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Rineke Dijkstra (*1959) is one of the most highly 
acclaimed photography and video artists in the 
world. The central theme of her portraits is the depic-
tion of identity. She is particularly interested in those 
stages in life and those moments when identity is 
taking shape: childhood, youth, but also formative 
events in adulthood, such as the birth of a child. This 
major retrospective at the Berlinische Galerie pre-
sents eight series with about 80 works dating from 
the early 1990s to the present day, including some 
photographs never yet exhibited from the artist’s own 
archives. Pared down to essentials, her works are  
visually very powerful and easily accessible to a 
broad public. They create a space for meditation and 
invite reflections about individuality, representation 
and personal expression.

Dijkstra uses her camera as an opportunity to explore 
people in depth. She approaches them carefully, 
slowly but surely pursuing her concept, although 
without ruling out spontaneous tweaks and vari-
ations. She often builds a strong connection with 
her subjects over a long period. This empathetic 
approach comes across in a particular sensitivity 
that is reflected in her photographs: Dijkstra’s works 
capture fragile moments, subtle gestures midway 
between a conscious pose and an unconscious atti-
tude. She has a gift for drawing out a person’s dignity, 
but also their insecurities.

The artist works with a large-format 
4x5” plate camera, capturing her motifs from a fron-
tal perspective. The resulting images are exception-
ally precise and faithful to detail, their composition 
meticulously thought through and implemented. 
Every exposure requires its own sheet of film, mak-
ing patience, time and concentration essential for 
both the photographer and the subject. While these 
preparations are underway, the people being por-
trayed have a chance to relax and adjust to the unfa-
miliar situation.

The portraits reflect not only how we 
present ourselves to the world but also what it means 
to be documented by the media. They might even be 
described as studies in how people behave in front of 
a camera. Today, when social media are all around us, 
they offer an opportunity to think about the image’s 
claim to authenticity and about evolving strategies of 
(self-)presentation. 
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Dijkstra’s work breaks down into sets, some of them 
honed over a number of years:

“Beach Portraits”, 1992–1998
Soon after a cycling accident in 1991 Rineke Dijkstra 
took a picture of herself in a bathing costume at the 
Marnixbad in Amsterdam. According to the artist, this 
candid self portrait was the trigger for a sequence 
of beach portraits that has since become the best-
known series in her œuvre. Beginning in the Neth-
erlands, followed by South Carolina (USA) and then 
several countries in western and eastern Europe, 
including Poland and Ukraine, she collected shots 
of young people alone and in groups. The back-
ground always consists of sea and sky. Sometimes 
the youngsters adopt stereotypical poses, wonder-
ing where to place their feet and hands. There are 
no accessories apart from the beachwear. In groups 
the young people seem more relaxed. They touch or 
embrace each other, offering mutual support and sta-
bility.

“Almerisa”, from 1994 and “Olivier  
(The French Foreign Legion)”, 2000–2003 
Dijkstra began taking portraits of six-year-old  
Almerisa in 1994, building the eponymous series with 
a new portrait roughly every two years. The girl had 
fled Bosnia with her parents soon after war broke out 
in Yugoslavia. She caught Dijkstra’s attention while 
the photographer was working on a commission at a 
refugee hostel in the Netherlands. The series tracks 
how this anxious young child grows into an elegant 
woman, now a mother herself, who faces the camera 
with confidence.

The process of change is similarly visi-
ble in the series about Olivier. He made his decision 
to join the French Foreign Legion when he was 14. 
Before he could fulfil his dream – applicants must be 
at least 17 years old – he began to prepare by train-
ing his body at night. Dijkstra launched her series on 
the day that Olivier joined the Legion, recording his 
physical and mental development from teenager to 
experienced soldier over the course of five years and 
several field operations. The work not only captures 
Olivier’s progress but also challenges the way that 
viewers project their own ideas of identity, power and 
masculinity onto him.

“Family Portraits”, from 2002
Since 2002 Rineke Dijkstra has been taking family 
portraits on commission, partially motivated by her 
own fascination with the genre. Here she focuses 
entirely on the children. Clues to the presence of 

parents can be seen in the domestic environment, the 
clothes and the behaviour of their offspring. Tall win-
dows, parquet floors, designer furniture and other 
details indicate the privileged world in which these 
children are growing up and which, one day, they will 
presumably adopt as their own.

The group portraits also reveal subtle 
sibling dynamics. Some look alike, others less so, 
and yet they convey the sense of a bond. At the same 
time, each tries to stand out in their own way and to 
assert an individual personality. Viewers inevitably 
wonder what has become of them today.

“New Mothers”, 1994 and  
“Bullfighters”, 1994 and 2000
The “New Mothers” are doubtless among the most 
intimate portraits of Rineke Dijkstra’s artistic career. 
Dijkstra took the portraits in these women’s homes. 
Giving birth at home, like these friends and acquaint-
ances of the photographer, is far more common in the 
Netherlands than in other Western cultures. Just a 
few hours after delivery, each “new mother” is shown 
naked with a newborn on her arm. The women still 
bear the marks of labour and yet radiate contented 
happiness.

In Portuguese bullfighting the “Bullfight-
ers”, known as “forcados”, use sheer muscular power 
to force the bull to the ground. Dijkstra portrays the 
young men immediately after their ritualised struggle 
– weary, their faces smeared with blood, their finely 
embroidered jackets dirty and torn.  

“Parks”, 1998–2006
The starting-point for the exhibition at the Berlinische 
Galerie is a series of portraits taken in the Tiergarten 
in 1998/1999 when Rineke Dijkstra was a DAAD Art-
ist-in Residence in Berlin. While she was exploring the 
park, Dijkstra approached these children and teen-
agers amid deep-green summer vegetation, away 
from the bustle of leisure activities. These are actu-
ally urban settings, artificially designed to simulate 
natural woodland and meadows. And there is some-
thing uncanny about the lush green of this park with 
its play of light and shade. The controlled domestica-
tion of vegetation and natural features is not obvious 
in every photograph. Dijkstra continued this series in 
other urban parks, such as the Vondelpark in Amster-
dam and the Parque de la Ciutadella in Barcelona.
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In addition to her photography, Dijkstra has repeat-
edly turned to working with video, integrating pho-
tography into the production. Alongside the moving 
images Dijkstra creates stills, which she treats and 
exhibits as works in their own right. 

“The Buzz Club”, 1995 and 
“The Buzz Club, Liverpool, UK/Mystery 
World, Zaandam, NL”, 1996–1997 
Rineke Dijkstra’s experiments with the moving image 
date back to 1996/97. For “The Buzz Club, Liver-
pool, UK/Mystery World, Zaandam, NL 1996-97”, she 
approached young people in night clubs who struck 
her as interesting subjects. Away from parental con-
trol, the youngsters are testing themselves, wear-
ing unorthodox clothes, gauging their sex appeal and 
experimenting with their bodies. They are not  
children any longer but are caught up in a phase of 
transformation and with it a time of emotional turmoil 
and conflict. The modern myth around youth is highly 
charged, with associations of self-discovery, rebel-
lion, but also conformism.

A year before she made that video,  
Dijkstra had taken portraits of young people at the 
Buzz Club. The Berlinische Galerie is showing some  
previously unpublished photographs from this series 
recently rediscovered by the artist in her archives.

“I See a Woman Crying”, 2009
The three-channel video “I See a Woman Crying” 
revolves around perceptions and interpretations of 
Pablo Picasso’s “Weeping Woman”, painted in 1937. 
Dijkstra observes a group of school students tasked 
with describing the painting in words. The canvas 
itself is not shown. Instead, the camera observes the 
children’s faces as they try to fathom the painting. It 
is a subtle demonstration of how inspiring it can be 
to explore art. The children looking at the work have 
not yet been influenced by preconceived ideas about 
modern art. They respond intimately to the content 
and try, based on their own experience, to  
understand what has happened to the weeping 
woman. Dijkstra is issuing a sentimental plea to give 
children the chance to discover art.

About the artist
Rineke Dijkstra was born in Sittard in the Nether-
lands in 1959. From 1981 to 1986 she studied at the 
Gerrit Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam. Her awards 
include the Johannes Vermeer Prijs (2020), the Has-
selblad Foundation International Award in Photogra-
phy (2017), the SPECTRUM International Photography 

Prize from Stiftung Niedersachsen (2017) and the  
Citibank Private Bank Photography Prize (1999).  
Her œuvre has been featured in retrospectives at the 
Museum De Pont, Tilburg, The Netherlands (2018); 
Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebaek,  
Denmark (2017); the San Francisco Museum of Mod-
ern Art; and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York (2012). In 2013 the Museum für Moderne 
Kunst (MMK) in Frankfurt staged the world’s first big 
retrospective devoted to films by the Dutch artist.

The exhibition is generously supported by the Capital Cultural 
Fund, the Mondriaan Fund and the Kingdom of the Netherlands.

Catalogue
The bilingual catalogue (German/English) is to be 
published by Distanz Verlag in November 2024.
Museum Edition: Museum edition: only available at 
the museum shop 
ISBN: 978-3-940208-85-9
Book Trade Edition: 40.00 €
ISBN: 978-3-95476-697-0
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Accompanying events in English
Guided tours in English take place every Saturday 
at 4:15 pm. No extra charge to ticket-holders. No 
advance booking required.

Press images
berlinischegalerie.de/en/press-release/ 
rineke-dijkstra

Online tickets
bg.berlin/en/tickets

Social Media
#RinekeDijkstraBG 
#BerlinischeGalerie

 Contact
 Berlinische Galerie

Sascha Perkins
Head of Communications and Education
Tel +49 (0)30 789 02 829
perkins@berlinischegalerie.de

Paula Rosenboom 
Communications 
Tel +49 (0)30 789 02 831
rosenboom@berlinischegalerie.de 

Berlinische Galerie 
Berlin’s Museum of Modern Art,  
Photography and Architecture 
Alte Jakobstraße 124 –128
10969 Berlin  
Tel +49 (0)30 789 02 600
berlinischegalerie.de 

Admission 10€, concessions 6€  
Wed – Mon 10 am – 6 pm 
Tue closed

 Contact
 Press

Bureau N
Friederike Wode
Tel + 49 (0)30 62736102
friederike.wode@bureau-n.de

 Press conference
 Accreditation

We invite you to our press conference  
on Thursday, 7 November, at 11 am.

Please accredit until 4 November:
Bureau N
Friederike Wode
Tel + 49 (0)30 62736102
friederike.wode@bureau-n.de

http://bg.berlin/en/tickets

