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extension of his own spiritual practice.  
A working artist and professor in New York 
City, he has for many years led a parallel life 
as a Vaishnava devotee. He regularly attends 
temples in New York City, where he lives with 
his family, and a few times a year makes a 
pilgrimage to a variety of religious sites in 
India to study ritual and philosophy. Bühler-
Rose’s photography may arise out of his own 
duality, as a working professional in one of 
the most extravagant and material cities in 
the world and as a regular visitor to quiet, 
holy places in India. 
 “My work itself, in many regards, has 
nothing to do with India; it is very much 
about an American experience of a place,” 
Bühler-Rose explains. “In the same way,  
I am an American devotee of the Hindu God 
Krishna and have to constantly negotiate how 
that works outside of its original cultural 
context. My personal, spiritual practice is 
heavily invested in ritual and raises the same 
issues in terms of how to navigate traditional 
observances within a very different atmo-
sphere, and how to keep the same goals in 
mind while adjusting details. In one read of 
the photographs they show a dichotomy of 
East and West, but in reality they show a 
newer world that is more likely neither— 
one that is specifically global while  
simultaneously local.” 
 Bühler-Rose utilizes photography to  
unravel our ideas of place, culture, spirituality, 
exoticism, and authenticity.  His photographs 
leave us with many questions, and ones 
which may not have easy answers. Together 
they are a part of a larger dialogue about our 
increasingly globalized world and its elasticity, 
and a striking visual of modern culture at a 
moment where everything around us is  
simultaneously expanding and shrinking.

Shane Lavalete
Director
Light Work

place us in the present. These Kashmiri  
Landscapes, as Bühler-Rose titles the series, 
are more complex than meet the eye. The 
pictures are composed beyond the frame of 
the televisions, giving a view of the furniture 
and decor of these apartments where the 
films are being watched. The scenes on the 
screens are from well-known Bollywood films 
that were produced in the Swiss Alps. There is 
a history of Bollywood movies being filmed in 
Switzerland, with storylines set in India,  
and Bühler-Rose is fascinated by the fiction  
embedded within these films. 
 The third body of work that Bühler-Rose 
exhibits is a series of still life photographs 
that further unravel the idea of authenticity. 
He calls them Little Indian Still Lifes, as they 
are made by acquiring objects of spiritual and 
cultural significance from various “Little 
India” enclaves, including Manhattan’s  
Lexington Avenue in the neighborhood of 
Rose Hill, known also as Curry Hill, and India 
Square in Jersey City, New Jersey, which has 
the largest metropolitan Indian population 
outside of Asia. The photographs, like his 
portraits, are painterly and beautiful, recall-
ing 18th century Dutch still-life paintings in 
lighting, composition, and scale. They depict 
traditional objects like incense, candles, cloth, 
fruit, and flowers, mixed with contemporary 
items, including newspapers, DVDs, calen-
dars, and packaged food. As Bühler-Rose 
notes, any of these Indian imports could be 
found on the streets of Delhi, Mumbai,  
Kolkata, or Chennai. “These works reference 
the history of Dutch colonial power, the  
importing of spices and goods from India,” 
he explains, “but speak to the reverse of that 
power—India settling in the West.”
 While in Florida, Bühler-Rose studied with 
past Light Work Artists-in-Residence Andrea 
Robbins and Max Becher, who are known for 
their culture-bending photographic work. 
Whereas Robbins and Becher are examining 
their subjects through a documentary lens, 
Bühler-Rose’s photographic practice is an 

With multiple bodies of work brought  
together in New Geographics, artist Michael 
Bühler-Rose explores what he calls a “new 
geography”—that, in our rapidly globalizing 
world, cultures and places are crossing over 
others right in front of our eyes.
 In one of Bühler-Rose’s photographs we 
encounter a group of seven women in color-
ful silk saris, wearing traditional Indian  
jewelry, with kohl-lined eyes, and jasmine 
flowers in their hair. One might assume the 
picture was made in a rural village in central 
or western India. A few of the women are 
gathered on the steps to the front door of a 
trailer home. The landscape is not the exotic 
East, but Central Florida. The subjects in the 
picture are not Indian natives, but Americans, 
their European features contradicting their 
traditional attire. They are friends and  
acquaintances, of the same spiritual circle.  

“I would often see these elegant and poised 
women at my friend’s homes as well as the 
temples and would have a strange experience 
of near recognition of these tableaus from an 
Orientalist fantasy,” recalls Bühler-Rose.
 His subjects are willing participants in his 
tableaus that are a mix of both fact and 
fiction. Yet, they are adorned with clothing 
from their own closets, dressed for a religious 
festival day at the temple. Bühler-Rose likens 
these photographs to Frederick Arthur  
Bridgman’s catalog of Orientalist paintings, 
namely Afternoon in Algiers, for its composi-
tion but also within the context of Edward 
Said’s academic account that the Western 
view of the East is a mixture of fact and a 
highly romantic and political fiction (see 
Said’s Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the 
Orient). Bühler-Rose uses familiar tropes of 
classical beauty and elegance to draw us in 
and then turns our expectations upside down 
with incongruent details that confound our 
preconceived notions of Indian culture  
and spirituality.
 Accompanying his portraits are a selection 
of photographs of flat screen televisions that 
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