“WHAT WAS DIRECTLY LIVED HAS MOVED ; AWAY INTO A REPRESENTATION.”'
PHOTOGRAPHY AND POST-OBJECT ART




“POST-OBJECT ART” is a catch-ail labet for work deriving from the expanded field of experimental
sculpture that emerged in New Zealand in the late 1960s, in pesformance, installation and
intermedia. The “post” of post-object art denotes a desire to go beyond “the object”, which had
become freighted with oppressive values and meanings, to refocus on actual bodies, processes,
ephemeral situations, specific sites, everyday materials and new technologies. What remains of
such activity is a fragile archive of displaced traces: photographs, film footage, videotapes,
nates, diagrams, drawings, sound recordings, publications, private memories. My research,
hased entirely on this surviving documentation, has so far baen to reconstitute and explain post-
object practices and retrieve them for art history.? This essay, however, seeks to rethink post-
object art not in terms of what has been lost but rather for what remains, focusing on one
particular dimension of this archive, its phetographic legacy.

Post-ebject artists” engagament with photography is an early, indeed necessary, instance of
activity that addressed — consciously or unconseiously - the condition of "maving away inte
representation” that Guy Debord inveked in The Sociely of the Spectacle. The photographic
remnants of post-object art are no mere by-products. They signal the creeping mediation of
reproductive technelogies as a condition of our postmodern moment. Although post-object art
sought to circumvent the production of discrete and privileged objects in order to break dawn
modernist autenomy, to draw attention to the contingency of art, and thus to oparate within the
social realm, reproductive images and technologies were integral $o its meaning and function.

N THE 1970s it was exactly phatography's freedom from the baggage of fine art that drew artists
seeking an alternative to the aesthetic fyrannies of late modernism. While art photographars were
arguing their case for a place for photography in the pantheen of high art, post-object artists
were using the camera as a recording device in their moves away frem that institutional
framework, Disinterested in its aesthetic qualities and technical aspects, they undertook
photagraphy in the manner of the amateur snapshot or the scientific record.

Post-object artists’ use of photography was both critical and complementary; a conscious
alternative to traditienal media, but alss a mechanism to add meaning without investing art with
value, It suited artists seeking to evade the system to brezk down harsiers separating them from
their audiences and assert a new and radical temporality, for such records of five actions or
situations afforded the raw encounter a non-reified afterlife. This was because the photograph
and its derivatives had both a contingent connection to physical and material subjects in the
social environment and a non-hierarchical relation to the discursive fields within which
meanings were produced and information circulated. The photo-document had an ambivalent
status as a work of art. it served instead as a site for further work, where the conceptual process
coutd continue.

There were solid theoretical grounds for this. As Abigail Soloman-Godeas has pointed
out, in modern industrial societies photography is historically the means by which the world is
represented.® (ndeed photography's pervasiveness has naturalised it. Se to post-object artists,

<+— Roger Peters Snowfall (1975) closed circuit video screening of a photegraph, instalted in Songs of the Earth at
Auckland City At Gallery (1975). Photo: John Baley
Previous spread: Bruce Barber, from Aiss (1974} slide-tape sequence
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phatography's myriad everyday uses made it seem more closely coupled tg the world and less
easily separated into the autonomous arena of art. Further, as Walter Benjamin had persuasively
argued, photography's reproducibility posed a vital challenge to art's autonomy and proposed a
new function for the visual within society.! Photo-documentation in artists’ hooks, journals,
catalogues and publications, like other forms of reproduction, could be democratically distributed
and its social nature underscored. As Dan Graham has argued, work gained a “certain
independence” by “helenging to the mare general cultural framework”.®

This can be explained in semiotic terms as evidence of two intrinsic features of the medium:
first, photography's intertextuality, and, second, its indexicality. The photograph, as ene element
in a hybrid practice, confirms post-object art's heterogenous operations across a range of
discursive practices, denying modemism's central cfaim to the essential specificity of each
medivm. Not only was photography one of many modes utilised by artists, but visual images were
used to shift attention away from the physical components of a work, to relay different temporal
maments (through feedback and time delay) or to upset spatial parameters and boundaries. Once
reproduced as secondary documentation, the photograph aperated in an intermediate Z0Ng,
between the now past event and the proliferating space of reproduction.

Lean Narbey's A Film of Real Time {1971) is tynical. This short film documented visual and
spatial effects, sounds and kinetic sensations from his multi-media environment Real Time
(1970). Narbey treated film as a suitably fluid and contingent medium to blur distinctions

between temporary sculpture and permanent document. Narbey denied film its illusionistic or

narrative uses, to work instead with its material qualities — spund, light, colour and movement —
creating a visual and aural analogue to physical immersien in his multi-sensory, three-
dimensionai wark, The camera functisnad mechanically to record events as they happened, but i
also performed reflexivaly, to recall the originat work's kinaesthetic effects as discembobulating
experience. This effect and the differences between the work's spatial/sculptural and
temperal/filmic farms are what the work is about: the medium is indeed the message.

Rosalind Krauss has argued that “the photograph is . . . genetically distinet from painting
or sculpture or drawing. On the family tree of images it is closer to palm-prints, death masks,
cast shadows . . . Technically and semiologically speaking, drawings and paintings are icons,
while photographs are indexes.” 8 Accerding to Krauss, photographs have an indexical refation to
reality because the process produces images that not only resemble the objects they represent,
but bear the direct traces of them. The photographic image has an existential relation to the
world that is beholden and contiguous, Although it deals in appearances, it is patently not
illustrative.

No wonder post-object artists were drawn to photagraphy, just as they used other indexical
processes to evade the distancing effects of representation. Pauline Rhodes' rust-stain grids on
paper demenstrate her commitment &0 2 working process designed to allow time and weather to
leave their marks. Their mode of transfer — from worfd to work ~— is in essence indesical, So too is
Kim Gray’s use of light in Time Wedge (1971). She funnelled a ray of sunlight into a specially
eonstructed box at exactly midday on 24 September, the spring equinex; creating a kind of camera
obscura to capture a specific moment,

Leon Harbey Real Time (1970) installed at Govett-Brewster Art Gallery




Bruce Barber, from Aiss (1974) slite-tape sequence

Krauss' contention may explain photagraphy’s speciat relation to reality, but her argument
pointedly posits the photographic image as a categary of sign, and thus an element of language,
of a different grder to the sensory experiance of reality. As Bruce Barber stated, the point was not
to frame experience (the illusory nature of this task was understood), but to frame “the sets and
contingencies through which experience may be obtained”.” Thus the photograph was not used in
the belief that it might transcend its status as sign, in some pure and unmediated relatien to the
real. Phatographic meaning was not considered inherent in the image but was recognised as
being produced in relation to cantext, usage and the specific capabilities of the apparatus. Artists
used photography reffexively to point out the difference between past and present, duration and
the instant, to highlight the tenuous connection between the there of the world and the here of the
photograph. So photography served as a means to critically reflect on representation, its refation
to perception, social application and ideological effect.

Kiss (1974}, a slide-tape piece by Bruce Barber, achieved such critical reflection. The slide
sequence documented the artist walking up to and kissing the image of Sophia Loren on a
biflboard advartising the movie The Man from [a Mancha. It was accompanied by a voice-over of
his wife, Pauline Barbe, reading a passage from anthropologist Mary Douglas' Purity and Danger
reflecting on the place of women in nen-Western culture. Here, real action was undertaken in
relation to a mass-produced, spectacular image, then re-presented as a sequence of projected
images reminiscent of a film experience. The complex positiening of photography in the work
made the point that our lives and desires are mediated by images, and that any response to this
realisation can enly ocour through a similar process of mediation.

For post-object artists photography served as a means {o re-examine the status of the art
object in both ontologicat and epistemological terms. For example, in documenting ebjects that
had been set up expressly for the camera, Bil Culbert, Boyd Webb and Pauline Rhodes proposed
a cognitive and perceptual conundrum, These abjects might have once had fangible life as
“sculpture” in the tradition of the assemblage or site-specific marker, but as photographs they
were anly images. The physicality of the ebject was replaced by an evanescent trace, contrasting
the experience of being in the same space as the object with a representation of what no longer
existed. These works were not concerned with the visual (in formal or expressive terms) but rather
dealt with what David Campany has called “making visible”® That is, they functioned as
metonyms of the representational process, whereby live events are granted meaning by being
fixed by the camera, just as meaning is produced when an artwork is placed inte a discursive
framework. As Jeff Wail argues, "it is this contradiction between the unavoidable process of
depicting appearances, and the equally unavoidable process of making objects that permits
photography to become a model of an art whose subject matter is the idea of art”?
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Billy Anple 8 .x 8: A Subtraction (1975) wax
Phota: John Daley

palish removet from floer files at Auckland City Art Gallery,

POST-OBJECT ARTISTS recagnised the growing pressure of representation’s grasp. In translating
the experiential into art they offered up traces of the real in modes not derived from the formal
janguage of art, while recognising art as one of a number of structured representationai systems.
Their work's intertextual materiality did much to undermine art’s autenomy and stitch it back into
the systems of communication commonly available in everyday life, blurring the boundaries
between artwork and commentary, and breaking down the priozity of the former to insert a critical,
self-reflexive dimension. This ¢ritical dimensicn is evident in the relation between primary eveni
and secondary documentation, but it is also a feature at that further level of mediation, when
documentation was subsequently published and circulated. It is at this third level that the
specific function of photography as text is revealed. This trajectory confirms post-object art as
conceptual and interdiscursive rather than physical and discrete, and positiens it at a liminal
point in the progressive drift towards the postmodera.

This trajectory can be charted by closer examination of specific instances. Billy Apple's
8 x 8: A Subtraction {1975) - where the artist removed wax polish from a square of 64 flaor tites
at the Auckland City Art Gallery — was recorded by gallery photographer John Daley, and his
phetographs were published with a commentary by Wystan Gurnow in an issue of the Gallery's
Quartery® These photographs, while net skrictly formalist, fix the view, offering a stark
alternative to the actual experience of the work in situ. Minimalist procedure, with its emphasis
on phenomenological effect, was replaced by the rigid symmetry and instantaneous fixity of
single-point perspective. No doubt on the arist's instruction, the photographer presented an ideal
view to highlight the shift from real experience to documentary exegesis. To achieve this shift
author and phatographer were required to take up an ahjective vantage point from which fo view
the work. Thus the ordered stasis of the perspectives organising the photographs serves as a
visual equivalent to the critical distance evident in the writing. Both confirm the logical
separation of art and commentary and the priority of the live event in light of its subsequent
explication.

And yet this shift is complicated by the fact that the work only survives as documentation.
Unlike other reproductions in the journal, Daley’s photographs do not illustrate some real but
ahsent object. Set amongst conventional art historical essays, Apple’s images and Curnaw's
commentary appear problematic in standing-in for a now non-existent eriginal. The photographs
function like uncanny deubles with their own supplementary meaning. For the removal of the floor
wax, which typified Apple's ambition to make work out of the givens of the situation, had an
indexical relation to the space similar to the photograph's indexical relation to the work. Both were
granted meaning that was contingent, both therefore refused art's autonomy, and the distance
between art object and documentation was blurred.

Moving to the early 1980s and the performance work of Peter Roche and Linda Buis we find
a different order of documentation. Their performances were structured around the dynamics of
physical and psychological interaction, and their negotiation of the relationship between
performers and spectators. Each wark was underiaken over a pariicular period of time and acted
out within the confines of a specific context. If the accounts of those exemptary witnesses Tony
Green and Wystan Curnow are anything to go by, these were not comfortable affairs. For the
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repetitive, ardusus and at times ematienally charged interchanges were designed to viscerally
engage the audience, make them face their own reactiens and theie rofe as observers,

Given the particular function that duration played in Roche and Buis' work, it comes as some
surprise that their published documentatien, which is some of the most visually arresting of the
period, always consisted of single images that distilled particular moments.!! Theugh they
occasionatly used fifm in the process of making work they preferred still imagery as its primary
form of documentation and distribution, Photographers Ror Brownson and Gregory Burke
recorded the various stages of each wark and captured key moments. But they were not working
on instructien, rather responding as cellaborators. Thus their images supplemented the action as
a form of visual commentary or critical interpolation, beirg less pictures of the work than about
the work.

In the context of a journal article these photographs continved to function discursively, but
as one order of sign amongst others. "Peter Roche/Linda Buis: A Gathering Concerning Three
Performances”, compiled by Wystan Gurnow, was published in Paralfax in 19832 First-hand
accounts by Curnow and Green were interspersed with recellections and commentaries by the
artists, set alongside uncaptioned images whose scale and presentation mirrored the textual
page layout. The piece functioned as a non-linear, first-person, multi-voiced, written and visual
record, where images and words were equivalent “texts”. By denying the critical distance of
abjective interpretation, and by a process of experiential montage and compilation, the
performance was re-presented without recaurse to traditional exegesis, in a form that made the
reader aware of the pitfalls of historical reconstruction.

inits shifts from tive action to recollection, from the movement of actual bodies to the stasis
of single images, in its slippage from lingar time to the shifting temporal zones of memory and
intention, and in its multiple and proliferating viewpoints, this text declared its difference from
both live performance and art history's usual expository styles and formats, The piece did nat
assume that the object of art can be fixed and anatomised, granted a singfe meaning, indeed it
did not have a single author. Crucially, with its tolerance for different interpretations, its
indifference to faulty memory o misplaced emphasis, it acknowledged problems of represen-
tation. It is not surprising that it appeared in a journal of postmodern [iterature and art {indeed
the first of its kind in New Zealand). Here, perhaps far the first time, an intertextual reading of a
work was postutated, indeed where new work was done in the absence of the original.

PHOTO-DOCUMENTATION WAS a critical aspect of post-object art, as was the use of photographs,
photecopies, film and video in the execution of work, This was evidence of the grewing prasence
of reproductive technologies as a force shaping both art and everyday life in the 1970s. It
suggests that post-object artists, despite their resistance to photegraphy's mediating effacts, co-
opted the apparatuses and systems by which mass-media imagery had so effectively colonised
their social realm, to specific critical ends. If one were to {rewrite a history of New Zealand art of
this decade it would be necessary to link the work of post-object astists to the work of artists
in other areas also responding to changing social and cultural conditions and engaging in
representational critique,

Peter Roche and Linda Buis £iason (1986} performance at Real Pictures, Auckland. Phote: Gregory Burke



Such an account has been undertaken in Australia. In the early 1980s, Paul Taylor argued
that Australian artists rarely had access to art oher than in reproduction and that this was a key
factar determining their antipedean cultural condition. He used Australia’s lack of “originals” to
distinguish Australia’s art from that of Eurape and America and propased this as something of 2
manifesto:

When photographic rhetoric is accorded its status as signifier rather than signified in Australian
art, it will nt only be the photographic media that are released from the repression of painterly and
soclological methodologies; Australian art as a whole wilt develop a discourse outside of those
imposed on it

Taylor's argirment gave shape to 1970s art in Australia and theoretical coherance to what
followed. it alsa located Australia as a site for Baudrillard’s fashionable notion of “the society of
the simulacrum” and ensured the country a distingtive place in the global conceptualisation of
postmodernism. While New Zealand undoubtedly shares Australia's isolation and its mediated
access to modern cutturat forms, no critic here offered a similar prognosis,” Perhaps it is timely
(if not overdue) that we retrospectively recast our art in similar terms, Taylor's contention — that
the implications of reproduction was the crucial factor facing Australian artists — is applicable
here. Indeed post-objest art plays a crucial role in the transition to the postmodern, particularly
because of the use it made of reproduction, exemplifying one critical strand of practice addressed
to the “problem” of representation facing artists in the 1970s. Post-object art brings us to
postmodernism’s brink, away from “the real” and towards “the text”. To demeonstrate this, and to
arrive where Debard has directed us, consider two works from the 1980s. Each is a product of the
cultural conditions of the 1970s; each owes a debt to the procedures and congerns of post-object
art, yet both may be distinguished from their predecessors, signalling the new terrain of 1980s
postmodernism.

Julian Dashper's installation Mptorway Schosis (1980) consisted of four potaroid triptychs of
a generic schoo! building and a sounderack of motorway traffic. It was shown at 100m’, ane of
New Zealand's first afternative art spaces.’ Dash per’s minimal and brief interventien into the old
warehouse space, itself soon to disappear in the process of urban “renewal”, spoke o that
process through its focus on the bland impersonal functionalism of the city's infrastructure.’
Subsequently, however, on three occasions (1989, 1994 and 1999) Dashper re-presented the
work’s cemponent parts and its subsequent decumentation — polaraids, cassette tape, signage,
photographs of the instaliation by Peter Hannken and a copy of Art New Zealand open to Tim
Walker's review — as stand-alone items in a museum vitrine. Dashper's re-working of the piece
refers to the fate of site-specific wark and to the operatiens of primary, secondary and tertiary
documentation.” Matorway Schools was no longer about social circumstances, neither the effects
of ntodern transport and the education system nor the real experience of the work as instaliation,
Rather it was about the process of inscription of artistic acts as texts and their eventual
institutionalisation and histaricisation,
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Julian Dashper Moterway Sehools (1980) reconfigured for the exhibitien fulian Dashper Photography 1980-1994(1994)
at Manawatu Art Gatlery, Palmerston North. Photo: Athol MeCredia



Gregory Burke, from Viewing (1988) colour photograph

In its quotation of conceptual art decumentation, Motorway Schools is pastmodem. By
means of critical self-reflection the work is rendered impermeable both to the social realm
of which it was once a part and to its critical ar discursive milieu where commentators ence
effectively collaborated. It seems to now await acquisition by the museum, its ultimate mise-en-
abime. Dashper has shifted the tense of his practice from the “present-ness” of post-object art
to the “past-ness” which is postmodernism’s candition. We are witnesses to a subtle slippage, a
waiving of the potential of post-object art, a knowing deferral to the power and pervasiveness of
the frame, to the distancing effects of art as representation.

Gregory Burke's video installation Viewing (1985) also made a poignant comment on the
meaning and functien of representation in the era of phatographic reproduction. It consisted of
13 large, framed calour phatographs of blurry faces in extreme close-up, and a 21-minute video
of similar imagery played on a monitor turned on its side with an ambient soundtrack of real and
electronic noises. Here "viewing” itself was Burke's subject. He sought to test the codes and
conventions of portraiture by blurring the boundaries between mug-shot and artistic expressian,
and by obviating the distinctions between idiosyncratic and generic characteristics and theis
relation to concepts of identity. His eoncern was not only with the artist's instrementat rofe in the
process of viewing but also in establishing a context within which the audience might alse
engage such questions. Viewers were drawn in by the relentless gazes of the photegraphic
subjects, held by the failure of the images to coalesce into recognisable features, and made
uneasy by the impression that these faces did not “fit" their frames. The work required viewers
to scrutinise their own perceptual and interpretative experiences, to ask what it means ta see
and be seen.

But Burke's images were not of living subjects. Both the video and the still photagraphs re-
present polaroid snapshots: the stills are massive enlargements of the originals, amplifying the
image’s dissolution into grain, and the video is edited from Super-8 footage of the images shot
as they developed. Both are therefore photographs of photographs. While Burke might have
referenced the performative, he was not concerned with five action, but with the mediating
processes of representation and its effects an the viewed and viewing subject. Uttimately, by
fitming the automatic polaroid process, Burke shifted respensibility for the image from the artist
to the technology. In making this process a subject of the work, he wrested apart the traditional
relation of artist and objest; throwing inte question the aspirations and assumptions of the
creative act. Like Dashper, his was a distancing act, to put space between ast and life. Clearty,
these works both demonstrate a deferral to the represeniational, which is a characteristic of
more recent (post-}eonceptual practices. No longer do five actions or real situations serve as the
absent obverse to the photographic; instead meanings are folded into the realm of the
represented,

Perhaps post-object art's subfiminal fascinatien for the photographic was instrumental in
its uftimate hyphenation fram the very existential reality it sought to work within. However, post-
object art's remainder — the phato-document — survives as a vital index and trace. In its ability
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to work across and between event and text, it continues to inveigle the actual into discursive
space. A history of the 1970s might thea serve as valedictory to the possibitities of both art’s
isalation from and immediate connection with the “real”. This is likely to be one of post-object
art's most provocative and enduring legacies.

Christina Barton
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