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IN THE STUDIO:

WALEAD BESHTY

The artist subjects what might otherwise
be finished works srocasses that impart
added layers of meaning

By WELL VALLIAMS

2014: THE YEAR IN REVIEW
Following ancthaer season of stunning
trades, ual look at work
auction results, and whaere the trends
may take us in 2015

CONVERSATION STARTERS
Their collaboration itself a thing of baauty,
Faruk Eczacbagp mindfully
collection that embraces the
alization of art

BY BRUCE W FERGUSON
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MOVERS+SHAKERS
DATEBOOK

“Waste 1s part of the system. It’s
1ty
says, inadvertently boiling his

about how things are made.” Bes

work down to a few choice words.
WALEAD BESHTYINMIS SOUTHLOS ANGELES STUDIO, 2014,
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IN'T

LSTUDIO

—HOUS
OF
- GAMIES

Conceptual artist WALEAD BESHTY brings
together the paths of intent and chance
forged by Marcel Duchamp and Sol LeWitt

BY MAXWELL WILLIAMS
PHOTOGRAPHS BY NOAH WEBB

“THESTUDIOISTHE APPARATUS,” says Walead Beshty while
looking ata model of his current exhibition at the Curvegallery
atthe Barbican Centre, mounted ona wall in his 6,000-square-
foot workshopin South Los Angeles. Occupied by Beshty for
fouryears, thisstudio, ina former warehouse, isamonumentto
function,even performingasasynecdochical camera—as he
fancied for “A Partial Disassembling of an Invention Without
aFuture: Helter-Skelter and Random Notesin Which the Pulleys
and Cogwheels Are Lying Around at Random All Over the
Workbench,” on view in London through February 8.1t took
Beshty morethanayeartocreate the show’s 12,000 cyanotypes,
whichdepictevery objectin his workplace, but the studio-as-
apparatusmetaphorisdeeply embedded in much of his work.
Bearded and professorial, the 38-year-old beckons meinto
the expansive main studio, which is brimming with work. Hanging
onthe wallsareasetoffloor-to-ceiling photograms; scattered
throughouttheroomaretables on casters,laden with sketches and
source material for collages, a new series of flat-screen televisions
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Walead Beshtyinfrontofhis
latest seriesof photograms
athisSouthLos Angelesstudio,
setinaformerwarehouse.
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INTHESTUDIO

1:4Scale Copper
Surrogate(15”x
30”48 o0unceC11000
CopperAlloy, 90°
Bend, 60”Bisection:
December19,2013,
LosAngeles, Califor-
nia), 2013, right,
oneofthepieces
createdwiththe
artist'sreadymade
process, hangs
aboveaposterin
progressforashow
atPaulaCooper
GalleryinNew York
thispastDecember.
Belowisthemodelfor
“Gastarbeiten” at
Galerie Capitain
PetzelinBerlin,alsoin
December, andat
bottom,alife-size
cutoutperuses
theselectionsinthe
studio’slibrary.
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with holesdrilled through them, ceramic works madein
Mexico, and two more exhibition models. During our
chat, the place was humming full tilt, prepping for three more
shows: “Gastarbeiten” at Berlin’s Capitain Petzel and
“Crystal Voyager,” a one-work collaborative piece with
Kelley Walker at Paula Cooper Galleryin New York, both of
whichclosedlastmonth,and “Marginalia” at Thomas
DaneinLondon,onview through January 24.

Theshowat Capitain Petzel offered several of the surfaces
thatcomposetheartist’s “Copper Surrogates” series. Tomake
the pieces, Beshty replacesan exhibiting gallery’s desk and
tabletops with mirror-polished copper fora period of time
leading up to ashow. The blemishesincurred on thereflective
metal complete the objects, which arethen hung on the gallery
walls. Beshty explains his thinking thus: “Gamesaren’t
constituted with a particular outcome. Games are constituted
by therulesthatareused,” hesays, leaning onatable full
of magazine clippings. “Itisn’t whether or not it produces one
sortof outcome, buthowallthese rulesreact to oneanother
and howitdefinesa setof relationships. In that same way,
Idon’tthink of any particular object as being particularly
significant. It’s much more the systemthatgeneratesit.”

Thesamecouldalsobesaid ofthe artist’s popular series of
glassvitrines that Beshty ships via FedEx, subsequently

displayingthe cracked remains along with theboxesinwhich
they were transported. Another series featuresrolls of film
— thatareintentionally damaged by being sentthrough airport
X-ray machines, resultingin standard snapshot compositions
washedin odd colors created by the chemical reaction.
Thespace betweentherandomand thecontrolled has beenthe
mainsite ofartisticinvestigation for the whole of Beshty’s
career. “Ithink ofthem asareadymade means of production,”
hesays, referring to hisexpansion on the practice, estab-
lished by Marcel Duchamp, of offering up found objects as
completed artworks. “I’musinga preexisting structure that
hasits own purpose out in the world, appropriating it,and
usingitalternatively. Rather thananappropriation gesture of
takinganimageora product fromsomewhere, ’'mtakinga
process fromsomewhere. Therearecertainkindsofrulesthat
governhow the materialis developed and how the tools that
areused inrelationship toit were developed historically,and
Tusethosetodefineaprocedure.”

Matthew Witkovsky, the photography chairatthe Art
Institute of Chicago,drawsaline to Beshty fromartistslike
Sol LeWitt, who made projectsgrounded in sets of rulesin
the 1960sand’70s. With Beshty, “therulesdon’t describe the
scope of the project,andasmuch asyou try torefineand
multiply rolesand parameters, the projectsalwaysescape logic
insomeexciting way,” says the curator. Oftheartist’searly
experiments with photograms, hesays Beshty created allsorts
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of rules tomake his work: The photographic paper had to be
aslongasastretched arm could handle. There were certain
ways the paper had to be folded, and specific times theimage
wouldbeexposedto certainkinds of light sources. “Intheory,
therules should havetold you exactly what youwere going
togeteven before he started doingit,and they ended up being
glorious, seriousthingsthat you couldn’t quite figure out,”
says Witkovsky. “They’re very mysterious.”

The photograms, which are made by first exposing photo-
graphicpapertocMy lightinthe darkroom and then
feeding them through anantiquated photo processor, belie
atheoretical aspectto theartist’s project. He often picks
apartthe meaning ofa photography-based art practice,and
throughout our conversation herefers to certain works
as “technically photography,” perhapsalluding tothe fact
thathe’snotsimply a photographerinthestrictest sense.

Beshtyearned hisundergraduatedegree from Bard and his
MFA from Yalein 2002; hethen moved to New York and
quickly madeamark, presentinga series of photographs of
abandoned shopping mallsat MOMA PSI in2004. “Walead
hasgrownupinanicheinwhich concernsof photographers
whoare producing finearthave merged entirely with concerns
of other creative individuals who want to be recognized as fine
artists,” says Witkovsky. “He’s been able to concentrate on
certain issues that come out of photography training:
questions of light and its sources; questions of fragility;
questions of duplication, replication, enlargement, and
scale.” Butthe copper surfaces, the shipping projects, and
thecyanotypesall play with the mechanisms behind the
conservancy of momentsin time. Beshty has “beenableto
addressconcernsthathavetheirhomeinartingeneral,” says
Witkovsky, whoalso seesissues of exclusivity, economies,
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and the contrast between live art and the mediated digital
cultureagainst whichitisset.

Theimplications of process are at the very core of what
makes Beshty’sartsointriguing. His work isinherently
penetrable, lucid, and edifying—especially histitles,
which often containrelevant information—and yetopen
tointerpretation. Take, for example, the work he made
in Guadalajara for arecentshow at Regen Projects, his
Los Angeles representative. He worked on-site at Cerdmica
Suro, the famed Mexican ceramics factory. Beshty is
acollected man, rarely breaking fromalilting, academic
timbre, but when talking about the economicrealities
of the world, he becomes slightly more animated. “What
Inoticed is that the ceramics factory is only functional
because the laborischeap,” he says. “That’swhyit’sin
Guadalajara and people producethere. So, there’sa way that
it was very much about exchange and cross-border traffic.
The only viability thatithasisin different standardsin cost
of labor.” Beshty understands the oddly political bind
thatthis put himin—he, too, could create objects only within
the economicreality of the factory. So he created collages
intribute to the workers from the daily tabloids they read.

Theartist’s political streak canalsobeenseenin “Crystal
Voyager,” hisrecent foray with Kelley Walker—the first
collaboration he’s ever done—an homage to the 1970s film
of the samename and acommentonwhatisknown as the
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LtEBHDTY, 2014,
above, isoneof
theartist’snew
flat-screenworks;
Aggregate V
(August 19th-21st,
CerdmicaSuro,
Guadalajara,
Jalisco, Mexico),
2013, atleft,is
createdfromfound
components.
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Atright, Copper
Surrogate
(60”x120”48ounce
C11000Copper
Alloy, 90°Bend,
60" Bisection:
/Section4),

2014, isready
tobefinished—by
shipping—
initscustom
plywoodcrate.
Below, theartist
withhisFotar
horizontalenlarger.

STUDIO

Nixon Shock economy, whenthe dollar wastaken offthe gold
standard. Butit’s also in his practical sustainability: Even

his sculpturescame from the ceramics factory floor. “I
noticed that they had all these fragments and broken things
around,” he says, gesturing to alumpy ceramic sculpture
inthe middle of the room. “They justkepteverything. It
was tons of stuff. So I proposed to [factory owner| José Noé
thatItakethe remnants. Sothat’sa Baldessaribedpan,
there’sa Jason Rhoadesdonkey in here. It wasjust using their
waste glaze, t0o.”

Onthat note, Beshty brings me into an office to unfold
the worksinthe Thomas Dane show. They’re spillovers from
the cyanotypeson the drop cloth canvases from which the
Barbican works were born, which he says remind him of
Nouveau Réalisme paintings. Of course they are “technically
photographs” because they are cyanotypes. From there
we walk tothe backyard of hisstudio, where he pulls back a
tarp froma planter box filled with the drying mulch he’s
created from discarded, never-shown pieces, a seriescleverly
titled “Selected Works.”

“Wasteis partof thesystem,” hesays of the apparatus
where he’s churning out works thatadd up to hisown
fingerprint onart history. “It’s about how things are
made,” he says, inadvertently boiling his work down toa
few choice words. “Inalot of ways, that’s how I keep
working: That produces another question that I then have
toadapt to. It keeps me busy.” B
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