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ABSTRACT

In, “The Pedagogy of Space,” the art work of Robbert Flick, Robert Smithson, Lewis
Baltz, Andreas Gursky, Miles Coolidge, Jeff Wall, Toba Khedoori, Uta Barth,
Gregory Crewdson and Thomas Demand are discussed in order to render another
understanding of artistic practice that is closely linked to theories of space. These
artists, whose work deciphers contemporary social space, are based on visual
concerns of social theory. The art works discussed are not analyzed formally, rather
they are read as having distinct visual methods of representing space. The text of
Henri Lefebvre, the films of Michelangelo Antonioni and other various texts provide
source material in this analysis of fine art and space including topics on film,
architecture, vacant lots, personal history through space, geography, the baroque,
distraction, the everyday, habit and territory.
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1.

Introduction
Place thus comes to being from the 'short circuits' inherent in the horizontal
experience, the push and puli of spatialsty on the vertical-temporal trajectory of life.
This emplacement grounds being in place, but, alas, also becomes the source of still
another ontological dilemma, [which] connects back to what has been called the
problem of 'divided being', the powerful separation between the thinking subject and
the 'grounding' object, the transcendental ego and the world as lived...1

Today the discrepancy between the world as lived and the “transcendental
ego” is at its furthest extreme, because we still inhabit the bodies that must
negotiate the discrepancies between physical and imagined space. Physical space
is eliminated in the domains of the Web, yet our bodies still function in an “archaic”
space. The rules of this archaic space were dictated when humans built agricultural
societies establishing the rules and codes of the domestic and the public within the
city, town and suburb. The possibility of aligning the space of the everyday (archaic
space) with collapsed space (hyperspace) is questionable. For example, virtual
reality is the translation of spatial experience into an individual's perception; the
basis of spatial analysis starts with how people perceive space. This perceptual
analysis is also necessarily applied to the fine arts, specifically artists who view the
built environment. This environment contains spatial relationships: architecture as
an isolated object and architecture facilitating the dynamics of place; thus connected
to sociology, ecology, history and psychology. To these artists, it is apparent the
built environment is still oriented, constructed, and expected to function with four
walls, ninety degree corners, a ceiling, a level ground. Space is manufactured with
construction standards of scale and dimension that determine the orientation of the

1 SoJa.E. Postmodern Geographies, 135.

1
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user, as well as the relationships of our use to an object space that we either own,
rent, borrow, or sit within for eight hours a day five days a week. What do these
spaces iook like? And more importantly, do the surfaces of these spaces provide
enough information to determine their utility? Are the surfaces of these spaces, read
through artistic representation, enough to determine the quality of our spatial
experience?

The visual world, including art, television, and film, comprise a

dominant part of American culture, but are often disregarded to be an efficient,
essential tool of learning and understanding. This is affirmed by the debates
centered on the decreasing quality of education. Is education too archaic, one of the
last institutions that haven’t caught up with the information revolution? And are
conservatives asking to return to a system that is so heavily based in text it doesn’t
satisfy our media savvy students? Though I have found the concerns of visual
artists overlap with the concerns of academic texts, the relationship between the
visual and the theoretical has yet to be embedded into our primary education.
My tendency

towards

artistic

representation

led

to

my current

preoccupations with spatiality as a visual phenomenon. I have encountered in my
academic history, looking at the world as it is and looking at the contemporary, was
largely ignored. There is a consistent movement in art history attempting to establish
methods of visual representations of the everyday, creating bodies of work I call
"visual social theory."

The photography of the New Topographies was dubbed

"social landscape" photography by Thomas Garver.2 Typoiogists and a string of

2 Luminata, Sabau, ed. The Promise of Photography. Germany: The DG Bank CliectSon, 1998.
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contemporary artists have produced works portraying social spaces since the
1970s. The relationship between these

photographic practices and the

representation of the production of space has not garnered significant theoreticai
discourse. One of the most significant texts that deal with spatial definition is Henri
Lefebvre’s, The Production o f Space. His investigation overlaps with the work of
visual artists, namely in looking at the built environment and raising questions about
how space is read, perceived, controlled or utilized. I am interested in the different
ways artists have attempted to represent space and find it meaningful, how these
concerns have arisen in such complex and overarching ways, not unlike that of a
collective unconscious. The question of “space” and spatial representation includes
the intersection of architecture, sociology, history and time. It is a pressing issue,
evidence of contemporary concerns, and a gradually emerging discourse. The
beginnings of a revised era in social theory must begin to include the intersection
between academic and visual social theory.
In seeking to understand the three moments of social space, it may help to consider
the body. All the more so inasmuch as the relationship to space of a 'subject' . . .
That the lived, conceived and perceived realms should be interconnected, so that
the 'subject', the individual member of a given social group, may move from one to
another without confusion.3

I find Lefebvre's notion of a subject's ease of movement s a strange and impossible
idea of a hegemonic utopia where difference is eliminated and everything is reduced
to a common denominator.

When space — lived, perceived and conceived—

becomes predictable through a 'common language', it annihilates the complexity

3 Lefebvre, H. trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell, 1995.
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and chaos that realities of difference guarantee. Myself, as a subject, would never
transcend the boundaries of place (where my identity originated) if I could not move
from one space to another without, contradiction and negotiation. How space is
perceived is subjective. As, the user of the space, I am relevant.
My personal, fiction-based education began with reading Hermann Hesse,
Milan Kundera, and Jean-Paul Sartre.

I related to the existential and religious

writings of Hesse and Sartre, while I was sometimes puzzled and delighted by the
whimsicality of Kundera’s work. It seems odd to me now how I could have felt at
home with these European men whose writings came from privilege, a sort of
decadence and early twentieth century historicity radically different from my own
social background. My family is is steeped in my father's 1950s patriarchal, westernrural-poor-religious conservative ideology of African-American, Native American and
southern White America. In contrast to my father, my immigrant mother is the
daughter of a conservative, but wealthy Chinese businessman, who raised his
family in Franco-colonialized Vietnam, and sent his children to the private Catholic
schools of a warring country. As a multi-racial child, my cultural identity does not
exist solely in one camp. This fact has made me more inclined to identify with the
"local" (geography) rather than with a traditional sense of identity that emerges from
race.
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2.

The Everyday
The city is historical, most of all Christian, based on the principle of the narrative.
Christianity grew up in cities, an enthusiasm of the middie-level management of the
secondary cities of the empire, to whom its frugality appealed. The word pagan
means "someone who lives in the country." So one has the opposition between the
meandering body which always returns, the nomad, and the urban body which is
centered and unidirectional. And in these terms nomad thought as a social
possibility seems horribly present in the exurban culture which destroys the
countryside so that it may live in a myth of the latter, with no downtown (i.e., no
black people) and a great outdoors (long since purged of its indigenous population),
but "nomad thought" might also describe an architecture concerned with
presentation and difference rather than construction and essence, because that is
where the problematics of structure seem to lead nowadays.4

“Presentation and difference” is a concern with aesthetics and fashion. A
western preoccupation that could explain for the failures of modern architecture, the
basis of which was utopian notions of aesthetic reduction, which resulted in
minimalist form and a love for the theory of design rather than basis on a model that
is “reality” or socially positioned. The presentation of architecture has dominated its
identity management for the past half century. This is closely tied to Giibert-Rolfe’s
determination that the city is Christian. Christianity is more often interested in the
architecture of its religion— it’s churches and cathedrals as institutions, as an
authority. The physical dominance of the church as a home of worship is typical. For
me, the notion of the Christian City was well defined by a winter day several years
ago. While moving in between two spaces, a transition occurred that imprinted itself
onto my memory. When I was attending art school and working at a popular Italian
restaurant in downtown Chicago I began to understand the multifaceted social
negotiation that happens within the dense “presentation and difference” of a

4 Giibert-Rolfe, Jeremy. 338.
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complete urban environment. I was taking a general art history class, there were
some two hundred students packed into the film center, watching slides projected
onto a movie screen. Our teacher was in the usual podium stance, poised on the
elevated stage below the screen, speaking into a microphone,

(sometimes she

would walk around the isles to dispel the relationship of the educator and the
educated.) The last slide we saw that lecture was of the performance of Annie
Sprinkle an artist who dealt very explicitly with female sexuality. The slide was a
graphic and frontal picture of a gynecologist’s clear plastic speculum inserted into
her vagina. Her goal was to let people see the inner workings of the 'mystic' female
organs, that deep well of original sin. This was my last class before walking to work
where four times a week, I would stand for five or six hours to greet the customers
who came to experience the quintessential American icon of The Italian Village. The
building housed three different restaurants based on varying regional, historical and
tastes of Italian food, exported to a local spot in downtown Chicago that has its own
Italian-American immigrant identity to inscribe an additional layer of history upon
that place. My boss was the third generation owner of the restaurant. The hostesses
were usually women and I had explicit instructions to always anchor myself at the
front desk, (I had difficulty with this statuesque immobility, but didn't mind
convenience and good food). The established role of the hostess was to welcome
the customers and let the maitred's (primarily men) show customers to the table. I
was basically a decoration, and wasn't surprised when one of the younger owners
suggested that I wear fishnet stockings, stiletto heels, and a miniskirt. After the
lecture that day, I couldn't fathom that my coworkers, who were largely conservative

6
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would ever guess that I had seen a picture of a woman’s vagina in my art history
class and would probably laugh at me if I told them that 1 took the picture seriously
as art. The collision I felt was a collision of the identity of different spaces, their
functions and what was acceptable behavior of groups within those structures.
Moving from the mind-set of the art lecture to the restaurant was jolting. The
discussions and ideas that were being presented in the school took place in the
framework of education. In fact, I’m sure many people would be uncomfortable with
Annie Sprinkle’s work outside of the (fine arts) learning institution, let alone while in
it. The Sprinkle images discussed remained a slide projection in the lecture hall,
only leaving that space as an idea in our minds. You couldn't take the remnants of
that slide show home in a to-go box. The restaurant, my place of occupation, was a
hub of family entertainment, but it was also the domain of the family owners, who
ran the restaurant in a very patriarchal manner. I could not imagine those two
disparate worlds ever merging. The transition I felt between those spaces, who I
was as an art student, and who I was as a hostess at a restaurant, led me to realize
my behaviors, responsibilities and actions were conditioned or determined by the
spaces 1 was occupying. In each space my identity would change between the
different publics I was dealing with. There were also the general physical differences
of the spaces: the dimness of the theatre, the distant sound of the slide projector,
the dominant voice of the teacher. The restaurant was also dim, but in order to
create a pleasant romantic atmosphere for the ritual meal. However, these physical
differences were not as disparate to me as were the social dynamics of each spacewhat was allowed within each space, and how the relationships of the users

7
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(students and teachers, customers and employees) were inextricably tied to the
identity/function of each place. In the restaurant there was no singular dominant
orating voice, but there was the power and "prestige" of the owners and their
clientele, including the mayor of Chicago, and various opera superstars. In addition
there were the different expectations of users. As clientele of a restaurant, no one
expects to be schooled over dinner, the slide of Annie Sprinkle’s performance would
have a completely different read projected in The Italian Village, rather than at The
School of The Art Institute of Chicago. As students, the mindset when walking into a
classroom was to temporarily disable our value judgments for the sake of learning.
In the interstices of my, "Good evening, how many in your party?” I was imagining
Annie Sprinkle’s slide projection in the middle of the restaurant, and the ensuing
chaos over a dinner of spaghetti and meatballs.
My second introduction to the workings of space as an entrance to social
theory was when I saw, II Deserto Rosso by Michelangelo Antonioni in 1997. I
subsequently wrote a paper entitled "Architecture, Space, and Landscape in Red
Desert" in 1999. The research of which led me to see some of the relationships
between his film and the context of 1960s Italy. I have since found the issues of
Antonioni’s film, (largely his dissatisfaction with modernism as a social rather than
aesthetic failure) have sim ilar elements to the discourse of the French
postmodernists. Antonioni's Red Desert is also significant in its foregrounding of the
experience of space, rather than relying solely on narrative for understanding the
premises of the film, in my paper I noted that the film was,
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. . .released in 1964 and located the fiim two years before the publication of Aldo
Rossi's Architecture and the City, Itaiy, 1966. Rossi's book was released during
"traumatic years of student discontent as a polemical critique of the modern
movement position in the city," Peter Eisenman, "Editor's Preface," Aldo Rossi, The
Architecture of the City, I (Cambridge, 1999). In addition to having formal
architectural training, Antonioni is historically linked to have been a part of the Italian
Realism Movement in film at the beginning of his career. The upcoming Italian NeoRationalist and Neo-Marxist movement in architecture, which Rossi is a significant
part of, provides a significant context for the historical implications of II Deserto
R o s s o in that the fundamental concerns of the movements were for the
conscientious attention to the social roie of architecture. "Rossi's reminder of what
the city symbolizes was extremely Important in refocusing attention on the idea of
making architecture in an urban context: The contrast between particular and
universal, between individual and collective, emerges from the city and from its
construction, its architecture.' " Kate Nesbitt, "Introduction," Kate Nesbitt, ed.

Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture an Anthology of Architectural Theory,
1965-1995, 55, (Princeton Architectural Press: 1996).5

Antonioni's critique of modernism is eminently represented by the psychotic
breakdown of the protagonist Giuliana, whose neurosis is linked with her inability to
assimilate with the industrial environment. Antonioni's use of the industrial fagade is
visually poetic, but essentially tied to an experience of space. The viewer has an
experience of space that is closely linked to the meaning of his film, framed largely
with his use of Fordist industrialism, prominently mercantile industry. Giuliana's
emotional life is bracketed by the presence of two other characters in the film: her
husband and lover, both of which are engineers. She is conspicuously married to
the industry and cannot heal her neurosis both socially and intimately. The fiim is
largely positioned in a romantic binary, between a pure untampered nature and the
stage of industry. His mise-en-scene is visually polarized, from the modernist
industry, the overwhelming stage of the built environment, physically uncomfortable,
desolate streets, and depressing working class housing. The only release from this

5 Matthews, M. Architecture, Space, and Landscape in Red Desert. Unpublished: 1999.
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industriai madness is in Giuliana’s fairy tale story, on an untampered beach, pure,
clean and innocent (a place that has not been tainted by the industrial revolution.)
The worid that industry is polluting and defacing, untampered nature, is nonexistent
in her contemporary life and she cannot reconcile the two disparate worlds.
Antonioni’s film is also a Neo-Marxist critique of modernism through his portrayal of
class division, the framing of crowds to signify political unrest and the convergent
discord of the masses in contrast to Giuliana's bourgeoisie life and social circle.
The absence of public spaces in II Deserto Rosso, contributes to the feeling of
isolation, and a social content, which remarks itself as being highly fragmented,
socially isolated and disjointed. With the absence of social squares, and informal
public gatherings, the film has a predominate feeling of loneliness, a symptom of the
industrial/modern condition. (Also a significant contrast to the films of Frederico
Fellini, which often center around the public sphere.) Public representations that do
take place within the film are as the "nameless" masses, (the strike at the beginning
of the film) or organized meetings (the drawn gaunt faces of Corrado's workers),
which directly position Giuliana, Corrado, her husband and friends as the owners
(the bourgeoisie).6

Antonioni's film is significant in his foregrounding of space as experience, in
contrast to the more conventional language and character-situated film which
Usually emphasized narrative dialogue and action. His film is also a visual critique of
the modernist failure to create social utopia. Although his visual critique is hauntingly
beautiful, this trend of formalizing what is thought of as traumatic will reappear in the
photography of Lewis Baltz. II Deserto Rosso is one of the first films which deals
with the psychological aspects of the user’s relationship with space, manifest both in
the narrative sense as Giuliana’s neurosis is linked to her neurotic spatial
depression, as well as the participation of the viewer, who must experience these

6 Ibid.
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spatial turns while they unfold in time. My experience of this film, led me to think
about the visual reading of the built environment as a way of understanding the

world.
Previous to viewing the film, my photography had been slowly evolving to
exclude people and focus on social space, specifically spaces of ruin and decay. I
had recently begun work for my undergraduate thesis show, which was the formal
reconstruction of an empty lot that was going to be the site of new condominiums,
west of the Ukranian village in Chicago, an area that was slowly being gentrified
from the East and North, and had begun with the almost complete gentrification of
Wicker Park where I lived at the time.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

3.

Vacant Lots
The emptiness of vacant lots was always attractive to me because of the

physical deterioration, which contradicted the maintenance and social control of the
spaces where my daily activities took place. The abandoned buildings were
evocative of things that the world had temporarily left behind and would eventually
regenerate to be active and functional again. I started to think about how these
spaces were usually avoided because of their dysfunction and anonymity. The
unidentified space had no function in the social environment. My work led me to
become more aware of how the built environment is a highly manipulated
preconceived and controlled arena of the different energies of public and private
ownership. In my installation, The Last Common Denominator, 1998 I wanted to
spatially re-present the empty lot and the objects commonly found in them, as well
as portray the use of empty lots as sites for billboards. The title is a play on the term,
the lowest common denominator, signifying the commodity object and how it is
possibly the last common denominator of our relationships. In a capitalist world
economy, people ever increasingly relate to each other through their possessions.
The installation was made of 12, 20" square wooden boxes, 4" deep. They were
distributed on the ground in an arbitrary grid pattern with enough room to walk in
between the photographs, which were ciose to life size. I utilized the grid in this
installation as a reference to the gridding off of a site in an archaeological dig. The
boxes resembled the frames archaeologists use to sift out from the ground the
precious artifacts of history. The boxes in this installation implied that the objects
were valuable contemporary artifacts, bur in reality the artifacts were merely trash,

12
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invaluable to us. The other half of the installation was a 2001b aluminum sheet metal
billboard, mounted on a homemade stand that put it close to the ground. I painted it,
a shade of Afternoon Azure Blue, to be symbolic of an abstract effacement of the
cosmetic perfection of advertising. The viewer was to be overwhelmed by the 6' x
12' foot blue field as a projection of an ideal, this cosmetic blue was contradicted by
the objects at the viewers’ feet. The photographs of the objects within the empty lot
were evidence of the lack of maintenance over that space. The pools of water,
weeds, dried mud, unused construction materials, a Nike shoe, a children's hyper
orange bat, a dead cat, beer bottles, car parts and various other fragments of trash,
were objects which could easily be consumptive products (tennis shoes, children's
toys, liquor, automobiles, clothes), ideas of happy domesticity (the house cat), real
estate (condominiums, tract housing, town homes) and other indicators of societal
value, which could be projected onto the billboard as advertisements. The Last
Common Denominator, has provided a basis for my work.
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4.

Mapping: Part One
in space, what came earlier continues to underpin what follows. The preconditions of
social space have their own particular way of enduring and remaining actual within
that space. Thus primary nature may persist, albeit in a completely acquired and
false w a y . . . . 7

What came earlier and what will come after are primary conditions of an empty
lot. The lack of architecture makes the empty lot like a void, a gap, an absence or a
wound in the social fabric. The lack of a building does not refer the viewer to a
particular historical era. Historical time is absent from the lot itself and exists in the
context surrounding the lot. "No matter how authentic the ruin, it is received, or read
as simulated memory: phantasmagoria, dioramas, arcades. Every building is faintly
warped to the eye as if by glaucoma. The built environment is both political critique
and nostalgia."8The lot is the aftermath of the destroyed ruin. The lack of a ruined
building, does not allow nostalgia to creep in, the ruin is nostalgic and evokes
memory, the lot is amnesiac therefore, we are left with a dystopic vision of history.
Time indicators of the lot exist only in the presence and growth of trash and
vegetation, locating the lot as a symptom of the contemporary. The lot is a
significant indicator of "power struggles as they appear in the planning, design,
construction, use, and demolition of buildings."9 The presence of weeds in the empty
lot is characteristic of the anti-domestic garden. The weeds and botany of the empty
lot are a direct opposition to those types of well-maintained geometric trees of
landscape architecture. The empty lot is a specific ecology that is more reflective of

7 Lefebvre, H., 229.
8 Klein, Norman. The History of Forgetting: Los Angeies and t ie Erasure of Memory. London: Verso, 1997.
9 Hayden, Dolores "Urban Landscape History" in Understanding Ordinary Landscapes ed, Paul Groih. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997.
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the nature that a habitat tends toward, while topiary trees are a pieasant reflection of
manicured nature. The empty iot is, post-civilized nature, not peaceful as in the
experience of a forest or park. The lack of maintenance in the empty lot signifies
neglect and the diminished control of the natural by humans. But the lot also
provides possibility, as a place for development and new growth in the social
sphere.
My pursuit of representing empty lots has taken me towards a topographic
mapping. By utilizing a systematic method of moving the camera across the lot in a
consistent manner, the photographic reconstruction of the lot is pieced together
again in the gallery and the image becomes a map.
Before maps, space was always measured also in time . . . The map abolishes time
from space. We know where we are in terms of our place on the map. Our body
locates itself first through an abstraction, an idea, which we know to be present and
to supersede actual points of reference insofar as it is through it that we'll make
sense of them. The instantaneity of the photograph, when we are confronted with a
photograph of a place, is then an instantaneity which refers to another, the absent
map which locates this place in terms of all others.10

The completed work comprises ten photographs in ten rows, reflective of reading
the lot from left to right. The mapping will take a space that is usually horizontal and
inaccessible to overhead views and place it within the vertical field of vision: the
projection of a landscape without a horizon line. Rather than photographing the lot
from one point of view, the fragments of the grid will slow down the reading of the
piece, while simultaneously acting as individual parts of a whole. In addition the
presence of mistakes: feet, camera shadow and tripod legs allow entry for the body

10 Gilbert-Rolfe, Jeremy. Ibid., 316.
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of the author, and counter the “objective" result, upsetting the seamlessness of the
whole and revealing the accumulation of images over time.
Maps . . . are superimposed in such a way that each map finds itself modified in the
following map, rather than finding its origin in the preceding one: from one map to
the next, it is not a matter of searching for an origin, but of evaluating displacements
. . . There is not only a reversal of directions, but also a difference in nature: the
unconscious no longer deals with persons and objects, but with trajectories and
becomings; it is no longer an unconscious of commemoration but one of
mobilization, an unconscious whose objects take flight rather than remaining buried
in the ground.11

The vacant lot maps are a representation of physical absence in the everyday built
environment. By using a systematic method for photographing the lots, the result is
similar to taking an ecological sample. I utilize the grid, which reflects the layout of
the city, while also signifying the lot as a parcel of real estate. Each individual
square is roughly proportional to four square feet of land. Each square can be
accounted for in terms of its own value to the whole Sot. One of my dilemmas has
been in the production of this topographic map, how do I relate the finished abstract
object back to the everyday? In looking at the empty lot as an absence of structure
within the urban grid, there is already an abstraction in this anonymous reality.
Standing in an empty lot you look at nothing but ground, a space that is not defined
by societal function. The lack of a building or lack of a function of a place connotes a
gap in language and useful identification. The lack of architecture leads us outside
of a certain history. By photographing ground, dirt, grass, trash and producing an art
object, I am further abstracting the real, creating a becoming.

11 DeSeuzs, G. translated by Smith, D. and Greco, M. Essays Critical and Clinical, Minneapolis: UM Press, 1997.
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The empty lot is a landscape. One that is visually oriented as ground (vertical
overview) rather than horizon (horizontal distance). John Brinkerhoff Jackson
understands landscape as an organization of space.12 Landscape is also the
conglomeration of domestic dwellings, the cultivated antithesis to the wilderness of
the domain. “Landschap” is the seventeenth-century Dutch word for the “painting of
such a place, perceived as a scope, or expanse. Today the word is commonly
conflated with place, nature, view, scenery and has radiated out into any number of
meanings from the popular pretty rural scene to a complex social construction or
produced space.”13 In my work the landscape is now the expanse of ground, which
can be symbolically linked to the realm of the expansive wilderness of the west. The
unknown history of each lot, creates a tension between landscape and place.
“Space defines landscape, where space combined with memory defines place.’’14
The lack of a building creates a gap in memory. The empty lot is a void, a
transcendental place itself, between the familiar demands of society and anti
civilization.
... landscape as a genre is involved with making visible the distances we must
maintain between ourselves in order that we may recognize each other for what,
under constantly varying conditions, we appear to be. It is only at a certain distance
(and from a certain angle) that we can recognize the character of the communal life
of the individual-or the communal reality of those who appear so convincingly under
other conditions to be individuals.15

The individual within the empty lot is stripped temporarily of an identity tied to any
property. The convincing notion of the individual is lost within the state of the empty

12 Lucy Ltppard, The Lure of the Local: Sense of Place in a Multicentered Society. New York: The New Press, 1997.
13 Ibid., 8.
14 Ibid., 9.
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lot. The subject is not tied to the politics of functioning, not until they step back into a
defined architecture. The lack of assigned identity within society leaves the lot as an
anomaly. It is a sudden freak, a symptom of entropy within a system, a radical to
the neat linear process ordering that the world is structured by.

In modernity's landscapes, figures, beings or persons are made visible as they
vanish into their determinations, or emerge from them-or more likely, as they are
recognized in the moment of doing both simultaneously. . . Another way of putting
that is that, in a landscape, persons are depicted on the point of vanishing into
and/or emerging from their property. I think this phenomenology is analogous to, or
mimetic of real social-experience, extra-pictorial experience.10

The notion of the figure emerging from and/or into their property, is significant to
defining humanity within a geographical relationship. Human identity cannot be
excised from property. Either we are owner, renter or a visitor of a space. In my
work landscape is the land/property itself. The vision does not look out into the
horizon line. The vision is flattened, it stops at the ground, the absent horizon is
now a referent outside the frame of the image and becomes about property value,
land development, urban planning, etc. The land of the empty lot has been built on
continuously, until this one point in history where it is blank. This blank wilderness is
nature that is merely raw material for the production of space, a becoming.
Nature is also becoming lost to thought. For what is nature? How can we form a
picture of it as it was before the intervention of humans with their ravaging tools?
Even the powerful myth of nature is being transformed into a mere fiction, a negative
utopia: nature is now seen as merely the raw material out of which the productive
forces of a variety of social systems have forged their particular spaces.17

15 Wall, J. Jeff Wall, New York: Phaidon, 1996.
1S ibid.,145.
17 Lefebvre, H. Ibid., 31.
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The vacant lot is a break in the seamless production and control of space. They are
physical symptoms of entropy within the tightly maintained systems of society, and
an indicator that control and maintenance over our environment does not always
yield a “productive” space.
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5.

Mapping: Part Two
My project, Everyday Past, is an attempt to describe the inscription of spatial

experience, it p ro vid e s a photographic map across the different institutions,
apartments, homes, and extra-curricular spaces of my upbringing, I am the
individual emerging from properties, borrowed and bought over the years. The
landscape has been disseminated beyond the singular panoramic vision to include
various locations; the bus stop I waited at for two hours a day Monday through
Friday for six school years; the park that I swam at during the summer months and
the various schools, and homes that I lived in. The majority of my life is institutionally
defined. The notion of myself as an individual depends on my geography. I am
defined by what schools I went to, where I lived, where I have traveled. My identity,
which is extremely particular to southern California, is defined by place.
My family came to the US after the Shah of Iran fell in 1979. We first moved
to San Diego when I was three. Although I have no memories of Iran, I knew there
was a difference in the dry vacant and brilliantly sharp light of southern California,
against the older eastern culture of my birthplace. My memory of difference was
located in my experience of space. My elementary education was spent in Palms

and Venice, where my peers were largely immigrants and minorities, from bluecollar families. We relocated out of LA proper and into Hawthorne, w here we
commuted for six years to and from our home to Santa Monica and the Westside.
This physical mobility, traversing the different spaces of the LA basin, gave me a
great sense of the fragmentation of our city and I began to realize how experience
and knowledge is deeply linked to place. I moved out of LA, dissatisfied with the
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urban sprawl in search of a "real" city. Which led to three years in Chicago, where I
got m y dosage of “real” city. In Chicago, my life as a resident rather than as a tourist
allow ed for a better understanding that social space is a social product. Space in

Chicago felt completely radical to my Southern California luxury, and the grid based
structure of the "second city", soon provided a predictable and boring routine. I
began to miss the fragmentation and diversity of place in Los Angeles. The de
centered rolling terrain made for a much more unpredictable experience of place,
and a feeling of territory that did not have such tightly maintained enclosures.
Growing up in such a non-city as LA, gave me a sense that space is often tied to
different identities, and traveling constantly across so many different geographies
allows for a certain comfort when moving into new and unfamiliar territory. The
southern Californian identity is deeply tied to our luxurious weather, and extensive
navigation experience. Space here is not known through the traditional grid of a
pre-existing system, rather through a personal map, which is defined by mobility.
In Everyday Past, each grouping is defined by address, street intersection,
or a title of a place. 1 have included the dates of residence at a home or apartment

or attendance at a school or university. The pictures are arranged intuitively, the
only consistency between the groupings, the first thing the viewer seesphotographs of corners, reading from left to right. All of the photographs are digitally
printed to be on the surface of one page, so that the group exists as a singular
object. Some of the similar elements of each grouping are: a location shot of each
space describing its architecture, a photograph of a tree or plant within the location,
parking structures including garages and car ports and a detail of some random
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element. The corners are easily identifiable as the place where a wall and the
ground meet. However, they are abstract because of the flattening that occurs within
the photographic image. What became apparent are the differences between the
corners across the different groups. Evident are the different types of materials,
paint, whether there is dirt or concrete ground, the botany, and objects on the
ground. The comers function as referents to the physical presence of property, in
direct contrast to the empty lot project. The vision of the property lot in the vacant lot
maps is one that cannot happen in the Everyday Past project. Therefore, the notions
in Everyday Past are dense with the function and identity of property, to bring more
apparent the absence, the gap, the loss, the void of the empty lot.
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6.

Representations of the Natural
The third principle of heterotopias are that "the heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing
in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves
incompatible . . . perhaps the oldest example of these heterotopias that take the
form of contradictory sites is the garden . . . As for carpets they were originally
reproductions of gardens (the garden is a rug onto which the whole world comes to
enact its symbolic perfection, and the rug is a sort of garden that can move across
space). The garden is the smallest parcel of the world and then it is the totality of the
world. The garden has been a sort of happy, universalizing heterotopia since the
beginnings of antiquity (our modern zoological gardens spring from that source)."18
As I mentioned earlier, my romantic idealism was the source of much frustration,

and was deeply entwined in my naive conceptions that there was still an
untampered terrain of nature. This belief in a pure nature was an illusion, how could
there be a pure, untouched space? As Lefebvre says, how could we truly conceive
of that primitive wilderness? The closest I have come to an urban wilderness
(wilderness as what was once socially defined and is no longer named or cultivated)
was through empty lots. Lots left undeveloped over periods of years, reflect the
tendencies of growth to that specific ecology more so than the highly maintained
sod front yards of houses, domestic gardens, or the landscaped sidewalks of
buildings. My other project entails, the photographic archiving of a specific type of
landscape architecture around Los Angeles, primarily trees that are potted or
planted around the parameters of buildings, parking lots and sidewalks, a fashioned
garden that functions as barrier, parameter, or delineation of property. These
manicured trees are in direct opposition to the nature presented in the empty lot. By
photographing the trees individually, I am bringing attention to their object-ness.
Although the decoration of the built environment is with a natural element, a tree,
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the natural here is highly artificial and far removed from any sort of uneasy
wilderness. These trees stand in as an urban conception of what the natural is. They
are quite odd, as they are usually trimmed to be geometric shapes and are
contained in special containers that vary from plain, to ornate depending what sector
of the city they are in, or are grown in concrete cut outs on the sidewalk. The trees I
am photographing are shaped like lollipops, are green, and are more closely related
to a six year olds drawing of a tree, rather than a reflection of the diversity of trees
that could be planted native to the southern California terrain. The grooming of
these trees are more closely related to a conception of nature from the historic
English garden, rather than anything contemporary. Trees become the objects
decorating or occupying peripheral areas of property, as borders, enclosures, and
gates. This archiving of the social landscape, brings attention to the conceived and
perceived environment, dispelling notions that space is transparent, while
foregrounding the tension between manicured nature and ungoverned nature.
The function of these three projects together, entitled Control, Maintenance,
Everyday is to describe visually how space is read through: personal history; the
production of ideology via the articulation of space within institutions; the distraction
of the subject in space through mobility; the decoration of certain open lots (like
parking lots), using landscape techniques such as topiaries and the absence of that
history, past and present, in the empty lots. The places that we no longer inhabit, or
use for only a part of a day, rent for a year or we drive by and pay no attention to, all

18 Foucault, M. Ibid. p. 242.
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become lost to us. All except for what we presently occupy, are eventually lost, yet
they form the shape of our existence and how we function within the day to day. Our
identities are typically tied to emotional, conversational, and the realm of social
(human) experience, but are housed in spatial experience. Spatial experience can
be considered within our production of knowledge as significant as what we read,
what we watch, what we talk about. We need to ask, where do these actions take
place? How do these places hinder or support the quality of our actions?

The pedagogy of space and the art of dissemination: representations of place in
contemporary art

19

First I will look historically at the emergence of space as a subject matter of
the postmodern. Secondly, I will show how self-consciousness builds a strong
presence in photographic practice contributing to a heightened awareness of
spatiality. Thirdly, there is a relationship between post-structuralism and typology
and lastly, the relationship between the subject and the society: the derive, cognitive
mapping and psycho-geography.

19 Derrida terms dissemination as a, "production of signification that resists imposed structural constraints." (Best and Keflner, p.21) I use the word
dissemination to counter the process of academic investment, which demands a much more specific and rigorous set of structural constraints, including
the use of statistics, data analysis, etc.
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7.

The Seif-consciousness of Post-modernity, in Photographic Representation
a. Art Academics
“A certain spatial turn has often seemed to offer one of the more productive

ways of distinguishing postmodernism from modernism proper.” 20 In my most
earliest and grandest dreams about having a career in commercial photography, I
wanted to work for National Geographic. The traditional documentary aspects of
their magazine allured me.

I had romantic notions of traveling to other worlds

capturing my vision of those worlds, and documenting my personal journey in the
annals of their historic publication. I have since found that the notions I had, the
style I was attracted too, capturing the decisive moments, authoring a personal
narrative of vision about other cultures, were romantic. As I pursued art in the
university, the communicative ability of photography, the persuasive aspects of art,
to move, to invoke, was no longer achieved through assuming the audience shared
the same language. How I used photography began to change, and the conscious
negotiation of discourse and producing meaning, began to factor into my work. The
romantic notion of the artist, although still a prevalent mythology is not about
harnessing madness via an aesthetic creation, rather it is about the rendering of
images within a context. Fine art practice has slowly moved into the realm of the
academic, diverting in many ways, the different audiences of art from the art
educated: gallerists, artists, curators, critics, art readers if you will, to the non-art

20 Jameson, F. p. 154.
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educated. It seems the academic art world leaves the non-academic crowd out in
the cold.

b. Spaces of the New Topographies.
Representational spaces, space as directly lived through its associated images and
symbols, and hence the space of 'inhabitants' and 'users’, but also of some artists
and perhaps of those, such as a few writers and philosophers, who describe and
aspire to do no more than describe. This is the dominated-and hence passively
experienced space, which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate. It
overlays physical space, making symbolic use of its objects. Thus representational
spaces may be said, though again with certain exceptions, to tend towards more or
less coherent systems of non-verbal symbols and signs.21

Lefebvre's notion of the passively experienced space is related to the way the
gallery or museum is often experienced. With the relationships between
postmodernism, feminist film theory, and post-structuralism the trend continues
today, that context is subject. The context is provided by curatorial/artist statements,
interviews with the artists in exhibition catalogs, and related critical writing in various

art academic magazines, like Frieze, Art & Text and A rt Forum. This attention to
context is due largely to the tropes of minimalism. Minimalism began primarily in the
field of sculpture, but has since informed much of the way the photographers I will
discuss, adapt methods of minimalism. Work that deals with spatiality is primarily
developed in a series. The individual photograph becomes part of a whole, and
grids are more often utilized to negate the status of the individual image. An
awareness of space within the gallery will complete the notion that "'conceptual art,'
too, surely stands under the sign of spatialization, in the sense in which, one is

21 Lefebvre, H. pp. 38-39.
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tempted to say, every problematization or d isso lutio n is inherited from, leaves us
high and dry in space itself."22These formal and conceptual techniques that are
used to describe space visually, I will expand on later.
In the midst of this recent art history, within the subject matter of photographic
history there is a long trend toward looking at the world as it is without much
gestural manipulation of imagery, a tendency towards "factual" representation,
reality on a one to one scale. What began with the work of social documentarists
like, Jacob Riis, and Dorothea Lange of the latter half of the 19th century and the first
half of the 20th century, was continued with the work of Robert Frank, Roy
deCarava, in the 1950s, and then William Eggleston, and Diane Arbus, of the
1970s. These photographers documented people, and their photography has since
been a defining oeuvre and staple of how photography has functioned while also
defining morally what “good” photography is. Their work was humanist oriented, with
goals of capturing the symptoms of poverty, the iconic American west and
agriculture, black culture, high society, white culture and freak culture. The work of
the documentary project has been critiqued for the ease at which the photographic
snapshot can easily be read as truth, and has since been critiqued for removing
action from its context, translating reality into pure image. This critique continued to
include a deconstructionist view of photography, which inserted attention towards
what lies outside of the photographic frame.
The N ew Topographies exhibition was a landmark beginning in photo history
towards work which closed down photographic art as a decisive moment, and

22 Jameson, F. p. 157.
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moved more towards art academicization, the realization that photography is a
language in itself, and [its method can be scrutinized by] the literary theories of
deconstruction, post-structuralism and feminist film theory. These academic and
structural trends are also evident in the work shown at the Newport Harbor Art
Museum in 1991 cailed Typologies."
In 1975 a show called the New Topographies, Photographs o f a Man-Altered
L a n d s c a p e , opened at the International Museum of Photography at George

Eastman House in Rochester, New York. Unlike the trends that had carried
photography in the mainstream dialogue with the work of Eggleston and Arbus, the
work in the New Topographies show, was devoid of the individual human figure. The
photographic gaze now turned on to space, including Southern California, with the
work of Joe Deal, Dan Graham, Lewis Baltz, and Bernd and Hilia Becher. It is with
the New Topographies that a certain bend in the photography of social
documentation turned away from people and onto place. Individuals had previously
exhibited work with this method o f working, for instance w ith the photography of
W alker Evans. His photography encapsulated," the image of Main Street, as both

historical reality and the paradigm of suburban urbanism: standardized houses lined
up along the railroad tracks, in short, the architecture of commerce and
communication in its mechanized form, common to the totality o f the industrial
world, and in its vernacular aspect q u ite specific to A m e ric a ."23 The

New

Topographies was the first collective show, where the beginnings of a discourse
around visual social theory can be pivoted. The conceptual form of the show was
organized around work that incorporated use of minimalist tropes, the grid,

23 Chevrier, J.F. Walker Evans & Dan Graham, New York: Musees de Marseille, 1992.
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repetition, objective or passive framing, and subject matter that was photographed
serially. In combination with the lack of people in the images, the repetition of similar
images, the banal subject matter, the black and white photography, viewers were
left unaffected. The photographs of dramatic life that had carried photography up
until this point as in the work of Lange and Frank, were almost entirely absent. The
passive nature of the work in the New Topographies -descriptive, silent and empty,
were devoid of the artists’ hand and "such photographs offered no judgment beyond
finding a process that would hold a historical or formal analysis of what was in front
of the camera."24 The photograph became a specimen of architectures, places,
geographies and locations.
New Topographies ideology . . . is informed by detachment, irony and allusiveness.
The photographs superimposed on the subjects visual ideas are drawn from Minimal
Art, a genre whose unadorned structures sometimes themselves achieved the
dimensions of garages or hi-tech workshops. The underlying theme of the series is
the proposition not simply that such buildings resemble works of art but that the
constructions of the socio-economic order are precisely that. The world, like it or not,
as "installation," asking what is installed, by whom and how? 25

The art most commonly defined as postmodern from a "positive culturalist”
perspective, "pastiche, quotation and play with past forms, irony, cynicism,
commercialism, and is some cases downright nihilism . . . most postmodernist art
often took delight in the world as it is and happily coexisted in a pluralism of
aesthetic styles and games,"26 is a notion that seems quite dated in terms of
characterizing the art at the immediate end of the 20th century and the recent
beginnings of the 21SI century. “Pastiche and quotation,” merely recognizes

24 Wilson, A. Paul Graham, New York; Phaidon, 1986.
25 Haworth-Booth, Mark. San Quentin Point, New York: Aperture 1986.
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postmodern art as a collage cut out of history, rather than a process that garners
new modes of looking and understanding.
Leslie Fiedler "proclaimed the death of the avant-garde and modem novel
and the emergence of new postmodern art forms that effected a 'closing of the gap'
between artist and audience, critic and layperson. Embracing mass culture and
decrying modernist elitism, Fiedler called for a new postmodern criticism that
abandons formalism, realism and highbrow pretentiousness, in favor of analysis of
the subjective response of the audience within a psychological, social and historical
context. "27 This dimension of paying attention to the reader pulled the artwork out of
existing as a disengaged and isolated object, into an object that is actively read,
critiqued and considered in terms of the meanings it is presenting. This attention to
context has fostered the entrance of a self-consciousness of space. The new
relationships extend beyond the artistic rendering of perspective, and the interior
monologue of representation, towards the relationship of the art objects themselves
as an object within the world. With the New Topographies show, the camera moved
away from the typical (literary) subject: the individual, a self-reflexive attention to
human drama, to point to the world to what is behind the individual, the built
environment of society became the subject.
Another dimension of this art was the attention directed at commodity culture,
"the discourses of the postmodern are responses to socioeconomic developments

26 Best and Kellner, p.11.
27 Ibid.. 15.
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which they sometimes name and sometimes obscure."28 A significant definition of
the postmodernism includes the foregrounding or inclusion of capitalism. Artists
made work that did not deny their own consumptive value, or made works in which
the subject was about the commodity or capitalistic relationships. This kind of selfreferentiality made for a complex indicator of many different levels of dialogue. The
reader, while in front of the physical artwork, is required to look beyond the
immediate image to production value, labor, manufacturing, etc. The referent is no
longer an ambiguous notion, rather the significance of the artworks are specific.
Pointing to relations of production, space is no longer represented as an artistic
rendering of perspective. Frederic Jameson points out the many different referent of
meanings in the work of Hans Haacke, in which Haacke
redirects the deconstruction of perceptual categories specifically onto the framing
institutions themselves. Here the paralogisms of the "work" include the museum, by
drawing its space back into the material pretext and making a mental circuit through
the artistic infrastructure unavoidable, indeed in Haacke it is not merely with
museum space that we come to rest, but rather the museum itself, as an institution,
opens up into its network of trustees, their affiliations with multinational corporations,
and finally the global system of late capitalism proper, such that what used to be the
limited and Kantian project of a restricted conceptual art expands into the very
ambition of cognitive mapping itself (with all its specific representational
contradictions). In Haacke, at any rate, the spatializing tendencies inherent from the
beginning in conceptual art become overt and inescapable in the uneasy gestalt
alternation between a "work of art" that abolishes itself to disclose the museum
structure which contains it and one that expands its authority to include not merely
that institutional structure but the institutional totality in which it is itself subsumed.29

The reading of Haacke’s work functioning as a cognitive map itself is extremely
relevant to our discussion of how art has been changed to operate at a certain level
of self-consciousness. The level at which postmodern art and postmodern

28 Ibid., 15.
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photography, in particular becomes very self-conscious, is in the ways in which
artists began to revealing the processes of making and the function of the gaze. The
once elusive and magical method of the artistic creation is no longer left to divinity or
spirituality. This opening up of artistic creation eventually lends itself to photography
and the decisive magic moment is no longer a determining criteria in the fine arts.
The lack of the “detail” photograph, and a pulling back and stilling of the camera is
significant to the removal of the personality of the artist.
The loss of the disguise in the photographic method of production becomes an
important element in art history, in that the method of production is so obvious and
flat-footed in its simplicity, rather than the photography of the decisive movement, it
is less about the eye, or genius of the artist and the object of the photo is no longer
just form and composition. The photographic object becomes less about the
individual image and more about building evidence for an unstated thesis,
eventually the discourse produces a language that is more specialized and
academic. This transition leads itself away from the individual subject (people, as in
Dorothea Lange) and onto the background scene, (landscape, built environment).
This transition away from the decisive moment is evident with the N e w
T opographies exhibition and is even further pushed to a further extreme of
photographic minimalism with the Typologies show.
Perspective space, (contained within the frame,) is abolished and a spatial
dimension (of meaning) extends outside of the frame. In the postmodern, (profane

29 Jameson, F. The Cultural Turn, 158.
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world) space is no longer neutral and pure. The realm of the visual and abstract (the
referent beyond the frame of the physical) has displaced the authority of the
concrete, which had its’ basis in text (words).30The visual is inclusive of language,
but language is not inclusive of the visual: perception, moving through space (filmic
motion.) Reality is understood virtually (in the difference between a flat photograph
and television), therefore the discrepancy is between the realm of the physical: the
body, concrete buildings, moving physically (walking) which is physically grounded
against the perceptual method. Virtual reality is most modeled after the act of
seeing, as visual creatures, our value in vision is explicitly heralded in the
development of technologies that consistently demand visual participation. The
visual is dominant in film, television and the Internet. The collapsing of physical
space in the world-wide web could be said to be a visual phenomenon rather than a
physical one. Physical space still dominates our bodies, while our minds peruse the
gelatinous terrain of narrative hyperspaces. The art works we will look at
concentrate on those physical spaces, cataloging, archiving, and visually
assembling across space and time, those spaces that still negotiate our body.
Simultaneously we as users try to reconcile the discrepancy between the barriers of
subjective physical space (archaic, ecological, biological, physiological) and the
space of the “mind” and the visual, the fragmented, and weightless experience
beyond the concrete.

The question also arises, why describe this physical

30 There is often the obvious contradiction between someone using writing to say that the authority of text is no longer dominant. I am not saying that text
is no longer applicable, I am saying that text is taking a back seat to the visual and that the reliance on text as a dominant mode of the production of
knowledge is no longer a part of our century. Rather the contemporary dissemination of knowledge is based in the visual.
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experience (of moving trough space) with a visually dominant, stagnant and flat
object? And how is this description relevant to our shifting understanding of
spatiaiity? Looking at the whole of these artistic projects, and the work of several
individual artists provide a starting point for externalizing an artistic dialogue that
visualizes social theory. Continuing with the next significant foregrounding of space
in the exhibition, Typologies.
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8.

Post-structuralism and Typology
For the displacement of modernism by postmodernism can also be measured and
detected in the crisis of the older aesthetic absolute of the Symbol, as its formal and
linguistic values secured the hegemony in the long period from romanticism to New
Criticism and the canonization of "modernist" works in the university system in the
late 1950s. If the symbolic is (overhastily) assimilated to various organic conceptions
of the work of art and of culture itself, then the return of the repressed of its various
opposites, and of a whole range of overt or covert theories of the allegorical, can be
characterized by a generalized sensitivity, in our own time, to breaks and
discontinuities, to the heterogeneous (not merely in works of art), to Difference
rather than Identity, to gaps and holes rather than seamless webs and triumphant
narrative progressions, to social differentiation rather than to Society as such and its
"totality," in which older doctrines of the monumental work and the “concrete
universal” bathed and reflected themselves.31

The work in Typologies was far from being “monumental” and dependent on the
symbolic. The process that the typologists utilized was also linked to the theoretical
premises of post-structuralism, and that "subjectivity [is] continually in process, as a
site of disunity, conflict and contradictions."32Typologies also brought into question
social context, "while sharing with structuralism a dismissal of the concept of the
autonomous subject, post-structuralism stressed the dimensions of history, politics,
and everyday life in the contemporary world which tended to be suppressed by the
abstractions of the structuralist project."33 The post-structuralists determined that the
production of subjectivity is an ideological, rather than discursive effect. Therefore,
the guides of essentialism were no longer a determining factor for understanding the
subject.34
The use of the vernacular and the production of repetitive typological sets, however,
removes both responsibility and authority from the artist and achieves the opposite
of the Romantic notion of the precious, unique object created by the inspired

31 Jameson, F. ibid, p. 168.
32 Johnston, R.J. ed. The Dictionary of Human Geography. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 2000.
33 Best, S. and Kellner, D. Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations, New York: Guilford, 1991.
34 Johnston, R.J Ibid, p. 625.
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individual Choosing the subject of a series and setting the parameters is firmly
under the artist's control. But finding the members of the series is a bit more
random.35
The work of the typologists could also be seen as parallel to the method of areal
differentiation during the 1980s in humanistic geography, in that, "Their focus [was]
on the social construction of spaces, on place as the setting for human action, on
sense of place and on the iconography of landscape [giving] interest in the
relationship between specific geographical contexts or locales and social life in
general."36 The art of the typologists provided contrast "between the given (whether
cultural or biological) and its unique mutated form [providing] an evocation of the
postmodern condition, with its denial of originality and emphasis on the social
construct."37 Like the work of the post-structuralists, the typologists were also
attempting to recognize "the production of truth and knowledge its e lf’38 via the
production of space. "Typological comparison allows a concealed ideology (on
industry's part, not the artists' to be deduced."39
It was claimed that modern philosophy was undermined by its impossible dream of
attaining a foundation for knowledge, an absolute bedrock of truth that could serve
as the guarantee of philosophical systems. Derrida termed this foundationalist
approach to language and knowledge a 'metaphysics of presence' that supposedly
guaranteed the subject an unmediated access to reality. . .He argued that the binary
oppositions governing Western philosophy and culture . . . work to construct a farfrom-innocent hierarchy of values which attempt not only to guarantee truth, but also
serve to exclude and devalue allegedly inferior terms or positions. This binary
metaphysics thus works to positively position reality over appearance .. ..40

35 Slemmons, Rod. "Zeroing In", Typologies, p. 48.
36 Ibid, p. 36
37 Marc Freidus p. 10.
38 Johnston, R.J., Dictionary of Human Geography, 625.
39 Jappe, G., Typologies, 15.
40 8est, S. and Kellner, D., Postmodern Theory, 20.
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Academic social theory positions reality as a starting point for understanding,
perception begins in the body, through the “unmediated” reality of the eye. Social
theory in the realm of the visual (rather than linguistic), starts at the surface, the
“degenerate” level of the superficial and works its way backwards. Postmodernism
understands that appearance is the effect of a product. Surface is not as empty and
devoid of meaning as modernism would subscribe to, in light of modernism’s stress
on “reality”, postmodernism’s attention to surface appears superficial and vapid. The
Typologists are those artists, "who describe and do no more than describe."
Appearance and surface, postmodernism proclaims, have no less of an inherent
value over “reality.” Our reality, more often than not is about appearance, memory,
perception, and vision. It is the same illogic, to have faith in an untampered
wilderness, as it is to have faith in an unmediated reality.
The photograph is the epitome of surface. The mimetic nature of the camera
allows for the confidence that the photographic image is an unmediated
representation of reality. The photograph itself is inherently superficial, yet its
indexical quality if used “correctly” , can present “real” space extending human
vision, allowing for a stronger belief in the truth of the photograph in order to
override the superficiality of the photograph. "Which is to say beauty is only skin
deep for a reason; it offers an alternative to the death by deferral principle (life in
death) offered by moralism and its love of the interior rather than the surface."41 The
morality of moderism loves the interior the value is behind/beyond the surface,

41 Giibert-Roife, Jeremy, p. 267.
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attainable by those who have the “insight” to find the hidden message. With the
work of the Typologists and the New Topographies, “Spatiality is reduced to a
mental construct alone, a way of thinking, an ideational process in which the 'image'
of reality takes epistemological precedence over the tangible substance and
appearance of the real world. Social space folds into mental space, into diaphanous
concepts of spatiality that all too often take us away from materialized social
realities.42 A purely visual state, an image of reality, supposedly removes us too far
away from materialized reality.

With photography one can graft the skin of the

physical and provide a visual (superficial) representation which builds from its own
materialized reality. What happens when you systematically photograph hundreds of
water towers, (the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher), which are geographically
disparate and impossible to see all at once, in a visual archive? Artistic methods are
similar to the sampling and cataloging used in data analysis, but is visually based
analysis rather than a statistically/researched linguistic based method, the extent of
scientific research and detail is not something I think artists are trying to mimic. The
photographic result is a cohesive and consistent body of work, which reveals the
disposition of the artist as well as the subjects photographed allow for the
emergence “of a concealed ideology.” The surface, the superficial is undeniably
simple and unpretentious in its form. The lack of manipulation of the product (the
photograph) by the artist is disturbingly reliant on the visual

(superficial) by

modernism’s terms.

42 Soja, E„ p. 125.
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Postmodernism in photography has been defined by authorial absence, institutional
or representational critique, seriality, simulation, and appropriation . . . [the
Typologists ] work must be seen in the context of postmodernism to understand the
self-consciousness with which these artists have arrived at their seemingly oldfashioned methods. The adoption of seriality, a passive frame, and a comparative
method of presentation now seems an effective strategy to deal with the limited
truth-vaiue of the photograph. Not oniy is modernism's autonomy repudiated, but a
thoroughly critical role for art is proposed, one in which the viewer must play an
active role. . . . 43
The structural basis of the typologists work and their attempts to pull back far
enough so that one can read onto the ideology of the real, brings up a relevant
discussion of the function of art and culture as a predicate for social change. The
reliance on the visual and the “random” selection process that artists utilize in the
construction of the series signifies the difference (some would say the crutch) of
artistic methods to a scientific method. The criteria for selection are usually
subjectively defined rather than researched based. The critique of art as a purely
visual experience and too far away from materialized social realities can simply
mean we lack the language to do “scientific” visual/spatial analysis. Our artistic
history of denying the real in order to discuss form, leads us to assume that
conclusions drawn from art will always lead us away from reality. But the methods of
the Typologists and the New Topographies, consistently lead us to discuss reality
rather than deny it. This conflict of the visual leading us farther from, or closer to
materialized social reality, is an indicator of a need to invest in the legitimacy of a
visual/spatial discourse. Within artistic practice there has been an abandonment of
using art to direct social change (Lange and Riis). Eventually this provided a history
of artistic political failure, as well as distaste for creating artwork that is “political”.

43 Marc Freidus, Typologies, p. 11
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This has been embedded into the conflict of making a social-political or aesthetic
project (can art be political or is it just enough to be made?) Additionally, this
separation between art and politics happens in the reading of artworks, whether
criticism is done in an art magazine, (art historically and critique based), or by an
academic to be published in an academic journal (research based), which is often
unusual. The types of very specific research (i.e. statistical analysis for the social
sciences), which happen on a very invested academic level, are analysis methods
artists usually do not utilize. The “intuitive” practices of art are vulnerable to a
personal critique, rather than a critique of the work itself. Artists will also hesitate to
position their work as a social/political project because of the lack of specific
analysis description, which social theorists are reliant upon to induce conclusions.
The susceptibility to personal attack and personal defense within artistic practice
could be an indicator of why art has attempted to become more legitimized through
the university in order to move the discourse away from the personality of the artist
direct the conversation to be about the work itself. The freedom of artistic practice
gets embedded into these agendas of meaning, which pivot into the “superior”
academic realm of high-art, disengaging a populous that is outside of this discourse.
The artistic process gets tied up in the fashion of artistic production and becomes
based on its own internal codes and systems.
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9.

Cognitive Mapping and P sychogeography
Spatialization, then, whatever it may take away in the capacity to think time and

History, also opens a door onto a whole new domain for libidinal investment of the
Utopian and even the protopolitical type.. . What then begins to happen here is that,
from mere nostalgic reflexes, these articles slowly take on the positive and active
value of conscious resistance, as choices and symbolic acts that now repudiate the
dominant poster-and-decorative culture and thereby assert themselves as
something emergent rather than something residual.44
W ith the gradual attention in artistic theory to context, history, the audience and

other reflexive devices, the foregrounding of space is not surprising. The difficulties
in articulating spatiality, which is primarily a visual experience, has been iterated in
Henri Lefebvre’s academic text, “ ...space, or rather 'architecture,' is experienced
primarily in a state of 'distraction,' a state that ignores the visual characteristics of
the building in favor of its haptic and tactile environment, a 'dark space' as Eugene
Minkowski would have it, where vision is unconscious and 'losing one's way' is the
key to knowledge.45This notion of getting lost, or being distracted as a key to
knowledge is a postmodern condition and can be visually and experientially
understood best by the labyrinth of distraction provided on the internet, (which could
be cognitively mapped).

Lefebvre mentions the surrealist project and their attempts to "decode inner
space and illuminate the nature of the transition from this subjective space to the
material realm of the body and the outside world, and thence to social life."40 His
critique of the surrealist project was fo r their tendency to depend on the visual, and

that their "verbal metamorphosis, anamorphosis or anaphorization of the

44 Jameson, F. p. 160,171

45Vilder, A.,1997: Scene of the Crime, M IT Press, p.136.
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relationships between 'subjects' (people) and things (the realm of everyday life
overloaded meaning - and changed nothing."47 Surrealism today is enjoyed
particularly for its association with madness and psychological fantasy, or reality
overloaded. But their artistic representations were more about the psychological
collapse of the interior and exterior. The body loses a sense of itself being separate
from the physical space it inhabits I am reminded of the Roman Polanski film
Repulsion in which the main character begins to sink into walls. In the movie,
physical space and the body lose their innate physical qualities, a very surrealist
trait. It is with the work of the Situationists that an artistic examination of the
relationship between subjective experience and social space began. In addition to a
critique of vision and representation, the link between collapsing "the boundaries
between art and everyday life, [the] French situationist interest in subversive forms
of 'mapping' the streets and spaces of the modern metropolis, offer an obvious
theme for geographical investigation."48 Guy Debord wrote the “Theory of the
Derive,” in 1956. Their notion of derive, meaning drifting, was "a technique of
transient passage through varied ambiances. The derive entails playful-constructive
behavior and awareness of psychogeographic effects; which completely
distinguishes it from the classical notions of the journey and the stroll."49 Or more
specifically, an awareness of how the built environment can control, predetermine
and establish the movements of the user while walking, (the Sstuationist’s usually

46 Lefebvre, H. p. 15
47 Ibid.. p. 19
48 Johnston, R.J. p. 38
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derived drunk throughout the streets of Paris, this philandering would seem to be
uncouth and unproductive to social change with Lefebvre). 1 find their work to be a
significant link in looking at the inclusion of spatiality in art theory and an artistic
equivalent of cognitive mapping. In Debord’s writing, he quotes from the work of
Chombart de Lauwe, "that 'an urban neighborhood is determined not only by
geographical and economic factors, but also by the image that its inhabitants and
those of other neighborhoods have of it.' [de Lauwe] diagrams all the movements
made in the space of one year by a student living in the 16th arrondissement."50
Debord’s awareness of American sociologist Burgess and urban ethnography, also
contributes to his definition of the derive. Urban in character, the derive must be
done with two or three people of the same consciousness so that they may
crosscheck each others observations, and it should be made in between sunrise
and sunset. This performance was geared toward a person walking throughout the
urban environment "studying a terrain or emotional disorientation," "the situationist
derive roamed over the city in search of subversive unities d'ambiance, spaces of
non-synchronicity and productive contradiction."51 Productive contradiction being
similar to Lefebvre's notion of contradictory space, "where disintegration of the old
and generation of the new occurs in response to the contradictions inherent in
abstract space."52There is the specific case of art galleries moving into Chinatown

49 Debord, Guy., Internationale Situstionniste #2 p. 50
50 ibid., 50.
51 Bandini, Mirella, "Surrealist References in the notions of derive and psychogeography of the situationist urban environment,” in Situationists art politics,
urbanism, 1996:
Museu d'Art Contemporary de Barcelona p. 55.
52 Dear, M. p. 48
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in downtown Los Angeles, which is occupied by Chinese, and Vietnamese store
owners. The period of transition creates moments of unique collision, which can
generate empowering spaces of new relationships, including a balance of varied
ownership, rather than ownership by one group or type.
Dolores Hayden defines the cognitive map as a possibility in realizing the
political divisions of territory, and utilizing cognitive mapping "for discovering fuller
territorial information about contemporary populations."53 She cites the work of
Kevin Lynch and his use of cognitive mapping to determine the inequality of access
to the city in 1960s Los Angeles.

She notes that Jameson's cognitive mapping

emerges from Lynch's work and that cognitive mapping is a possible precursor for
social change.54 Debord also included the studying of maps for the derive, "ordinary
ones as well as ecological and psychogeographical ones," his psychogeographical
maps being akin to cognitive maps. "Psychogeography, a stiuationist neologism,
referred to the effects which 'the geographical environment, consciously organized
or not,' had on 'the emotions and behaviours of individuals.'"55
Our situation as individual subjects within this new global network leaves us shorn of
the ability to grasp any but our most immediate surroundings. We are unable to
extrapolate from these surroundings to any larger spatial imaginary which might
allow us to represent and understand the new relations of domination. What we
therefore need are 'cognitive maps', a term that stands for a new aesthetic which is
an essential precondition for the renewal of socialist politics in postmodernism. With
these mental maps we will once again be able to navigate the totality in which we
find ourselves, thereby heightening our sense of our place in the global system and
consequently boosting our political passions.58

53 Hayden, Dolores., p.121
54 Hayden, Dolores., footnotes Dear and Wolch, The Power of Geography, p. 4 for the link between Jameson and Lynch.
55 Bandini, Mirella, p. 58
56 Johnston, R.J.,Tbe Dictionary of Human Geography, 90.
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Debord also recognized the increasing spatial homogenization of the city
"pockets of uneven development, sites of urban contradiction, [that] were quickly
disappearing in the very years these maps were being researched and created.”57
Debord’s recognition of the homogenization of the city is directly linked to Lefebvre's
notion that "abstract space tends towards homogeneity, towards the elimination of
existing differences or peculiarities,"58 like a Kmart, Target and Home Depot in every
suburban neighborhood across the U.S. This creates a sense of homogenization,
which capitalist economies thrive on, in that consumers are already physically
comfortable with the layout of a store. We do not have to negotiate new territory or
be uncertain that we’ll find what we’re looking for. Our bodies are tricked into
believing we’ve been to that store/place/space before. We have a cognitive map
which provides a sense of comfort through already knowing a the same space from
a different location. The slight sense of insecurity before entering an unknown
space, the sense of physical disorientation and the work that goes into learning a
new space has been eliminated and a Home Depot in Chicago and LA feels natural.
Lefebvre continues to describe abstract space, "which includes the 'world of
commodities', its 'logic' and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power of money
and that of the political state. This space is founded on the vast network of banks,
business, centres and major productive entities, as also on motorways, airports and
information lattices."59 Debord best states these ideas when he wrote, “The

57 Bandini, Mireiia, p. 57
58 Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space, 52.
59 Ibid., 53.
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bourgeoisie ‘created a world after its own image,' he wrote on the unifying and
homogenizing quality of late capitalist space. The 'free space of the commodity' - the
space of consumption, of spectacle - demands the destruction o f ' the autonomy
and quality of spaces.' The spectacle is necessary to maintain the bourgeoisie's
ideological representation of the "naturalness" of its world.”60 This "naturalness"
which the bourgeoisie maintains, is "The illusion of substantiality, naturalness and
spatial opacity nurtures its own mythology."61

60 Bandini, Mirella, p. 58
61 Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space, 30.
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10.

Methods of Representing Spatiality
Representations of Space which are tied to the relations of production and to the
'order' which those relations impose, and hence to knowledge, to signs, to codes,
and to 'frontal' relations,conceptualized space . . .This is the dominant space in any
society (or mode of production). Conceptions of space tend . . . toward a system of
verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs.52

It is typical in art practice to speak of art works in terms of composition and form.
The language is long established and conventional, and devoid of politics. I am not
so interested in a formal reading of art, unless it contributes to the construction of
the subject matter, but I find it more interesting to look at these works as indicators
of social trends, which delve into working out the methods of representing these
geographic elements. "We might imagine a sort of systematic description that would
in a given society take as the object the study, analysis, description and 'reading'. ..
of these different spaces, of these other places. As a sort of simultaneously mythic
and real contestation of the space in which we live, this description could be called
heterotopology."63These artists, whose work deciphers contemporary social space,
are predicated on the visual rather than linguistic concerns of social theory. Their
work is a visual becoming, understanding space as a signifier of meaning,
historically linking theoretical and academic interests to the concerns of art,
visualizing spaces of the real. I am interested in looking at the "representation and
representational strategies for understanding geographical space and spatialities."64
I will describe the work of several artists I am grouping under the category of
visual spatial theory, artists whose reading of the built environment is mainly through

62 Ibid., 38-39.
63Foucalt, Michel, "Of Other Spaces,9 in Nicholas Mirzoeff (ed.). Visual Culture Reader, London: Routledge Press 1999, 240.
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photographic representation. 1 am interested in rendering another understanding of
artistic practice that Is closely linked to the academic theories of space. In the works
discussed, there are several methods used to describe spatiality, or the pedagogy of
space:
1. The stoic/passive gaze: The use of the stoic gaze to counter the function of
the photograph as an aesthetic object.
2. Seriality: the use of repetition to act as evidence for patterns and
phenomena. As well as an attempt to disavow the truth-value of the
individual photographic frame. The series acts as its own counter-balance,
the lack of hierarchy extends value to all the images within the series, rather
than a single image.
3. Mural Photography: the over-enlargement of the photographic object (usually
8” x 10” to 20” x 24”) to counter the preciousness of the individual frame. The
notion of the panorama, historical painting and emphasis on the visual (as a
tool to valorize the banal, bigger is better, bigger demands more attention)
becomes the emphasis.
4. The Everyday: The point of documentary photography was to provide some
reality as truth, this notion of finding truth is based on some morality and
what someone says the truth is. Today the documentary has been reshaped
to embody the everyday, the banal, and the ordinary. Everyday is now the
signifier for the real.

64 Johnston, R.J., The Dictionary of Human Geography, 38.
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5. Architectural: Commonly people are absent in the photographs. If people are
present they are usually represented in groups to enhance a sense of spatial
organization and containment, or the spatial ordering of individuals within
society.
6. Landscape portraiture: The placement of the photographic frame in between
the distance of the portrait and the landscape. In order to situate the viewer
in a psychological state that doesn’t allow for too much empathy with a
person or group, and is not too far away as to create a visual distance of lack
of involvement with the landscape.
7. Disorientation: the use of visual disorientation to heighten a sense of spatial
location.
8. Flattening of Space: The use of flattening space to visually force/concentrate
on relationships between buildings, exterior space and interiors, rather than
creating a sense of depth of space. A sense of depth would imply a
completion of the physical world within the photographic space.
9. Surface: The material speaks its own identity. Rather than invoking the
modernist notion of meaning within the depth, behind the image (a moral
fabrication), here there is nothing but image. The surface of space becomes
the indicator of a new discourse, the surface reading of the photograph, is
flat, as well as insufficient for portraying the three-dimensional aspects of
being in space, (as is possible to a certain extent in sculpture or video)
becomes over-bearing. Spatiality is inherently tied to surface. (The surfaces
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of brick, plywood, marble, cinderblock and asphalt have different social
associations that we can read.)
10. Isolation: The use of visual isolation to emphasize the object, (space as a
subject.)
11. Ambivalence: The ambivalent location of the work as a social/aesthetic
project, as we have no discourse yet for work that places itself within an
aesthetic practice, but is reading the world with a social intention.
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11.

Presentation and Difference
a. Robbert Flick
Postmodern theory provides a critique of representation and the modern belief that
theory mirrors reality . . . Postmodern theory also rejects modern assumptions of
social coherence and notions of causality in favour of multiplicity, plurality,
fragmentation, and indeterminacy, in addition, postmodern theory abandons the
rational and unified subject postulated by much modem theory in favour of a socially
and linguistically decentred and fragmented subject.85

Robbert Flick’s photographs are visually chaotic, fragmented and enrapture the
disjointed nature of the city. Yet the fragmented nature of his pictures, emerge from
a succinctly organized, consistent and logical process. His photographs become
maps of particular routes usually the main boulevards of Los Angeles. He moves
horizontally, driving or walking across the landscape, in order to record each
individual image as a collective but also replace the record of the previous moment
in time. The images are constantly being erased by the image of a temporary
present, but the layout of all of the images in a dense grid concentrates ail moments
of the present, while the present is continually negated and we are left with an
archive of the past. His accumulation of images (the result of a fluid motion) creates
a product, which is seamless in its movement and chaotic in its completion. What is
also significant in Flick's Sequential Views are the relationships which are created in
between the frames, whether they overlap or bring the previous moment forward,
creating a "perception and establishment of real and potential relationships.66 His
knowledge and experience of the city is internalized, the viewer cannot share this
physical experience of spatiality. We are left with the visual remnant of his

65 Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory, A.
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movement, which is generic or determined by maps therefore he provides generic
cognitive maps, that are accessible to all - a private experience of a very
public/pedestrian route. The journey of the individual through the city is immediate
and physically understood. Flick’s photographs are the visual record of that
experience, and as a result disembody the location of sight from the body so that we
may visually collapse the experience of place across time. His work encapsulates
the disjointed tension of our experience in the city, between physical grounding and
visual collapsing. "The idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of
general archive, the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all
tastes, the idea of constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of time and
inaccessible to its ravages, the project of organizing in this way a sort of perpetual
and indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile place, this whole idea belongs to
our modernity."67The idea of accumulation for Robbert Flick is a record of specific
slices of place across a landscape, creating a museum like collection of the
temporary reception of place.

Flick’s photographs operate outside of time and

function very similarly to the role of the museum in that the images are "indefinite
accumulation^] of time in an immobile place."

b.

Entropy and Space: Robert Smithson

Robert Smithson’s photographic work on non-sites has greatly informed the
relationship between geography and photography through his understanding that

86 Mark Johnstone, in Robbert Flick Sequential Views, 1980-1988,1.

53

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

representation is fallible. He stressed the significance of "denaturalizing" or "decreating" something in order to render it outside of the day to day. He considered
the photograph be to a contraction, a visual reduction of physical scale. He also
recognized the significance of the photograph as a new mode of the visual in the
history of human perception. "Perception has to decant itself of old notions of
naturalism or realism. You just have to deal with the fundamentals of matter and
mind, completely devoid of any anthropomorphic interests."68
Smithson also utilized the grid, but later abandoned the use of the structure,
because of a lack in parallel logic which overwhelmed the subject of his work,
involving randomness, and a recognition of a failure of the mechanical grid to
contain representations of the chaotic universe.
After a point, measurable steps . . . from logic to the 'surd' state.' The rationality of a
grid on a map sinks into what it is supposed to define . . . The 'curved reality' of
sense perception operates in and out of the 'straight' abstractions of the mind.."
While the structure of the grid could conveniently contain a grouping of inchoate and
incommensurable images, by the ease with which Smithson dissolved its logic it was
also one way of suggesting the "surd state" of the entropic landscape. Smithson's
understanding of entropy was related to the film of Jean-Luc Godard and the fiction
of Alain Robbe-Griilet, the entropic state is "the measure of the degradation or
disorganization of the entire universe.69

Smithson's vision was located in the realm of the physicist or astronomist that
understands the universe as a deteriorating system, "that in the ultimate future the
whole universe will burn out and be transformed into an all-encompassing
sameness."70 He applied his notion of entropy to the work of the minimalists,

67 Foucault. Michel "Of Other Spaces", in Visual Culture Reader, 242.
68 Flam, Jack (ed.), Robert Smithson, The Collected Writings. Berkeley: University of CA Press, 1996, 193.
69 Sobieszek, Robert, Robert Smithson Photoworks, lo s Angeles: LACMA, 1993,27.
70 ed. Jack Flam, p. 11
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making relationships between their "new monuments" and the imbibing of the
present, an "inactive history". Their work did not invoke the history, rather placed the
viewer in a loophole where, "time becomes a place minus motion. If time is a place,
then innumerable places are possible."71 He also notes that the work of the
minimalists "build their monuments to or against entropy."72 Making a parallel
between this work, and the modernist architecture of the Union Carbide building and
the "denigrated architecture of Park Avenue". Attributing this development to the
"slurbs, urban sprawl, and the infinite number of housing developments of the
postwar boom [contributing] to the architecture of entropy."73 He evokes many of the
sentiments that were happening with the dissatisfaction of the neo-Marxist
movement in Italy at the time, that, "the lugubrious complexity of these interiors
[discount centers and cut-rate stores with their sterile facades] has brought art to a
new consciousness of the vapid and the dull."74 His understanding of minimalist
sculpture leads to the notion that the nullification has inspired the non-objective
world of emptiness and expanse, leaving the world as a desert screen of reflection
rather than representation this,
"City of the Future"’[is] made of null structures and surfaces. This 'City* performs no
natural function, it simply exists between mind and matter, detached from both,
representing neither. It is, in fact, devoid of all classical ideals of space and process.
It is brought into focus by a strict condition of perception, rather than by any
expressive or emotive means. Perception as a deprivation of action and reaction
brings to the mind the desolate, but exquisite, surface structures of the empty "box"
or "lattice." As action decreases, the clarity of such surface structure increases. This

71 ed. Jack Flavin, p. 11
72 Ibid., 12.
73 ibid., 13.
74 Ibid., 13.
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is evident in art when all representations of action pass into oblivion. At this stage,
lethargy is elevated to the most glorious magnitude.75

"Abstract art does not appeal to the emotions but to the mind. AH expressive art is
representations . . . any will toward space is not an abstract concern . . . The closer
one gets to space as a measure of man the less it has to do with the abstract.”76
Smithson's writings indicate a strong determination to rid of empathetic qualities in
esthetics, especially in terms of the role of the artist as a self-indulgent egocentric.
Stating that "art should eliminate value, and not add to it. 'Value' is just another word
for 'Humanism' "n Although, we can see some of the more cynical, ironic and
nihilistic aspects of his ideas, he wanted to "develop an art education based on
relationships to specific sites. How we see things and places is not a secondary
concern, but primary.”73 He wanted the romantic and humanistic notions of the artist,
to be dissolved from its function, and that the patronage of artists should be by
"industry” rather than privatization. In the recent history of American art, the gallery
system has now almost completely turned itself over to privatization. The industry,
which supports arts today, is primarily at the university site. He also believed that art
should start at the relationships people have to specific sites, benchmarking him as
someone who understood the significance of experience, dependent on the
individual’s relationship to a place. But his notion of the binary opposition between
the emotions (expressive art) and mind (abstract art) is one that i believe is

75 Flavin, Jack, 11.
76 Ibid., 338.
77 Ibid., 337.
78 Ibid., 380.
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inseparable. The attempt to exist purely in the state of the abstract, in the state of
the mind, has little bearing when one is a physical being experiencing a space.
Smithson's work comes before the New Topographies and the Typologists, he was
before his time within the arts and provided strong contrast to the photographic
mainstream at the time. His writings provide significant ideas in his attempts at
representing place while recognizing the containment or displacement of energy
effecting space.
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12.

Social Space as a Social Product: The Spaces of Capitalism
"Soda! and spatial structures are diaiectically intertwined in social life, not just
mapped one onto the other as categorical projections. And from this vital connection
comes the theoretical keystone for the materialist interpretation of spatiality, the
realization that social life is materially constituted in its historical geography, that
spatial structures and relations are the concrete manifestations of sociai structures
and relations evolving over time, whatever the mode of production."79

a.

Lewis Baltz and the Photography of Privatized Planning

Lewis Baltz’s photography traverses around edge cities and privatopias in the
US. The New in d u s tria l P a rk s

and

P a rk

City series encapsulates, "the

transformation of routine government functions into packageable units which can
then be marketed and sold like private goods."80 San Quentin Point is the western
American landscape postpartum. "What has been provided is a revealing glimpse
into the generative processes behind the urbanization of Orange County and,
through this window, into the deeper historical interplay between industrialization
and urbanization that has defined the development of the capitalist city wherever it
is found.”
Baltz’s Park City series, comprise images from a track housing development in
Park City, Utah near state highway 248. This work embodies, “Privatopia, perhaps
the quintessential edge city residential form . . . a private housing development
based in common-interest developments (ClDs) and administered by homeowners’
association.”81 This work is reflective of the intellectual and psychological reaction at
the time, to the growing emergence of these repetitive, with postmodern attempts to

79 So]a, E., Postmodern Geographies, 127,
80 Dear, M., The Postmodern Urban Condition,128.
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be quaint, stylish, attempt to reconnect with the local and a split between the
pedestrian and automobile.82 They are also precursors to gated towns, another
fortress like community, which does not attempt to reconnect with the local as it
does to remain interior, a paranoid containment from the “dangers” of city life. Baltz
enters the beginning of the construction process he photographs the transition of an
undeveloped site into a rational, highly organized conglomerate of domestic and
suburban tract housing. Photographing at this point in time is equivalent to stating a
negation of real estate value.
the presence of waste, trash, litter, rubbish, tailings, scraps; of the shunted aside,
discarded, junked, and thrown away —that there is such stuff implies an antecedent
process of value, intention and purpose. Waste is an end-product, the consequence
of value. To investigate waste is to find oneself caught up in processes and their
causal linkages, thinking in a obscure area between purpose and pollution; and, in
the case of these photographs, between the directed-ness of construction, the end
of which is completed houses, and what the intermediate processes create, strew
about, and bury or leave in their wakes.83

Consequently the viewer is left in a state of oscillation between not knowing whether
we are at the end or the beginning of the construction/deconstruction process. The
visual concentration on the waste of the construction process leads the viewer to
assume a rather nihilistic conclusion. To the outside viewer, the first reaction is
horrific, “what kind of world are we creating?” As Gus Biaisdefl states, “What kind of
human absence is being declared amidst this rubbish of incompletion . . . Certainly
this is one aspect of what is fixed and displayed in this photographic sequence in
which carelessness and inattention appear as the undoing simultaneously of nature

81 Ibid., 144.
82 Ibid., 142.
83 Gus Slalsdeil in Aperture. New York: Aperture 1980, 221.
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and mind, the resulting horror presented as a reminder of the possibilities of
power.”84 Certainly Blaisdeil did not know that this was going to be an ever
increasingly dominant mode of production and that there would be 11.6 million
common interest developments ten years later.85 Baltz’s photographs are beautiful,
and they encapsulate, like the Bechers water towers at the end of an era, a type of
construction that would dominate an upcoming era, now for almost twenty years. As
in the film II Deserto Rosso, Baltz like Antonioni, visually glorify what they both
despise. There is a preaching of damnation for these physical manifestations, in II
Deserto

Rosso, the symptoms of the industrial revolution, and in Balz’s

photography, the symptoms of the latter half of the industrial revolution. Yet the
damnation is couple with a perverse overwhelming sense of visual beauty. The
contradiction between the damnation and visual tenderness provides a sort of
unrequited love for the things they despise. I am not so sure how horrific the P a rk
City series, would seem to younger generations who have actually grown up in tract
housing. Perhaps they would relate his work more to an advertisement for
construction, rather than a “horror” in the excise of power. Perhaps thirty years from
today, Baltz’s images will be seen as trophies in what were the beginnings of
“efficiency homes.”

84 ibid., 221.
85 see M. Dear, 144.
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b. Andreas Gursky
People will find it hard to endorse the notion that space has taken on. , . a sort of
reality of its own, a reality clearly distinct from, yet much like, those assumed in the
same global process by commodities, money and capital. . . space thus produced
also serves as a tool of thought and action; that in addition to being a means of
production it is also a means of control, and hence of domination, of power. . .
knowledge objectified in a product is no longer coextensive with knowledge in its
theoretical state.86

Gursky's work is quite different from the work of the New Topographies, "in that
They have abandoned composition and the pursuit of the masterpiece . . ."8Tand
Gursky has not. His photographs are heavily organized by composition, sometimes
digitally constructed landscapes and could be considered attempts at garnering
masterpieces.

While the New Topographies and Typologists were defined as

having abandoned aesthetics, contemporary works similar to these movements, are
dually championing form and aesthetics while also “passively” re-presenting space.
Gursky refers to his work as painting, because his photographs function very
similarly to historical painting. Gursky’s work is acutely tuned to the organizational
structures of place, and often the users of each place. His photography is also
illustrative of Guy Debord’s notion of the society of the spectacle as “necessary to
maintain the bourgeoisie's ideological representation of the "naturalness" of its
world.”88 His work is epic and drenches the viewer in the “free space of the
commodity”. He drastically pulls back so that the landscape is expansive and yet the
details of the scene are as sharp in the background as in the foreground. He will

86 Lefebvre, H., 27.
87 Marc Freidus, Typologies, 11
88 Bandini, Mirella, 58.
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often use overhead views, or puli back horizontally to show the repetition and
consistency of a high rise bank building at night in Hong Kong, the sloping lines of a
crowd along a ski runway in Albertville, the monumental contraption of a golf range
net in Osaka, the intricate and highly organized internals of factories, and the
monochromatic rows of an apartment building in Paris.
The leitmotif of these pictures is modern life at the end of the twentieth century,
subdivided into topics in the same was as any daily newspaper: politics (assembly
room, Brasilia, parliament), the world (Europe, Asia, America,), the economy (banks,
stock exchanges, presentation of goods), technology and engines (factories with
workers, production lines), property (hotels, municipal districts), nature and leisure
time (mountains, gardens, pop concerts), sport (skiing, horse racing), travel (ports,
airports, hotels), art (Pollock, Turner). . . Due to their subjects and the way they are
represented, Gursky's panoramic scenes and group pictures, in which the individual
disappears, can be interpreted as historical scenes.89

"The productive activity (labor) became no longer one with the process of
reproduction which perpetuated social life; but, in becoming independent of that
process, labor fell prey to abstraction, whence abstract social labor - and abstract
space.90 Lefebvre’s notion that labor falls prey to abstraction is most evident in
Gursky’s photographs of stock exchanges. In late capitalism, the work being done is
no longer apparent. Physical labor, or mechanical labor, has dissolved into abstract
systems. In Gursky’s photos, he pulls back far enough so that the both the space
and the people perpetuate the others function. In his photographs of stock
exchanges, the clothing becomes an indicator of structure, uniformity and
functionality. The individual is completely subsumed, or absorbed by the labor.
Nothing apparent is happening, but we know that the stock exchange is the

89 van Tuyl, Gijs In Andreas Gursky- Fotograflen 1994-1998, Germany; Kunsfcmuseum 1998, III.
SO Lefebvre.H., TTie Production of Space, 49.
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coalescence of high capitalism and Gursky’s photos revel in space as a function of
capitalism and post-fordist high technology.
[Gursky's images are] acutely sensitive to the way that society organizes its
infrastructural base. With the Bechers, the flows tend to consist of raw materials:
water, coal, gas. With Gursky they are flows of material production (the scene of the
factory), flows of goods (his ports and airports), flows of electronic data (the stock
exchanges). . . in a sense they were always speaking of something other than their
nominal subjects (industrial structures), whether it was of modernity, or historical
memory, or historical amnesia, or the national past-and present.91

Abstract labor is also an issue in his photographs of factories. The subject matter is
largely the factory itself, again the labor is hidden people dissolve into the method of
production. The arena of the factory is at the other end of the spectrum in
capitalism. Rather than the showcase of display, like the stock market, or the
corporate building, it is an internally maintained house of manufacturing of the high
tech goods, or services for consumption.

c.

Miles Coolidge

One of Miles Coolidge earliest works, done during his attendance at the Cal
Arts MFA program, was of garages. He photographed the garages of several
domestic residences. Coolidge was interested in the “domestic space of display,”92
the showmanship and museum like function of the predominantly suburban garage.
He photographed only the three main walls of the garages, thereby presenting the
garage as a separate part of the domestic house, with a specific function. The
contents of the garage were concentrations of private commodity and ownership,

91 Norman Bryson, T h e Family Firm: Andreas Gursky & German Photography" in Art & Text no. 67 1999, 80.
92 Miles Coolidge in a lecture at USC in April, 2000.
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junk, tools, jet-ski’s, laundry machines, organized hubs of work, recreation and
elements of display. This showcase tendency of the garage marks it as a transitory
space, between the domestic interior and the public. The garage is a strange barrier
between the controlled arena of the private setting, (the family living room) and the
messy tumult of the garage, where the outside comes in. This project is an entry
point to Coolidge’s work, and has visible elements of the cool unaffected gaze of the
New Topographies, including methods of archiving similar to the methods of the
Typoiogists. However, it reads spaces that are privately owned domestic spaces,
with the Bechers looking at space began with the public fagade: industry and
farmland. With Battz, the look has gradually turned toward the public construction of
private homes. In Coolidge’s work, the home is fully materialized, decorated and
inhabited. His photographs look almost passively deceptive in their frank simplicity,
but do evoke very conscientiously the construction, maintenance and production of
space in the unusual (Safteyville) and commonplace (Elevators and Garages), the
American West and farming history (Central Valley).
His next project was of various elevators, from a hotel, a private corporation,
a UCLA library, a parking lot elevator and Cal Arts. All of the photographs of
elevators are specifically linked to their place, therefore inseparable from their titles.
Each elevator becomes personified through the associations the viewer may have
with each place or with similar places. The cool, dead and decrepit URL library at
the public institution of higher education, the posh, highly decorated elevators of the
hotels and offices. The production of each space is inseparable from the function of
that place and we begin to see the unavoidable visual identities of place to function;
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the UCLA library elevator is not a decorative or aesthetically maintained space,
there are still faces of public education that are primarily non-commercial. In the
elevators of commerce, the identity of the hotel, and the seamlessness of the
corporate office are inherently tied to every detail of decoration and comfort to
selling the identity of an institution.
Safetyville is a 1:3 scale city for the education of children in public safety.
The city is presented “as a closed system of architectural types.” A theme park of
the everyday, Safetyville is a city of miniatures. Miniatures usually function as
spectacular, iconic, and nationalistic. However, in Safetyville the symbol of the
national is represented by corporate entities, and stereotypes of iconic small town
cities; Denny’s, a Proctor and Gamble building, McDonalds, Chevron, MailBoxes
Etc., Mervyn’s, a Capital High Rise building, unoccupied storefronts, city hall,
hospital, police station, fire Station, and the local School House. The maintenance
and construction of corporate storefronts are self-maintained, and real estate is
rented and sold in the same way real cities do.
The photographs were taken with the camera low to the ground, in order to
collapse indicators of real scale. The only indicators of true scale exist in the natural;
grass, young trees, and life size street corners. Coolidge took the photographs on
days without clouds or gray skies. The photographs read as seamless, picturesque
and illustrative, similar to corporate advertising imagery because of the photographic
seamlessness of his images. His concentration on Safetyville is consistent with his
conceptual project to conscientiously document the relationship between the
production of space, the production of knowledge and the illusion of transparency
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that “design serves as a mediator-itself of great fidelity-between mental activity
(invention) and social activity (realization).”83
Coolidge’s work around California’s Central Valley is in line with the rich
sociological and photo history of the land. The intense development of this fertile
region is unfettered with its own political, social, and geographical history. He
approaches this dense historical geography with the traditional landscape, but
exaggerates the landscape beyond its traditional stance. Coolidge photographs his
subject from a distance he uses an 8 x 10 large format camera and an extremely
long lens. This zooming into space, (which is also a device Antonioni used to flatten
space in II D eserto Rosso) has a tremendous sense of rolling over depth, turning it
into a flat expanse, erasing the depth and atmosphere that much landscape work
attempts to create. While taking the photograph Coolidge can estimate, but does not
necessarily know what the specifics are of his subject. The Central Valley farms are
gigantic allocations of land and almost physically impenetrable, which alludes to the
ambiguity of their identities as conglomerates. His landscapes become 10” x 120”
long panoramas. The images are entitled geographically, referent to the nearest
town where he took the photograph. His photographic approach is in line with
himself as a visitor of that space, and walking into the central valley, there is little
indicator of knowing where the boundaries of each plot of land begins or ends and
its identity as a place is more abstract rather than specific. In Coolidge’s landscape,
the usual signifiers of religious transcendence through nature are not present. The

93 Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space, 28.
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religious heralding of the American west in traditional landscape painting is absent
from Coolidge’s photography. He also recognizes the work of the photographic
survey of the Central valley in the work of Dorothea Lange, work that once pointed
towards the individual (migrant worker). Rather his subject is the abstract apparatus
of commodity production and abstract space, inscribed on a physical place.
Coolidge worked closely with Bernd and Hilla Becher at the Kunstacademie in
Germany. It is apparent how the conceptual method of the Bechers tradition informs
Coolidge’s work as well. Only his typology stops more conscientiously at an earlier
point of the archive. We have already digested the methods of the Typologists,
therefore it is not nessary to see a hundred more images of the same series Once
the archive begins we can fill in the rest. The point of closure comes at an earlier
junction.
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13.

Theatricality: The Photography of Jeff Wall.
"The ultimate foundation of social space is prohibition, adducing in support of this
thesis the unsaid in communication between the members of a society: the gulf
between them, their bodies and consciousness', and the difficulties of social
intercourse; the dislocation of their most immediate relationship . . , and even the
dislocation of their bodily integrity: and, lastly, the never fully achieved restoration of
these relations in an 'environment' made up of a series of zones defined by
interdictions and bans.94

I state that Jeff Wall’s photography is theatrical because of his use of the
intersection between the subject and the landscape. He often uses the social scene
at the stage/landscape of his subjects. However he does not construct stage sets,
rather he selects scenes, which sometimes resemble historical painting. His work
began with the New Topographies, in which he mainly focused on the non-animated
environment. Gradually he began in reintroduce people back into his photographic
work, and his images were not entirely left to in the arena of landscape nor were
they portraiture. “If the camera were placed still further away-placed so that we
could no longer make out the figures markers of individuation- the scene would
revert to the condition of the classical panorama. If it were placed closer, the image
would collapse into portraiture. Wall’s section of the threshold between these genres
as the exact plane of his picture creates a space of vacillation between an objective
order of social management and an order of affective subjecthood.’’95 Much of Wall’s
work is a crossbreed of landscape and portraiture. The landscape becomes the
psychological projection of the individuals or groups in the frame, while we are not

94 Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space, 35.
95 Norman, Bryson, “Too Near, Too Far" in Art Forum, Issue no 49. 2000,87-88.
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entirely caught up in the subjective intimacy of portraiture or left in the vacancy of a
landscape.
Previously, I wrote about Robert Smithson and his ideas about entropy and
minimalism, Smithson referred to his idea of entropy as the film of Jean-Luc Godard,
whose work signifies a self-referentially and self consciousness which points back to
the materiality of the film, “which lets in the outside, and break up the seamlessness
of the illusionism.”96This tenant of postmodernism was espoused by Wall, rather he
preferred “the classical codes of cinema as was being done by Bunuel, Rohmer,
Pasolini, Bergman, Fassinder and Eustach all of whom achieved very new things in
what I would cal a non-Godardian or even counter-Godardian way.”97 He notes that
they accepted the “technique, generic structure, narrative codes, problematics of
performance and so on, but the broke away from the decorum of the dominant
institutions . . . In that process, they brought new stories and therefore new
characters into the picture.”98 He continues to say that the filmic work of these
artists had already digested the Godardian revolution in a more subtle way, “the
‘outside’, . .. did get inside, but in doing to it refused to appear directly as an outside
disruptive element. It dissembled. It appeared to be conventional, appeared to be
the same as (or almost) the conventionalized ‘signs for the real’ that make up
ordinary cinema . . . so, the new form of the threshold was not a drastically brokenup surface like in Godard, but a self-consciously, even ironically, even

96 Ibid., 11.
97 Ibid., 11.
98 Ibid., 11.
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manneristicaiiy normalized surface.”90This is precisely the same kind of form that
Wail utilizes in his photographic projects. His works are usually presented as largescale iight-boxes, (an object usually utilized sites of public advertising) and
capitalize even further on conventional photography through the glowing translucent
surface of the transparency photograph. In addition, all notions of chance
photography and the decisive moment of the fragment have been effaced from his
work. (As well as most of the photographers discussed here). “All elements of
chance and fragmentariness are systematically and consistently avoided in the
taking of the photographs, and to achieve this Wall chiefly relies upon references to
the naturalistic painting of the last century. His photographs are precisely planned
and organized so as to avoid any chance disturbance . . . Wall is using the tradition
of painting to free photography from everything that is not pre-planned and
calculated, to leave nothing to chance.”100 Here self-consciousness is in act of
construction, depiction. His interest in the generic, a characteristic of New
Topographic work, is in line with the act of depiction, “Depictions are generic
because, over time, themes, motifs and forms bear repetition and re-working, and
new aspects of them emerge in that process. Genres are forms of practice molded
slowly over time, like boulders shaped by water, except that these formulations are
partially deliberate, reflexive and self-conscious. ‘Generic’ constructions are old by

99 Ibid., 11.
100 Groys, Boris. “Life without Shadows," 64.
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nature, maybe that is why they play such an important part in the expression of the
‘new’ and the modem’, as Baudelaire observed.”101
It is also in the generic or the everyday that Lefebvre nested his ideas of
revolution, “everyday life embodies at once the most dire experiences of oppression
and the strongest potentialities for transformation.”102 Lefebvre could characterize
Walls photographs as “theatrical performances . . . historical scenes which have
always been cleverly and cunningly ‘staged’ by certain men who were aiming for
specific results. They were acts. Every word, every gesture constitutes an act, and
acts must be understood according to their purpose, their results, and not merely in
terms of the person speaking and acting, as though he could somehow express or
‘externalize’ his reality and sincerity. More exactly, words and gestures express an
action, and not simply some ready-made

‘internal

reality.’”103Therefore

contemporary artists are actively creating, the process is conscious and not left to
some mysterious internal process that somehow gets physically rendered. Lefebvre
continues to say that “A keener awareness of everyday life will replace the myths of
‘thought’ and sincerity’ — and deliberate, proven ‘lies’ — with the richer, more
complex idea of thought-action.”104A deliberate and conscious understanding of
actions and results, erasing mystique entirely from the process of art and art
making. The everyday, or everydayness in space (architecture, geography,
domestic life, perversion of the everyday, abandoned lots, places of business and

101 ibid., 14.
102 Mary McLeod, “Henri Lefebvre's Critique of Everyday Life: An Introduction" in The Architecture of the Everyday, New York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 1997, 4,
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manufacturing) is a characteristic of the subject matter of these photographers,
which is not left up to chance or romantic faith. The belief in the transparency of
space, what was originally thought of as a natural process, and concentration in the
everyday has led to the gradual understanding of the deliberate and conscious
manufacturing of place. We no longer understand place as a mystical manifestation,
but see it as a result of conscious thoughts and actions. We begin to make our own
demands on how we want space to operate and begin to reflect on how we live,
without leaving consequences as a product of divinity rather, we begin to take
responsibility for our actions and desires. Wall’s photography also encapsulates and
incorporates much of the psycho-talk-therapy that emerges as a part of the post
modern state. “All of my pictures about talking, about verbal communication, are in
fact about the ways people work on creating something in common, about how they
work to find a way to live together.”105 His photography is not as determinedly
psychologically grotesque as Gregory Crewdson’s is (as we will discuss later) rather
Wall considers it to be a morphing of the classical and the grotesque (much like the
grotesque of historical painting.) “Now we are living at a moment when we have
already imagined, and even in great and excessive detail, better ways of life than
the one we are actually living. As a result, we often feel humiliated when we observe
soberly the way we do live.”106

103 Lefebvre, hi., The Production of Space, 135.
104 ibid., 135.
105 Wall, J.f Jeff Wail, 110.
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14.

The Building Blocks of Place: The Drawings of Toba Khedoori
Territory likewise represents the inhabiting and controlling agent's spatial extension
of self. But territory cannot be maintained merely by gestures and body language.
Artifacts may serve to represent the bound of control exercised.107

Toba Khedoori's paintings visually dissect the building blocks of easily
recognizable public architecture and space. She isolates segments of easily
recognizable structural objects onto huge fields of paper. Images are related to the
real world through her use of precise, yet flattened representation of specific
objects, but at the same time distanced from reality because of their placement on
blank fields, which seemingly reach into infinite space by falling off of the paper.
This removed context allows for a denaturalizing and destabilizing of the everyday,
each piece is a token of a type. Train cars, the plain postmodern architecture of Los
Angeles apartment windows and hotels, nondescript hallways, park benches,
railings, theatre chairs, chain link fences, brick walls and overpasses that lead to
nowhere. If you put all of the elements of her paintings together, you would have the
building blocks of spaces that are highly controlled and ordered, rows upon rows of
uniformity, singular direction, and linearity. “They seem to stand alone in a world of
their own isolation; their origins and endings equally sealed from narrative
interpretation. Hermetic and withdrawn, they fail as symbols by the fact of their total
alienation from ideal worlds, past, present, or future; they fail as allegories by their
stubborn resistance to history and temporality. Neither ideals (their flat depiction
destroys all sense of anything but a dry materiality), nor ruins (their near perfection

106 Ibid., 110.
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belies any effect of nature or time), the subjects of Khedoori’s paintings stand alone
and complete in themselves.108

107 Habraken, N.J., The Structure of the Ordinary: Form and Control In the Built Environment, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998,128.
108 Vilder, Anthony in Toba Khedoori, Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1997.
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15.

The Periphery of Spatial Knowledge: Uta Barth’s distraction
In, “Walter Benjamin and the Space of Distraction” Anthony Vidler begins

the chapter with the notion that, “Our surroundings are in everyday life, little more
than backgrounds for introverted thought, passages through which our bodies pass.
In this sense, cities are invisible to us, felt rather than seen, moved through rather
than visually taken in.”109 Distraction is discussed in relation to Benjamin’s reworking
of baroque space, and that the city or modernity is romantic, but has its beginning in
the baroque. Uta Barth’s photography materializes Benjamin’s notion of distraction,
“absentmindedness common to a subject in a state of habitual activity.” Her
photographs visually materialize the photographic index of a person that is in a state
of absentmindedness. However, the process and visual representation of her
absentmindedness occurs differently in public and private space. In public spaces
where we must visually and physically navigate new territory, Barth’s photographs
delineate the background as blurred unconscious traces of familiar and recurrent
territory (Ground and Fields), creating abstracted images which simulate
unconscious memories of space that are known/understood haptically. However, in
her series nowhere near, the space that she is occupying is familiar territory and her
habitual knowledge is manifest as clear precise images of distracted looking. The
photographs become a mammoth index/archive of thousands of photographs that
describe the periphery of her absent body. The body of Barth’s work is material of
the space of distraction as a phenomenon of the baroque.

109 Vidler, Anthony. Warped Space: Art, Architecture and Anxiety in Modem Culture, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2000.
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Benjamin states that the first visual picture or experience of a village or town
is subsequently lost, or replaced by routine and habit and eventually the distance
between foreground and background collapses. “Once we begin to find our way
about, that earliest picture can never be restored.” This “collapse of perspectivai
distance”, provides a beginning point towards understanding the photography of Uta
Barth as a body of work that describes the process of using/navigating space rather
than lacking photographic subject matter, or her photographs as painting. Her first
series, entitled G round, were photographs that were “chosen by seeking out the
stereotypical, vernacular, visual vocabulary of what might constitute an ideal scenic
or picturesque backdrop.” This attention to the backdrop, illustrates the evidence for
Benjamin’s notion of collapsing perspective. When we compose a photograph of a
person, as in a tourist photograph, the background and foreground are realistically
rendered, with a sense of distance between our subject and background. This is
typical of experiencing a new landscape, where we properly orient ourselves, and
our subjectivity within a landscape. If the photograph is made in a familiar situation,
or without regards to the setting of the subject, in a situation like fashion
photography, then the background functions as fill space. The distance between
foreground and background collapses, it is flattened to put the subject in a vacuum
since is not necessary to orient the subject in relation to a background, but to see
the subject in an everyday setting, picturesque but insignificant, a space that can
easily be forgotten and left in our optical unconscious. It is space that is always in
peripheral vision. By eliminating the figure from the photograph and revealing the
background, Barth materializes the forgotten/peripheral space, the space that has
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been thrown away because it is so easily read, it is so familiar that our description
has manifest forgotten space.
In her Fields series, Barth went to the city to look for generic nondescript
transitional places, “street corners, the sides of vaguely industrial buildings, views
across what seem to be empty lots.“ They are photographed with more depth, and
point to the haptic description of a subject moving through space. The periphery of
our travel is usually destination oriented, from point to point. The public space of our
travel is never understood as intimately as the domicile. The registering of
movement in between places becomes about destination, rather than periphery. The
forgotten space or the haptic knowledge of our navigation is the periphery. The shift
that occurs, in terms of repeatedly seeing places which are so easily forgotten is
that they become familiar non-descript places. And our inability to scrutinize these
non-descript places is that they become ingrained in our optical unconscious, as
viscerally registered information.

The visceral tactility of Barth’s photographs,

knowing through sight, (as though you could walk into the photographic space which
constantly recedes before us), is due to her ability to provide an optically stimulating
image which is dependent on the prominence of light and color. The exaggerated
myopia of her photographic looking provides this quality of presence. In fact, Barth
has likened the composition, light and proportions of her Ground #30 to that of a
Vermeer painting (The M ilk Maid) which she had looked at for most of her life.
The relationship between her work and the baroque do not seem
coincidental to her photographic work, especialiy her ...nowhere near series, in
Britannica, Baroque art is defined as, “essentially concerned with the dramatic and
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the illusory, with vivid colors, hidden light sources, luxurious materials, and
elaborate, contrasting surface textures, used to heighten immediacy and sensuai
delight. Baroque space, invited participation and provided multiple changing views.”
(Brittanica.com) Although her photographs are blurry, they are visually stunning,
emanating a strong sense of the spatial through light, which dominates the reception
of the image like a Vermeer painting. (The depth of light becomes apparent as a
physical edge, myopia is the reception of bent light uncorrected by the retina which
distracts from the objects in a scene).

The changing multiple views of Barth's

images are also characteristically baroque, in that she is interested in engaging the
viewer “toward their own perceptual process in relation”110 to an object. She will
often photograph the same subject twice, or three times, to stimulate the viewer to
notice perceptual slippages or difference.
Baroque space was muddy and obscure compared to the clear and logical
space of the renaissance. It can be said that Barth’s decision to focus on peripheral
space is antecedent to the clarity and object oriented nature of the photographic
method. The technical precision and clarity of the photographic apparatus, (as in the
use of the photograph as document, evidence or in the case of architectural
photography) which can capture correct perspective, is ideally representative of
renaissance values. Her photography is completely contrary in that she does not
represent space with correct perspective. The baroque, with it’s unlimited and
amorphous shapes, were explained by a “point of view that understood every object

110 Conkeitors, Sheryl. Uta Barth: In Between Places, Seattle: Henry Art Gallery, 2001.
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to be judged according to its relation to the body,”111 It can be said that Barth’s work
are manifestations of a point of view which judges every object in relation to the
body, especially In her project nowhere near. Done in her home, nowhere near is a
body of work, that in its possibility incomplete and infinite, in that she took thousands
of photographs and could take thousands more. She does not compose the
photographs, she takes them while on the phone, or in the midst of a task, she
photographs while involved in habitual activity. In this series one becomes aware of
the person doing the looking (who is absent) while looking at the space (object) in
which the subject (Barth) resides (her home).
In nw2, there are two photographs looking from the interior of the house
outside towards some trees, and the third image is of an exterior view without the
frame of the window. This sudden clarity, the move of the view from the inside of
the house, to the outside shares with us her habitual erasing or forgetting of the
window frame. Habit has allowed her vision to erase the window frame, to gaze out
and see the tree as though she were standing outside, unobstructed or uncontained
by a house or window. The photograph without the window frame illustrates the
forgetting, the distraction, that habit allows our vision to pretend is not there, Her
series allows for us to visually forget, to participate in the habitual occupation of her
house. The photographs accumulate like visual dust to trace her distraction.
In her projects, Grounds and Field the myopia functioned as a simulation of
the optical unconscious, the collapse of perspectival distance {Grounds), in

111 Vidler, Anthony, Warped Space: Art, Architecture and Anxiety in Modem Culture, 90.
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registering navigation through public space (F ie ld s ), and the distracted state of
someone in a habitual situation (n o w h e re near). If we gain knowledge moving
through everyday life, and everyday life is filled with dominant space, space that is
controls us, like an other, it is outside of our bodies, maintained, and often filled with
90 degree angies, than a resistance to that knowledge is to go to a space that is not
pre-determined, not delineated. The user begins to move through space hapticaily
rather than horizontally or vertically, the user begins to absorb their spatial
knowledge, their knowledge dissolves into habit, and we no longer begin to notice
the spaces we inhabit. We stop looking, because we stop needing to know. Knowing
a space, or spatial familiarity requires habit. Eventually in order for something to
become habitual, it demands that we must be distracted (distraction demands that
we forget what is there). Newness does not allow for habits to be created. Any kind
of change to an environment will disrupt our habitual knowledge of it, Uta Barth’s
photography materializes the distracted psychological state of our mobility through a
city, through our home, our work, any space that we know inconsequentially, she
has made them real.
In the baroque, “time becomes spatially measurable,”112 Barth’s photography
manifests both the rendering of spatial knowledge through photography as well as
mirroring the concerns of the tendency to imbue space with identity - the tendency
to pay attention to the knowledge and habits of the subject/user of a space, rather
than in creating the monolithic architectural object, (like the modernist architectural
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project). Now “space” is understood as a phenomenon, which is loosely defined as
architecture, place, physical geography, cultural geography, situation, distance
between locations, historical time, etc. Spatiality is a quality that is being (re)defined.
Like perspective became a visual method for representing space in the renaissance,
“spatiality” will be reconsidered in our contemporary baroque, and Uta Barths
photography stands in as a type of representation of our complex spatial
experiences, with their hierarchies, layers and immateriality.

112 ibid., 94.
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16.

Human or Animal Territory: the photography of Gregory Crewdson.
Gregory Crewdson's work could be said to have the same "verbal

metamorphosis, anamorphosis or anaphorization of the relationships between
'subjects' (people) and things," as the surrealist project.

However his

representations between the subject and things are within the specific context of the
iconic American suburb, and the disruption, denaturalization, "in creating tension;
between domesticity and nature, the normal and the paranormal, or artifice and
reality, or what's familiar and what's mysterious. We could call that an interest in the
uncanny: the terrifying and familiar . . ,.113 His photographs are representations of
the relations of production dealing with "the domestic landscape. I intentionally
ground all these mysterious or unknowable events within a recognizable and iconic
situation, which is the domestic American landscape . . . as surrogates or metaphors
for psychological anxiety fear, or desire . . . I want to take familiar tropes like the
suburban home or aspects of the landscape and project them onto some kind of
personal meaning.114 His photography is surrealistically colorful, and more closely
represents the tropes of expressive painting rather than the cool and detached work
of the New Topographies. His work is another manifestation of representations of
space as one of the more playful, but uncanny look at the American suburban
diaspora. His figures often include mutated body parts turning into plants, decay,
toxic pollution, supernatural visitors, exploding and mutated land forms, trash,
disturbing stuffed animals, or a luxurious collision of the butterfly caught in long

113 Crewdson, Gregory. Dream of Life, Spain: University of Salamanca, 1999,20-21.
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vines of Rapunzel like braids in dense foliage. For his series, N a tural Wonder, all of
the scenes were constructed in a studio. His constructions were intensely detailed
dioramic like presentations of specific sites, from his imagination. Many of the works
depict animals encountering the human. In N a tu ra l W onder, the human element is
the displaced element. The animals and insects provide the position of the gaze and
are often posed staring or consuming human trash and body parts, or watching
floating blue Easter eggs.
In his H ove r series, the scenes moved outside of the studio and onto
suburbia itself. Once you are familiar with his studio series, the Hover series
functions much in the same way. The landscape becomes the constructed modelscene but the humans function as the stuffed animals, in Natural Wonder, however
they are encountering the wonder of their own space, in Hover. The landscape of
the natural becomes the homes, driveways, back-yards elements of American
suburbia. This naturalizing of the American suburbia (or naturalizing of the
bourgeoisie) is played out in a photograph that disturbs the illusion. One of his
photographs portrays an overhead view of people laying sod in the middle of a
street directly in between two lawns, connecting private property across the public
road. The sod becomes a barrier, the two lawns become one, and the domestic
grows across the road (the state). The presence of the lawn, garden, backyard or
domestic ground in Crewdson's work is one of the significant symbols of a
contradictory space and the space of the relations of biological reproduction. The

114 Gregory Crewdson, Dream of Life, 20-21.
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lawn is carefully manicured and is often a signifier of wealth, affluence, while also a
source of pride in land ownership and community membership.
Landscaping in the North American suburb represents an anomaly, carefully
designed to avoid explicit boundary marks. The lawn is open and unprotectedalthough often subtly marked-to convey a sense of affluence and freedom, an image
of the house standing free in the prairie, unbounded. Yet each boundary is known
and vigorously defended by the neighbors who share it. The lawn is regularly mown,
retracing the presumed property line on a continuous lawn surface - a horticultural
act confirming the territorial claim.115

In Crewdson's photograph, the private and public boundary is disturbed. The line of
the road is broken, the territory of the lawn is no longer closed, and the utopian
notion of sharing a front lawn becomes disturbing. I find this photograph to be a
successful indicator of the control of space, which "denotes the ability to defend that
space against unwanted intrusion. Space under control is territorial, and
distinguishing such territory is fundamental to inhabiting the earth. Territorial control
is the ability to close a space, to restrict entry. It is perhaps the most instinctive way
by which humans have learned to understand built e n v iro n m e n t."116 Crewdson
utilizes the familiar in order to illustrate that the control of space is so internalized
(natural), that the viewer easily understands the overgrowth of the lawn as
unnatural, threatening the protection of space, a threat to the rules that we have
established to m ake the world inhabitable to us. The sphere of the domestic and
private (garden) has gone to far, overriding the authority of the public (federal road).

In Crewdson’s Natual Wonder, he created a world in which the human is no
longer dominant in the animal kingdom. In his work, our physical space has been

115Habraken, N.J., The Structure of the Ordinary: Form and Control in the Built Environment, 129.
116 Habraken, N.J., p. 126,
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overgrown and our ability to maintain space is no longer possible. His flipping of the
relationship between human and animal spaces posits questions, that lean towards
creating new spaces that are more inclusive of other animals, topographies and
geographies. The presence of animals in other photographic work includes artist
Candida Hofer, whose series on zoos provides painful evidence how we have
projected our own architecture onto animal space, in her work, the animals have
been personified with nations and human culture, placing them in spaces that
appease our senses rather than be appropriate to the animal's habitat.
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17.

Space is a Product the oaper constructions of Thomas Demand
If space is a product, our knowledge of it must, be, expected to reproduce and
expound the process of production . . . The historical and its consequences, the
'diachronic', the 'etymology' of locations in the sense of what happened at a
particular spot or place and thereby changed it-all of this becomes inscribed in
space. The past leaves its traces; time has its own script. Yet this space is always,
now and formerly a present space, given as an immediate whole, complete with its
associations and connections in their actuality. Thus production process and product
present themselves as two inseparable aspects, not as two separable ideas.117

The inscription of place by events, both famous and infamous is a
cornerstone to the work of Thomas Demand. Lefebvre's notion that "the production
process and product present themselves as two inseparable aspects" is greatly
illustrated by his photography and sculptural works. He recreates places of
considerable media stigma, usually from newspaper photos (a source which relishes
itself as a harbinger of truth and a preponderance to the significance of events in the
day to day) and fully reconstructs them as full-scale paper models. His production of
space via paper is inseparable from Its product, the re-creation of a specific place.
His photographs materialize the stigma that events become inscribed in space,
while also posing the dilemma that once the transience of the event has passed,
nothing is left but our the meaning of the event, and the obtuseness of the space.
Whereas Barth utilizes the camera for a materialist myopia, which symbolically
references that beyond it, Demand portrays an exaggerated superficial reality, and
concentrates on the opacity of space, which has no indicators towards the social.
Which is so crystalline we cannot help but sometimes be perplexed by that precision
and forget what event occurred in that space, and what social reality each specific

117 lefebvre. H. p. 37.
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space invokes. "Apart from the vaguest of impressions that imagery this mute must
have something very big to hide, there is no hint in either photographs or their titles
that, for instance, Room (1994) depicts the bunker where the last unsuccessful
attempt was made on Hitler's life, nor that Corner (1996), which portrays the East
Berlin headquarters of the notorious Stasi secret police, and Zimmer (1996), one of
the hotel rooms where L. Ron Hubbard wrote Dianetics."118
Like the model city Safteyville, Demand has built a hollow fagade, a mirror of
the world that appears real. Although Demand’s model is life size, providing a
familiar scale but uninhabitable, an architectural sculpture. Demand’s constructed
spaces, instead of providing an educational function (teaching young children safety
in the city), remind us of the absolute absence space has of its inhabitants. The
rooms, hallways, and tunnels where tragic or long effecting events have occurred,
are material spaces, which held human bodies providing material for contemplation,
like the paintings of Vermeer. In the end the spaces built by humans and used by
humans provide the rules we must abide by. Space teaches us.

118 PrincenthaS, Nancy, 1999-2000: "Thomas Demand; Paper Chases", art/text no. 67., p. 66

87

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

18.

Conclusion: the pedagogy of space
Art is not redeeming, it contains no self-evident value . . . If we can do without God,
then the artist can do without "life and death," and all the other self-indulgent
myths.119
The production of a concept of space-systematically functions; it is meant to stress,
over against the deconstructive operation, the production of a new kind of mental
entity, but at the same time exclude the assimilation of that entity to any kind of
positive representation, and in particular to any sketch for an "affirmative"
architecture.120
The spatial practice of a society secretes that society’s space; it propounds and
presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it produces it slowly and surely as it
masters and appropriates it. From the analytic standpoint, the spatial practice of a
society is revealed through the deciphering of its space.121

We live in a time in which art is at its most profane state. I too believe with
Smithson, that there is “no self-evident value” in art. This loss of essentialism, rather
than debilitating the romantic artist or romantic lover of art, may free the art and the
artist from their religious and sacred functions. Art will be left entirely to the realm of
the surface (the spatial, the “superficial”). The controversies that often surround
contemporary art (as in the Sensation show or previously the work of Robert
Mapplethorpe) may eventually diminish. A superficial/surface reading, would allow
for the personal and moral to be relieved from the function of art, to achieve the
formlessness that Gilbert-Rolfe refers to in contemporary painting,
no longer so close to the real . . . a formlessness, entirely identified with an object,
but an object of an entirely specific (and in that rather unreal) sort: an object which
exists only to support its surface, and where the surface exists only to be looked at.

119 Jack Flavin, p. 337
120 Jameson, F. p. 165
121 Lefebvre, H. pp. 38-39
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Non-representation ruptures its relationship with its own tradition by being itself, not
representing, and in that by becoming irreducible to the historicist and psychologistic
theories on which modernism was, to a very large extent by choice, founded,122

The identity of minimalism is inseparable from non-representation, In that
minimalists were not representing, rather they were spatially (and sculpturally)
oriented. An object which exists only to support its surface, only attempts to be itself,
not metaphorical, not representational of something else. The incorporation of
minimalist devices into the photographic works of the New Topographies, and the
Typologists, have created a becoming, in that the artists discussed made work that
concentrates entirely on the social surface. The formlessness, which is defined by
the lack of representation, (i.e. metaphorical religious panting, indexical images do
not represent they mime) allows for the gradual emergence of a visual social theory.
Surface, image and the visual are inseparable from (experiences of) the real. In fact,
this dependence on the simplicity of the photographic record is testament to the
postmodern abandonment on the deciphering of reality through speech, that reality
is now deciphered by an experience of the visual, of the spatial. Releasing our
consciousness from the theology of text (religion, morality, the bible, academy etc.)
and into visual pleasure (sensual, physical, experiential, time, space and fabric).
"The area where ideology and knowledge are barely distinguishable is
subsumed under the broader notion of representation, which thus supplants the
concept of ideology and becomes a serviceable (operational) tool for the analysis of
spaces, as of those societies which have given rise to them and recognized

122 Gilbert-Rolfe, J. p. 51
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themselves in them,”123 Lefebvre recognized that ideology and knowledge are
inscribed in representation. The work of Wall, Baltz, the Bechers, Coofidge, Barth,
Khedoori, Demand, Gursky, Crewdson, Flick and Smithson do not attempt to
represent in a authoritative way. Rather by the removal of their ego from their work
(ie flatfooted, detached, aloof, mundane, non-representationai) this allows for social
theory to be analyzed through visual systems -art as well as linguistic systems.
“It might be an approach to the visual which understood that, the contemporary artist
is not so much concerned with moving from one kind of knowledge to another as
with trying to get outside of knowledge. Toward surprise rather than recognition."124
Their work does not attempt to produce a new canon of knowledge rather it exists in
a wonderfully tenuous duality between utilizing methods of non-representation
(blankness, repetition, the grid, mundane) the techniques of minimalism, while
portraying "real" subjects. "[Non-representation] resists reduction to theories of the
symptom. Such a resistance is a resistance to theories of construction, by which I
mean theories which want to see in terms of an abstracted space, which
nonetheless continues to obey the rules of solid and void, inside and outside."125
"We may be sure that representations of space have a practical impact, that
they intervene in and modify spatial textures which are informed by effective
knowledge and ideology. Representations of space must therefore have a

123 lefebvre, H. p. 42
124 Gilbert-Rolfe. J. p. 43
125 Gilbert-Rolfe, J. p. 49
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substantia! role and a specific influence in the production of space."126 How do these
representations of space have a role, influence in the production of space? Did the
work of the New Topographies and the Typologists make people and architects
more aware of the repetitive, overbearing and “cold” structures of the old
industrialism? Did the critiques of modernism make people reject the idea that
function should follow form?

Is that how the spatially friendly grocery store

emerged? And the interior cozy coffee shop craze of the early 90s emerged, where
corporations began to understand people didn’t just utilize spaces for the
appropriation of goods but can return to a business for the satiation of habits and
rituals as well? It is apparent that builders of consumer businesses and homes are
increasingly opening up to include comfort, more importantly to incorporate habits of
the user of the space into the function of the space.
In speaking about the practice of roller-blading near an art gallery in
Rotterdam, “like skateboarding, this is a process in which the built environment is an
arena for the projection of space by the body, not one in which the body is, as it
were, constructed by the environment.”127The idea of space being an arena for the
projection of body by the subject is one that frees the built environment so that its
identity changes over time, based on the people who utilize it for different purposes.
Our new spaces will include methods for incorporating

movement into

design/architectural process, to update the archaic creation of spaces as a static

126 Lefebvre, H. p. 42.

127 Miies, Malcom 172.
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phenomenon, as though a still life.”128Although the roller-blading ramp was a center
rail for a flight of steps, the space was used for a temporary, but ritual purpose.
These kind of social freedoms are often illegal in the US in private/public spaces,
because of the hierarchy of authority. It is more important to protect the face of an
institution and maintain public control, rather than stimulate the act of play. This
relates to Lefebvre and the prescience he places on the everyday, “a concern to
invert the conventional relation o f high thought to the mundane" and the emergence
of everyday life as an active critique of the superior activities of pure thought. This
inversion therefore is the transference of value, i.e. power and authority into the
banal and the everyday and the popular.

It is not uncommon for intellectuals to

dismiss pop culture as a shallow landfill composed of consumer trends. It is typical
for post-graduate students to not own a television. What is the most hip of pop
culture is dismissed as blatant and foul consumerism. Placing value judgments on
the readers of this pop, as uncultured or without taste. These dichotomies between
high and low exist especially in academics, to distance ourselves from the
“common”. Our belief in our liberal open mindedness is more often hypocritical and
unfounded than we would like to believe. In academics, our belief in education and
higher culture is a direct replacement of the stoic and devout beliefs of the 15th
century religious man, judging the non-believer to be without enlightenment. As
producers of culture, this tension is most prevalent in the fine arts, as we are
competing directly with television, film, cable TV and the Internet. We would like to

128 See Landscape: Pattern, Perception and Process by Simon Beil.
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believe, there are two types of producers, the entertainers and the artists. This is a
false dichotomy. If we are to accept the importance of the everyday, including what
is considered superficial, then this tension between high and low must be effaced.
“Lefebvre’s work constructs a non-hierarchic position between the Marxist notions of
base (economy) and superstructure (culture)”129
The work of these artists, in making these mimetics of space, whether
abstracted, illustrative of natural displacement, or a play on the seemingly
transparent— they are

both

affects

of spaces

that exist and

point to

possibility—spaces that can be materialized into a new mode of production, with a
set of different priorities.

129 Ibid., 165.
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