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When you watch early Star kVars films the special effects of the original productions

look sweetly primitive in comparison to the Star Wars of more recent vintage. This

transformation Is evident in a series of photographs by the artists Max Becher and Andrea

Robbins, which pair action figures from earlier Star HrVirs films with more contemporary
versions. What is displayed so well in these Images is the cultural preoccupation with an

increasingly articulated and strong body type. Darth Vader Is distinctly more menacing,

owing partly to his lengthened cape but also to the more deliberately militaristic and

technological matrix through which the toy has been imagined. Voda has undergone a
transformation from a kind of eunuch-sage to a warrior; Chewbacca's wiry, hairy sell is

pumped and coiffed into a totally new kind of creature, heavy-lidded and fierce. In their

objective, analytical approach, these images recall the work of Becher's parents, Bernd
and Hilla Becher, whose griddod photographs create Ivpolocjical studies of vernacular

architecture. Becher and Robhins suggest a way of using the camera to subtly excavate

the darkness in plain sight,
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Aiiiaiicin Means' pholographs ol ligtil bnlbs possess the straightforward elegance oi a

scientist tracking an eclipse.They reach back into the history o( photography with their

focus on objective beauty, but they also court a deadpan humor. While various "masters

of light" coax subtleties from camera, film, and paper. Means bluntly positions the bare

bulb and flips the switch. Of course there is more to her method than that, but part of
the power of these images is their simplicity. As if conducting a classic Interrogation

scene in a spy movie, she shines the lamp in the camera's eye and demands that it tell
the truth —but this time about the lamp itself rather than some secret plot.

Means foregrounds the anthropomorphic character of the bulbs by using color to estab

lish a kind of personality for each. When they are seen in a series, the viewer grows

attuned to the variety of graphic signatures in the bulbs' filaments, tracking them as a

clue to the "expression" of the bulbs. Some look hazy and bloated with color, others

sharp and menacing. Chromatically, Means seems to revel in the totally artificial hues
ol electricity, celebrating the absence of anything naturalistic. With their large scale

and closely cropped format, the photographs situate themselves as a form of portraiture:

this mixing of codes imbues their subjects with valences of emotional expression that
we are unaccustomed to seeing in inanimate objects, j. abbott miller
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