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CORRESPONDENCE 007 

COLLIER SCHORR 
JENNIFER HIGGIE 

AND 

This is a tale of secrets in which nothing is solved. 

Collier writes to me, "I am obsessed with biography. I realize that is what I 

do all the time, and I don't necessarily have great respect for the genre. So 

anyway, that is my start." 

Higgie: "Biography": from the Greek words bios meaning "life", and 

graphein meaning "write". 

In 1986, it is revealed that Andrew Wyeth had painted over 240 tempera 

and dry brush paintings, watercolours and pencil studies of his neighbour, 

the Prussian-born Helga Testorf. These were created between 1971-1985 

without the knowledge of either Wyeth's wife or Testorf's husband. They 

are collectively known as The Helga Pictures. All that we know of the 

relationship between artist and model is in the pictures themselves. 

Why were the paintings- the relationship- secret? 

Wyeth stated that he, "would not have been able to finish the project with 

everyone looking at it." 

Schorr: I met Jens F. on a train. The train was old and hot and the 

cloth-covered benches conjured up restless thighs and cigarettes ... given 

half a chance, an artist who makes portraits will try to overtake his or her 

sitter. At first, the artist will ask casually. The artist wil l not reveal their true 

desire, which is to own the subject. Rather, the artist will falter, will 

nonchalantly court the subject, hoping to woo him or her with the trinket 

of representation. "It will only take a moment", "no one will see it", or 

"you're perfect, th is is it" . 

Higgie: Why this boy? This train? This country? 

How does an image unravel an idea? 

Could this boy have been any boy? 

Schorr: The Jens pictures began as an experiment. To photograph a 

young boy in many of the positions that Andrew Wyeth painted the model 

Helga, to give someone another identity and photograph them through 

the transformation. The work evolved into a kind of dance between the 

two models, between painting and photography, between the exacting 

detail of photography and all the nuances of sketches and drawings. 

Higgie: "Photography": from the French word photographie, which is 

based on the Greek words phos, meaning "light", and graph is, meaning 

"stylus", or graphe, "a representation by means of lines or drawing" . 

A photograph: a drawing made from light. Is then a camera the sun's 

pencil? 

The train is in Germany. Collier is an American Jewish woman and Jens F. 

has about him the surface gleam of a young soldier. It's often said but 

needs reiteration: nothing in a photograph is ever neutral. He has a little 

sister, Lena. She is blonde and honey-skinned. 

So, Jens F. and Collier meet on a train. Before they have even begun to 
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talk, they are on a journey together. In songs, nothing is more mournful 

than the whistle of a train. In literature, the train is often posited as a 

symbol of progress or destruction, of inevitability. Anna Karen ina died 

beneath one. Charles Dickens almost did too. Patricia Highsmith titled her 

brilliant and sinister book about the power of accidental meetings 

Strangers on a Train, which Alfred Hitchcock transformed again into 

something else entirely. 

Collier photographs Jens asleep. He cannot pose when asleep, he cannot 

mimic anyone. Yet, there are echoes of his soft limbs in the shape of 

Helga's 30 years prior. Collier describes the act of looking at intimate 

portrait studies as "drinking someone in, playing the flute." Helga is so 

comfortable with Wyeth, she often falls asleep as he is painting her. Helga 

has reddish-blonde hair. Jens has reddish-blonde hair. Wyeth painted 

Helga clothed and nude, awake and asleep. Collier photographs Jens 

clothed and nude, awake and asleep. 

Schorr: Jens' mother Karin was so generous in loaning her children to me 

and was supportive of the project, but public discussion of his body, there 

she drew the line. 

Higgie: If Jens F. stands in for Helga, does Collier become Andrew Wyeth? 

Gender intertwines. Gesture becomes more dominant than gender. 

Who loves whom? 

Schorr: There are pieces of Jens that are totally of his moment, his days. 

There is a wristband bonded on with a metal clip, from a three-day concert 

in Konstanz. The wristband is a badge of honor, Jens didn't want to cut it 

off and I said, "yes, of course. This will be our leak, our document of "you", 

and how you are not the boy in the pictures, but a boy outside. 

Higgie: A note beside some photographs reads, "the fact that they are 

constructed doesn't always imply they are fiction." 

Schorr: Early on, we decided that Jens was a body and a person but not 

necessarily a "boy". We addressed our work in this fashion, as an 

experiment, as a task related to endurance. And it was easy to get 

obsessed with the obsession. Not that Wyeth's task was consuming us, but 

that we were consuming him. 

Higgie: "Collage": from the French word coller, meaning "glue" . The term 

was coined by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso at the beginning of the 

20th century. "Collage": the intertwining of biography and glue. What 

sticks, what remains of an image of someone, of an idea of someone, of 

the person writing it with the subject, of the subject with the people they 

intertwine with? The endless connections, the subtexts, the collage of a 

life? Every life a catalogue of secrets, moments recalled in fragments. 

Every life is a collage ofsorts. 

Schorr: This year, when I went for cake and coffee with Jens' family, his 

mother Karin pulled out an old photo album that her aunt made of her 

uncle's days in the war. It was an amazing document. Part war photography, 

part travelogue, marching through cities and countries, blowing things up, 

shaving, and posing with peasants. Back and forth between horror and 

adventure. There is one picture, of Jens' great uncle Otto, sitting on a 

chair with his hands clasped on his lap. I took the same picture of Jens, 

also wearing an old Henley- type undershirt, suspenders, and a pair of 

Wehrmacht trousers. Remarkable. I wasn't copying Otto but Wyeth. So 

now, the picture exists three times, Helga in the middle as a bridge 

between these two German men. 

Higgie: Wyeth's painting of Helga, a young woman, her body golden, 

naked save for a thin black ribbon around her neck, stretched out in a dark 

ground. She looks away. Asleep perhaps? There is an echo here of 

Edouard Manet's painting Olympia from 1863, in which a young woman, 

naked aside from a thin black ribbon around her neck, stares at the painter. 
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Beside her, a black maid brings flowers, and gazes at her. These are 

people looking at each other, some visible, most now dead, the artist 

visible only through the gaze of the subject. The object of the desire: the 

art object. The lover. Photography will always have an element of 

voyeurism. This is inevitable when the person taking the picture is invisible. 

What really happened on that train? In that barn, that field, that room, 

between these people, long ago? 

In Germany Jens F. lies on straw, his head supported by a checked shirt, his 

young chest plump and vulnerable. A thin black ribbon encircles his neck. 

It is so delicate, yet so out of place, out of time. His cheek is freckled, flush. 

All art is indebted to the art that preceded it, even if it has rejected it. 

Every image is a continuation of another. Above the images of Helga and 

Jens, Collier has scribbled a line: "James looked at Anderson with an 

inward vision of his own youth." 

In 1899, the Norwegian American sculptor Hendrik Christian Andersen met 

Henry James, who was almost 30 years his senior. Although they only saw 

each other on a few occasions, and the precise nature of their friendship is 

unclear, they wrote many letters to each other, which make apparent a 

loving and intimate bond. Rebecca West once wrote: "Just how difficult it 

is to write biography can be reckoned by anybody who sits down and 

considers just how many people know the real truth about his or her love 

affairs." 

A photograph is always a question, always a reflection, always elegiac. It is 

the obituary of a moment. 

Jens F. is full of echoes- of someone else, of somewhere else, of another 

time- of Helga, of Henry, of Jens, of Andrew Wyeth, of Collier. Of his little 

sister. Of the enigmatic woman Kate, the coda to the book. The woman 

who looks most like Helga. Of light in a room and sunshine. Of flesh, of 

hands; of torsos interrupted by the artist's scalpel. The act of making 

something is in itself made visible. 

A summer afternoon, forests and fields. Intense sunlight, rich shadows. The 

buttery plaits of the sister, Lena. To be young in such a time and so lovely. 

In such sunshine. But images are never neutral, even the lovely ones, 

dappled in sunlight. 

Schorr: Jens' mother Karin said, "maybe you'll take a picture of Lena 

where she doesn't look so much like a Nazi girl. The shirt and those braids, 

that's what it looks like." 

Higgie: "Summer Afternoon", Henry James thought these to be the most 

beautiful words in the English language. 

Schorr: Another story. When I was photographing Lena for the first time in 

the field, it was very hot, sun shining like two suns. Lena started to tip 

backwards and I thought she was making a joke, but no, she was not, and 

then suddenly she had fallen to the ground. There she was this beautiful 

young braided girl collapsed in this field of hay. I thought "my God, I've 

killed her. " The transference was so great. I knelt down and lightly slapped 

her check, calling her name. Slowly she came to, and there she was so 

mortal, a complete denial of photography. I brought her home, with much 

shame that I had put her in harms way, but she kept saying "I'm okay." Her 

mother answered the door and took her daughter inside and told me, "the 

same thing happened to me when I was 13, she is growing up now." 

Higgie: A brother and a sister, inscrutable in their closeness and in their 

d istance from our scrutiny. The traces of them become less an account of a 

life than an account of a moment, an encounter. Surely they must fight, like 

all siblings? There is no trace of that here. Why would a young boy agree 

to such scrutiny, such comparisons? We have evidence that Jens F. looks at 

Collier as intensely over a period of years. He is performing for her, posing 

for her, repeating Helga's poses, but is always himself. We see him seeing 

her hundreds of t imes, but we never see Collier, although she is always 

there. 
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Schorr: For Jens the project was a good summer job. He made more 

posing for me than he did in factory work, which all young people do 

during summer vacation to earn extra money. So, while other kids were 

making parts for seatbelts or carburetors, Jens was laying, lying, walking, 

then stopping and cocking his head. 

Higgie: Beneath an image of Jens- cut up, eyes closed, limbs scattered, 

the deep green grass like a nest- is written, in pale grey pencil: "I felt the 

country, the house, Germany, the dreamy moist rich female smell- the 

whole thing." 

Schorr: This is Wyeth speaking. I love this passage of his- his complete 

and utter surrender to the lushness of his task. He is really turning it on 

there, tempting the viewer into his lair. Or is he a liar? It is a ruse? A fan 

dance he set up for himself? 

Higgie: It's the visual fragment, the idea that a fragment is, paradoxically, a 

better representation of a person than something whole. Was Jens himself 

creating a kind of biography of Helga, of her unknowingness? In his 

remoteness from her, gesture aside, what does the repetition of a gesture 

add to the original? I wonder if Jens ever felt sad about Helga and missed 

not knowing her in her youth. Not knowing her, despite looking so hard at 

the trace of her. 

Schorr: Jens would feel sorry for Helga from time to time, especially when 

he posed in winter clothes in the summer and summer clothes in the 

winter. But I don't think he ever yearned for her or cared to know her, which 

I think was clever of him, because she was a figment of Wyeth's 

imagination and he had a sense that perhaps she was a bit crazy. 

Higgie: "Can biography ever be fictitious? Is all biography, to a certain 

extent, fiction? Conversely, can a novel be a portrait, a real reflection of 

something that happened?" 

-Henry James, Portrait of a Lady, written in 1881. 

Yes. 

Do you ever get on a train and think today I will find a boy to photograph? 

As biography we know nothing of Jens F. but the way light might hit his 

hair. By his soft expression, his intimacy with the camera, the curve of the 

skin on his chest, his little sister, a golden thumbprint. Character is 

revealed through choice, through the images someone chooses to make. 

Through the images they edit to put an idea together, to put two people 

together. 

Schorr: Did I ever tell you my Helga theory? It's that posing for Wyeth was 

an amazing escape for her, getting away from her house and kids and just 

having that dream space. At least that is one way of interpreting it. 

Higgie: How to represent a life, the revealing nuance? 

Plutarch says in the introduction to his Life of Alexander the Great that "in 

the most illustrious deeds there is not always a manifestation of virtue and 

vice, but a slight thing like a phrase or a jest often makes a greater 

revelation than battles where thousands fall, or the greatest armaments, or 

sieges of cities." 

Examining bodies- who hasn't compared themselves with another? Who 

isn't endlessly curious about how others are made, how they look, whom 

they recall, and whom they remind you of? Who hasn't loved someone in a 

picture? 

The fragment, the echo, the way we remember faces, a conversation, a 

mood - incorrectly. There's the accuracy of collage, its correlation to 

memory. 

Helga had never modeled before but agreed to become Wyeth's subject. 

Collier finds Kate, a woman with an ambivalent relationship to the idea of 
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modeling. She bears an uncanny resemblance to Helga, to her angularity, 

her-insularity, her remote beauty. 

Schorr: Jens and Kate operate in the project as models that can only 

perform the tasks with the knowledge that the audience knows they are 

playing someone else. For Kate especially, she has no desire, or outward 

desire to pose nude, and yet she is there. I remember her saying that she 

was fearful of a Friedlander moment and I think she was absolutely astute 

in bringing him up. His nudes and Wyeth's are not far off from one another, 

big boned, free haired, I think Kate was fearfu l of the mascul ine eye in 

photography. When I photographed her the world somehow opened a bit. 

First, the relief and excitement of totally bare flesh, rather than the 

approximations, but then also, the experience of photographing 

something similar to my own fa~ade. The body had more to explore 

because it was new and yet familiar. To examine Kate's responses one then 

goes to Helga. My interest becomes pinpointing her pleasure, what she 

was in it for, what she got, and how important it is to be looked at. I love 

the beginning of Nicole Krauss' novel History of Love, where the old man 

applies to be a live model for a painting class. He does this to guarantee 

that during the course of a day, someone will actually really look at him. 

Apparently, The Helga Pictures were not meant to be a psychological 

portrait of a person, but the study of the effects of light on a woman's 

body. 

Kate and Jens are so simi lar in their desire to make sure that everyone 

knows they are not actively posing or that they do not want to pose as 

much as they want to help. 

Higgie: I do not, cannot, know the intentions of Collier in taking her 

photographs, in finding echoes and repetitions, in wanting to explore what 

these pictures meant, so long ago. But their enigma holds. It is easy to 

drift with Jens F., examining him, his world, and Helga's deep shadow cast 

across it, lighting it up. A life, lives, sonatas, hummed in nuanced tones of 

light, of air, of other countries. 

Loving is always a secret. 

Schorr: As much as the book is called Jens F., it is not his story, it is mine. 

And it ends with Kate. The whole book is actually about searching for a 

way to photograph Kate, a way to accept that representation cannot exist 

without guilt, desire, ambivalence, ownership. 

Higgie: Although the Helga portraits were finished in 1985, Andrew Wyeth 

added one last picture to the collection in March 2002. It is entitled Gone. 

Schorr: Towards the end of the project Jens said, "just because we finish 

taking the pictures, doesn't mean we still can't hang out." 
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