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Figure 1 - Rhein II, 1999 (remastered 2015) by Andreas Gursky - Picture taken by Jose Souto with the kind permission of the 
Hayward Gallery 

 
For some time now, Andreas Gusrky seems to find straight photography uninspiring (1). Many 
of his pictures since the early 1990s, including Rhein II, are manipulated and reconstructed into 
something that expresses what he believes should be the authentic, generic vision of his 
subjects (2). Gursky, who eventually studied under the Bechers at the Dusseldorf Art Academy, 
grew up in a commercial photography setting - his father ran a successful studio for a while - 
(3), and this experience of retouching and rearranging the scene to add connotations, which is 
typical of commercial photography, seems to have resurfaced in his recent work. As is the case, 
when confronted with an advertisement we are somewhat sceptical of what is shown, 
questioning if it is real or plausible. The same suspicion arises when looking at Gursky’s work, 
although it is hard sometimes to find the seams.  
 
In Rhein II, the signs of manipulation are not easy to spot, but its simplicity immediately arises 
suspicion. It is essentially composed of alternating strips of sky, grass, sand, water, rock and 
tarmac. There are no buildings and very little man-made structures, even though this was taken 
close to a city (4). Gursky stripped away most of that to achieve his vision of the modern river 
(5), resulting in an image which is synthetized from the minimum ingredients to convey 
meaning. At first, Rhein II reminded me of Sugimoto’s Seascapes (6) in its composition. 
However, whereas the latter evokes a space untouched by humankind (7), Rhein II, even after 
being simplified to elementary ingredients, still references the consequences of civilization, 
our impact in the landscape (8). A picture that exudes humanity without directly showing it. 



Rhein II is visually a flat picture. The lines, almost perfectly horizontal, run parallel to each 
other. The perspective eradicates depth. The tones, predominantly shades of green and grey, 
are muted, adding to the flatness. The lack of buildings or persons focuses our view on the 
lines. If we look at this picture from far away, without knowing about it, we could confuse it 
with the cross section of a solid object, showing the different layers that compose it.  In a way, 
this is what comes to my mind when I add up my visual experience of Rhein II. It is a 
progressively disturbing combination of layers. 
 
From atop, it stars with a clear sky. Empty, grey and soothing. With nothing exciting or 
alarming. It progresses to a narrow strip of manicured, clean grass, in lighter green, and almost 
spotless sand banks that merge smoothly with a band of choppy water. The waves feel like a 
bad omen, but they also form a repeatable, stable pattern that somewhat mitigates our fears. 
Then, the shock comes: a narrow band of black rocks clashes with the water. Like a defence 
barrier too thin to be useful, the rocks soon disappear from our vision and chaos begins: the 
wider strip of grass that follows is unkempt, full of debris, intersected by winding walker-made 
paths that add to a sense of instability. This part of the picture is grainier, less defined and 
progressively darker. The descent is briefly interrupted by a straight path, in dark grey. Quite 
thin, offering almost no resistance. The grass below continues to grow darker, with blotches of 
black, but not as unkempt as the grass above. 
 
Gursky says that Rhine is one of its favourite photographs, "...an allegorical picture about the 
meaning of life, and the way things are and about the fullness and the emptiness" (9). In looking 
at the image, I can see his point. In life one starts on a blank, without knowledge or prejudices, 
like the sky at the top of Rhein II. As we pick up experiences and fill our minds, we interact 
with the world with the carefree confidence of youth. Life is fuller but without consequence, 
still too ideal, like the narrow grass strip just below the horizon in the photograph. However, 
as we grow older and our responsibilities pile up, we start to feel the anxiety of modern life. 
This brews in our underbelly, and at first we think we can weather it; like the choppy but not 
yet stormy waters in Rhein II. For some, the anxiety will grow out of control, and after the 
shock of realisation - the narrow strip of black rocks hitting the water - we will wonder 
aimlessly for a solution. Without help, our lives could quickly descent into chaos, like the lower 
layers of grass in the photograph. There may be some respite, a moment of calm (the strip of 
path at the bottom), but this may be just temporary, and the descent could continue, as hinted 
by the last, progressively darker strip of grass at the bottom of the frame. 
 
Read this way, Rhein II ends in an enigma. The bottom strip is too narrow for us to have an 
unambiguous message. There are some clues that this strip of grass is slightly more organised 
than the one above. Does this refer to our ability to recover or is it offering false hopes? We 
cannot tell because the image ends. But is significant that this happens closest to the viewer, in 
the foreground, as if this was a matter for our own reflection rather than for the photograph to 
elucidate.  
 
There are some elements from the original view that Gursky left in Rhine II, but the most 
prominent is the staircase cutting the upper grass band diagonally, a third from the left. It 
significantly ends neatly were the grass touches the horizon. This staircase, climbing into the 
clear sky, represents a desire to return to more innocent, carefree times. A desire to go back to 
our childhood, where all the problems become irrelevant, unknown. We know this is 
impossible, but we dream of it as a way of soothing our pain. In that respect, and because our 
eyes always return to the staircase, Rhein II ends up providing comfort without giving any 
hope. 
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