\rlulnuhluuml\rbx n bis

m.xm ordertlich gemahien Rasenfichen,

sites, Piller illustrates the flattening effect

i F

£ Strafe.
Die Sehee,di zischen Bid and Ot
schrift Klafft, macht deutlich, wie unzuling
ch Bildunterschrif Etiketrierungs.
system sind. Mit selbstreferenzicllen Grup
pierungen wie Ungeklirte Fiille geht Piller
noch w

und stellt die Bedeutung jeglicher
Kategorisierung n Frage - und damitsein
eigenes Projekt. Bei Pille

iiberraschend viele Menschen beim Auto-
waschen nzelte.

L Als ich mir die Bilder anges
habe, meint Piller, ,war das wie eine Reise
in meine eigene Vergangenheit.* Die Hi
und dic Hiufigkeit, mit der Muster wicder-
mm sagen etwvas aus iber dic

es somit letztlich — \\u\up,lu(hug.m/.\IAV
Bilder sctzt ~ gerade auch darumm, was uns
i,

er die
von Pillers Eltern elnpland den Wieder
aufbades Nachhiegsdeutseh

erste Biirger d

nicht mitteilen konnen. Gruppen wic
Suchende Poliisin ode I Lo ok
deuten dies metaphorisch an: Die Frage licge
nahe, was die Polizisten denn such

nuu;,en\huel\crﬂlgs‘h hirt
cines Eigenbeims gans slbseversindlich

daz esgelungen,diogeslchtslosen,
banaien Einfalenbiuser 1 cnem Archiy

72

locations.
‘Some categories in Archiv are determined
by a commonly occurring newspaper cap!
such as Stein des Anstofies (roughly equiva-
lent to a trigger’ or ‘catalyst'), which is

used repeatedly to categorize any number of
images, from goalkeeper Oliver Kahn's bleed-
ing forehead to actual boulders in the road

= a play on words with the ‘stein’ or ‘stone’

ption s as a labelling system. Piller goes.
further, casting doubt on the meaning of

any category — and thereby on his own project
= with more self-referential groupings.

like Ungeklarte Felle  which could mean
“unsolved cases" o simply ‘unclear’.
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PETER PILLER

7u ordnen, das den Geist dieser Zeit in ciner
w

wicin der Gegend, in der er aufvuck

Interesse an Bomben®, erklirt er. Etw
der Gruppe Deko+Munition (2008), die Piller
als Serie von Postkarten verdffentlichte.

gt cin Bild, mit dem bei cBay Muni
tion angeboten wurd

Kommen auf unhe
Kiichenzeilen und makellose Raketen
zusammey intliche Harmlosigkeit
elnes schruligen Samimlers von Milita

immer wieder E-104 Sta
fighter abstirzten ~ cinmal direkt neben
seiner Grundschule,

wrtlich 7u verste
hende - Zusammenprall militirischer Macht
mit dem Alltagsleben st in S

en Weltkricg und das |

St repesen Waffentechnik, das

grvirendor uu!mhum, n heraufbeschwr.

Wieh

b Deko- Miion dmum dass dusoffen
K

zunchmend zum Thema geword
wDas Interesse an Hiusern fihrte zu cinem

From theseries
Stop. 200114
Ten prgment prints
Dimensions arisble

rom the seres
Afghonistan Field Research
201314
Nine pigment prints
Dimensions varsble

Gezeigte auf
verborgen st oder verborgen wird.

S0 wie diese Postkarten etwas mit
Bedeutung Aufgeladencs vor dem Hinter.
grund von etwas Banalem ins Bild setzen,
Kann man s uch s ine Ar Varspiel
Pillers Seric Unschlige 201

Piller’s Archiv, steeped
inimagery as it may

be, is as much about
what photographs don't,
orcan't, tell us.

All of whichis to say that Piller’s Archiv,

us. Groups ke Suchende olzistan (Sewrch-
scher blicken allude

in Berlin be Capit
Galerie Andrew Kreps 74 sch
zeigtjeweils Titel- und Riickseite
der Armeerundscharaus der DDR.
chriftin einer Militi

es Hefts
ller

uspiclerin oder Tinzerin.
Piller stellte zu seiner Uberraschung fest,
dass das Grafikdesign der beiden Motive

wenn die Bildgegenstinde — eine in cinem

to this condition m:tzphenu\ly. The obvious
questions are: what are the police searching
for? And what's down the hole? But these
are questions the photographs can't answer.
Apicture can't show us what's not there,

nor can the artist ‘solve the case’.

Piller’s decidedly analogue Archiv Peter
Pillr continues to resonate nearly 20 years
after its inception because it touches on so
many tropes of contemporary art (the ready-
made, the archive, found photographs). Still
the most obvious contemporary correlate is
not to art, but to the way mass image culture
is shaped and categorized for us oline i the
form of lsticles, Tumblrs and memes. His
other best known project, Von Erde schéner
(roughly, "More Beautiful from Earth'), also
anticpated new means of digital visibility
and categorization. Compiled in 2002 and
collected in a book now out of print, Von Erde
schner is derived from 20,000 aerial photo-
graphs taken in suburban West Germany
between 1979-83 (an uncanny precedent to
Google Earth and today's total surveillance
by satellites and drones). Piller inherited
every last negative and print in the archive
of a colleague of his gallerist's father, who
received them from a company that had
photographed family homes from a small plane
in hopes of selling the prints to the home-
owners. ‘It took me two years of looking at
the archive every day; each of the images five
or six times; Pillr says. Flipping through
the book, my first impression was how typical
and uniform the houses look from above.
Piller has sequenced them so that the collec-
tion fades sublly from one category to another,
triggered by small details: from patterns made
by garden stepping stones, to the presence
of swimming pools, people with lawnmowers,
patterns of perfectly mown lawns, backyard
playgrounds, construction sites, schools,
parking lots, sun umbrelas, dirt piles, a
surprising number of people washing thei
cars and backyard tents.

“Looking at the images; says Piller,

“was like a trip to my own past! The houses
themselves, and the frequency with which
certain tropes recur, suggests something
about the era. For his parents’ generation
“rebuilding’ West Germany after the war

ic responsibility, and, if you had the
means, building your own house was a rite
of passage. Piller was able to organize these
nondescript, generic single-family houses
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Baum hockende junge Frau, ein Scharfschiitze,
der sein Ziel anvisiert — offensichtlich

nichts mitei
Unsellige pr
dic unverkennbar anachronistisch wirken,
aber in der Art, wie sie Populirkultur und
fegin Verbindungbrngen,doch cine
gewisse Wirkung erzielen. Die Serie verdeut
licht, wie dic biden gezeigten Personen
durch die Fotogra
Bichliche Ao

lente verflacht werden.
cren dieser Bilder macht die

19200r Jahren nzuschauen.
mag ich es einfach, von lesenden Soldaten
umgeben zu sein erklirter. Lesende
Soldaten* sind bei ihm noch keine Kategoric.)
Bei scinen jiingster dicin dicsem
Winter in scinen gekoppelten Einzclausstel
lungen im Fotomuseum Winterthur und im
Genfer Centre de a photographie 7u schen
sein werden — geht es chenfalls darum,
iviles und militrisches Leben zusamn
bringen': Afghanistan Field Rescardh (2014)
ist cin quadratisches Arrangement von neun
Bildern, dic Piller in der Geografie-Bibliothek
rg gefunden hat,
geniiber scinem Wohnhaus liegt.

1 Biicher,dic er dort iber
Afghanistan finden konnte, stamm von
cinem deutschen Biologen, der das Land in
den 1990er Jahren bereiste und die zwischen
Felsen wachsenden Blumen Afghanistans
fotografirte. Inmitten dieser botanischen
Aufiahmen zarter und unerwartet farben
froher Blitter, dic aus den Rissen im G
hervorspricken, setzt Pille ein zent
Motiv - cine Hand voller Beeren, deren blut
roter Saft iber die Haut rinnt. Ein sugges:
emotionsl aufgeladenes Bild unterall diesen
wissenschaftlichen lllustrationen.

Im Zusammenhang mit sciner Leid
 dic Vogelbeobachtung schreibt
Pillr: ,Meist hat man den Eindruck,
lange Zeit iberhaupt nichts passiert
aber das Sammeln von Bidern: Die esten

fden ersten Blick
och ist nichts zu sehen® kinnte als Motto
Tir seine Arbeitsweise stchen. Seit der Zeit,

ngen in cinem
achte, hat er es verstan
herauszuholen
Unbedeutendem Bedeutung zu gener
Noch dic unspektakulirsten, provinziellsten,
b der kinnen Bedeutung akku:

nn man nur lange genug wartet.
Am Ende erweist sich etwas, das uns ga
nichts zu zeigen scheint, doch als etwas.

Clhristy Lange ist Contributing Editor von
frieze d /e und Associate Editor von frieze.
Sic leb in Berlin.

into an archive that reflects that spiritin a
way the photographer didn't originally intend.
He also punctuates it with unexpected frames
~ “dirty clouds’ for example ~ and a bizarre,
anachronistic image that captures a fighter jet
in mid-flight. The image reminded him how
American F-104 Starfighters often crashed in
the area where he grew up — one right next

PETER PILLER

shown at Capitain Petzel in Berln in 2012 and
at Andrew Kreps gallery the following year.
The series presents images of the front and
back covers of the GDR-era military magazine
‘Armeerundschau, which Piller discovered in

3 military library and purchased on eBay.

The front of the magazine regularly pictured
an action shot from military manoeures,
while the back cover featured a female actress
or singer. Seen next to each other, Piller was
surprised to find that the graphic design
seemed consciously related, evenif the sub-
jects — 3 young woman perched in a tree and
a sniper aiming his rife at atarget — were
not obviously so. Umschiage displays found
photos that are clearly anachronistic but

yet still relevant today in the way they bring
together mass culture and war. The series
shows us how photography flttens the two
into graphic, superficial equivalents. By
un-archiving them, Piller wants us to notice
the differences between them ogai

Piller often visits a military school library
in Hamburg to look at their rare books from
the 1920s: ‘Maybe | like to be surrounded
by reading soldiers; he explains. ('Reading
Soldiers" is not yet 3 category.) His most
recent series — which will be shown at his
Joint solo exhibitions at Fotomuseum
Winterthur and Centre de la photographie
Genbve this winter ~ are similarly about
“bringing civi life and miltary lfe together'
Afghanistan Field Research (2014) is a square
arrangement of nine images he found i the
university geographic library across the street
from his house. One of the few books he
found about Afghanistan was by a German
biologist who visited the country in the 19905,
and photographed the flowers that grew in
between rocks. In the middle of these botani-
cal studies of delicate and unexpectedly
colourfulfoliage emerging from granite crags,
Piler chose a central image: a hand holding.
berries that have leaked a blood-red juice
on the subject’s flesh ~ an evocative, visceral
image among more scientifc ones.

In  recent text about his passion for
birdwatching, Piller confesses, ‘For the most
part, it seems that nothing happens for a long
time’.Similarly, about collecting images he
says, 'the best images you never find at first
sight’‘Noch ist nichts zu sehen’ could still
be the motto for what he's doing. Ever since
he sat in a cubicle with thousands of news-
papers, he's known how to make something
from nothing, to create meaning from

P
with everyday life has become an increasingly
visible concern in his work. As he explains it
The interest in houses led to an interest

in bombshells': namely, i

Even ¥

ubiquitous, unspectacular, local, banal images

can accumulate meaning if you wait long

enough. Something that dosan't seem toshow
all at last reveal: hi

(2008), which he published as a series of
postcards, each one bearing an image found
on eBay of some kind of ammunition put
up for sale. The images are an unheimlich
convergence of dirty kitchen counters and

Peter Pillers Ausstellung.
im Fotomuseum Winterthur (12. Dezember
2014 ~ 22. Februar 2015) und im Centre dela
[r/m/uu u/v/u( Genéve (11. Dezember 201

2. Febyuar 2015) 2 sehen sein. Begleitend.
ur Ausstellung erscheinen zwvei Binde
Textbook (Buchhandlung Walther Kinig) wnd
Peripheriewanderus terthur (Nicres).
Pillers Buch UmschEige erscheint in Kiirze

bei Dashwood Books
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, the a
quirky World War Il buff collectors’ mentality
with a zealous interest in weaponry, which
conjures something even more threatening.
As much as his other series, Deko+Munition
is about how what's on display can allude
to what's hiding or being hidden.

The charged imagery against banal
backdrops in the postcards possibly serves as
2 prelude to his series Umschlage (Covers),

75

Christy Lange is a contributing editor of
frieze d/e and associate editor o frieze.
She lives in Berlin.

Peter Pillr’s exhibition Belegkontrolle will
be on view at the Fotomuseum Winterthur

(12 December 2014 ~ 22 February 2015)

and the Centre de la photographie Genéve

(11 December 2014 — 22 February 2015)

Two books will be published on the occasion

of the show: Textbook (Buchhondlung Wolther
Kénig) and Peripheriewanderung Winterthur
(Nieves). His forthcoming book Umschlage
will be published by Dashwood Books.



