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Oberdorf, 1964. Courtesy Springer & Winckler Gallery, Berlin

AS A CITIZEN, A PUBLIC EMPLOYEE, AND AN UNDER-RECOGNIZED ARTIST,

Arnold Odermatt (b. 1925) has been making beautiful,
eccentric, sometimes haunting photographs for more than
sixty years. Because of the essentially, idiosyncratically
archival nature of the work, however, his images have rarely
been considered within a fine-art context. This focus
presentation at The Art Institute of Chicago is Odermatt’s
first exhibition in the United States.

Odermatt was employed as a traffic policeman in
the Swiss canton of Nidwalden from 1948 to 1990. He pro-
duced many of the photographs under consideration here
in conjunction with and as complements to the documentary
images of car accidents made to accompany police and
insurance reports. Other images record the activities of his
colleagues, or scenes of daily life and the landscape around
the villages of Oberdorf, where he was born, and Stans,
where he resides. Although not formally trained as an artist
or technically trained as a photographer, Odermatt has
combined an appreciation of form and composition with a
practical need to capture details of accident scenes or police
procedures. The result is a wholly original, surprisingly
poignant compendium of both ordinary and extraordinary

moments in everyday life.

Odermatt seems to have been residents regarded as resistant to change

drawn to scenarios—some actual, some
staged, all in their own way authentic—
that proudly express a typically Swiss
provincial character. Made over a working
life of more than forty years, Odermatt’s
images reflect a powerful sense of place

as much as they record particular moments
and incidents. The unique character of
the canton of Nidwalden—with its small,
even quaint, alpine towns—emerges as a
principal subject of the work. Surrounded
on three sides by mountains and on

the fourth side by a large lake, this rural
region was largely isolated from the rest
of Europe until the late 1970s. During the
many decades Odermatt was making
pictures, most people in Nidwalden had been
born there, knew their neighbors, and
remained there all their lives. Generally

speaking, the region was conservative, its

and skeptical of anything out of the ordinary.
In 1976, however, the construction of
a major tunnel and bridge connected the
canton to the outside world, bringing an
unprecedented influx of new cars, new
people, and new ideas to Nidwalden. The
rapid, dramatic changes that resulted had
a direct, profound impact on Odermatt’s
daily experiences as a traffic policeman.
Given this historical framework,
one can recognize in all of his images a
self-conscious awareness of impending, or
perhaps inevitable, change. Odermatt, how-
evet, is equal parts sentimental and pragmatic.
His pictures record a world that may have
been vanishing, but they do sowithout resorting
to nostalgia. Instead, they quictly assert
local history, and, in the process, register
an attempt to discern an essential civic

character amidst radical growth and change.




Stansstad, 1959. Courcesy private collection, Miami.




Hergiswil, 1949. Courtesy Paul Morris Gallery, New York.




profound associations while also offe

clues as to the causes of the accidents.

The effect may be suggestive rather than

strictly informative, as in an image of
a sol car emerging majestically from
ake or, in another example,
nestled incongruously in a densely wooded
area (Emmetten, 1969). Atmospheric
nditions—mist, rain, snow, darkness,
dampness—can serve an important pur-
pose, blanketing the scenes in tranquil,
still silence, muffling the jarring, crashing

noises necessarily associated with the

=d wrecks.

ALTHOUGH ODERMATT REMAINS
reluctant to de himself as an a
his lifelong project most certainly
understood in context.
Odermatt knows and loves the themati-
cally linked series produced by
hotojournalist Werner Bischof in the
1940s and early 1950s. His work also calls

to mind such diverse sourc
“scene of the crime” pictures of

1930s and 1940s (while lacking both their
graphic nature and sensationalism),

Andy Warhol’s interest in the banal

spectacle of disaster and accident in the

il

1960s, and even Gabriel Oroz
investigations of the poetics of chance
in the urban environment in the 1990s.
Ultimately, however, Odermatt spent
the majority of his life absorbed in a very
private practice. His images have been
scued from the obscurity of their
ginal purpose in a way that he neither
sought nor predicted. Today, h

sed but somewhat dismayed by

the international attention his li

work is receiving.

In a single career, Odermatt
encapsulates many of the debates about
art and photography that have played
ot over the last century, dusing which so
much visual practice has been variously
concerned with breaking down the barriers
that separate aesthetic experience and
everyday activity, or, as we have come
to say in shorthand, art and life. Situated
at the distant periphery of this artworld
debate but nonetheless aware through

perience of its basic premises,
Odermatt dev a quasi-systematic

method of extracting from a single inci-

dent two very different kinds of image
one photograph that attempted to offe
Eedincc hiob o nd nothe
snal needs or
s,

documentation and interpretation collide
and blend. In retrospect, it is n
impossible to distinguish the
from the ar, to valorize one classification
of image-making over the other.

dermatt’s long c: both a
policeman and an artist—spans the

rs, as well as one of the most

significant art-historical conversations,

of the twentieth century

JAMES RONDEAU




Hergiswil, 1968. Courtesy private collection, Berlin.
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Buochs, 1958. Courtesy private collection, Berlin.
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Buochs (dewal), 1957. Courtesy private collection, New York.
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