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Luigi Ghirri took up photography seriously in 1970, at the age of twenty-seven. Over 
the next two decades he made thousands of photographs, charting the changing 
contours of modern life in his native Italy and shaping a poetic and critical reflection on 
the language of photography and its formative role in a changing culture. 
 
The exhibition surveys Ghirri’s work through the 1970s, the decade in which he created 
a body of photographic work without parallel in Europe at that time. From the outset, 
his photography was marked by empathy for the ordinary and the everyday. He worked 
for the most part outside, walking the streets of Modena, the small city in the province 
of Reggio Emilia where he lived, and going on “minimal journeys” to the towns and 
countryside nearby. He was interested in “ephemeral architecture, the world of the 
provinces, objects that are considered bad taste that for me never have been so, 
objects charged with desires, dreams, collective memories.” 
 

At a time when color 
photography was 
regarded with suspicion 
in mainstream artistic 
circles because of its 
closeness to popular and 
commercial photography, 
and when “serious” 
photographic world was 
dominated by black and 
white, Ghirri worked only 
in color. “I take 
photographs in colour 
because the real world is 
in colour, and because 
colour film has been 
invented,” he wrote. 

 
He took his rolls of Kodachrome film to be developed in a normal processing lab in 
Modena and returned to collect the small prints later. With this decision to embrace an 
unpretentious approach to the medium, he positioned his work closer to amateur 
photography and to Conceptual Art than to social documentary and expressive artistic 
photography. 
 
Before committing himself full-time to photography, Ghirri had studied and worked as a 
surveyor. The experience of working out “in the field,” measuring space and 
demarcating territory, had an enduring effect on his approach to photography. He 
almost always photographed the subject straight on, avoiding drama, movement, and 
emotion.  
 
Rather than following a single linear route, Ghirri’s work moved in different directions 
simultaneously. He arranged his photographs into specific groups, which he came to 



 

 

consider as “open works.” Some were completed in a short period of time and had a 
clear subject. Others were more open-ended, combining photographs taken over a 
number of years and in many different places, mostly in Italy, occasionally in France 
and Switzerland. 
 
1n 1979, Vera Fotografia (True Photograph), a large exhibition of Ghirri’s works was 
presented in Parma, Italy. His photographs were arranged into fourteen different 
groups. The Map and the Territory takes these same groups as coordinates on a 
journey through Ghirri’s distinctive approach to photography. 
 
In the first of these groups, Fotografie del periodo iniziale (First Photographs), Ghirri 
looked at signs and surfaces in the urban environment, and people going about their 
daily routines in the city. In Paesaggi di cartone (Cardboard Landscapes), a much 
larger group of photographs made between 1970 and 1973, he surveyed the ubiquity of 
images on public display, on posters and billboards, in shop windows and cafés, 
sometimes combining the image with details of nature or sky in a “found” montage. 
Paesaggi di Cartone was later absorbed into a larger group, Kodachrome, which 
included photographs taken throughout the decade. With these photographs he sought 
to stimulate a reflection on “the gap between what we are and the image of what we’re 
supposed to be.” The daily encounter with multiple fictions and surrogates threatened, 
in Ghirri’s mind, the “destruction of direct experience.” 
 
A number of other groups from the early 1970s have 
clearly demarcated territories. In Colazione sull’erba 
(Breakfast on the Grass), he fixed his attention on the 
anonymous houses and gardens on the outskirts of 
Modena, focusing on the careful arrangements of nature 
around the newly built petit-bourgeois homes. For 
Catalogo, he focused on decorative details of tiles, 
brickwork, and mosaics, expressions of a collective 
identity in provincial culture. For Km.0,250, a work which 
Ghirri described as a “fresco for our time,” he 
photographed all the advertising posters pasted on the 
perimeter walls of a racecourse. 
 
These early projects have affinities to certain Conceptual 
Art practices of the late 1960s and early 1970s with 
which Ghirri was familiar through his friendship with a 
group of artists and writers in Modena. In 1973, the 
same year that he decided to give up his work as a 
surveyor, he made Atlante, an extended series of photographs of maps in an atlas. 
Using a macro lens, he zooms in on increasingly closeup details of deserts, oceans, 
and mountain ranges. Lines marking borders and meridians, and numbers indicating 
heights and depths become unmoored from geography. A mapped and measured 
world progressively unravels. Ghirri also developed several more openended groups 
that encompassed a range of places and constituted an ongoing inquiry into the 



 

 

language of photography. Of this approach he wrote in 1979, “I have always worked on 
any (initial) project, not conforming to a rigid scheme, but remaining open to intuition 
and the chance occurrences I encounter over the course of the work. This way of fitting 
things together, which one might call ‘montage’, resembles the method of putting 
together a mosaic or a puzzle.” 
 
As his work developed through the decade, Ghirri photographed people only rarely. An 
exception to this are the photographs grouped together in Diaframma 11, 1/125, luce 
natural (f/11, 1/125, Natural Light; the title makes a playful nod to the amateur 
photographer’s fetish of technique) of people in the act of viewing or being viewed, 
photographing or being photographed. In these photographs another image exists, one 
that we cannot see, but which is similar to the one that Ghirri himself has made. 
 
In his journey through “the realm of illusions and appearances,” Ghirri was drawn to 
places where the experience relied on a willing complicity with an unconvincing fiction. 
For Il paese dei balocchi (The Land of Toys), he spent many weekends visiting a 
fairground in Modena, juxtaposing make-believe backdrops with the structures that 
underpin the fiction, and he was equally fascinated by the makebelieve worlds of 
dioramas in natural history museums.  

 
In Italia ailati (a palindrome that 
roughly translates as “Italy on 
the wing”), Ghirri charted a 
different Italy, located away 
from its historic cities and 
clichéd representations. 
Focusing on signs and symbols 
in the landscape positioned to 
promote products such as 
gasoline or parmesan cheese, 
and ideologies such as 
Catholicism and communism, 
Ghirri maps out the common 
places of a provincial culture 
caught between tradition and 

modernity, and moving at its own particular speed. 
 
The question of framing is fundamental to photography. Ghirri’s entire working life, first 
as a surveyor and then as a photographer, was spent looking at places and objects 
through viewfinders of various kinds, and he was preoccupied with the relationship of 
spaces within the frame, and beyond it. 
 
This preoccupation comes to the fore in Vedute—a group of photographs taken 
throughout the decade, showing signs and symbols positioned to be viewed, and 
places designed for people to take in a view. He was alert to what he called “natural 
framings” within the photograph, to markers, borders, and the horizon line. A subtle 



 

 

interplay of immediate, intermediate, and infinite informs much of his work through the 
decade. 
 
The photographs in In scala (In Scale) were taken in an amusement park in Rimini, a 
place that Ghirri described as a “three-dimensional atlas.” Featuring scaled-down 
versions of well-known monuments including St. Peter’s in Rome, the Pirelli building in 
Milan, and the mountain ranges of the Dolomites, Ghirri describes places that are 
already reproductions. 
 
Throughout the decade, Ghirri was curious about the lives of images and what 
happens as representations of various kinds—paintings, photographs, postcards, 
maps—circulate in the world. For the series Still Life, he photographed details of 
paintings and kitsch copies encountered in the flea market in Modena. He was drawn 
to pictures in altered states, affected by the way they were framed or packaged. 
 
Individual images from several of the groups appear in Kodachrome, a self- published 
book from 1978. The sequence flows from sky to horizon, the beach and the sea, 
juxtaposing landscapes found and made, model houses with proper ones, pretend 
mountains with real ones, taking in along its way a multitude of mirrors and reflections 
and reproductions, postcards of views and landscape paintings, all the while playing 
with genre and scale. The elliptical narrative of Kodachrome offers a perfect summation 
of Ghirri’s poetic project, his ambition to navigate a way through a world of images, 
illusions and appearances, common places and everyday experiences. 
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