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about 700 feet down, a choppy
river was giving kayakers a rough
ride. “All I had to do was lean for-
ward and that would have been
it,” he says. “I would have fallen.”
He remembers thinking, “I won-
der what happens,” and then
wondering whom he could call
out to for help. “God didn’t enter
the picture once,” he says—and
that’s when he realized he was
“finally out of the clutch of
Christianity.” He managed to
communicate his predicament to
another rock climber, who com-
municated it to his brother, who
grabbed another set of ropes and
came to his rescue.  

The next time Skarbakka con-
templated falling from great
heights was in September 2001,
when he was living in Logan
Square and studying photography
in grad school at Columbia
College. A friend called that
morning and told him to turn on
the television. He did, just in time
to see the South Tower get hit.
Watching the World Trade Center
burn, Skarbakka realized with
horror that people were jumping
from the buildings. “I wanted to
be able to respond intelligently,
conceptually, responsibly to what
was going on,” he says. If he
couldn’t, he figured, it was time
to “make an exodus from the
world of making art.” 

In the ensuing days and weeks,
the image of people free-falling
from the towers kept returning
to his mind. “They had released
themselves completely,” he says.
“They left the constructs of socie-
ty, they left their family, they left

their bills they had to pay. They
left everything but the choice of
what they were going to do in
their final moments.” They had
simultaneously abandoned and
exercised control. 

The jumpers became a catalyst
for a photographic exploration of
the idea of control, an important
factor in Skarbakka’s own life and
one he believed both spoke to the
human condition and had politi-
cal resonance. “[B]eyond the
basic laws that govern and main-
tain our equilibrium,” he writes in
an artist’s statement, “we live in a
world that constantly tests our
stability,” be it through “war and
rumors of war, issues of security,
effects of globalization, and the
politics of identity.”

“Our choices are never really
our own,” he says, “except in the
final moment: whether to jump
or go down with the ship.”

But beyond the decision to
jump is the question of what hap-
pens afterward, once you’re past
the point of no return, and that
too was of metaphorical interest
to Skarbakka. “You’ve got a cou-
ple of options,” he says. “Let it go
or fight it and twist and turn and
pull yourself back into a position.”

Skarbakka began photograph-
ing himself falling out of a

tree in his backyard, enlisting
friends to release the shutter on
command. “I started to realize a
body did not just fall,” he says. “It
danced, it flew, it floated.”

Skarbakka submitted slides of
his work, a series he initially
called “Existential Blues,” to the

Evanston biennial art show for
consideration. They caught the
eye of juror Michael Rooks, then
assistant curator at the MCA.
“Usually we only look at two or
three slides,” Rooks says, “but I
looked at the entire kit he sent.”
Rooks then called Skarbakka and
arranged a studio visit. “I was
impressed by the relationship of
his images to the history of recent
cinema—the action-film genre.
He seemed plugged into some-
thing vital and of the moment.
And it was shortly after 9/11, so
there was an edge to the work.” 

Skarbakka showed Rooks how
he drew up storyboards for the
shot he wanted and how he went
about producing it, either by tak-
ing a free fall or rigging himself
up with ropes and cables.
Skarbakka had studied martial
arts, and he knew how to fall to
minimize the risk of injury. “I was
impressed by his ambition and
putting his own personal safety at
risk for those shots,” says Rooks. 

He helped Skarbakka get a
show at the MCA in December
2002, as part of its “12 ≈ 12:
New Artists/New Work” series.
Skarbakka was the first gradu-
ate student to have a show at
the museum. His work has since
been exhibited in New York, Los
Angeles, Paris, Amsterdam, and
Brussels, among other places.
His photos are also on the cov-
ers of a new CD by the Dutch
band C-Mon & Kypski and a
forthcoming novel.

“The instability of the body is
what I think some people relate
with,” says Skarbakka. “You get

people who go, ‘I remember the
time I fell off a ladder.’” For oth-
ers the connection is more emo-
tional. “You get people who go,
‘Wow, that’s how I feel,’” he says.

For most of the series, Kwit
has been his main helper.
Skarbakka sets up the shot—
adjusting the lighting and the
height and position of the cam-
eras (he uses both large and
medium format)—and tells her
what he’s aiming for. “Because
he’s so visual he’ll usually draw it
out,” she says. They also discuss
body position and mood. “He
might say something like ‘Catch
the point before my head hits the
ground. I’m trying to evoke ten-
sion and fear,’” she says. She’ll
stand or crouch by the camera
during the jump and take the
picture when it looks like what
he said he wanted or when he
yells “Now! Now! Now!” 

To date, Skarbakka has made
images for his series, now
renamed “The Struggle to Right
Oneself,” in about 30 locations,
capturing himself naked or in a
suit or in jeans and a T-shirt
falling from a cliff, trestle, porch,
or billboard in places from
Sarajevo to Washington State.
Some look like purposeful leaps,
some look like horrific accidents.
All leave the viewer filling in the
gaps as to what happens next. 

Skarbakka’s June 14 jump at the
MCA will be an all-day event,
coinciding with an outdoor farm-
ers’ market in the plaza, and will
kick off a new series, tentatively
titled “Life Goes On.” The new
work is an attempt to involve the

public in his art, Skarbakka says—
to make it accessible to people
who aren’t academics or who
don’t normally go to museums.
He’s also planning to include
onlookers in the shot. “I hope to
catch the combination of my body
and the viewing public and how
their gestures and expressions tell
the story of what’s going on.”
Skarbakka’s agent, who’s based in
Chicago, has hired a professional
rigging team from the Chicago
Flyhouse to insure Skarbakka’s
safety, and has got Skarbakka
interested in merchandizing his
work: there are T-shirt, poster,
and postcard deals in the works. 

“The Struggle to Right
Oneself ” is nearing an end, he
says, since he has enough images
for a book he wants to publish
and is ready to immerse himself
in other work. In addition to
“Life Goes On,” which he says
will not be limited to falling but
will be more about transforming
public spaces, Skarbakka has
begun another series—this one
underwater—for which he’s also
risking bodily harm (he recently
cut up his foot on coral while
shooting in Hawaii). 

But he imagines that every
now and then he’ll still get the
urge to photograph himself in
midair. Falling, he says, “is fun—
it’s a rush.”

About a year ago, during a trip to
Paris, Skarbakka proposed to Kwit
at the top of the Eiffel Tower.
Although he says he “left the busi-
ness aside for that one,” he admits,
“I may have looked down and
thought, ‘That’d be cool.’” v
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