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GREGORY BURKE

Out of time: displacement in the work of Christopher Williams




The means by which an idea of the world is imaged, packaged, classified and ultimately propagated, is a dominant concern of Christopher
Williams' recent work. His photographic images are shot in, or reference, many parts of the world, from Europe to Australia and from
Chinatown, Los Angeles, to Chinatown, Havana. Furthermore, an encounter with these images is conditioned by the titles to his exhibitions,
which also reference projections of the world, such as the title to the exhibition this publication catalogues Poesin maste goras av alla!
Transform the world! Féréndra vériden! Poetry must be made by alll

Borrowed from an exhibition presented at Moderna Museet in 1969 by Pontus Hultén and Katja Waldén, the title suggests a world in need
of social improvement. Yet this exhibition is contained within the envelope of the larger project For Example: Die Welt ist schén that Williams
has been developing and extending since 1993. This meta-title cites the title to Albert Renger-Patzsch’s 1928 book of photographs that
proclaimed ‘the world is beautiful’. These two views of the world, one ideal, one not, amplify a tension intrinsic to Williams® project, a
tension he also accents in his biography, by prefacing each successive exhibition title with the larger project title. Not just an outcome of
juxtaposition, this tension is first determined through the displacement of each title: the repositioning, within the context of contemporary
art practice, of politically consequential moments associated with the history of modernism. The sloganeering of each title appears naive

and thereby registers a distance from the current era typified politically by economic globalisation and failure of the left

If the sentiments expressed in Williams' titles seem anachronistic, so too are the processes and the aesthetic strategies he adopts or
borrows. Given the impact of digital photography and the increasing use of computers to simulate photographs, Williams' tendency to

use large format cameras and employ craftsman printers is unusual, while his predisposition to keep his images small and matted in
modernist frames runs counter to the proclivities of his artist peers. This quality of his work, of being ‘out of time’, is reflected also in his

use of poster techniques, such as the manually screenprinted poster to this exhibition. Increasingly replaced by mechanised and digital
processes, manual screenprinting is a rapidly dying craft. By employing such strategies Williams again registers a shift. Writing at the time
of Renger-Patzsch’s book, German theorist Walter Benjamin famously warned of the development of reproduction technologies leading to

a shift in political consciousness. Despite this, modernism retained and valued a connection to labour, Williams'® project marks the severance

of this connection and, by implication, links this to a moment of political dissipation.

In the exhibition poster Williams appears to deploy manual screenprinting, coupled with a capitalised modernist font, as a signifier to echo
the imperative of the title. While Williams may respect the political ambition of the quoted moment. the relations established by the poster
are too complex to be read simply as homage, or fascination with ‘retro’ aesthetics. For example, a competing reference is established by
the photographic image reproduced on the poster. Tipped on its side and printed in negative, the image is of an airline seat with an art
packing-crate strapped to its back. Close inspection reveals that the crate’s destination was the 1967 World Expo in Osaka, a moment in
the official internationalisation of art and one seemingly at odds with the poster's command. Williams links two coinciding moments, one
authorised by nation states and the other sub-cultural and resistant to official sanction

Both moments refer to the 1960s, a period to which Williams frequently returns, as in Model: 1964 Renault Dauphine-Four R-1905 2000
which features an overturned Renault car. The car could signify a time of political critique in 1960s Europe, suggested by the student riots
in Paris, or Jean-Luc Godard's film Weekend 1967, that included frequent scenes of overturned cars. This reading echoes connections
made by Hulten and Waldén in the 1969 exhibition the poster references, an exhibition that included Dadaist and Situationist works. films.
anthropological photography and documentation of the student movement. Williams® Renault though, is shot indoors and is thus more
reminiscent of Los Angeles film studios than Parisian streets. It also has recent Californian plates indicating again, that it is out of time.

In this sense the photograph is indicative of a political distance from its subject and of an aesthetisisation of modernist history in an
increasingly mediated world.

Williams typically cites European modernism, yet much of his work appears concerned with its dislocation and consequent dispersal. He
borrows strategies of early 20th century European photographers associated with the ‘New Objectivity’ movement, such as Karl Blossfeldt
and Renger-Patzsch, by representing the world according to categories. Mirroring Renger-Patzsch, Williams' reach is pan-cultural. His image
vocabulary includes people, plants, insects, travel, machinery, furniture and architecture, with each image often pointing to different parts

of the world. Williams, however, rarely presents his encounter with an object as being first hand and therefore intrinsically representative of

a specific place or culture. The images exploit existing methods of representation or categorisation, such as Caricaceae Carica papaya Linné
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Melonenbaum, Papaya, Trop. Amerika, Botanischer Garten Minchen, September 13, 1993. Both image and title insinuate objective
description of a fruit once considered exotic in Europe. By photographing in a botanic garden in Munich and by including that information
in the title, Williams reminds us that this way of picturing stemmed from the modernist urge to collect and catalogue the world. He uses

modernism’s systems of representation to reveal its inherent logic.

Williams' intention, however, seems less concerned with critiquing such systems and more with examining their currency and ultimate
transposition, as with New South Wales, Australia, The Waratah (Telopea speciosissima) Floral Emblem of New South Wales, 1998. The
dominant image is reminiscent of Blossfeldt's plant forms, but what is photographed is a tourist poster that nevertheless lists the plant’s
botanic classification. Here we encounter not a signifier of cultural location, but rather a dematerialised idealisation of the world. When
Williams photographs in non-Western locations like Africa, his images focus not on subjects typically associated with Africa, but on

residues of European modernism, such as buildings or a printing press, as in the two works Ablaye Ba, Bira Ba, Sidath Fall, and Aziz Ngom,
La Senegalaise de Limprimerie, Dakar, Senegal, May 14, 1996 (Nr. 1) and (Nr.2). The first work portrays four African print-shop workers
posing for a photographer to the right of Williams. Both photographers are out of frame and thereby concealed. The second work appears
almost identical, except the workers have disappeared, revealing the imperial presence of a Heidelberg printing press. The suggestion of
lingering but hidden connection with the workers is emphasised by Williams. He continues to list their names in the title. In this way, Williams
sketches a political legacy of modernism as a circulation of representational fragments, whose interconnections and histories in a globalised

world are depleted, rendered invisible or continually reordered.

On the one hand Williams eschews critical distance by implicating contemporary art and therefore his own work in the global
homogenisation of representation and consequent loss of history. Yet he also resists easy assimilation of his work by reinvesting images
with fragmented and antithetical moments of history, as in Jorgen Gammelgaard folding stool of steel with yellow nylon seat, 1970. As is
typical, this series of eleven photographs annexes a mode of representation as a signifier, in this case, product photography. Each image

of a stool represents an incremental shift away from or toward a representational ideal. Williams asserts through the work’s title an historical
connection between a stool considered a design classic, and the history of conceptual art, in particular a Michael Asher work presented at
the 1976 Venice Biennale. Asher's intervention offered 22 stools at the exit to the exhibition for viewers to sit and reflect on what they had
just seen. It may have been Asher’s intention to pick a typically European modern stool, however Gammelgaard’s design was influenced by
time living in Africa and experience of African furniture. Williams echoes Asher through eleven images of stools, with eleven more presented
in just one image, the work Njiram Issah Bin No. 477, U-Store, 2366 Lexington Avenue, Hollywood, California, July 16, 1998. Here Williams

accents the connection to Africa via a diaspora, the site is Los Angeles and the trader African-American. Williams' intention is not simple

29




BERG VONBONIN BUNUEL CONRAD
DREYER FAROCKI FISHER GREENWALD
HUILLET/STRAUB KREBBER KUE
LAMELAS MULLIO MUHL PAINLEVE
POLEDNA ROUCH WILLIAMS




THOMAS CROW

Nomads: objects and images in the work of Christopher Williams







but it certainly adds to the latter a logical, present-day extension, that is, the insertion of its objects as sought-after rarities within a
collectors’ and curators' circuit of exchange, one from which the artist was largely excluded at the time he actually made Blue and Pink
Panties. Qldenburg'’s objects from Store could physically be extracted from its matrix, but they came from the same open-ended supply,
the same offhand proliferation as did Watteau's fictional paintings. There was no limit, except those imposed by sheer physical constraints
of money, space, and fatigue, on how many of these he could make, The completed parallel to Shopsign of Gersaint required the

wire-and-plaster objects to duly become precious icons in themselves, with proliferation giving way to scarcity in an avid marketplace.

There is nothing in Williams' photograph, encountered cold in the gallery, that makes these layered connections obvious: only its evident
formal intensity, the point where it rejoins the realm of fine-art photography, can induce its viewer to linger over it long enough to pursue
at least some of these chains of reference. Within this aesthetic register, its quasi-surrealist play of contradictory scales leads in another
conceptual direction. The edgewise view of the Oldenburg, that bold escarpment formed by the hems of the upper pair of panties, gives
the picture its correspondence to a landscape. Underscoring the dominant theme of mobility and nomadism, then, is the contrary

sub-theme of immobility, with the fragile and vulnerable sculpture momentarily taking on the aspect of a vast, rocky monument of nature.

That shift is encouraged, within the context of Williams’ larger work, by another photograph, La Grande Dixence, Val de Dix, Switzerland,
August 1993 (#1), a work that might easily pass muster as a self-sufficient exercise in the landscape genre initially suggested by Blue and
Pink Panties. The sheer beauty of the object prompts the question, why this site, particularly in light of the fact that fascination with such
great engineering projects as heroic taming of the landscape now belongs to a bygone era, as does active interest in the mimicry of

such interventions by ‘earthworks' artists during the 1960s? A determined effort to answer that question leads to the discovery that the
construction of La Grande Dixence was the subject of the very first film made by Jean-Luc Godard, Opération Béton of 1954. By all
accounts an unremarkable seventeen-minute documentary, the film could be taken for a promotional effort commissioned by the dam's
builders. The historical surprise is that it was independently financed and produced by the artist himself from his earnings as a labourer
among the army of workers who constructed it. As a film-maker whose distinctive narrative and formal experiments would make him an
icon of the left, Godard adopted a conventional anonymity at the brief moment when his solidarity with the working class was actual rather
than imagined.

The inheritance of socialist theories of artistic form; the replacement of old notions of realism with Brechtian estrangement effects; the
history of experimental art over the decades of the 1960s, from Oldenburg to Smithsen: these are just the start of the paths of thought
leading out from only these two of Williams® works. The coincidence of the heroic modernising project of La Grande Dixence and its role in
the forgotten moment of Godard, the self-effacing documentarian, reawakens that lost moment in the history of photography, the history of
modernism in art, and the history of economic and technical modernisation, when it was indeed thought that image and object could and
must be joined. This point of departure, and any interest the viewer will have in it, presupposes that accurate description still matters as

a project of art. The digitalisation of the photograph removes accuracy, as opposed to spectacular illusion, from the operating territory of
photography, in that wilful alterations of the image are undetectable in the medium of its transmission; in this sense they lie closer to mental
phenomena on the order of fantasies and superstitions than they do to concrete reality. The chemically based photegraph, once the great
modernising device in representation, appears now bypassed and obsolete; Williams® work carries the implication that merely using it must
transport its practice back to the originating debates concerning its social efficacy.

The analytic dream of photography in its objectivist mode was to arrest movement. The creature selected for Williams® Tenebrionidae.
Asbolus verrucossus, Death Feigning Beelle, Silverlake, California, October 1, 1996 (#1) accomplishes this arrest ahead of time. With some
humour, this piece points up the limits of the most painstaking objectivity in photography when it comes to reaching the truth of phenomena,
finding as it does duplicity in unconscious nature, when one cannot see beyond its shell. In another photograph from 1997, Boeing Retrofit
Overhead Storage Bins (open/color), a parallel, but simulated life form takes spurious wing. This is an object for which a purely surface
apprehension is entirely appropriate: it is nothing but a shell and one that by definition has no fixed location in the world.

For Williams, the currency of descriptive photography in the present depends upon shifting the emphasis from the object of representation to
the place of the object represented, which entails the exponential complication of including the place of the representer at the same time. all

in a world no longer bound by locality and nationality. In such a project, it is likely that the usual markers of coherence—of style or look or
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evident personality—will not survive. For an artist to keep ahead of the nomadism of both image and object, an equal or greater mobility

is going to be required.

With Williams, one simply never knows where he will turn up or what position he will occupy as a witness and recorder. It may be in an
outpost of international trade in the glamour-image, as in a series of 1993 photographs that document a group of young women in Japan
being given new looks in hair and makeup for a professional promotion by a style magazine. Alongside the designated photographer of the
session, Williams had his own camera trained on these amateur models. His angle was slightly different, and he timed his photographs to
preserve a moment just before or just after the magazine's representative had captured his desired image. That small adjustment suddenly
brings the ubiguitous transmission of beauty's containers, which have lost all restriction to national boundaries, down to actual place and
time, back to effort and human awkwardness, without the work of art ever departing from the very same medium used as the basis of that
transmission. It resembles and recalls post-modern appropriation work, but pointedly does not accept the achieved image as its only link to

the world.

One can as easily find Williams working in Dakar, Senegal, again deploying a deadpan, black and white sensibility (as in the Oldenburg
and Godard projects) that bears no evident relation of technique, form or theme to the glossy colour he lavished on the Japanese amateur
models. The inter-war period that saw the technical perfection of this now-traditional form of photography coincided with the onset of
Bauhaus-Modernism in design and architecture. Williams finds the afterlife of these utopian forms in the decayed architectural hulks left

behind from the 1960s era of neo-colonial aid and investment campaigns in the Third World from West Africa to Brazil.

That project of documentation follows a template that Williams had discovered years before in a piece of found, mass-produced
photography: a tattered poster from around 1960 advertising the state airline of France on its routes between the old metropole and its
former African colonies. He rephotographed the poster in 1997 to generate TAl Afrique, Transports aeriennes intercontinentaux, Paris, ca
1960, and this relic provides a key to more than Williams' subsequent architectural subjects: all the themes adduced above—the mobility
of international flight, shells that supersede what they might contain, the packaging of non-Western humanity through metropolitan

conventions of feminine glamour—find an unconscious point of origin in this period artifact.

The unknown designer of the poster would not have seen these two inanimate shells, building and basket. as equally archaic and subject to
decay, but the mere quotation by ready-made in the present does so with precision. An obsolete image, become discarded object, reappears

as image in a new register, captured within the seamlessness of the high-resolution Cibachrome print. When the once-full symbols of




modernism are drained of substance, empty badges and emblems remain behind, the stuff of allegory, containers with no rooted location
or significance.

The broad subject of the works discussed here lies in the stretching of art, now and in the past, to comprehend its destination—or better.
uncertainty of destination—in the world. Location and destination are problems for all those attempting to steer a serious visual practice
through this largely unanalysed maze of uses and translations, which has grown exponentially beyond the scale and complexity of the
systems intuited by a Watteau or an Oldenburg. Quite plainly, considerable anxiety exists among artists on this score, and theorists of

the sign and of post-modern culture have been enlisted to answer those anxisties. Very often these theorists come with French names,

and the 1960-era TAI Afrigue actually dates the relative antiquity of many of their works, which now serve themselves as portable vessels
for much freight they were never designed to carry. Williams offers the practice of art as an alternative line of inquiry that subsumes and
surpasses that body of theory in an entirely knowing way. Williams' works make common cause in self-knowledge with these hollowed-out
objects, like the idle props and containers that he has photographed within the larger shell of the modernist museum, which now provide the
best mirror of art.

At the beginning of his always-nomadic career, it is worth recalling, Williams would adjust the content of his work to take account of
whatever city in which it happened to be exhibited. He is thus no newcomer to recognising the inherent placelessness and volatility of art;
but his work over the past decade introduces a kind of friction into the system by virtue of the (literally) arresting visual quality of each of

his photographs. He signals his own cognisance of this resistance in the umbrella title he has adopted for his project: For Example: Die Welt
ist schon. The historical reference it contains is typically layered: the German sentence quotes the title of a book containing 100 photographs
by Albert Renger-Patzsch. Published in 1928, with its talismatic invocation of the metric system, the collection was intended as a manifesto
of photography’s powers of dispassionate description, its capacity to be the new measure of reality. Renger-Patzsch wanted simply to
entitle it Things. But his publisher, Kurt Wolff, imposed the presumably more marketable The World is Beautiful, under which the book
achieved significant popular success. That success, however, came at the price of nearly permanent ignominy for its author before the
tribunal of sophisticated academic and art-critical opinion. Walter Benjamin, whose theoretical authority still hovers beyond the reach of
serious dispute, famously condemned Renger-Patzsch for debasing the practice of photography in order to lend a spurious, aestheticised
legitimacy to the economic and political status quo.

It is difficult to know whether Benjamin would have delivered himself of this opinion without the inflammatory stimulus of Wolff's imposed
title. For Williams, however, the issue is moot, because redemption of some true and undistorted Renger-Patzsch is plainly not his aim.

He invites the ascription of the term beauty to his own work by making it a persistent theme—as well as an arguable virtue—of his
photographs: the Japanese amateur models compose themselves into a little cinematic narrative on the subject; the model in TAl Afrique
(probably posed in a Paris studio) assumes the functional posture of a classical caryatid. His project takes on Renger-Patzsch’s intention and
its multiple misrepresentations: both the Utopia of objective truth signalled by Things and the Utopia of subjective affirmation signalled by
The World is Beautiful. Of what is Renger-Patzsch's collection the example? Not, | would venture, one of a series of photographic prototypes;
rather,it is the interplay of comprehension and incomprehension itself. the fixity of beauty as the last witness for truth in the shell game of

representations, the momentary point of arrest still available within the constantly tuming and churning world of contemporary art.
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