














Below:
Berlin 1980

alone, walking the emptiest streets. Most
of my writing, | do at my desk, on the roof,
or on my balcony. Only when I'm blocked
do | have to move, searching for inspira-
tion like a sniper searches for his targets.
It seems like every time you walk outside,
then, you're ‘working.’ Do you have time
thatisn’t ‘work’?

| do work a lot, but I'm no workaholic. |
have a girlfriend, | read as much as | can,
and | keep myself physically t. | haven't
had a real holiday in a while. But I've also
kept out of the nuthouse.

Could you please tell me more about your
new book, The Valley of the Shadow?
Well, it's an extension of Radical Eye [1997],
my previous photo book, and it's far from
mainstream photography. As the title sug-
gests, it's a moody book of images focus-
ing on the social twilight, and that void
of our existence, which most people like
to ignore. There is an almost apocalyptic
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atmosphere to the photographs, a sense of
mystery and secret. You may ask yourself
how did he get there, what’s behind that
moment, who is that character, what hap-
pened afterwards or before? Those photo-
graphed seem to be uncomfortable, mis-
placed, unwanted, rejected or obsessed,
but nevertheless present and demanding
attention. Every freak, geek or nerd is as
welcome as any overrated media God. No
living situation is too embarrassing and
no monster too ugly. No personal obses-
sion too perverse and no slum too fucked
up. No crime unforgivable.

I understand the book also ‘chronicles’
Berlin across decades; so what is the por-
trait of Berlin that you paint?

Very subjective. I'm more interested in
an atmosphere or mood than in a social-
ly conscious re ection or documentation.
You can document or illustrate anything

in any way you want.
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If you like the losers, you can give
them an aura of pride; if you hate the rich,
you can make them look cheap. | don't
have any prejudice, except maybe against
the mediocre, but you never know. So |
guess | like the mysterious better than
the obvious, the rejected more than the
successful, the fighter more than the
coward, the beautiful more than the ugly,
though my definition of beauty differs
from mainstream tastes. Anyway, being
interesting is more important to me than
being beautiful. Authenticity means
being yourself.

What are some of your favorite ‘dark cor-
ners and alleyways’ of Berlin?

My favorite spot used to be the ruins of the
Place of the Republic, next to the Berlin
Dome, but it’s gone. TheLandwehrkanal,
when | lived in Kreuzberg. Mitte, after
the fall of the wall, when it wasn’'t devel-
oped yet. Potsdamer Platz, when it was
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empty. Kurfirstendamm at Christmas;
it's almost like an open-air Harrods.  The
punk clubs in the eighties. Bahnhof Zoo,
before they built the new train station.

Your of cial biography says that you have
an ‘intuitive proximity to outsiders and

mis ts.” Do you consider yourself an ‘out-
sider and mis t'?

| feel like a mis tin a supermarket, kin-
dergarten, church, hospital, old people’s
home, police station, watching TV, read-
ing the newspaper, listening to the radio,
listening or talking to fanatics or igno-
rant people. According to my tastes, be-
liefs, temper, work, and personality, then,
I'm at least different .

Do you think Berlin is welcoming for ‘out-
siders and mis ts'?

| guess Berlin is no more welcoming to
mis ts than any other big  European City,
but it's a place that's not as demanding as
London, Paris, or Moscow. You don’t have

to make it to survive, and you don't have
to compromise if you choose a life of un-
conditional determination, accept an un-
certain future, and are able to face defeat.
If you're a conformist, you better go live in
the provinces or in Stuttgart.

Have your subjects ever become

your friends?

Yes. One even became an actor in my
movies. After a publication in the *  New
York Native,’ which included my address,
| got a letter from a man who wanted to
experience being photographed by me. He
included a nude photo of him masturbat-
ing. Well, | followed up on his invitation,
documented his obsessions, cast him in
my movies and we became friends. He
later disappeared, became infected with
full-blown AIDS in the late eighties in
New York City, after which he announced
that he was going to drown himself in the
East River.

You come exceptionally close to disturb-
ing and violent scenes when you pho-
tograph. How does it affect you to be
inches from death or some sort of disgrace
or misery?

Of course, | always feel different accord-
ing to the situation, my involvement, the
state or condition of my attention. I'm
never objectively removed, but the camera
does work like a shield. And high on
adrenaline, you can tolerate much more
than in any other situation. | guess all
the survival instincts and auto-protec-
tion mechanics start working to numb or
alter your sensors.

Are you still getting into as much trouble
as before?

I hope not. At fty-six, it's embarrassing
when you have to defend yourself phys-
ically — even if you knock out your op-
ponent. Better to call the shots and send
your bodyguards. (Just kidding.) ¢
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