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Candida Höfer
Twelve, 2000-01
A topology of gestures
- Wiebke Gronemeyer
The profundity and silence that rest in Candida Höfer’s series of photographs Twelve (2000-2001) seem to be
the only resonance of an auratic notion of a landmark that was casted to manifest sacrifice as a form of
resistance. In 1884 the city of Calais had commissioned Auguste Rodin to create a work that commemorates the
six members of the city’s bourgeoisie, who saved the city’s life in 1347 by handing themselves over to the English
troops. As much as Rodin emphasised on the representation of the historical figures in The Burghers of Calais,
he stressed the presentation format of the sculpture on ground-level, enabling a direct and equal communication between the viewer and the work. The various museums and private collectors that bought or were given
one of the 12 existing copies have often undermined this gesture, which disallows the creation of an aura of devotion and reverence.
When Candida Höfer visited the sculptures at their various locations all over the world, she positioned herself as
an observer of the contemporary, rather than revisiting the actual historical act. As Rodin’s works have settled
into their specific local contexts, they thematise a relationship towards their spatiotemporal environment
that is one of reproduction. The exclusiveness of Calais as the site for representation along with its commemorative
quality has long been abandoned since the work is present at many sites, and by Höfer documented as such.
Emphasis is rather put on the contemporary moment in which the sculpture acts as a cipher for the incorporation of historical facts into an active cultural and collective memory. The understanding and interpretation of the
sculpture continuously shifts from remembrance to experience, from memorial to monument, establishing a function of an artwork that enhances a reflection on the possibilities of contextualisation in order to generate different
meaning and significance.
And that is what Candida Höfer’s portraits reveal: they do not tell about a sculpture as a representation of history but take their form of presentation in a contemporary context as their subject matter. This can be as much
laden with political ambience as the story of The Burghers of Calais was and to some extent still is. The photographs
articulate an oscillation between representation and presentation as a form of reflection over processes of interpretation, understanding and significance on art and its contextualisation. Working in the medium of photography,
the gesture of reproduction is what unites Höfer’s portraits with Rodin’s sculptures. This invites the auratic notion
of a landmark to become flexible, to become a means of communication.
Agamben describes gesture “as a crystal of historical memory”1, which offers the possibility to subsequently contextualise the past and as such change its significance for the present in our cultural and collective memory. ”Gesture
is the display of mediation, the making visible of means as such”.2 It is the communication of a potential to be communicated. By documenting the life of Rodin’s works, the 12 photographs demonstrate the potential of art in surviving temporal circumstances through forms of positioning, often incorporating spatial displacement. Höfer’s
emphasis on perspective, the photographer’s positioning towards the sculpture - close-up, further away, from
the back, bird’s eye - reveals the potential for mediation upon issues of representation of histories and their translation into a contemporary reality shaped by the continuous loss and re-appropriation of gestures, media and means
of communication. Rodin’s gesture of representing reality by stressing its presentation format is followed by Höfer’s
documentation of a reality of representation, its placement and contextualisation. This frees the work from its
historical aura and translates it into a flexible aura. That is a gesture itself.

1 Agamben, G. 2007. “Notes on Gesture.” In Infancy and History: On the Destruction of Experience. p152. London: Verso
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