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While it’s common to think of the phenomenon of celebrity as a recent development, the concept of worshipping idols dates back to the beginnings of human history. Over time, technological advances meant that idols eventually no longer had to be carved out of stone or wood; they could be depicted in a photograph.

Celebrity Skin, an exhibit at the Henry Art Gallery that runs through May 8, juxtaposes celeb photographs from two seemingly wildly different eras; France in the 1870s and Seattle in the 1990s, pairing Etienne Carjat’s portrait of Charles Baudelaire with Seattle-based photographer Alice Wheeler’s photograph of a pre-fame Kurt Cobain. In the words of the show’s press release, “Our icons may have changed, but our practices remain the same.” 


On the surface, both sets of photographs capture well-known faces of their time, with posted captions emphasizing the connections between them; Baudelaire and Cobain, we’re told, were not only acclaimed artists, they have a shared history of depression, drug use, “troubled personal and professional lives,” and dying at a young age. Another caption notes that collecting pictures of politicians and other famous folk in 1860s France was “a wildly popular middle-class pastime,” similar, Wheeler observes to “‘Rock Shots’ you can buy in rock gallery museums, those 8x10s shot in concert you can buy for $30.”

But there’s also an underlying irony. “These French people were considered the height of popularity in the 1800s in Paris,” says Wheeler, “and now we’ve never even heard of any of them but Baudelaire. Just because you’re famous in your day doesn’t mean anyone will remember you 100 years later.” Indeed, most people would be hard-pressed to recall who Antoine Louis Prosper Fréderick-Lemaitre or Arsène Houssaye were (an actor and a writer, respectively). And Wheeler’s shots of Cobain and his band Nirvana from 1988 to 1990 pre-date the height of his fame, and so aren’t true “celebrity” shots themselves.

But they do depict the evolution of celebrity. In a 1989 shot, Cobain is a sweet-faced 22 year old, embarrassed enough about his acne to ask Wheeler to print the photo so it doesn’t show. He’s equally winsome in a 1988 shot from sessions for the “Love Buzz” single sleeve, while a 1990 double exposure (which Wheeler calls a “happy accident”) depicts him caught in the full grip of his power as a performer at a Seattle show.

“That was the first show where you had to have a backstage pass,” Wheeler remembers, an indication of the rising popularity of Seattle’s grunge scene; Cobain also asked her to save some film for the show’s conclusion, when he planned to smash a guitar.

In ’93, after a Seattle concert filmed for MTV, Wheeler managed to get backstage and shoot what she feels is her best-known photograph; Cobain wearing large red sunglasses, his neck bedecked by multi-color foil leis, looking as if he’s emerging from a film premiere.


“That fits the image of him more now than it did when he was alive,” she says. “He’s like a different person now, 10 years after he’s dead, than he was when he was alive. I think they’ve only taken an essence of what he was and built it up to be this big commodity, basically. And for some reason this photo seems to fit that commodification. I liked it because it was like the first time he ever was like a rock star, kind of had that bravado and felt good about himself.”


Adding another facet to the notion of celebrity are Wheeler’s shots of fans. “I think fans are celebrities,” she argues. Certainly the two most prominently featured — Genderfuck Kurt and Genderfuck Courtney — strike poses that would be familiar to any reader of People magazine. Yet the “Kurt” in this photo is actually a woman, with heavily-lined eyes and sequins on her chin to emulate the photo of Cobain on the t-shirt she’s wearing. And “Courtney” is a man, sporting underwear and tattoos reminiscent of Cobain’s wife, Courtney Love, but with his own facial hair giving another twist to the depiction (Wheeler jokes that placing “Courtney”’s picture near that of songwriter Pierre Dupont underscores this; “Drag queen with facial hair, old man with really furry beard!”).


Other shots depict a bevy of Courtney look-alikes at the openings of the documentary Kurt and Courtney in San Francisco and Seattle, a somber-faced fan wearing jeans with hand drawn images of Cobain, the recreation of Cobain’s public memorial service for the film Highway, and Cobain’s hideaway in his hometown of Aberdeen, underneath a bridge near his home, the walls now sprayed with graffiti. “The graffiti has changed over the last 10 years,” Wheeler says, pointing to phrases like “Kurt has nothing to prove to you” and “Kurt is a legend” that can be seen on the walls. “Now it’s definitely reflective of the whole media image of him. And that’s what I was trying to show in that picture.” And a haunting reminder that celebrity isn’t a merely static thing; it can evolve and be reinterpreted through the eyes of any beholder.


(An Art Dialogue with Alice Wheeler and Experience Music Project curator Ann Powers will be held at the Henry on May 5, 7 pm).

