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'Palermo’ features gritty views of the historic central city
By Steve Bennett, November 25, 2014

Courtesy Lawrence Markey Gallery

John Riddy is considered one of Great Britiain's finest art photographers. An exhibition of his "Palermo" photos is on view at 
Lawrence Markey Gallery through Dec. 19.

During several trips to Palermo over the past three years, John Riddy awakened early every day and took a walk through 
the city center, much of it still showing evidence of WWII bombing, following the exact same route religiously.“I wanted 
to build true familiarity with the area,” said Riddy, considered one of Great Britain’s top art photographers. “Gradually, I 
would find certain areas or scenes that I wanted to make an image of.”

Working slowly and methodically with a large format digital camera — “Looking at the image upside down in the camera 
forces you to be more contemplative,” he said — Riddy has made only about 15 images of the city that he feels are 
suitable for exhibition.



Six of those window-sized, black-and-white photographs are on view in “Palermo” at Lawrence Markey Gallery through 
Dec. 19.

“What I admire about John’s work, besides its uncanny beauty, is his relentless quest for a pure description of his subject,”  
Markey said. “Riddy’s 'Palermo’ emerges from a process of observation, both intuitive and deliberate. Slow and 
considered walks through the city allowed patterns of change — in light, texture and human activity — to emerge over 
time and inform his compositions.”

Riddy points out that Palermo is an ancient city, long an important trading and cultural center in the world.

“Arabs and Normans invaded, and the architecture shares both influences,” said Riddy, whose work is in such prominent 
collections as the Tate Modern in London, the Victoria & Albert Museum in London, and the Stedelijk Museum in 
Amsterdam.

But it was two photographs of Palermo by the 19th-century French photographer Gustave Le Gray that piqued Riddy’s 
interest in the city and its relationship with the past.

“I have a strong interest in the history of photography,” Riddy, 55, said, “particularly 19th-century French photography. I 
wondered about the relationship of what the city looks like now and then.

“Basically, the centro historic center has been in a state of decline. A lot of the damage from WWII has not been 
addressed. I found a lot of correspondence between the city today and its past.”

Riddy’s photographs — cobblestone street scenes and alleys with parked compact cars, boats on the beach, a park with a 
gnarly 100-year-old tree near the marina — have extraordinary focus and depth of field that creates a gritty texture, a 
sheer density of detail, that requires prolonged study. It’s easy to fall into one of Riddy’s images.

“I focus on the grit in order to make something of transcendence,” Riddy said. “I want a photograph to have an 
independent life of its own, almost like a painting that seems to have arrived on the wall.”

One thing you won’t find in a Riddy picture is people. (One image does have a sleeping dog, however.) And the fact that 
these are public places in a busy city is a testament to the artist’s patience and perseverence.

“I have found that if you stand somewhere long enough, you will get no people — if only for a second or two,” Riddy 
said.

People are not the point, he said.

“That would be totally different thing,” he said. “It’s about finding a moment that could be a much bigger moment. When 
nothing is happening in an image, you can think about the past and the future. You reflect on things differently. There are 
not people in the photographs, but they are about what people keep, what they’ve left behind.”

As British critic Adrian Searle commented on Riddy’s work: “If his photographs have anything to do with Cartier-
Bresson’s 'decisive moment,’ it is a moment that has taken months and several visits to present itself. It is the moment 
when everything seems alive but precisely nothing is happening.”
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Lawrence Markey Gallery is located at 311 Sixth Street. Hours are 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tuesday-Friday. 210-228-9966.


