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Diedrich Diederichsen
Letzter Stadtevergleich vor der Autobahn

Immer, wenn ich in Los Angeles eintreffe, haben die Katastrophen gerade stattge-
funden. Noch liegen halbe Héuser, ihre Innereien zerstreut wie Flugzeugwracks
auf der Lehmkiiste von Malibu. Das kleine dicke unelegante Mietfahrrad, das
mich Gber den Radfahr- und Skaterhighway am Strand daran vorbeitrédgt, macht
gequdlte Gerdusche. Henry Rollins kommt joggend entgegen. Noch kleben die
griinen, gelben und roten Zettel an den schmucken EinfamilienhGusern und
indizieren den Grad der Erdbeben-Zerstortheit. Noch ist ein Rest sozialer Unruhe
zu spiren, der Kater nach dem Ereignis, das man, je nach politischer Uberzeu-
gung, ,Riots”, ,Rebellion” oder ,Uprising” nennt. Aber danach ist das Meer
spiegelglatt. Die Luft bekanntlich samten. Hingestreckte Lichtermeere hinter
Higeln bieten sich AuBerirdischen als Flughafenbefeuerung dar. Und alles duftet
nach Jasmin.

Da man sich gerade das am allerwenigsten in Berlin vorstellen kann, ist die
Aufgabe, eine Ausstellungsreihe in irgendeiner Weise hier LA représentieren zu
lassen, eine kaum l6sbare. Oder doch. Ich erspare mir, sinnfdllige Zusammen-
hdnge zwischen den hier versammelten Kiinstlerlnnen herzustellen. Eine Mehrheit
hat am Art Center studiert, wo ich seit 1993 in den Frihjahrsferien unterrichte.
Fast alle sind mir schon mal begegnet, mit einigen bin ich befreundet. Aber
schon die Organisatorin bestreitet, da3 es einen anderen Zusammenhang gébe
als die Familiendhnlichkeit, die die typischen aus pragmatischen, politischen,
strategischen, inhaltlichen, erotischen und kontingenten Griinden zusammen-
gestellten Gruppen in der Kunstwelt miteinander gemeinsam haben. Ich kann
allerdings darauf verweisen, daB ich mich in einer wichtigen prdgenden Zeit
ihres Produzentinnenlebens oft in derselben Stadt aufgehalten habe, die mich
wiederum gerade in dieser Zeit mehr als andere Stadte inspiriert hat. Ich kann
also kleine elektrische Zusammenhdnge und ein paar haltlose Metereologien
ber Horizontiberschneidungen konstruieren, die als Hintergrund-Musik funk-
tionieren kdnnten.

Wer wdhrend der 90er Jahre in Llos Angeles sein Kunststudium
abgeschlossen hat, hat noch die Nachwirkungen des internationalen Erfolges
der Helter Skelter-Ausstellung mitbekommen, hat von einer Re-Politisierung der
Kunst in New York vielleicht einiges gehért und stand unter dem Einfluf3 der
groBBen Namen, die in der siidkalifornischen Rezeption franzésischer Theorie die

wichtigste Rolle gespielt haben, George Bataille und Deleuze/Guattari. ,Anti-
Odipus” und ,Die Geschichte des Auges” standen selbst auf Bicherregalen, die
sonst nur Videokassetten und Bildbdnde stitzten. Doch wdhrend Deleuze/
Guattari eher fir eine universale, ausufernde Beschreibbarkeit, Erzdhlbarkeit
und rundum vielversprechende Uferlosigkeit standen, war Bataille das Zeichen
fir die Grenzen der Sprache und des Diskurses, die eigentliche Legitimation fir
sogenannte schéne Kiinste. Deleuze/Guattari waren das friedliche Versammeln
unendlicher Massen von Stimmen, Formen und Verkettungen an einem
philosophischen Strand. Um es in kalifornischen Metaphern zu sagen, The
Grateful Dead. Bataille, der einsame Kiinstler im Auge der nichtsprachlichen,
intensiven Hurrikane, wére dementsprechend: ein Surfer.

Oder viel eher natiirlich die Person, die viel mehr fir die sidkalifornische
Erfahrung steht, daB Befreiung gerne von Mord Gberschattet wird, Charles
Manson. Wéhrend aber die Linie Manson/Grateful Dead sich als Bataille/
Deleuze/Guattari in den Lehrplan eingravierte, verbrachte ich meine Zeit in
Hollywood unter dem EinfluB anderer Duos. Ich glaube, daf3 die Unmdglichkeit
von LA aus mit Jazz richtig ernst genommen zu werden, sehr viel auch iber die
Bedingungen von Bildender Kunst am selben Ort aussagt. Ich liebe Jazz aus Los
Angeles iber die MaBen. Und zwar die verschiedensten Sorten. Mein vorletzter
Aufenthalt z.B. stand unter der Agide von Art Pepper und Stan Kenton. Der erste,
ein armer Junkie, der sich irgendwann auch nicht mehr zur Romantisierung und
Intensitatspredigten eignet, sondern unter ibelsten Bedingungen zum echten
Knacki und Cretin mutiert, der zur Flower-Power-Zeit mal wieder aus dem Knast
kommt und rassistisch vor sich hin sabbert. Sich dann wieder féngt und wieder
fallt etc.. Furchtbar. Natirlich, es ist so kitschig wie wahr: groBartige Musik.
(Aber im Unterschied zu — sagen wir Charlie Parker — hért es sich auch wirklich
wie der letzte Mill, nicht nur falsch, an, wenn er im Mill geschlafen hat.) Der
andere, sein BoB fir ein paar Jahre, einer der gréBBten Domestizierer von Jazz,
ein politisch konservativer, eleganter, aber strenger Salon-Hengst, ein bischen
Ronald Reagan in Genie: zwei absolute Unméglichkeiten.

Wer einmal ein wirklich grenzgéngerischer Surfer war, hat oft heute den
interessantest aufgerdumten und gestalteten Schreibtisch. Viele Wohnungen in
Los Angeles widmen sich einer Schule der Innenausstattung, die sich sicher an
innenarchitektonischen Imperativen berihmter Case-Studies-Hauser orientiert.
Nirgendwo wird so transgressiv aufgeréumt und Blumen und Bicher geordnet.
Nirgendwo ist der Akt des Aufréumens, Arrangierens und Abheftens bohemistis-
cher konnotiert. Hier, und nur hier, hatte ich immer das Gefihl, meine eigene



maximale Unordnung hétte etwas Armliches, das Gefiihl, nicht die richtige
Eisenbahnanlage zu besitzen.

1993 stand ich unter dem EinfluB des Duos Freestyle Fellowship und Horace
Tapscott. Noch heute glaube ich, kann es kein HipHop-Act von Ost oder
Westkiste mit FF aufnehmen. Da sie aber virtuose, lyrische, bizarre und
musikalische Raps jenseits aller Schulen verantworten, keine Gangster sind, ver-
schwanden sie bald in der Versenkung. Einer von ihnen ist der Sohn des wun-
derbaren Pianisten und Aktivisten Horace Tapscott, den die Kulturindustrie nur
alle zehn Jahre eine seiner von Dub-Sensibilitat gepréagten, gemessenen, abgek-
larten Platten machen 1&Bt. In den sechziger Jahren hat er die Hymnen, die
Elaine Brown auf lebende und gefallene Black Panther Aktivisten gedichtet hatte,
vertont und arrangiert. In Amsterdam sitzt nun ein Mann, der seit einigen Jahren
zu seinem Lebenswerk erklart hat, das Werk Horace Tapscotts zu pflegen.

Eine beliebte Erklarung fir die Vorgénge unter Kulturproduzentinnen in LA
ist die relative Isoliertheit, das Angewiesensein auf Verabredungen, das
Immerschongeplante des sozialen Universums. Doch wird eine gewisse soziale
Hysterie gerade dadurch hervorgebracht, die Begegnungen auch dann noch
als rar, wertvoll und hochwichtig empfindet, die ganz alltaglich sind, weil nie-
mand das Gefihl je ganz loswerden kann, da3 das Soziale in den eigenen
materiellen Lebensbedingungen eigentlich keinen Platz haben kann. Es ist an zu
viele, zu unmédgliche Bedingungen gekoppelt — StraBen, Telephone -, an
Passagen, Durchgédnge, Transparenzen, fir deren Wahrscheinlichkeit immer
weniger spricht. Was einer Schule, Akademie unglaubliche Bedeutung zuwach-
sen laBt. Nur hier gibt es das einmalige Gefiihl, jemanden zu treffen, ohne sich
verabredet zu haben. Und da nur so Liebe entstehen kann oder
Lebensentscheidungen getroffen werden, wenn wenigstens ein Minimum an
Kontingenz sie autorisiert, muf3 die Akademie natirlich enorm préagen. Zumal
sich nach meiner Erfahrung 90% aller Kulturproduzentinnen - und nicht die
schlechtesten 90% — mit 25 fir eine Sensibilitat entscheiden. Die sie nicht wieder
loswerden.

Nach einem Konzert von Above The Law trafen wir, ein Norweger und ich,
einmal einen alten Bekannten von mir, der uns nach Hause einlud, irgendwo in
Eagle Rock. Wir spielten eine Weile mit seinem Recording Studio und tranken
eine Menge Bier. Gegen 3 Uhr 30 wollten wir zuriickfahren. Wir konnten rekon-
struieren, da3 wir nur einen Fehler gemacht haben, wir landeten dennoch erst
gegen 5 Uhr morgens an einem Freeway, den wir der Nummer nach kannten.
Wir waren eineinhalb Stunden durch gleichférmige StraBen gefahren, die uns

alle irrsinning bekannt vorkamen. Kein Wunder, sie sind Reproduktionen einer
uns immer wieder gezeigten amerikanischen Strale, mit der wir alle aufgewach-
sen sind, miBte ich jetzt sagen. Aber ich sage es tatsdchlich. Denn obwohl es
stereotyp ist, daf’ Europdern, die mit amerikanischer Pop-Kultur aufgewachsen
sind, immer bei ihren Aufenthalten in den USA sich die Erkenntnis aufdréngt, das
Fiktive sei real geworden (oder in der dimmeren Variante: in den USA sei ja
alles kinstlich, simuliert, weil es wie im Fernsehen aussieht. Meisterdenker
Baudrillard). Entscheidend ist ja immer, welche Fiktion real wird und auf welche
Weise. Tagsiiber Entenhausen und nachts eben nicht ,Film noir”, sondern ein
sehr sensualistisches Erlebnis, das zur Hélfte aus dem Dazugedachten stammte,
das man zu wertlosen TV-Billigprodukten hinzudenkt, zur anderen Halfte aus den
schénen, unméglichen Kiinsten Los Angeles’, der Bildenden und dem Jazz.

SchlieBlich waren es Shorty Rogers und Gerry Mulligan: der eine in der
Eleganz-Maschine fest eingeplant, aber als Vitalitéts-Stelle, leicht unpassend, im
eh von der Jazzwelt viel zu schén, zu pink, zu poliert gefundenen LA-Orchester-
Jazz - spielt dann auch noch Manteca und bekennt sich zu einem afro-kubanis-
chen EinfluB; der andere schon in seiner Jugend leicht zu alt, zu weif3, zu dinn,
zu skandinavisch und dazu noch machohaft im Auftreten. Und dann sémig
Sduseln auf dem Angeber-Instrument Baritonsaxophon. Unglaubliche
Arrangements. Aber ich will nicht das Lob der Unméglichkeit, denn das ist nicht
das Grofe an diesen Leuten, sondern ein unangenehmer Zusatz-Effekt, Steine,
die man ihnen in den Weg gelegt hat. Sie sind netterweise nicht dennoch grof,
sondern spielen Mill, wenn es zu schlimm wird. Es sind die Ideen, auf die man
nur kommt, wenn man sie ganz alleine definieren darf. Ganz allein mit ihnen
spielen. Ich erinnere mich besonders gerne, wie so konzipierte Kinder dann
doch miteinander auskommen muf3ten.

Das dafir natiirliche Modell in LA ist natirlich das Casting. In diesem ist
Sharon Lockhart, die ja auch schon Filme besetzt hat, eine sehr gute Besetzung
gelungen. Es gibt keine Zusammenballung, keine Addition, keine Hitze, sondern
eine Abfolge von Episoden ohne Genre. Katastrophen sind gerade vorbei.
Vielleicht sollte man Bobby Bradford und John Carter die Musik machen lassen.
Bradford hat mit Ornette Coleman gearbeitet, als dieser noch in LA seine
Karriere begann. Heute zeigt er wie so viele Wege in dieser Stadt, daf} dieselbe
musikalische Revolution auch anders hétte verlaufen kénnen. Natirlich kann nur
eine Revolution kanonisch werden und auch historisch. Vielleicht hat die andere
den Vorteil, revolutiondr zu bleiben.



Timothy Martin
L.A.: Particles and Waves

Over the past year, the Kiinstlerhaus Bethanien has hosted a series of one-
month residencies and brief exhibitions by a dozen “young,” that is, beginning to
early career, possibly “emerging,” mostly Los Angelesbased artists. The series,
which was never a series in the curatorial sense—and that may well be its charm—
came about in a somewhat unusual and makeshift manner. As it happens, KB first
invited Sharon Lockhart, an artist who had already shown several times in
Germany, to a one year residency which was to culminate in an exhibition of new
work. Having spent a few months in Berlin producing and residing, as it were, and
having realized that she could not afford to stay for the rest of her term—a person’s
got to work for a living, you know—she came up with a list of artist/acquaintances
among whom the rest of the time would be divided, month by month. Hence, the
revolving-door exhibitions of Studio 246: twelve residencies for the price of one.

I begin with this curt synopsis of events for a couple of reasons. First, while KB
provided organization, space, and publicity for the exhibitions, they were nonethe-
less largely self-produced, with the artists paying their own travel, material and liv-
ing expenses, efc. In effect, what KB and Lockhart ended up contriving was an
extension and microcosm of one particular stratum of Los Angeles’ art economy
and culture which is generally devoid of public institutions and support: an ad hoc
and constantly mutating network of small, shoestring galleries, artistorganized
exhibition spaces and events which is driven by its own energy and exists quite out-
side the general economy. It is this scrappy network that allows art to thrive in LA.
during recession—an historical case can be made that art thrives here especially
during recession—and has cultivated most of the L.A. artists with which Europeans
have become familiar in recent years. One of the artists in the series, David
Muller, exemplifies this subculture most particularly, as he has organized numer-
ous exhibitions/events of this type—those known by the Three Day Weekend
moniker, about which he lectured in Berlin—and has also integrated that “produc-
tion” in/as his own artwork, which encompasses the activity itself and a reconven-
tion of that activity with the work of those artists who have been part of it. As far
as | am concerned, Muller might as well be the poster boy of the Studio 246 series.

The second reason is related to the first and concerns the arbitrary nature of the
series. In terms of this economy of selfproduction, which | would assert is the most
definitive of LA. art culture, regardless of what may come out of it at any given

moment, the Studio 246 series does in a limited sense represent the L.A. art world.
It does not, however, represent the dominant representations which have come to be
associated with L.A. art, such as the apocalyptic sociology of “Helter Skelter” or, to
mention an upcoming survey show being organized by a major European museum,
“Sunshine and Noir,” which polarizes that theme with a prior one, that is, combines
the traditional New York cliché with the typical European one. Studio 246 iterates
neither representation, neither rote transgression nor blithe phenomenology—to toss
a few more clichés on the pile. But the arbitrary nature of the series and the relative
themelessness which accompanies it does reflect a theoretical multiplicity, a themat-
ic of multiple and intertwined themes, which is one attribute of this subculture. Rather
than warring theoretical factions, this subculture has tended to foster a kind of theo-
retical drift or slippage, where certain notions of art appear in work where it is least
expected: conceptualism in painting and vice versa, eroficism in appropriation, per-
formance in everything, and so on. This is not to suggest mere pastiche, but some-
thing more like a deterritorialization of theory as it translates itself in the practice of
art. Fittingly, there has been a reemergence of what might be called neo-Fluxus—
"Deleuzian” in current parlance—and Situationist atfitudes. While this would by no
means be applicable fo every artist here, it is nevertheless in the air, and permits one
to think about very different practices in connection with each other that would oth-
erwise have to be critically held apart.

It is in the sculptural work of Alex Slade and the various collaborations of
Kevin Hanley and Jonathan Kroll that this general notion of drifting comes
closest to something like the Situationists’ dérive, that is, a specifically “urban” activ-
ity or practice which involves “playful-constructive” behavior on the one hand and
awareness of psychogeographical effects on the other. There are, of course, the
necessary contradictions here between play and constructiveness—or between let-
ting go and calculating possibilities, as Debord would have it—and these artists
handle them, the activities and the contradictions between them, quite differently.
For instance, Slade’s work, which often comes off as some odd, somewhat frumpy
form of domestic civil engineering, always proceeds from construction, from spe-
cific built structures. These structures, however static they may be once installed, are
types which imply some kind of movement, conveyance or transience of fime:
bridges, ramps, pathways, overpasses, catwalks and the like, as well as structures
which literally stand for or are themselves some kind of vehicle. As such, one must
consider them both as given forms, completions, and as potentials, noncompletions
that are an invitation to movement, whether bodily or in the imagination. In Slade’s
Bethanien installation a derive of sorts is offered through the conveyance of coded



forms: the ramp-like construction in Studio 246 leading to the exterior window and
corresponding colored tubes placed upon the grounds below, extending into the sur-
rounding neighborhood. Muller’s videotapes of park benches, chairs, efc., running
in the gallery along with Slade’s ramp, serve to reinforce this directedness toward
what is elsewhere. Yet to engage the work formally, to take one’s cues from how it
is structured, is firstly to get moving, and ultimately to move away from the work as
form, to digress from it—or egress, as the case may be. Once one follows it out-
side—maybe all the tubes are waiting out there, or maybe they have been carried
off by children at play, dogs, rummaging grandmothers, the litter patrol, what have
you—one inevitably discovers that the movement of the work sets the city into relief,
that is, as a series of transient locations and perspectives, including those of the
gallery and the stuff within it. This is movement that does not necessarily lead back
to the work itself, or, for that matter, that necessarily leads at all. It can become just
another modality of traffic within the city, one primarily marked by its unhurried
pace and purposelessness, which is to say its artfulness, and an attention to the sur-
roundings that are its frame of reference.

Where Slade plays with an idea of structuring unstructuring, proceeding from
construction and form toward that which is quite outside it and given over to the
active observer or participant, Hanley’s recent photographic work, such as that
shown at the Bethanien, plays with a similar idea, although he approaches it from
the opposite direction. Hanley has often used a practice of derive in his artwork,
sometimes literal derives involving several collaborators—and a fair bit of recre-
ational drinking—as a means of generating forms through chance discovery, forms
which are then subjected to further driftings of a more aesthetic nature. The overall
result is an insistently heterogeneous practice, including live performance, installation,
photography, and computer manipulated media, much of which is connected by an
ongoing thread of mutation and deterritorialization. To a certain extent it is a system
of mutation in that it involves the repetition of certain aesthetic codes—most notably,
primary color codes—which set the mutations info relief, suggesting the possibility of
their inferconnection. In contrast to his performances, Hanley's photo-based iris prints
do not so much enact the derive which may have generated them; they exist rather
as an encoding of it. One is put into the position of having to interpret states of pas-
sage or flux from static and often cryptic glimpses of what is irretrievably past, much
as one does with photo stills of live performance. Such is the case with the “Dresden
Pre-Occupation” prints at the Bethanien and, one gathers, with Kroll's images, which
were produced within the framework of a loose collaboration between the two artists,
and derived from their respective travels. Hanley's images taken inside a train enroute

from former Yugoslavia to Berlin, which are at once private and impersonal, geo-
graphical and hypergeographical, strain the who-what-when-where question of photo
documentary to the point of pure speculation and gambit—something has happened,
nothing has happened, everything will happen—and they suspend each moment in
question in a pool of primary, fluidic, emphatically present color. This is the work’s
most surprising turn. It is the kind of universalizing color that wants to signify numer-
ous identities and places all at once, yet by the same token remain autonomous,
nationless, without boarders. Hanley’s geopolitical route seems to terminate in apor-
ia: color as color, not sign.

A drift between aesthetic and documentary polarities of the photographic
appears variously in the work of a number of other artists here. Lisa Ann
Auerbach assembles groups of snapshotlike photographs that appear both as peri-
patetic micro-essays of the commonplace—with an emphasis on the myriad epiphe-
nomena and incidental effects which we daily ignore—and as casual, idiosyncratic
typologies, that is, typologies which seem to excuse themselves from any claim to his-
torical or classificatory high ground. The documentary vein of the work is concerned
as much with the peculiarities and aesthetic patterns of “bad” photographs—invasive
and overly busy backgrounds, partially obscured subjects, flash flares and reflections,
distracted framings—as it is with the things set before the camera, the supposed
things of interest, which, as | have suggested, are usually of little interest in them-
selves. On one hand, Auerbach uses this to bring an immediacy, a noisy-yetappeal-
ing musicality, to her work; on the other, to defer any overserious consideration of the
photographic subject, which is, in effect, to defer documentary values in favor of aes-
thetic ones. Connections and counterpoints within the groupings, which are often
absurdly obvious, are therefore just as likely to suggest a subject or theme that isn't,
that is perhaps a riddle of the obvious, or addresses that aspect of the superficial
which is always inscrutable, mysterious, deflective. While there is much in this work
that suggests a form of vanitas, that the photographic subject of subjects is the artist
herself and therefore always accounted for, personal narrativity is far less interesting
here than that which tends to pull it apart, the freedom of the subject or theme to be
elsewhere, or perhaps not to be at all.

At the other end of the spectrum—albeit, the videographic end, which is and
must be something else entirely—Jessica Bronson’s video installations dispense
with the conventional subject in a far more deliberate way. She too deals with epiphe-
nomena and incidental effects of an everyday sort, as well as those of a more tech-
nological and rarefied nature, including manipulations of the video image itself.
However, instead of posing them as mere points of interest, something with which one



may become fascinated, she stages them in such a fashion that they are consumed,
obliterated by that fascination, in the sense that the fascination soon becomes its own
object. The effect is consumed in its affect; the phenomenon by its resonance in the
consciousness of the observer. “Red Line 7000, for example, which is derived from
documentation of Formula One road racing, contemporary and archive, is so occu-
pied with complex spatializations of sound, temporal expansions and contractions of
the moving image, and entangled vectors of speed, force and bodily mobility, that to
say it is about what it depicts would be to reject the work entirely. If it is “about” any-
thing, it is about the body orienting itself within the world of forces—that is, the doing
of it rather than the knowing about it—and how at some basic level of orientation the
external real, the somatic, and the oneiric converge. Thus, the work may come off as
hypnotic, dreamlike or dynamically distracted—to pinch one of the artist’s favored
terms—but remains nonetheless enworlded. There is no pretense fo the franscenden-
tal here, just acknowledgment that the reality of the effect is continually reframed by
its affective force. If Bronson may be said to participate in, and perhaps extend,
something like a “tradition” of West Coast video installation—think of those big video
boys who currently haunt European museums—it is that she approaches the realm of
the effect/affect without thematizing it beforehand—this has usually meant along exis-
tential lines—or presuming its revelatory value. As such, her work achieves a kind of
realpolitik of the sensual effect quite distinct from this “tradition,” yet stays equally dis-
tant from the unreflective horse trade of Hollywood techno-magic.

There is an historical thread running through some of this work which is worth
noting, as it deals with history without proposing revisionist or newly reasoned—and
presumptively superior—perspectives on it, such as the much-maligned strategies of
past conceptualism and appropriation are now assumed to have proposed. Nor
does it hold up its attitudes toward the history with which it deals as its primary jus-
tification, the reason why it must be good art. This work tends to put its passions
before its reasons, be they ludic, sentimental, or intensely sincere, and thereby
assumes a license to trespass on unfashionable or impolitic historical territories with-
out the pretense of transgression. Sharon Lockhart, for example, produces pho-
tographs within a very wide historical and aesthetic bracket that includes screen-test
documentary, German New Obijectivism and nineteenth century Romantic forms of
landscape and portraiture. In one sense, this mix puts her squarely in a contempo-
rary, radical pictorialist camp, where everything is presumed to be posed or staged
and the truth claims of photography are put aside. Thus, there is the possibility of
equivalence in her work between the affective values of portraiture and landscape,
object and scene, and the viewer must contend with this, putting their subjective

response ahead of their capacity to identify and interpret. What separates Lockhart
from this camp is the nature of her historicism. She is not looking for either fond rem-
iniscences or witty detournements but ways of seeing that are to a cerfain extent
locked up in history—and are always locked up in time, that is, her pictures are
always perceptibly slow. What she then does with these ways of seeing ceases to
depend on history. They are, well, awakened and have a present task before them.
With the strongest, most complex photographs, or between a number of simpler
ones, one runs a gauntlet of contesting visualities that in one moment can seem like
an exhausting fest of faith, and in another like an uncanny, perplexing return of first
experience.

Of course, the photographic and the historical necessarily have something in
common: the rupturing of the continuum of time. The question becomes what one
does with or within this rupture. T.J. Wilcox and Joe-Mama Nitzberg both use
it as an occasion for stripping the self of centrality or fixity and reconceiving it as a
distribution of desires and pleasures, which implies an image of self that runs con-
trary to what Identity Politics has in recent years demanded, particularly within pho-
tography: the iconic self. Wilcox's appropriations from popular culture and history
ostensibly deal with the construction of subjectivities, which in itself is nothing new.
But rather than force perspective on the subject, they spin in the opposite direction,
making perspective less and less possible. His short film, “The Great Escape,” a col-
lage of movie excerpts and animation by the artist on the theme of Marie
Antoinette’s fantasy and fate, flirts with expose vis-Gvis the social construction and
mythos of great courtesans, yet ends up lost in Marie’s ecstatic and selfimmolating
desire. Here Wilcox plays with the idea that there is no self at the core of fantasy,
no root thing other than the fantasy itself. Even the image of the artist, which is faint-
ly reflected in the television screen off which the movie segments were shot, seems
more like an erasure than an affirmation of some master desiring-subject regulating
the fantasy by remote control. This stands in austere contrast to Nitzberg's theatrical
“self-ish portraits,” as he calls them, which revel in the image of a master desiring-
subject and would never permit it to appear in anything less than its most resplen-
dent ultraflesh and trim. That is not to say he identifies with it unequivocally; indeed,
he deliberately works that end of the image spectrum where the self is posed as a
sublime and impossible opacity, a glossy, impenetrable surface. He insists on main-
taining the ambiguity of face and mask at all times, and seemingly extends it to all
surfaces of the portraits, hence their absolute theatricality. Yet the remarkable and
funny thing about his identification with the created selfimage is ifs idiosyncrasy and
earnestness. In one photo series, for example, Nitzberg discovers and plays with the



rabbinical and utopian themes connecting Boy George’s public persona, the
“Onement” paintings of Barnett Newman, and his own sexual/spiritual self-con-
cept. It's a stretch, but he makes the connections stick. Still, it is not the autobio-
graphical self which ultimately dominates here, nor the cultural icons embraced, but
a circuit of relations among historical and autogenous realms. It is an open circuit—
or, to acknowledge its burlesque character, an “open call’—of seemings, beings,
and longings irreducible to iconic identity, but surrounded and permeated with it
nonetheless.

It is difficult to imagine how the conception of self in Frances Stark’s work
could take the form of an image, let alone a photographic portrait—and it doesn't—
despite the fact that it is unwaveringly self involved. Here, the self is conceived, like
Lacan’s Unconscious, as a “discourse of the other”—the emphasis here being on “dis-
course”—a matter of what it grasps, collects, and finds itself in rather than how it may
itself be seen. Stark’s primary construction is that of an omnivorous reader—of liter-
ary works, popular magazines, and documents of various sorts, including those per-
taining to or produced by her—a reader which is always in some sense reading itself
reading. The self becomes an invisibility at the “center” of reading, a predicate, and
remains invisible regardless of how much it points to itself as subject. It is not surpris-
ing then that vision is not the dominant sense here, that vision must yield to something
else. What is surprising, and the most characteristic quality of the work, is that it yields
to the sense of touch. To say this work is about reading, or that which is being read,
is to emphasize the content of her appropriated texts over the means by which she
appropriates them: her ubiquitous use of tracing. Stark’s tracing of letters, words,
paragraphs, efc. is neither writing, grappling with language’s generation of meaning,
nor drawing, grappling with the meaning generated by line, but an attempt to rec-
oncile reading with touch, the linguistic with the haptic. Whether this touch is the touch
to which reading may aspire, or the touch which the devoted reader imagines—who
among us has not fondled a favorite text, or attempted to inhale it2—it remains an
invisibility intimately affined with the constitution of self. The connotation of slow,
redundant labor in Stark’s tracings certainly affects the sense of time or retrospection
in her text pieces, and in that says a lot about her personal relation to the texts them-
selves. But to play with the word as a kind of touch, as a bodily domain, is to
approach a mystery of language that exceeds any individual story or fabric of iden-
tifications, and to approach the essence of Stark’s romanticism as well.

Discursiveness and tactility together may be an odd couple indeed, but not an
inappropriate theme with which to end this zigzagging text, or organize a few
remarks about the paintings of Laura Owens and Carl Bronson. Actually, it's

a shame they could not have shown together, for although they share a taste for
candied colors and an interest in non-representation, their conceptions of painting
couldn't be farther apart. Tropes of abstraction abound in Owens's desultory and
eclectic works, but their rather infectious enthusiasms are less a matter of belief in
abstraction than an enjoyment of looking at it, that is, from a distance and some-
what askance. It seems that a painting is never just a painting with Owens, it is
always a painting somewhere, a painting situated among other things, within it and
around it: a painting in the midst of a picture. One might suppose that her work is
about paintings, not in some historicist sense, but in the sense of being about being
in a room with paintings, being around them, which is really not much of a specu-
lation considering that it sometfimes illustrates or cartoons precisely that, the work
in the Bethanien included. While this makes it somewhat homey and noncon-
frontational—and, of course, representational, which is to say nothing against it—
it also gives it an odd kind of distance and expansiveness, a periscopic ability to
look around corners and take everything in, including itself looking. This kind of lat-
itude is the key ingredient of Owens’s considerable inventiveness, and the one
which is prohibited by Bronson’s. Bronson’s abstract work never looks around cor-
ners. It just hangs there, frontally posed, intensely focused on what it is and what it
does, and even in series remains inscrutably complete. In this sense, it is both con-
frontational—one either engages it or fails it—and fragile—as perhaps is all frankly
abstract work, that is, work that doesn’t lend itself to translation—in that its plea-
sures are always entangled with its difficulty. To speak of completeness here is not
to suggest some kind of airy wholism. Bronson’s work is extremely slippery, mixing
stunning optical phenomena with raw, even brute, materiality in a fashion that
either blurs the distinction or deems it superfluous, suggesting that the visual is the
tactile and vice versa. Permeating all of this is an elusive personality | can only
describe as gender-bending. It is not the sort of gender-bending that personifies or
narrativizes the work, thus ritualizing it, but a more confounding sort that tends to
short circuit any associations with prior butch or femme abstractionisms. It is an
absurdity that keeps you accounting—the sex of this particular pink, blue, yellow,
and so on—until you forget what you were accounting for and move on, that is to
say, move in. Within the completeness of Bronson’s abstractions there is a great
deal of movement, perhaps not so much of the drifting or discursive kind but a cir-
cularity, spinning outward while holding itself together. It is movement with a
repeating pattern or pulse, yet one that remains, at least for the observer,
unmapped beforehand.
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