
In the opening of Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Nostalghia, we see a car driving back and forth across an

open field in Tuscany, a picture postcard setting of rolling hills and fields. And we hear the narrator say,

“I’m sick to death of beautiful landscapes.” So begins the search for something deeper and more nourishing

than the merely visible, an experience beyond the quotation marks of cliché.

Something like this impulse, this suspicion of the already too often seen, guided Patrick Alt across

Tuscany. Although Alt had never been to Italy, he knew what he didn’t want to photograph: the hill towns

in sunlight (though on several occasions, he couldn’t resist), the tables laden with wine and fresh bread, the

terrazzo views of San Gimignano and its towers. And he knew how he didn’t want to photograph: in living

color, making sure to get the dusty browns of the fields and the red roofs of the farmhouses. He carried his

8 by 10 view camera, which even in his skillful hands prohibited drive-by shootings, and his commitment to an

aesthetic of black, white, and shades of gray. His Italy, printed in platinum, celebrates a place shorn of 

memories and easy sentiment. It seems to exist on its own, a parallel Italy. 

Alt looked where tourists seldom do, in parts of northern Tuscany, from Lucca to the Apennines,

where the forests still encroach on the villas, where darkness has a home in the bright Tuscan light, where

a certain forlorn silence invests the monuments of small towns. Although I have spent much time in 

Tuscany, Alt visited several places that I had never heard of and several others I had long wanted to see but

never have. There were places you might pass through without noticing, like Galluzo, and others, like

Vallambrosa, where Alt and his camera found striking things you and I would probably miss with our color-

clouded eyes.  

For the most part, Alt avoids the long establishing shot, the open vista, in favor of intimate encoun-

ters with specific features. I will address some of the exceptions a bit later, but his travelogue is primarily an

itinerary of details: fence posts, doorways, balustrades, steps, benches, walls, and fountains. The angle he

takes is not the close-up, but rather the middle distance, as he encounters them. So we never feel the kind of
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claustrophobia or fragmentation that usually makes us glance over such images and want to get on to the

real views. These are the real views, the unknown Tuscany that hides in plain sight.

Nevertheless, I can imagine readers asking themselves about some of the images, Why these? They seem

so straightforward—what was he looking for? One of the reasons they may ask is that people who have been

to Italy want something very specific from photographs: an aid to recollection. They seek what they have

already seen, so that they can experience the same discoveries over and over again. I am certain most of them

will not have had the experience these photographs explore. Those who haven’t been there seek an image of

what is already known, the Italy they would like to see, the one they already know, but only in pictures. Like

Tarkovsky, Alt is not in the nostalgia business, nor is he a representative of the Italian tourist industry.

What he is, however, is an artist, who sees Tuscany through the medium of the large-format camera

and the platinum print. Readers must get used to the idea that these images exist not for the sake of Italy but

for the sake of the medium and its remarkable aesthetic properties. For example, the view camera, with its

large format negative (and inflexible lens system—no zoom) is capable of registering outstanding detail,

both close up and in depth. Alt unites this capability with the tonal texture of platinum (as opposed to 

silver) prints and exploits the combination in so many ways that the first question one needs to ask of an

image is not what’s in it, but how does it look. The grapes and grape leaves of Grezzano look as though they

were actually graven by a sculptor, and the dull surface of the grape skins is almost palpable. At first glance,

the image of a chapel and wheat field near Cortona does seem a bit like a conventional Tuscan landscape,

but the clarity of the wheat gives the image another center of attention, not the picturesque past of 

history but the seasonal present (which is also cyclical). And perhaps more: Alt made several stops in places

that saw fierce fighting in World War II, and I cannot shake the sense of another Tuscany, nearly forgotten

rather than unknown, the Tuscany of fields under which lie the many dead of a generation that is about to

pass for good. 

In this medium, we give up temporary pleasure for more enduring revelation. Most travelers who have

been to Italy think of the Tuscan light as richly colored, reddish gold, or, at noon, blue. The platinum print

gives a completely unexpected translation of that light, a light far starker and more dramatic on the one

hand, and subtler on the other. I am thinking of Alt’s view of Dudda’s grapevined hills and clouds, also 

the image of Torri’s topiary trees with their stark shadows, and the storm clouds above the poplars at 



Il Corniolo. At the end of the summer, the weather in Tuscany can turn violent and stormy, and Alt’s cloudy

skies give us glimpses of that power. On the other hand, Alt’s pond at Vallambrosa, with its blurred 

reflections, is a delicate canvas. Vallambrosa was a Benedictine monastic center in the Middle Ages, and the

image suggests that the real miracle still manifests itself, right in the center of town, in the water’s 

textures—again, hidden in plain sight until the artist coaxes the miracle out. 

The mention of poplars brings up another point about Alt’s unconventional approach to Tuscany. One

of his most successful images is a stately yet delicate stand of poplars near San Galgano. With its ruined

abbey and beautiful natural setting, San Galgano is one of the most photographed sites in southern Tuscany,

a region Alt mostly avoided. It is a mystical landscape that figures prominently in the Tarkovsky film I men-

tioned. Alt does the abbey—how could he ignore it? But he gains purchase on it by formalist reduction, see-

ing it as series of receding arches. In another image, he finds, of all things, a palm tree growing next to one

of its walls. We know of palm trees in the Piazza de Spagna in Rome, but in Tuscany? And as for mysticism, the

poplar grove is a meditational instrument. Alt has placed his camera to give us not only a sense of the grove’s

perfect regularity, but also simultaneous views down two alleys of trees at either edge of the frame, leading

to two dark paths. Not to push the symbolism too far, but this suggests a reference to the poet Dante, find-

ing himself in a dark wood “when the straight way was lost” and beginning the journey that would result in

The Divine Comedy. Which path? Alt seems to ask.

I have been trying to get at the qualities of particular images as a way of pointing out why Alt’s

Tuscany is so unusual, but really the sense of place he evokes is something more elusive. It may be just that

trick of forcing us to supply the color of Tuscany, imaginatively, of giving us the poetry of understatement.

One of the places Alt clearly found most fascinating was the Giardino Grazzoni at Collodi. With its 

elaborate, terraced gardens and over-the-top sculptural decorations, the garden embodies a fantasy made

real. Alt turns it back into a vision, a static waking dream. In a sense, he reasserts the power of art over

everyday reality, no matter how picturesque, a power to transform the reality of the tourist and visitor. For

Alt is not interested in bringing back images of something already there and waiting for us, but rather in

capturing images of a Tuscany that does not yet exist, that comes into being only as he develops his pictures.

This is the unknown Tuscany, not of untraveled byways, not of unexpected light and shadow, but of the

artist’s imagination. –Lyle Rexer, Brooklyn, New York
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