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Roland Regner: Arché

Interview with Peter Tepe | Section: Interviews

Abstract: In his second w/k interview, Roland Regner begins by explaining the concept of his Arché
work cycle and the series that it consists of. He goes on to talk about the work processes used in three
of these series. The transformations create abstract images from the colour information of the original
photograph, whereby an objective criteria is used to decide when the transformation is complete.
Further topics of discussion are: the cooperation with scientists and technicians, the “content before
aesthetics” principle, the selection process of photos for an exhibition, mistaking the transformed
photos for paintings, current projects and future plans. In the appendix, Regner answers questions that
arose in the context of the peer review.

Roland Regner, the interview Roland Regner: Transformations was published in w/k in 2019.
The conversation centred on your radical project in which you expose biographical
photographs to a certain bacterium. This transforms the photographs in such a way that
they turn into abstract images, but recipients can still recognise the now formerly
biographical photographs based on a listing in the photo titles of the key visual elements
present in each picture. You have been collaborating with the Microbiological Institute of
the University of Zurich on this project. In 2022, we now turn to other series within your
Arché cycle of works, which are also being transformed.

Timeline and concept of the cycle

First of all, looking at the chronology: when did you start this cycle? What time frame have
you followed so far, and what time schedule is planned for the cycle going forward?

| started in 2012 while | was doing my Master’s degree at the Zurich University of the Arts. First of all, |
had to take all biographical pictures of me that | had, meaning all the photos in which | can be seen, and
sort through them. This then resulted in me creating several Series, because my photo archive contains
different substrates: slides/negatives, photographic prints, X-ray images and digital photographs.

There was a huge amount to transform in the first few years. | took a break of one or two years in-
between. So, I’'m not working continuously on this project. What | do is, | collect images over a period of
time and then transform them. At the moment, I’'m busy transforming the massive number of digital
photographs | have. But | often also come across individual analogue images, such as slides/negatives
and photo prints, which | then transform too. The whole thing is a constant process that will never really
come to an end.

Could you please outline the concept of the entire Arché cycle? What is it about?

| am transforming my entire archive of personal photographs. This means that | subject all the slides,
negatives, digital photographs, X-rays and photographic prints that show me in different situations in
life to processes specially designed for the individual picture media. With the image carriers, the
information created in the various storage media is also transformed - the information layer changes
while the picture material remains the same. It is precisely this level of visual encoding which
characterises the promise of truth of photographs. As described in detail in Transformations, the slides
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or negatives are infected with an intestinal bacterium from the Shewanella division, and thereby
transformed.

Roland Regner: Arché — DN-0206 (Person Easter Basket Meadow Plants 1987) (2014). Photo:
Roland Regner.

Two series as examples

Our discussion won’t allow us to refer to all the other series from the Arché cycle of works,
so would you please select three that we can talk about as examples?
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Roland Regner: Arché — FV-0027 (Person Sky School Stairs Tree 1985) (2013). Photo: Roland
Regner.

We can start with the photo prints, then move on to the digital photographs and finally look at the X-
rays.

Regarding the Photo prints series, how do you tackle a particular photo? Which different
work steps are involved?

For the photo prints, | use sodium hydroxide, or caustic soda, which is a chemical substance. Caustic
soda has a pH value between 8 and 14, depending on the ratio in which NaOH and water are mixed.
Only a specific pH value (not too corrosive) led to the result | wanted.
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The prints are then placed individually in containers of caustic soda. Almost every day | have to check
and sort out the prints in the containers. If the original image information is no longer recognisable, the
transformation process is halted and the final result of the transformation is dried. Unlike for example
with slides or negatives, with photographic prints the transformed colour layer is extremely fragile and
very sensitive once the process is finished.

Roland Regner: Arché - FV-0006 (People Couch 2009) (2013). Photo: Roland Regner.

And which work steps are involved for the Digital photographs series?
For the transformation of the digital photographs, | got together with interaction designers as well as
computer scientists and programmers to have a special computer virus programme written. This runs
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