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Murtagh’s photographic portraits are extraordinary,
we can see that at first glance. But what is it actually that
fascinates here?
One hundred years ago, James Joyce used the moment of
the dying coals and the enchantment of the heart to describe
the experience of beauty (Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man, 1916.) For Kant, the aesthetic moment was a
stimulation of the powers of cognition in free play, which
leads to an individual and subjective judgement, but which
is demanded as universally valid (Kant, Critique of Judgment,
1790.) – Art produces beauty that is never predetermined
but is mostly experienced directly and affirmatively.
Directly at and in front of the factory, it is worth talking
about and feeling what seems so special to us here.
In these pictures, people are encountered in the form of
likenesses, as portraits. The picture represents them and at
best they present themselves as they want to be seen. We
often attempt to alter ourselves when we realize we’re being
photographed. An image is created of us and with us, with
which we can introduce ourselves in an extraordinary way
and to other people. The photographic portrait is the only
type of image that shows four ways to circumvent physics.
I call this the four paradoxes of portrait photography.
First, photography alone can stop time. A moment of
light is recorded and visible forever unchanged. Roland
Barthes describes the experience of infinity when looking
at a photograph as the return of the dead, although it is the
return of the living. Because we are captured alive in our
attitude towards the world that can observe us, to the eternal
object of observation. Although we encounter the dead
again as an image, they are immortal through photography.
In painting or sculpture, the time of manufacture is not
analogously equal to the time represented. Although
an image can emerge that depicts a moment, it was never
created in the brief time it depicts.
As a document, the photograph provides immediately
accepted evidence. We believe the photograph, that what is
seen in the picture was in fact in front of the camera’s lens.
It is proof that something or someone really existed. The
portrait shows an individual as detailed as possible on the
surface but also in his individuality, through his own active
attitude in turning towards the viewer. And it is precisely here
that photography creates something that can be found in
Ingres’ portraiture. The recorded details, for example the skin
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pores or the reflection of the studio in the iris, are only possible
with such precision in photography. We can examine the
person depicted more closely. Photography allows us to see
much more than is possible with the naked eye.
Not only the time and the most precise details are
documented, but also the space that is photographed
here and transported to another space. The motifs, such
as the surface of Mars, or a man from Sydney, come
right to us within reach. Photography can transcend physical
space through optical technology.
And the photographic portrait has a fourth paradox:
the feigned communication between the viewer and the
portrayed. The person named with the photo looks at us.
At least that’s the feeling we have, even though we know it’s
the lens that’s being looked at. After all, this communication
is only one-way The viewer addresses the portrayed, but
these are aimed at an unspecified person. Those portrayed
only imagine the other person, that is the world they will
see. Such an intimacy through an intensive inspection of
a counterpart would already be perceived as transcending
boundaries by those being looked at. If we look deep
into a person’s eyes for more than two seconds, it can
get uncomfortable. But neither the observer nor the
observed feels anything of this through the photograph.
If something like that happened, you would even notice
it if you only inspected it from the lost profile or from
behind. We notice when we are being watched. But
that will never happen with photography because
photography can dissolve uncomfortable intimacy.
The four ways to perceive people differently are supernatural.
Photography can circumvent the laws of nature. The most
important thing seems to me to be the aspect of infinity
because we can use photography to escape our temporality
and exist as an image forever. Perhaps this phenomenon
is the reason for our discomfort when we know that we
are being photographed. Then we try to become the person
we want to be and who we can be, because photography,
through its immediate evidence, gives us the opportunity
to convince the world looking at us.
The possibility of stopping time, overcoming space,
observing other people very closely and letting them tell you
something about you without ever really getting to know
them are only possible in portrait photography.

Murtagh’s pictures are just these photographic portraits and
as such are special and much more than that.
Most of the portraits shown here are individual portraits.
So, these are pictures of certain people, who are only
referred to by their first names by the photographer. He
thus reveals, albeit unconsciously, a personal closeness to
those portrayed. The gentle intimacy is already evident here
in the titles and finds its equivalent in the special pictorial
form of the emphatically artistic photography, which
I can clearly link to the pictorialism of around 1900.
Towards the end of the 19th century, photography became
technically better and better. The photographic industry
developed faster emulsions, better lenses and even the
first amateur cameras. The technique went from secret
knowledge to simple instructions, and the photographers
increasingly saw themselves as visual artists.
But if anyone can take these photographs, do the images
still have the potential to be art? This has always played a
dominant role in the discussion about photography as art.
Today it is the possibilities of digital photography that make
everyone who owns a smartphone a photographer. But it
was similar more than one hundred years ago.
Around 1900, photographers joined together to form
interest groups to pursue the question of art in photography
both practically and theoretically. At the same time,
pictorialism emerged as the world’s first official artistic
photography that was primarily painterly. Blurred to
barely recognizable motifs, which were borrowed from
painting, determined the photographs, which now overlaid
their origin of the most detailed and absolutely truthful
document. A distinctly artistic image quality was added
to go from documentary image to image value in itself.
Similarly, Murtagh creates his images that point beyond
normal photography beyond the stillness of photography.
It is unimportant whether the images appear because
of the blurring of the image setting, the coloring or the
motif itself, but whether they appear painterly at all.
Murtagh rediscovered this intention more than one
hundred years after pictorialism and presented it here as
his artistic language. His portraits show classic references
to painting, which until the mid-19th century was able
to provide the only two-dimensional portrait that was
only affordable for very few people. Above all, the soft,
sensitive colors of the Baroque, which we also know from
Rembrandt. Brown tones emerging from the warm, deep
black dominate Murtagh’s low-key images. The chiaroscuro
is also reminiscent of the soft oil painting of the Baroque
and creates a theatrical mood that makes most of Murtagh’s
photographs appear lively and moral. All motifs are set in
a natural light, which particularly masterfully models the
faces. This is how we see partially staged genre portraits
and individual portraits, which can also be found in baroque
and classicism painting as well as in the formally subsequent
pictorialism of photography. As mentioned above, portraits
have always been very moving because they show and
introduce people to us. In 1936, Helmar Lerski called his
work of 140 photographs of one and the same person, which
was dramatically re-staged using different lighting settings.

Lerski’s avantgarde portraits, while radically different
from Murtagh’s paintings, share the important aspect of
metamorphosis. With Murtagh, the metamorphosis behind
the stillness of the photograph is created through the
staging and use of light. The finely arranged portrait motifs
reflect the artist’s imagination but leave less room for the
individuality of the portrayed. The people are transformed
into Murtagh’s pictures, who in no way de-individualize
them, but instead absorbs and appreciates their personality.
This creates even more cooperation between the people
involved in the picture, which leads to a complex, subtle and
convincing overall picture that enchants our hearts as an
otherworldly metamorphosis of the portrayed and shows us
a world that is pure imagination and yet becomes visible.
The first image that caught my eye was the portrait of Jake.
A classic individual portrait as a bust. The depicted looks
at us impressively with an open attitude. The active focus
on the viewer can be seen in the slightly offset shoulder
axis. The light coming in from the right models his face
until it almost disappears in the dark on the left. The light
reflections make his eyes sparkle. The white, historicallooking shirt looks timeless, like the whole person. The
monochrome and undefined background leaves room
for the individual Jake. What is special is that the
photographer stages the picture as a timeless portrait and
still gives the person portrayed the opportunity to show
themselves. The classic composition of the picture and the
dark and warm colors that appear painterly remind me of
a portrait by Velásquez entitled Juan de Pareja from 1650,
together with the depicted one. Pareja may seem a little
more distant than Jake, but the hair, the beard and the large
eyes show a resemblance that surprises me.The Portrait Saviour
is very similar to Jake in composition, lighting, and the
model’s open and more challenging gaze at the world. The
name of the person portrayed is not mentioned, but rather
he is given the role of savior. The black veil is interesting,
which is also a discreetly staged aspect of Da Vinci’s
Mona Lisa and thus refers back to classical painting.
A similar composition and layout can be found in the
portrait of Lydia. She does not look at us, but appears to us in
profile, turning her face and looking out of the picture to the
right. The moving long hair is reminiscent of the loose long
hair of the Victorian era with the classic antique clothes and
therefore of the portraits of Julia Margaret Cameron from
the second half of the 19th century, which are partly known
as role portraits of legendary figures but also as individual
portraits. In addition, I also see a reference to the profile
portraits of Italian Renaissance portraiture. Even if the
photographer does not consciously create these references,
these associations nevertheless testify to an art-historical
visual memory that Murtagh carries within himself.
The portrait of Noa is noticeably more staged. Unlike Jake,
the woman is depicted in one scene. She is standing behind
a table on which are two vessels and the peel of a tangerine,
which she is holding in her hand and has dreamily looked
down on. The light comes from the left, perhaps from a
window with a sill that we see on the left edge of the picture.
The background is divided into a dark brown and light
area and gives the scene a lot of warmth. She, too, wears
historical-looking clothing, a light-colored shirt, and a dark

skirt, which repeats the dichotomy of the background.
The hairstyle with headbands and tied at the back are also
timeless. Although it is obviously an individual portrait
based on the name in the title, the closeness to symbolism
is immediately apparent. We’re just looking at the scene
with a protagonist who doesn’t have us in mind. Here,
Murtagh stages an environment for the person in which
we can view them. Here the metamorphosis that the artist
offers us without objectifying the individual becomes clear.
At the same time, the photographer uses the models of
painting, as here quite obviously the work of a Vermeer,
and pictorialism, which brings this very narration into the
pictures, to create a pictorial work that convinces us. The
picture Fable is structured similarly, only we can no longer
recognize her face because she is sitting with her back to us.
Here Murtagh switches to the genre representation, which
is nevertheless similarly removed as the other pictures.
This poetic and otherworldly mise-en-scène features in most
of Murtagh’s paintings. Sara and Rachel, two women who are
also not looking at us and are preoccupied with themselves,
seem to reinforce the distance to us with a veil that hangs
between them and the viewer. They show us something but
not everything. The artist again proposes a timeless motif
that could easily be a contribution from camera work by
Käsebier, Watson-Schütze or Eugene. Altogether there are
five pictures with two women in the picture: Sara&Rachel,
Alta&Mairin, Lena&Tani, Sara&Tory and Untitled. We could
also change the title to String of Pearls, thereby clarifying
the action in the picture, detaching the subject from the
individuals and turning the characters into actors. But that
doesn’t seem to be the intention. Rather, the unambiguity
of attributions and intentions is veiled to leave room for the
pictorial effect, although ultimately the individual remains
in the metamorphosis. Here it becomes clear that these are
genre representations, which nevertheless present and favor
individuals. It’s about more than just portraits of individuals
or genre depictions, allegories, or roles. Murtagh describes
people in an otherworldly sphere that lets us rapture.
Likewise, the portrait Maka seems like a film still in which
the photographer shows us a woman wrapped in slightly
transparent fabrics, in motion, with her eyes closed, perhaps
imagining the world in the background through the bright
fabric that becomes almost visible and is reminiscent of
the landscape elements of a Renaissance Da Vinci. Theresa
doesn’t seem to notice us either, because she is looking
intently at something outside the picture. This indefinite
narration is strongly reminiscent of the portraits that Julia
Margaret Cameron produced in the late 19th century, often
as an allegory in her glass chicken coop, often underexposed
and out of focus with artistic aspirations, and which served
as a model for many pictorialists. Cameron also titled many
portraits only with the first names of their models.
Lalasa is a special portrait in this series. The sitter lies and,
like Theresa, looks past us and through us at the same time,
as if we were not visible to her. This unfixed gaze is a bit
frightening because the feeling arises of looking into the
afterlife of life.
What is still an obviously contemplative scene in Noa is
now vaguely shifted into the mysterious. Here the depiction

6

7

changes from portrait to genre depiction, in which the
individual still plays an important role. The pictures
Theresa and Winston are similarly indefinitely narrative and
mysterious. Lost in thought, Theresa has laid her head on
the side of a table, on which an open music book makes
a connection to the music. A brooch, a string of pearls,
bottles and a fine curtain that blows into the room on the
wind from the window. Who or what she is thinking, of
course, remains uncertain. The uncertain, the mysterious
is clearly reinforced by Murtagh’s typical pictorial concept.
In the end, the pictorial invention remains an idea of the
photographer, who again succeeds in presenting both the
individual and their metamorphosis as part of a visible,
but unclear and timeless moment. This theme of fairytale
enchantment is also a classic subject of symbolism and
pictorialism. Winston is lying on the parquet floor, visible
against the dark background, and on a hand-knotted carpet.
He looks at us from behind a beaded necklace pulled over
his face and, like almost all models, wears a linen shirt that
looks historical. In the front right of the picture are two
white, dried rose blossoms, some of which have broken
off. We see a complex staged picture that offers a lot of
room for interpretation. The picture elements and their
respective statements are not clear but challenging. Do we
pair with Winston and the flowers represent him and us? Is
his flower hurt like he’s lying vulnerable on the ground? Is
he emotionally defenseless against us or because the chain
divides his face, indecisive or has he broken up with us? Is
he trying to feel his way out of his metamorphosis beyond
rest towards us? The quality of this scene lies in these
unanswered questions, which are supported by the historical
and timeless looking image idea.
The only portrait whose colors stand out from the dark
overall picture is the mother and child motif Lea & Opal.
The mother lies with the child on a light-flooded white bed.
She holds the child protectively in her arms. Historical linen
fabrics can also be found here, which can only be seen as
timeless. This is certainly an individual portrait, but at the
same time it is a recurring motif in the visual arts. This motif
was also particularly popular in pictorialism.
Murtagh’s photographic works show a return to pictorialism
and symbolism. As with the individual portrayed, he goes
beyond reality. We are also transformed a bit and take these
feelings with us for our own contemplation. In the end,
we become a part of these images, just as the images
become a part of us.

Girl With Mirror, New York, 2016
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Lydia With Blue Flowers, New York, 2019
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Theresa, New York, 2008

I had a thought
you the brightness of a house
I, the still charcoal in a tin
draw me on your wall
use me to outline a day
show me what it is to be seen
as I stretch like smoke
hovering like something
about to escape the earth
show me how to stand
against this sky
outlined with your ceaseless ray
and stand watch over me
like the stars
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Lena & Tani, Berlin, 2021
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Unrequited, New York, 2021

At first glance
distant is the moon
driven to ash
our words
unfathomed
where the
soul fits
a sail moves
soft tooth of time
left a mark
on the bright fruit.
How thoughts creak
in the wood
or startle awake
no clinging thing we
no lost chance
a being of smoke
tenderly across
moves on
stays in the
round eye
seen from above
reaching out
a tattered wing
yet carried on
a coil of air
circling for a
place to land.
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Noa, New York, 2016
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Jake, New York, 2021
p r e v i o u s

s p r e a d

Alta & Mairin, New York, 2017

Are we yet arrows
earthborn
supple in the wounds
of our lessons
forged
hope in the shade
or raging light
eyes closed in
we go. We must go
someone moved
across the far lawn
you. Can just see them
what you truly want
you hide
what you are given
you show
here it comes
shot like a voice
it finds.
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Sara & Rachel, New York, 2010
p r e v i o u s

s p r e a d s

Sara & Tory, New York, 2018
Lalasa, New York, 2018

She moves things
with her mind
a glass evaporate
a child in the distance
of her eyes just
off to the right
time pivots between us
you can hear a pin drop
how alive you are
in those brown orbs
which track the space
a memory changes
and you so close to what
you choose to forget
so you can truly know.
And beauty stands
in your shadow
it beckons those alone
beckons the months
in a frame set alight
love is no torment
in this space
you’ve set
everything in motion
like sparks flying
into the blackest night.
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Lea & Opal, New York, 2021
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Savior, New York, 2017
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Lydia, New York, 2018
p r e v i o u s

s p r e a d s

Winston, New York, 2017
The Letter, New York, 2008
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Maka, Berlin, 2021
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Fable, New York, 2020
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MURTAGH IN CONVERSATION
CORINA NAN I, CU RATOR
Portrait: Natascha Merckens

What camera do you work with?
Nikon D700 digital camera.
Joel Meyerowitz said: “Carrying a camera is a license to see.”
What do you look for to see?
I am mainly a portrait photographer, so I will address
that genre. I think he meant that one can see in a more
personal way or open way when a camera is present, because
it structures the experience and one has access to a personal
perspective through noticing . What I personally want
to see is a face that expresses a view of the world that
I want to live in. If it is studio, then its more about the
person’s beauty and/or character that inspires this tone
of meaning... And I want to be surprised. To me it is always
a thrill when composition, lighting, facial features and mood
of the person coalesce into a whole, to create the illusion
of time suspended. To me a portrait should feel timeless.
How did photography happen to you?
My older brother Mark used to collect old photographs
from garage sales and flea markets. He would point out
details of them to me, like an odd pair of shoes, a blurry
figure, or the clothing. At that time I was about 13 and
watching a lot of movies, developing a relationship with
a personal way of framing reality into something more
mysterious. Portraits always interested me the most.
I too have a collection of old photographs, which I
call spontaneous art. My brother’s deeper awareness
of things was about both perception and inspired
interpretation, of how things are placed, or contained
in a chosen space. Looking back now I think this was
my first experience of the timeless and the divine.
What inspired you most when you started photographing?
Probably the old photographs...Portraits, also. I’m
quite sure movies had a huge impact on how I framed
reality. But also I have always been beguiled by women,
their mystery and essence. I think this is instinctual when it
comes to what might be called the ‘motion’ of beauty.
I cannot explain what it is about woman that inspires me
to make art, but I suspect it always comes back to beauty
and its importance in my life.
Which photographer/s do you admire the most? Why?
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Josef Sudek is amazing, because he transformed the
ordinary — a glass of water, an egg, etc.— into something
miraculous and spiritual. I like Avedon’s nerve and Irving
Penn’s tones and calm approach to portraits. I think
Francesca Woodman was amazing, someone so young yet
so bold and expressive and intense and raw. Saul Leiter was
marvelous and very dreamlike in how he captured street/
city atmospheres, in an unique visual sense. I liked August
Sander’s stoic and weird portraits. Steichen and Steiglitz
were a bridge from painting to photography, they made
otherworldly work. Robert Frank was important because
he was like a filmmaker. His narrative approach was soulful
and and edgy. I like Paolo Roversi a lot, his fashion work is
rich and beautiful and subtle, and he uses mirrors like
I do. I could name more photographers, such as William
Eggleston for his strange perspective, Erwin Blumenfeld
for his inventive fashion and, most recently, Boris Mikhailov,
whose work in Russia is ironic and savage and strange and
beautiful. Otherwise I can say with honesty that my own
photographs inspire me.
What was your graduation exam?
I had no exam per se. I went to art school, we had a
thesis project we had to do, I chose a slide show with music
and sound.
“I love taking portraits because...”
People are the closest we get to understanding
ourselves and expressing love, emotion and the human
condition. I also love to direct people and build narratives
around aspects of them and aspects of myself.
Cartier-Bresson said that it is the most difficult to take portraits
“because you have to pretend that you are not there, but then you shoot.”
Please comment.
I think what Cartier-Bresson meant was that the trick
of portraiture is to create an image that the viewer can
commune with without thinking aboutthe process, the shoot,
the model’s experience, the technical details, but simply feel
something true. There is me the artist, then there is my
work... which should stand on its own. I also think he is
referring to the subject of the portrait to feel present and open
and honest, and not be interfered with by the photographer.
There should be nothing in the way between the subject of
the portrait and the viewer of the photograph.

How does the image come about? Do you prefer improvising or
directing the model?
One has to direct the model for placement, lighting
and composition, for sure. But much of the ideas
happen in the moment.There is a process of sensing the
model’s character. The strengths, the uniqueness and
strange qualities that define them, this is all part of the
communication involved. There is a form of choreography
in directing models, and one can borrow from dance and
from films to use gestures to inform the portrait and give
it its expressiveness and its narrative. Some models require
more direction.However, lately I am asking people to
improvise a bit to add their own gestures.
What kind of music do you like to listen to while shooting?
I use music that varies. Sometimes it’s very ambient...
I myself make ambient music, so I may include my own
music.Music is incredibly important, because it’s filling the
space with a feeling. The model can relate to the sounds
and be distracted from the contrived situation of being
photographed. He or she can relate to the music,
and the sounds elicit a response of its own intent, its
own textures and emotions. So I think in a large part
I am collaborating with the composer. Sometimes
I use music from the 80’s, bands such as the Cure or
Kate Bush. Their music is very visual and fantastical,
and fantasy is what my art is by definition.
Where do you look for new ideas? What or who is your inspiration?
I get a lot of inspiration from music. New music or
new discoveries of older music, because it paints images in
my head and it motivates me to create. I recently saw Teodor
Currentzis conduct the Berlin Philharmonic, Mahler’s
5th Symphony. It was very moving and intense, he has
since inspired me a lot, from what I have seen of his work
online. I also look to films like “Wings of Desire” or any
of Tarkovsky’s films, particularly “Mirror” and “Solaris.”
Behind each character there is a fully-realized inner life.
Reaching this inner life is the task of the photographer, to
bring this forth in a portrait.
What kind of art inspires you most? Philosophy, artists, books, music,
cinema...And how do you connect that to your work?
Films such as Andrei Tarkovskys. Music from the 70s
and 80s and some new pop. Some electronic music because
it is new and fresh and motivates me to try new things.Brian
Eno has been a very prominent figure in music for me, as
well as the music of The Fall. I also look to painting a lot. I
think Petrus Christus’ “Portrait of A Young Girl” is sublime,
and Rembrandt and Vermeer are like gods to me. I paint
canvases too for my backdrops, and these are inspired by
abstract expressionism, people like Rothko and Motherwell.
Im also in love with Hammershøi’s work, and of course
Michelangelo and Leonardo’s work such as the “Madonna
of the Rocks.” Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele’s work
generally, and Bernini’s sculpture “Ecstasy of Saint Teresa,”
as well as Caravaggio’s shadowy work which pulls you in and
humanizes figures like Jesus Christ. Countless other artists
that have inspired me too, such as Francis Bacon, Matisse,

Joseph Beuys... I must say that fashion is also an influence.
Haute-couture is high art in my eyes, and the seasonal aspect
of fashion is part of its appeal. I’m attracted to the visual
flair of fashion, as well as to the models who are muses for
photographers and designers
Do you have a favorite picture of yours?
I have a few pictures that stand up with the test of time.
But no “one” photo.
Picasso said that a portrait is as much about the painter and as it is
about the sitter. How much of you is ingrained in the picture?

but perhaps kept at a distance. But I can say I think I identify
with history and long to attach myself to parts of it that
have filled me with wonder. I think also there may be
something in my early childhood that I want to keep alive,
which is my truest self. The self that sees magic, recognizes
magic. Someone once said my work has a female tone.
And my female side may be where the desire to create
originates from. I also think that I am trying to seize time.
I want to bring something into that world that sustains
that does not vanish, alter, change, get lost, or die.
What is absent in your picture, that invisible something...

I think its the will of the artist to bring more of himself
into the world, to carry himself into the beings of others ,
Through his creations, he amplifies his desires and defines
his soul. By developing a dialogue with himself he has
suddenly a story to tell and so, through his direction, a
space is found for the subject to mirror back that dialog.
Not as an echo but as an interpretation
Your mirrored photographs are not in the mirror. Please comment...
The mirror is simply a tool to adjust reality, to give the
work some texture reminiscent of painting. I also think the
goal of a good artist is for the work to mirror him. Every
work of art is a reflection of the artist illuminated in the lens.
According to Roland Barthes, each photograph is unique because it
has a highly subjective effect on the viewer. This is for Barthes
the punctum, the non-repeatable detail that gives the picture its deeper
meaning. “The punctum of a photograph is that accident
which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).”
(Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography.) What do you
think, does the punctum come from the viewer or from the photograph?

The mask may be missing... To have a person’s mask
come down is to meet the true person. When they can be
themselves then they can shine. There is no clear story.
No definition. Visual art is a different language.
If you were a photograph , which one would you be and why?
I would be the stranger dressed in a beautiful suit on the
road in the faded snapshot, perpetually tipping his hat to a
passing woman. Because it is a long-lost gesture of elegance.
If I was a place of inspiration, I would be....
When I am at a museum, after a while the people
around me in the museum take on aspects of art. When
I feel this I want to rush home and make art. Which may
take the form of composing or making photographs.
There are a few bookstores I love. The curation of these
can have a powerful effect on me.
What legacy do you want to leave for the next generation of
photographers?

The ever elusive quest to reach the inner world of the
sitter, what one might call the divine, one must express one’s
own divinity. Everything you create mirrors you in some
way, the artist consciously attempts to mirror his inner
world and will use anything that might influence him, inspire
him, motivate him. A portrait is a record of a particular
form of communication which ideally is revealing and
meaningful. A portrait should have a point of view shared
by the photographer and represent traces of, or evidence
of, his soul... What matters is not so much the everyday
world represented. What matters is the transcendental

I think I would like to represent a tradition refined.
I would say that I hope my work will be seen at all in a world
bombarded with imagery and quick-fix consumption.
But what I want to leave behind mainly is a sense of
commitment to one voice. I took birth to dig for gold.
And the gold, however tarnished, can only become more
beautiful with time. Beauty in the deepest sense is my
highest aspiration. I am not interested in power, and yet
I am powerful and so is my art. I think if one refines one’s
craft, over time a certain intelligence evolves and solidifies
and becomes more potent. It’s a form of proof that I put
the work in required, that I felt my way along the blind
places which were calling out for definition. And a certain
release and a sweet surprise, here and there, of progress
and a more complete story. I would say to anyone beginning
their quest as a photographer: maybe this will last for you.
Maybe you will never give it up, maybe you will shine a
light for others as I have hoped to.

What subject matter are you trying to work out in your work, maybe
subconsciously?

Do you have preliminary studies for portraits? Or do you photograph
subjects directly?

I cannot speak for my subconscious. I could counter
this question with another: who is the art for besides the
artist? There are some personal reasons to make art that
are not definable in words. However, I suppose a certain
devotion comes to mind, a certain familiarity with love,

I make no preliminary studies, I am guided by the
character of the person and I hope that there is a bridge
from the nature of the person to the concept that organically
emerges. Its much like a dance. I do think though that if
I am in a location like the Museum Quarter in Vienna,

I think it can work in both directions. Something is
crystalizing from the effort put forth to create an image, and
the viewer takes his own meaning from the same work.
What is the deeper meaning of making portraits?
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or the Palace of the Sun King in Germany, that a narrative
can quickly arise before the actual shoot begins.
How do you choose the subjects you photograph?
I find people out in the world... I simply notice some
potential for a good portrait, mainly facial structure,
but mood and attitude of the person are important, how
they appear to greet the world. Sometimes I’m reminded
of the work of a painter like Vermeer or Hammershøi
or Michelangelo, and then they feel like walking, talking
works of art.
Do you talk to those who pose for you while you photograph them?
I don’t talk a lot, though I do direct people; some
people require more direction. But during the shoot
I tell people to relax and move as they please, it’s an
interesting challenge to shoot against another’s instincts,
and still make it feel like my own expression.

CONTEXT

Daniel Murtagh was born in 1963
in Schenectady, NY, and has been
working as a portrait photographer
since 1995. Upon graduating from
Pratt Institute he moved to New
Mexico, and later to San Francisco,
where he spent six years defining
a style of work that continues to
evolve. In 2000 he returned to his
native New York, and has lived
in Manhattan’s East Village ever
since. He has worked on assignments
for magazines such as Soma, San
Francisco, Health, Splash, Men’s Health,
and Hippocrates. His work has appeared
in Elle, Shots, American Photographer,
Photo Icon and Vestal. His images have
appeared on over 150 book covers.
In 2013 he exhibited in the Month
of Photography show in Denver,
Colorado, and was on board as one
of its curators in 2015. His solo
exhibition Vigil took place at Wild
Project Gallery, NYC, in 2018.
His work has been shown in
Arcadia Contemporay in New York.
He is currently represented by
the Cabinet des Curieux Gallery,
Paris. His work can be seen at
www.danielmurtagh.com
In addition to photography, he
works in film and sound. His short
film The Last Judgement has been
shown at the Hermitage Museum
in St. Petersburg, Russia.His music
compositions are available on
Spotify under the name Exhiles.
The essence of his work is ‘Presence,’
the experience of a person not merely
seen, but felt. The influences of
both film and painting combine to
create a feeling of time suspended,
at the decisive moment when the
strengths of both can be fully realized.
“As a creator I am looking for an
experience, as if one might enter
into a film and yet dictate the outcome.
There is an ever-present need for
recognition, and access to the soul
in a way that it desires to be recognized
and not merely observed.”
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Erica, New York, 2019 |
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o p p o s i t e

:

Kateryna, Lisbon, 2018 |

p r e v i o u s

s p r e a d

:

Untitled, New York, 2021

Tash, New York, 2019 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Emily & Sara, New York, 2008 | Emma, New York, 2018
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Polina, New York, 2008 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Lydia, New York, 2018
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Kate, New York, 2009 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Untitled, Berlin, 2015 | Emily, Potsdam, 2015
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Eddy, New York, 2017 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Sarabeth, New York, 2014
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Toby, London, 2013 |
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o p p o s i t e

:

Mari, New York, 2020 | Olya, New York, 2010

Gina & Virginia, Berlin, 2017 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Alina, New York, 2011 | Untitled, New York, 2020
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Janet, New York, 2021 |

o p p o s i t e

:

Untitled, New York, 2020
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Mari
I knew
in fits and starts
shed run on with me
long after
only i breathless
and she
careening beauty
mari in a sheet
settled like glass
gently on the arms
we speak
sun forgotten
new moon too pale
her oval face
the mirror
stirred in her
the sweet lost bird
of morning she
cant be more
than twenty three
from this distance
the songs hum
floods the street
everything her
lived in and
lost simultaneously
tears stretched
down her cheek
i save the image
or a word
infinite in her eye
dearest me
the river must find
its ocean its hush
but beauty is mightier
be it a man can
still see.
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