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From the early to mid-1960s, in the course of
penning a remarkable string of art reviews and
essays, Michael Fried formulated the position
that much of the most important painting of
the day had achieved a “deductive” relationship
to the shape of its support. Inspired in part by
his acuity to Frank Stella’s adoption, in 1959,
of applying paint in stripes that begin at the
edge of the canvas and work systematically
towards the center, Fried identified similar
tendencies in the zips of Barnett Newman
and the color bands of Kenneth Noland.
Though he would soon ease away from the
strictness of claiming that painted form could
be logically formulated from the qualities

of its support, Fried's notion of “deductive
structure” marks a watershed in the exegesis
of modern art. From this moment onwards,
critics would increasingly find that the
“conceptual tools at hand,” to adopt a more
recent phrase from Fried, available to address
a particular work of art were increasingly
bereft of premises or principles from which
deduction was even possible.’

This direction of critical interpretation
now seems to have reached the opposite pole.
As exemplified by Walead Beshty's single-artist
exhibition, PROCESSCOLORFIELD, at Regen
Projects |l this past spring, a growing body
of contemporary works of art precludes the
internalization of aesthetic analysis almost
entirely. Encompassing photograms, offset
prints, readymade objects, and sculptural
relief, Beshty's variety of new works in
PROCESSCOLORFIELD (all from 2om1)
speaks to a burgeoning network of external
attachments in his art that demands closer
consideration. Similar to peers such as Wade
Guyton and Kelley Walker in their shared
investments in printing technologies and
modernist typologies of abstraction, and
as well to Elad Lassry and Nate Lowman in
the free flow of cultural references steaming
through their work, Beshty's art operates at
arm'’s length to the ethical stakes and material
grounding of his numerous working subjects
and methods. Contra the condition of art
described by Fried nearly a half century ago, it
stages a radical exegetic openness.

WALEAD BESHTY, Picture Made by My Hand with the Assistance of Light,
2011. BLACK-AND-WHITE FIBER-BASED PHOTOGRAPHIC PAPER, §5 X I11 INS.
COURTESY REGEN PROJECTS, LOS ANGELES, © WALEAD BESHTY. PHOTO!
BRIAN FORREST.

To examine this condition, | will attend
to the colorful photograms, shredded-paper
relief sculpture, and metal freestanding
sculpture in PROCESSCOLORFIELD in order
to tease out the specific manner in which
Beshty's art operates upon external points
of reference. Next, we will look to his written
work. For, as an accomplished critic, Beshty
has provided many of the interpretive threads
through which others have received his work
to date. Finally, | will conclude by returning
to open relation as a broader concern in
the circuits of exhibiting and writing about
contemporary art.

Let us begin with the photograms, which
in the last three years alone have appeared in
a series of prominent group shows including
the Whitney Biennial, California Biennial, Tate

1. See Michael Fried's account of
his deductive argument in
“An Introduction to My Art
Criticism,” in Art and
Objecthood: Essays and
Reviews (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1998),
esp. 23-27.
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Though Beshty’s photography
has been widely associated
with the popularity of
“abstraction in photography”
during the last decade,

the artist himself does not
term his work “abstract,”

but instead. “concrete.” To
avoid the larger problems
associated with questions

of whether photography is
ever truly abstract, 1 have
chosen to describe the work as
“non-figurative.” On Beshty's
distinction between “abstract”
and “concrete” photography,
see the roundtable

discussion with Christopher
Bedford, Walead Beshty

Liz Deschenes, and Eileen
Quinlin, “Depth of Field,”
Frieze 125 (Sept 2009): 112-17;
and Walead Beshty, “On the
Conditions of Production

of the Multi-Sided Pictures
Works (2006-2009),"

in Lyle Rexer, The Edge of
Vision: The Rise of Abstraction
in Photography (New York:
Aperture, 2009), 285, Further
discussion regarding the
artist and abstraction can be
found in: Walead Beshty,
“Abstracting Photography,”
in Words Without Pictures,
Alex Klein, ed. (New York
Aperture, 2010), 292~315;
Eric Bryant, “The Indecisive
Image,” in Art News 107:3
(March 2008): 106-13; and
“Roundtable: After Materiality
and Style” including Aram
Moshayedi, Beshty, Elad
Lassry, Carter Mull, and Erika
Vogt, Art in America 97:4
(April 2009): 130-39, 162.
These Travel Pictures were
subsequently displayed

in Beshty’s exhibition
EMBASSY! (a dismal

science waiting room) at

the Hammer Museum'’s
Projects space in 20006

See entry “Walead Beshty,”
in Karen Jacobson, ed.,
Hammer Projects: 1999—-2009
(Los Angeles: Hammer
Museum, 2009), 286-89.
For a recounting of this story,
see the artist's statements

in Clare Grafik, “Walead
Beshty: Material World,”
IANN 3 (2009): 17-18; and
also in “Walead Beshty and
Eileen Quinlan,” BOMBSITE
(September 2009), available

/bombsite.com/

at http:/

issues/99g/articles/3348.

WALEAD BESHTY, Transparency (Negative) [Kodak Portra 400NC Em. No. 3161: April 22-24, 2010 LAX/SFO SFO/LAX], 2011.
EPSON ULTRACHROME K3 ARCHIVAL INK JET PRINT ON MUSEO SILVER RAG PAPER, 44 X §59.471 INS. EDITION I/T AND I ARTIST'S

PROOF. COURTESY REGEN PROJECTS, LOS ANGELES. © WALEAD BESHTY. PHOTO: BRIAN FORREST.

Triennial, New Photography at the Museum

of Modern Art, and a host of solo exhibitions
at galleries and museums across the United
States and Western Europe. As has often been
recounted, Beshty's turn to non-figurative
photography dates from two events of
2005-06.> One was the accidental contact

of a roll of exposed film he had shot with an
x-ray scanner in airport security, which left
swashes of bright colors seemingly across the

frontal plane of the resulting photographs.?
The other event was a scenario imagined by
Beshty and Daniel Hug (then of Chinatown's
former gallery Mesler&Hug) of a folded-paper
photogram created by Hug's grandfather,
Lészlé Moholy-Nagy.# Beshty soon began
producing his own camera-less works. One
series, titled Pictures Made by My Hand with
the Assistance of Light (2005-06), in homage
to the fictitious Moholy-Nagy photograms,



originally consisted of black-and-white images
created by directly exposing intricately folded
photo-sensitive paper to a light source. After
introducing color to this process, Beshty
re-named the series Multi-Sided Pictures
(2006-). The other body of non-figurative
work, Transparencies (2006-), consists of
crisscrossing linear patterns and colors
created by packing unexposed rolls of film in
his airplane luggage, their visual forms a direct
result of the film type and the number of x-ray
scans (i.e., stops on a given itinerary).

Beshty's series of Curls in PROCESS-
COLORFIELD presents the latest twist on
these camera-less photographs. By “curling’
towering sheets of nine- to ten-foot paper
during their exposure to cyan, magenta, and
yellow light, Beshty's resulting works consist
of horizontal stacks of continuously varying
bands of color and tone. These tall, elegant
photograms strike a formal rhyme with the
crossing lines of the earlier Transparencies,
while extending the darkroom techniques
of the Multi-Sided Pictures to encompass
curvature rather than folded paper. The Curls
revel in subtle gradations of hue situated
starkly beside passages of flat, black exposure
and bright, unmarked white paper. Beshty also
frames these works at a slight recess, leaving
uncropped sections at their lower end that
“curl” up towards the viewer, highlighting their
method of production while also invoking the
material presence of each photogram as an
object in real space.

Where the Curls have absorbed visual and
technical aspects of Beshty's earlier pictures,
another of the series in PROCESSCOLORFIELD
—entitled Selected Works—operates more
directly with the material refuse from his
studio. Created by shredding and reconstitut-
ing photographic work deemed unusable by
the artist, the Selected Works are rectangular
relief sculptures formed from the substrate
of these re-processed pictures. Each a gnarly
mulch of predominately gray paper, appearing
something like shag rug left outdoors for a
spell, the Selected Works have a sullied quality
that might seem out of place with Beshty’s
otherwise crisp objects, except, that is, for
their thin copper frames. Like the return of a
repressed minimalism, precision-cut metal
restrains the post-minimal waste in the center

of these reliefs, hinting at regularity and
reflectivity, and thereby bringing the Selected
Works back into conversation with the visual
language of Beshty's show.

Other works in PROCESSCOLORFIELD
include two interrelated sculptural projects:
copper surfaces dubbed Surrogates and
powder-coated steel Bases. Each Surrogate
had earlier served as a working tabletop
in Regen Projects for the duration of an
exhibition in either 2010 or 2011.5 Beshty then
removed these objects from their supports
and attached them to the gallery wall, keeping
the smudges and weathering created by
daily use. The black Bases, in turn, are the
physical stands that had previously supported
each tabletop, now displayed on white
pedestals. Where the latter perhaps drink in
the wordplay of their title at the expense of a
more convincing base materiality,® the former
strike at the fissure between object and image
that is characteristic of Beshty's best work. At
once reflexive facade and heavy metal object,
the Surrogates toe a subtle line between a
photographic surface showing the indexical
marks of its making and a readymade product
transplanted from office to gallery.

In fact, beyond indexicality and the
readymade alone, Beshty's art maintains a
wide-ranging interface with twentieth-century
modernism. In the case of Marcel Duchamp,
PROCESSCOLORFIELD also includes works
from a new series entitled Make-Ready (2011-),
which consists of offset printing proofs from
the publication of Selected Correspondences,
one of two mid-career catalogs on the artist
published within the last year.” Each of
the Make-Ready proofs features printing
variations upon two pages of “content”
(mixing both text and image) overprinted
on a single spread. Despite the reversal and
shift in verb tense upon the “readymade”
in their title, the Make-Ready works, like the
Surrogates, are more assisted readymades
than versions of Duchamp'’s original store-
bought objects. But akin to the master’s own
midcareer repurposing of his earlier works
in the 1935—41 Box in a Valise, Beshty's art
as a whole is less engaged with the singular
strategies of the readymade and more with
an internal communication within his own
production. Indeed, the various strategies on

. The full title of each Surrogate

provides the dates and location
of its former use, for instance,
Copper Surrogate (Table:
designed by Florence Knoll, 1961;
Regen Projects, Los Angeles,
California, July 17—-August

21, 2010). While included in
PROCESSCOLORFIELD,
this title refers to the table
used for the duration of the
group exhibition Picture
Industry (Goodbye to All That)
Beshty curated at Regen
Projects in summer 2010.

. “Base materialism” is a

concept developed by the
French theorist Georges
Bataille beginning in the

late 1920s as a rejoinder

to the kind of sublimated
materiality he perceived in
the surrealism championed
by André Breton. Bataille's
materialism is inseparable
from conceptual hierarchies
that would serve to frame and
direct the raw stuff of matter,
and is therefore counter to the
display methods of Beshty’s
Bases. See, for instance, “The
‘Old Mole’ and the Prefix

Sur in the Words Surhomme
and Surrealist” and “Base
Materialism and Gnosticism,”
in Georges Bataille, Visions
of Excess: Selected Writings,
1927-1939, ed. Allan Stoekl,
trans. Allan Stoekl, Carl R.
Lovitt, and Donald M. Leslie
Jr. (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1985).

. Walead Beshty, Selected

Correspondences, 2001-2010
(Bologna, Italy: Damiani,
2010), including essays by
Peter Eleey, Jason E. Smith,
and Eric Schwab. And Walead
Beshty, Natural Histories
(Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2011),
including essays by Suzanne
Hudson, Nicolas Bourriaud,
and an interview with the
artist by Bob Nickas. It
should also be noted that
PROCESSCOLORFIELD
included one additional
project involving the re-use
of published books. Getting
Maximum Winning Strength
Power Influence Anything
(Everything) Anyone! (2011)
filled two inlaid bookcases at
the back of Regen Projects
11 with a selection of several
dozen pop psychology titles,
most of which targeted

a business audience.

VOLUME 14 NUMBER 2 WINTER 2011 47



WALEAD BESHTY, Copper Surrogate (Table: designed by Florence Knoll, 1961; Regen Projects |1,
Los Angeles, California, July 17-August 21, 2010), 2011. POLISHED COPPER, 48 X 81 X 1 1/2 INs.
COURTESY REGEN PROJECTS, LOS ANGELES. © WALEAD BESHTY. PHOTO: BRIAN FORREST.
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8.

See David Joselit, Infinite
Regress: Marcel Duchamp,
1910-1941 (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1998).

. David Joselit, “Signal

Processing,” Artforum 49.10
(Summer 2011}, 360.

.Presumably written by Beshty,

but unsigned, as is Wikipedia's
convention, this page was
titled “ProcessColorField,”
modified on April 1, 2011, and
deleted later the same day. The
reason cited: “Not enough
context to identify article’s
subject” (http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/ProcessColorField).

. Leo Steinberg, “Other

Criteria,” Other Crileria:
Confrontations with Twentieth-
Century Art (London: Oxford
University Press, 1975), 55-91.

display in PROCESSCOLORFIELD emphasize
the manner in which Beshty's art enfolds the
forms and techniques of previous works in an
ongoing process of expansion.

The art historian David Joselit has written
most extensively and persuasively about the
networking aspect of Duchamp’s oeuvre.®
More recently, Joselit has turned his attention
to types of “signal processing” present in
contemporary painting, which also informs
the kind of exchange characteristic of Beshty's
work. Identifying a shared tendency in
painters including Thomas Eggerer, Guyton,
Jutta Koether, R. H. Quaytman, Amy Sillman,
and Cheyney Thompson, Joselit argues that
“the abstract gesture” for these artists has
shifted from “the production of information”
in earlier practices of the twentieth century to
“now [marking] the transfer of information.”

WALEAD BESHTY, Base for: Copper Surrogate (Table: designed by Florence Knoll, 1961; Regen Pag
11, Los Angeles, California, July 17-August 21, 2010), 2011. POWDER-COAT STEEL 45 1/4 % 20 X2
3/4 INCHES (114.9 X 73.7 X 73 CM); 4 X 32 I/4 X 33 1/2 INCHES (10.2 X 81.9 X 85.1 CM) PEDES
49 X 32 1/4 X 33 1/2 INCHES (10.2 X 81.9 X 85.1 CM) OVERALL. COURTESY REGEN PROJECTS, I
ANGELES, © WALEAD BESHTY. PHOTO: BRIAN FORREST.

That is, the “content” of their work, so to speak,
has become “the very texture of transmission."
While the meaning of transmission varies

in individual cases, from reflective screens

in Eggerer to digital interference patterns

in Quaytman, Joselit recognizes the forms

of abstraction in their work as consistently
operating in the interstices among other
nodes of information. Correspondingly, this
sense of artistic process as processing is equally
characteristic of Beshty's own modes of
production.

We might note, for instance, that
PROCESSCOLORFIELD invokes not only the
work of Duchamp; as his title suggests, Beshty
associates his large Curls with mid-century
color-field painting, as exemplified by Mark
Rothko or Morris Louis around the turn of
1960. Through more than mere appearance



and coincidence of title, this connection is
strengthened by the distribution of handouts
within the gallery of a short-lived Wikipedia
page that correlates 1950s painting and

color printing technologies.'® In addition, we
could look to the Surrogates as actualizing

(or even literalizing) what Leo Steinberg
identified in his iconic essay “Other Criteria”
as Robert Rauschenberg's flatbed working
surface. Instead of Rauschenberg’s Bed being
painted upon and affixed to the gallery wall,
in this case Beshty reorients a horizontal,
functional tabletop as vertical work of art.”
What is more, by their title, the Surrogates
also call to mind Allan McCollum’s numerous
groups of monochromes that he calls Plaster
Surrogates (1982—). Where McCollum'’s
works are produced by breaking down the
steps of their production (creating molds,
casting plaster, and applying enamel paint)
as stations along an assembly line, Beshty's
Surrogates address a soft labor characteristic
of both service economies and an age of
digitized information. Of the Fordist model of
production in McCollum'’s Plaster Surrogates,
it is important that his resulting objects do
not bear the physical traces of their making.
With Beshty's Surrogates, we get the inverse
effect: traces of the manual work performed
upon these tabletops registers upon their
surfaces as a process of touch, like so many
fingerprints upon a screen. Such processes
do not contribute to the material rendering
of the objects themselves, only their outer
appearance. Here the flatbed experiences
another twist. Not only a surface upon which
to operate, Beshty's Surrogates take on the
quality of a flatbed scanner, capturing work as
image, detached from the manufacture of its
physical support.

In and of themselves, such points of
reference might provide inroads for thinking
about the diverse group of works in this
accomplished exhibition, but, given a broader
view of Beshty's practice, the subjects | have
identified in PROCESSCOLORFIELD dissolve
into a larger field. The kind of inclusiveness
characteristic of his overall project is not
limited to amalgamating his own photograms,
working surfaces, book releases, and even
press releases into subsequent works of
art, but also to an ever-expanding reflection

upon the artistic output of twentieth-century
modernism.'* To properly grasp this relation-
ship, one must also consider his notable body
of written work.

Beshty's writing has been shaped around
a diverse cast of artists, locating in each a kind
of mutability with regard to larger currents in
contemporary art, and indeed what he says of
these others could equally be mirrored back
to his own art. An essay on Boris Mikhailov
in 2005, for instance, deftly glides past
any authoritative judgment of exploitation
concerning the Ukrainian photographer’s
methods, instead commending Mikhailov's
practice for the very fact that it raises such
questions of affect and ethics.” Similarly,

a piece on Wolfgang Tillmans from 2006
discusses the German artist by sidestepping
that which is specific to his photography

by instead distinguishing various calcified
tendencies that Tillmans avoids.™ A
discussion of photographer Annette Kelm
published last year directly praises her
work for “slipping easily into a multitude of
provisional patterns, ... embrac[ing] loose
formal associations, tenuous historical
linkages, and personal remembrances.”’

In effect, many of Beshty's conclusions
arrive at and ultimately celebrate the condition
of being unmoored. This is the case in what
might well be his most widely read piece of
writing, “Abstracting Photography,” posted
in October 2008 on the blog-cum-print-on-
demand-book Words Without Pictures (later
published by Aperture). His position reads as
follows:

All production—even “authorship”—is

comprised of myriad transit points and

competing forces which deceptively
assume the appearance of solidity. The
world we see from transitional spaces—
the world outside the window; the world
from the perspective of escalators,
people movers, monorails, and shopping
centres—has become an intellectual
bogeyman, a storage container for all
our alienations. These infrastructural
interstitial zones stand as compromised,
indeterminate way stations between
chimerical destinations. As an open field
they occupy the space of bare fact, which
we should approach with suspicion, but

12, For his 2009 show Production

(ve)

Stills, at Thomas Dane
Gallery in London, Beshty
incorporated the format of the
press release into his working
practice by creating a collage
of heroic couplets drawn
from eight years of previous
press releases. Reprinted

in Natural Histories, 111.

. In his most famous series,

entitled Case History
(1997-98), Mikhailoy
photographed homeless
persons on the streets of

the post-Soviet industrial

city of Kharkov, Ukraine.
Paid to pose for his camera,
Mikhailov captures these
subjects in various states of
undress and often reenacting
scenes from Christian
iconography. Walead Beshty,
“Toward an Empathic
Resistance: Boris Mikhailov's
Embodied Documents,”
Afterall 12 (Fall 2005), 81-88.

14. Walead Beshty, “Uncontained

i

Memory: Wolfgang Tillmans
at the Hammer Museum, Los
Angeles, and the Museum

of Contemporary Art,
Chicago,” Texte zur Kunst

64 (Dec 2006): 218-21.

. Walead Beshty, “Toward

a Minor Photography:
Annette Kelm's Discrete
Cosmologies,” Parkett 87
(October 2010), 162.

16.This quotation from Beshty's

“Abstracting Photography”
derives from the text initially
posted to Words Without
Pictures on October 16,

2008. The same passage is
rendered slightly differently
in later versions of this essay
published by the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art and
Aperture. In fact, precisely
the same words quoted above
appeared in a separate essay
by Beshty published in a
British catalog the previous
month of September 2008,
perhaps accounting for the
English spelling of “centre”

in “Abstracting Photography.”
See Walead Beshty, “Absolu
Avec Vache (And the Spectre
of the Gun),” in Material
Presence (London: Aldgate
Press, 2008), 36. A similar
argument appeared the year
before in Beshty, “Tell It Like
It Was (A Brief Note on the
Appropriation of Radicality),”
Art on Paper 11:3 (Jan/Feb
2007), 52—53. Indeed, as
Beshty explains in a footnote
to “Absolu Avec Vache": “This
essay is the fourth iteration of
a text published in revised and
varied forms beginning with a
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publication for the exhibition
‘Bunch Alliance and Dissolve’
(2006) organised by Public
Holiday projects, titled ‘A
white cow in a snow storm,’
and later re-edited, and
rewritten under the title ‘Glass
Frames’ for Dot Dot Dot,
‘Fenestration’ for the Institute
im Glas Pavillion” (37-38).
Most recently, Beshty has
commented in an interview
on this mode of recycling

his own text as follows: “All
artists, all producers for that
matter, [constantly refigure
their own past] in some form.
When | realized that I did

this in indirect ways, like

in this conversation when |
narrate the past, refine it, or
in lectures or studio visits,

it made sense to literalize

this process. If parts of past
ideas were playing into the
work, why not allow the

failed pieces, the false starts,
the dead ends, to materially
comprise the recent works?

I often do this with texts,
repurposing old fragments in
new essays. | published a text
that started out as “White Cow
in a Snowstorm’ under several
different titles and in different
configurations. Each version
becomes an index of what was
happening at the time—the
editor or editors I'm working
with, and the particular
restrictions on the text.”
Walead Beshty, “Open Source:
Walead Beshty in Conversa-
tion with Bob Nickas,” in
Natural Histories, 108.

17. The photographic series
described are, respectively:
Scenes from Tschaikowskis-
trasse 17 (2001-2006/08) and
Travel Pictures (2006/08);
American Passages (2001-);
Excursionist Views (2001/05);
and Island Flora (2005).

18.An important example of this
vectoral aspect of Beshty's art
is his FedEx series (2007-),
consisting of solid prisms
of shatter-proof glass made
to the exact specifications
of FedEx boxes. When
these arrive at their gallery
destinations (via FedEx), the
boxes show the spindly traces
of dings and bumps acquired
in transit. A variation of the
series involves copper boxes
to which postage markings
are directly attached.

19.Tim Griffin, “Compression,”
October 135 (Winter
2011): 7, IL.

20.Beshty, “Open Source,” 101.

21. Joselit, “Signal
Processing,” 360.

22. Beshty, “Open Source,” 103.

they are also unprocessed, and this has
potential.'®

| would extend Beshty's notion of the “open
field” described in his final sentence to the
larger currents of his own practice. We might
consider, for instance, the subjects he has
chosen for his camera-based photography
since 2001: a twice-discarded embassy in
Berlin, which previously served the former
Republic of Iraq in the former German
Democratic Republic; abandoned shopping
malls photographed in black-and-white, a
somber monochromatic nod to his earlier
training with Stephen Shore; side-by-side
stereoscopic
views shot day-for-night of depopulated
modernist housing developments;and
overgrown plant life thriving within the
discrete zones between intersecting freeways
in Los Angeles.”” Whether geographically,
socially, or geopolitically, each series manifests
a kind “interstitial zone" that we might in turn
read as the “way stations” in Beshty's open fields
of production. These are places in transition, just
not towards any particular end position.

Together with Beshty's sculpture and
camera-less photography, then, two interrelated
versions of open exchange present themselves
in his work. One, identified in his writing,
pertains to objects and sites with a liminal
identity. The other concerns the vectoral
quality of his art, referring both to its quality
of directing attention elsewhere and his works
that involve actual systems of transit." That is,
both in-between and on the move.

Taken in concert, these two aspects
of Beshty's artistic and critical practices
also correlate with a tendency in recent art
that Tim Griffin has characterized through
the metaphor of digital “compression.”
Discussing a diverse group of artists including
Pierre Huyghe, Paul McCarthy, Jeff Koons, and
Cory Arcangel, Griffin describes a condition in
which artistic strategies no longer represent
life (in the sense of distilling its experiences
into a separable form) nor seek to reveal its
frameworks of power (through techniques of
signification). For these contemporary artists,
Criffin argues, “representation of experience
becomes representation as experience.” By
“introducing] a degree of representation, or

of illusory space, into a situation where reality
apparently remains intact, [artists or curators]
summon memory while also ‘losing’ the
information the site would have seemed to
contain.” For Griffin, this amounts to a kind of
“compression” in which the addition of new
information to a situation overwrites (and,
thereby, reduces) its existing code. “The past,”
he writes, “obtains a place in the present, but
only as a kind of image, and at the cost (or
with the purpose) of its becoming detached
from historical grounding.”?

Indeed, this sense of loss typifies the
liminality and vectoral quality that courses
through Beshty's vast reservoir of historical
and theoretical citations, wherein no single
term or figure ever fully stabilizes to allow
for a consistent ideational framework to take
shape. From the various modes of processing
on display within PROCESSCOLORFIELD
alone, one observes a network of interpretive
approaches continually on the move. Itis a
network that finds coherency, ultimately, in
the condition of its own inclusiveness. As
the artist recently commented, “The studio
is often where things are collected together,
where | think through what I've done, but
| work everywhere and anywhere | can.
Sometimes it feels compulsive, but | feel like
every moment needs to be reframed within the
larger project of the work.”**

From such statements, the question
lingers of how one is to judge the openness
of Beshty’s practice. Joselit's account, for
one, regards the broadcast quality of the
painting he describes in “Signal Processing”
in a positive light. Noting his own difference
of opinion from Griffin, Joselit writes, “Tim
Griffin has recently asserted that a loss of
information occurs within contemporary art's
procedures of transmission—a loss that may
be understood as analogous to the selective
reduction of digital compression. Specifically
with regard to painting, however, | think there
has been a gain of information through
transmission: Significance is accumulated
through the reenactment and relocation of the
‘same’ image in different places and times."”

Beshty expresses a similar sentiment in
a recent interview, wherein he accounts for
the movement of art historical and theoretical
references in his work by stating, “I'm most




interested in how [artists’] ideas are intercon-
nected, in how artists influence one another,
borrow from one another, transform and
inflect each other's approaches.” For Beshty,
this communal dialogue amounts to his sense
that “ideas evolve as they circulate.”*

Returning to the work itself, however,
the experience of Beshty's art does not settle
comfortably to either side of the apparent
possibilities of accumulation-as-compression
and transmission-as-differentiation. There is
indeed a kind of historical groundlessness in
the artist’s world of referentiality that befits
the grand-scale loss described by Griffin. But
one also cannot help but see Beshty's myriad
output enacting the very kinds of distributive
operations we perform every day on digital
networks and through the mass transportation
of our bodies and our consumable products.
These aspects of his practice need not
amount to a zero sum game. To adopt
Griffin’s language, it is not Beshty's subjects
that are reduced through his production; the
compression in his practice takes place in his
objects themselves—in the nodes rather than
their endpoints. In contradistinction from
Fried's position on deduction in the art of the
early 1960s, Beshty's works distribute rather
than ingrain, and as such, must be addressed
through their networks. They speak, in fact,
to an emerging configuration in art critical
interpretation that has been recently identified
by Isabelle Graw.

In her 2010 book High Price: Art Between
the Market and Celebrity Culture, Graw
discusses a current shift in the relationship
between the financial capital of artworks and
what she calls “symbolic value” determined
by critics and historians. Rather than crudely
opposing these two kinds of value, the
author instead traces their correlation from
the nineteenth century to the present. She
finds that numerous historical cases exist
of artists such as Gustave Courbet who
cannily increased their own market value by
prompting favorable reception of influential
figures and positively tipping the old axes of
supply and demand for personal gain. This
relationship, she maintains, remained fairly
constant throughout the twentieth century.
The major change has occurred only since the
1980s, after which it has become possible to
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create both kinds of value within institutions
of the market alone.

As example of how such valuation now
occurs, Graw relates the following story
featuring the photographer Andreas Gursky.

In an interview with German news magazine

Der Spiegel,... Gursky himself attempted

to reinforce the art-historical references in

his project, thus (inadvertently) triggering

a kind of interpretational chain reaction. In

passing, he mentions a visit to a Caravaggio

exhibition, during which he realized that

in his new “pit-stop” pictures he had

unconsciously used “a similar kind of

lighting” to no lesser an artist than

Caravaggio. This comparison, which

blends artistic hubris and art-historical

cliché, immediately became standard fare
in articles on Gursky.... The mere mention
of this name, it seems, is today akin to
art-historical ennoblement.

To Graw's point, there is presently a distributive
framework of writing about art that is
maintained, if not required, by the demands

of the art world for artists who show in
multinational exhibitions, magazine reviews
that almost universally support work, museum
and gallery texts written on commission, new
institutions founded to promote contemporary
artists, and on, and on. In such a schema,
circulation itself becomes a criterion of
valuation.

This effect similarly corresponds to
Beshty's manifold material and textual
production. In PROCESSCOLORFIELD
alone, allusions to Duchamp, McCollum, and
color-field painting would seem to prompt
any number of short, comparative accounts
of Beshty's work. And while conducive to
the system of criticism described by Graw,
the citations in this show, in addition to his
many others, typically have no metaphoric
or metonymic connection to the larger
operations of his practice. That is, by its
referential nature, Beshty’s art has thrived
under the system described by Graw, but to
the detriment of grasping the actual nature
of its connectivity. Stated another way, the
network of interpretive formats provided by



the art world of late capitalism have readily
absorbed Besthy's art, while at the same time,
inhibiting the very assessment of its own net
of similar operations. In response, | have
sought to identify a twofold tendency in this
practice that functions through both external
vectors (of art historical forms, sociopolitical
subjects, bureaucratic systems of organization)
and their lack of fixity through techniques

of processing and reinscription. Unlike the
internalization of meaning described by Fried
nearly fifty years ago, the elements in Beshty's
art circulate but do not coalesce into stable
explanatory patterns. They instead point to a
different approach one must now take to the
task of interpretation itself.

It is a mainstay of modernity that
significant art stems from the artist going
forth into the world. In Besthy's art, this
manner of external being has become
constituent to his objects themselves, pushing
this very notion of arising from and existing
in the early twenty-first century to a point of
dispersing the intelligibility of the work of art.
One cannot locate in these individual objects a
distillation of enduring concerns. One cannot
parse their materiality. Instead they exist for
interpretation only within conditions located
in other sociopolitical formations and late
modern works of art. Beshty’s art nonetheless
remains utterly of our own historical moment,
presenting it to us as so many possibilities
leading to so many indecisions.
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