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Historically, one of the most significant, if largely overlooked, uses of photography is the
reproduction of artworks and other cultural artefacts. Disciplines like art history and
anthropology were re-shaped by the increasing availability of photographic reproductions in
the late 19™ century. The examination of this photographic genre has been an on-going concern
for Swiss artist Michael Etzensperger in the past few years. Whilst doing research for his

series Normal Viewpoint, No Other than Frontal View which focused on the photographic
reproduction of sculptures, he became aware of the impact of images of masks from traditional
cultures, both Western and non-Western, had on the early modernist artists, in particular on
the cubists and surrealists. Significantly, they mostly encountered these reproductions in
books, for example in Carl Einstein’s eponymous Negro Sculpture (1915).

Struck by this art-historical phenomenon, Etzensperger began to hunt for images of masks in

a variety of illustrated books, ranging from anthropological studies to coffee-table books,
published throughout the 20™ century and the early 21* century. Beyond the motifs of the
photographic plates, he became increasingly fascinated by the changing surface qualities of the
reproductions that were determined by printing techniques, photographic stock, camera
optics, and other factors. Etzensperger then began to use the mask images he had collected as
starting points for new images by making double exposures of the reproductions. In these
composite pictures, two masks merge into a new hallucinatory face effigy, whilst the overlay of
the different surface qualities produces painterly effects. The masks — said to subsume the
identity of the wearer in traditional cultures — become non-identical themselves in the newly
created image. Consequently, Etzensperger transposed these images, created from the book
plates, back into book form, thus coming full circle. The book Masken (Masks) is at once a
reflection on the transcultural phenomenon of masks and their impact on 20" century art, on the
history of illustrated books and reproduction technologies, as well as a delirious visual delight.
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Michael Etzensperger, (*1982 in Winterthur), lives and
works in Zurich. From 2009-2012 he graduated in BA Fine
Arts in Photography at Zurich University of the Arts (ZHDK).
Since 2018 he is in the MA program at Institut Kunst, FHNW
Basel. Etzensperger has shown his work in numerous

solo and group Exhibitions in Switzerland and abroad
including reGeneration3 (Musée d'Elysée (CH), Museo
Amparo (MEX), Lishui Art Museum (CN)), Plat(t)form 14,
Fotomuseum Winterthur (CH), Poznan Photo Diploma
Award (PL), Kunstmuseum Winterthur (CH) or the Ravestijn
Gallery (NL). In 2019 he will present his first institutional
soloshow at Kunsthalle Winterthur. Etzenspergers work is
held in the art collection Kanton Zurich, Kunstsammlung
Zircher Kantonalbank, Musée d’Elysee, Kunstmuseum
Winterthur. www.michaeletzensperger.ch



