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seeing Life in Empty Rooms

Robert Polidon’s haunting pholographs of interiors and buildings reveal the everyday lives

lett behind in Chernobyl, Havana, New Orleans, and Versailles sy msLARIE M. SHEETS

*I'm a kind of underfaker,” savs Fobert Polidori. 1 pay revenence o a life
thal’s gose.” Whether his subjed is the 1oxic abandoped baildings of Cheemobyl, the
dhisheveled rocms of The Palace of Versaalles TNE & MesirFaiE, Of the g HVINE ar-
chleoiere of & once Erarl Havana, ihe phosographer males haumning ard ravishing
Erages (el dogamenl the |.I:|.-_'."H. il |'n|.||:| an] e traces of past hves
| photograph what [ call habuats and babitat violation,” says the 85-year-old
artist, sitling in his immaculsie wudio m downsown Manhstten, *To me, habitsl 5
difTerentiated from architechune, Mabsiat is whet socieires ot b Bubklimg—laos
Ehey ooy ol how they uss i, Hastory plays & mode, A I""'I'II'I.F i b b ] one
way fora whike. and then i s used anather way. Socweconomes and polifical casses
can affoct habitat, I's like social portradere, eocepl there are po people o "
Polsdon's latest series rocords the devastated homes and strects of MNew Ovlcans
afier the Mo -\.||.‘1:' that fol lowed Hurmcane Kainena om Asgust 29, M55, Seme S0 o
these color phobographs have boen reprodocsd by Edatbons Sacidl
Riobeerl Podidorn in Moberd Polidor: After the Flood, and a vivid selection of them
a1 weork In Nepal wars shown last fall af the Metropolitan Muscum of An in Mew

1 Mancn 2007/ ARTNIwS



£ L g 'T e |}

490 Empedrado,

York. The frames are filled with images of Tt
hiouses wppled from their moerings and
crammed with chaotic stews of mud-caked pos-
sessiona; mold spreads over Oesie walls. Slot with wiosually
lemg cxpesaes of up e S0 secomds, these photographs make
the stagnam atmosphene aloost tangible.

Polidasi watched the crisis unfolding on TV while in an
airport on his way o Dubal. Ten days afbver the storm, he
flew 1o Mew Orleans for the Mew Yorder, where be s a sallf
pheographer. Afler completing his assigrment, lse staved fos
tweds wieeks 1o shoot on i own, and be retarsed three dmes
oweer the following seven mosths,

"I fel like a war zone,” says Pollon, wil was borm i
Mlenireal bt hived i Mew Oleans i 19065 wiale lus Tather,
a lelemetry expert, worked on guidanee systems for the S
rn 8 maon rocket and Booster. "1 reminded me of Bearw
eaght at the emd of the civil war”

He worked his way through the Noesded sirees and, unchal-
lenped, emtened ouses that had Been marked by the military
adver they forced open tie doors e cheek for ocoupans, dead
or alve. Inn dim natural light, wading throagh the detrines of
people’s hves thack wih the smell of md, Polidon set up his
pictures s @ S-By=T vaew camer, an ontmodked pece of
equiprment Mt he likes for s resoluimon and ablily 1o make
perspeciive correclions.

“Everyone el making pictures down there was shooling
dignal, and Robent was shooting sheet-film negatives,” says
Tett Rieenheim, a phologmphy corator at the Metropoditin,
s wrode Ehe mmircediction b Polulon™s New Orleans book
urud orEanised the showe uf the museorm, 1 don’ think anyone
WS -.:|.|I1i||g shizet filmoia 5 '1-1. 7 inches afier 193, Thene was

Courtyard, Havana
Vieja, 1987,

noebscimcly, There was no place b load holders
and all theee things that 1%th-canfury phatogr-
prvers haxd 1o deal withe, Tha's whiat Fobert was
dl.li:u;.:. Hiz 1x blessed with perfzct understanding of color 2nd
badarrice and the abaliey 1o mampulale o camera the way very
lew peogibe can. This Emad of obsessive thing serves the pic-
lupes exiremely well.”

Kosenleing, wihe livel in Mew Orleans for five vears and has
lamily theere, was keen W collaborate on the progect with Padi-
dore. 1le sees a stromg conmnecizen bebween Polsdon”™s work nnd
that ol Walker BEvons, “Evans wos I,.H.iIIF this staid ond reticent
bt dhrect mug=shol style, and Bobert does the snme I'hirl.g."
siys Eosenherm, “These piciures ook ke crime soenes,”™

The curafor wias amiceed by the response 1 the show, includ-
g a call from a ||ig'||1 glnn! ab ihe musewm whose cluibdboosd
home had been :h.':-.lnv:'ﬂl by the starm and who wns s moved
b ehe pictures that he wanded tooalk todhe pl'-erf.gmﬂ'u:-r. Paa-
e Teel empathy when they look ot the piclores, snvs Eosen-
heim, or else they feel like intmudars, They ask themselves,
“Ehe | have the right ti look gt this sebject with us mach finee-
dom zs [ de here? Hove | wandered ingo a funeml where |
shiouldn ™t b

This sense of intimacy infus=s a1l of Polidori™s work, For hiim,
pEctanes of rooams are more revealing and personal than piciumes
of peopke, “You can tuke o poatruit of semeens, bet veu're
really guessing that they are like this or that,” he savs. " ow get
a lot mere troe mformagion aboed 0 [perso 5y ,1||,::5':1-:c what
they pul an their walls, ¥ow could think of all of these houses
like listle psychodogical exeskeletens that have been shed.

IMitarie M, Sheets is o comribuning editor of AR Tnews,
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They e like sefuposs. | conver difforent varicics of
that phenoemenon, whether thiough sonm, through
war, throupgh podstics™

The Chernobyl nuclear power plant and (e nearby
tovwry o Prijrivat had suffered o different ke of catsstrophe.
When Poladon went to Chermobyl live yeam afler the nuckear
scadent of April 196, 5t was still the conter off a contaminalbcd
Excleson Lose. Prapyst, wheee the plast workers hod Fived,
wars shandoned. Hink pacturcs Tnom thad vees wéee mabliileed o
the ool Fripvar and Chernolml- Somey of Eoclaacs m 00
by Sacidl, amd the photon. wede s Lest (21 at BEdwymn Houk
in Mew York. Photos of Somhern Califomia will be on view
nest winler at BoseUallery m Sasia Monica, whene his wiwlia
sl for S0 000, Imapes fromm sobd=ou cdithons and a1 avction
have fetchwed up to $30,000

Pobudori's mtanner b hard 1o losite peeciacly B e and
place, With his thick, dark hair combod Bock and hes dhighilly
an hivsiaths wnperaien, e koods younger then bis yeare Hlia
vosce has a trace of a Fronch accont amd riscs i3 @ sisoeeio m-
flactsen 1o amphasiee oertan phrases. In comvemation ke
ranges fioim Bob Dyvlan o Jong 0 Jean-Lue Gadand i glohal
warming. all of wihich, he says, inform has work

(i the road half the vear. Polidon has wodked o India, Iran,
lsrnel. kordas, Lebamon, Libya, Pakesting, ardd 5yma. He says
Las Yegas is the least accesaible ciy i U Unibed $ales, and
breaks inta a high-deciie] imitation of o cop wreaming at hisn
o et of | prwwale property. Chermnnby ], on the other kand, was
o 3 peobbermn, “Remsian are eany.” Podalort necalls. =Y pay,

New Orieans, L
004, oexs. The Araly wodld i hike that, koo, s a mal-

you pob aooeis. Venn don's pay, you don i et s

terof himisg the right guy, and then it's

pocesable © He b "'."i"F b et intios Morih Korea and the Vs
camn “1'm Catholic, and ['ve Boen iiymg b gl mio ik mooms
at the Wetican for five yvears,”™ b says =1 wild pet there.™

A pm;'i.ll:l:in;' lifie powvees. paturally bo Polidorn. He spent iy
cho o o Mosteeal before his Cather"s work ook the Farmily
tar Wanhimgion state, Calliformia, Loutsiana. and Forsda, Aftor a
wead off collepe in Flonds, be ket for Mew York, where be st
the avaen-garde Glmmakor Jonas Mehss, Polidon worked for
scveral years ol Anthodogy Film Aschives, founded by Mol
while kzarming 1o make his own struciuralisd films, which he
deseribes ne heing aboul the conception of time. He finishod
fis unckerpradisane degree at Antiech Caollege i Ohio, then
earned s manter's in film from the Sate Universaty of Mew
York af Buffalo in | 9=

Podichonri s finsstration with the mrsler world of svantgande
filim B b s il oo Cimcmia b0 photogragtyy. ~ Fhcae flma
dadn’t have & need jo socially relste o any asdionse,™ be s
Yo'l pota a n.n;-rmm;_.nd thes otheer pople wore all filme
makors competing for the same gram maoncy, It was really de-
pressing.” In 1983 he moved to Pans, where be woald live for
1% years, and begen photographing Yersailles. During these
YEAR wiwer the presidency of Frangois Miermnd, the palace
was undergoing a mapor resioratien, inclading a suine of oo
il dlated bo the reign of Lous XV,

“Rlisierrand was 5 Loun XV kend of goy.™ says Poledori
“We value porsods of the pand from shene ol beads. g ot

& The first rock-and-roll composition is Ravel's Bolero because it's laid down
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the present. Toome, that work s abons historical
mevisionism, Just as individoals plage ohjpecis of
persomnal vilee on theie walls as theit means of
selfreflection, so does o -:'n._'iq:l:.' in it museums,”” In this seres,
which he p||l1|i:-:lw-d in his first book—Versgifies, with o 1ext 51;.'
Jeam-Mane Péronse de Montelos, released in 193] h}' Editions
:'ri:_'nl;ﬁ—1h|,' yask rowams washed in diffese natural Iib:ln lonks
like dhesenied skape sets. with omane pictur: frmmes prgl bed-
stepds stripped of their contents. fumiture droped in drop
cloths, and unfromed convases leaning agains the walls

Padidori Fownd that his affinity for interiors suited the
mvedinm of phnmgmph!. “Nou shoubd toke I,'I|'||!¢':|'|'\. of ||'|i1|;'\.
ghat dbion ™t o, anad i should make nevwvies -nl'lhiup that
miove,” B save, 0 simiplistic, and you can make 8 case for
the commary, bt mw rale is mere ofien e When he bepan
taking photos, he knew litle about the history of plotegraphy.
He admired Walker Evans but had seen few of his photos

I soimes waays, music las had a moe oven influence on his
work, He remembers the Beatles” arrival in Amenica in 1963 as
a life-changing event, listens o a bt of music, and plays guitai
in his dentimc, “1'm very influenced by the sense of uproot-
cdness im all the various American folk musics™ he says,
adding thet he hates punk musie because vou don't hear the
lavers. "The fiest rock-and-roll composition is Ravel's Bofero
because at's laid down by tracks. 1oy b arraisge oy pictures
il way st racks are laid down.”

He dises this using Photashop, and be likes working in 3-bw-7
nigative panly because in°s a bewer recond and has mose infor-
maalaea he can exiEc {-.P]'H.'l'lir'll_.: o his COMM PulEr i rd SCan ol a

Madama Adalaldo™s
Aparimant, 1985,

photiz of an abancdened haspilal eniranee in Clser-
nihy] and comparing # with his finished image,
Polidori shows how he draws oun the details from
parts foy shadowy or blanched by sum, and how e rebalamoes
the colar, "You son of disconpose il image and bring up dif-
fizrend paris that are these,” be says. He is very hands-om and ex
weting with his techanical processes. “I0s mot like I'm imposing.”
he explains, =1 make it like the way that io was™

Whether he is coaxing the meos1 out of his segalives of expos-
ing himself v the: radicactivity of Chermoby and the feid nitns
of Mew Orleans—wliene I developed a bad case of asthing—
Palideri dermands a lot of himsell, When he's in e field, cons-
pesiticnal docisions beoonse pararioin.

“The thing ard the image of ihe thing ae notthe same,” be
says, “We have binocular vision, and the camera i monocalar
There are all sors of percepiual processes o ke o consid-
eration. Wit [ wam is an bmage that is the way il misd e
micariiers tomgs, 1w an inagee that s coalaben e,

He poanes 1o a 3H-by-=48-mch C-pramt on bis studio wall, a
shion of e facsade of a nsodest Mew Ordeans lome, tighaly
compressod belween two neighboring bouses, wiach doesn’|
seeny <ot of the osdmary—exeept for the mud-sreakied car
skowed at a sharp angle i frond.

“It's all a nsaer of contexn, what clements end up Bsing in
the prcture,” e says, <1 could lavs caloul Gt Bemse omihe
bef sile. Bt ae®s there 30 you candeduce that there ane adja-
cancies of thewe kird of hovses, The peripherics hint at what™s
nob in e piciure. A good picture asks certoin questions, and
atwers Oy e, [ |

by tracks. | try to arrange my pictures the way that tracks are laid down ¥
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