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Huebler uses photos, text
to tease the imagination

By Hunter Drohojowska

. n the mid-'60s, the work of minimalist
painters and sculptors was gaining a position of
dominance in the art world, and the pure, formal
aesthetic of artists such as Carl Andre, Donald Judd
and Sol Lewitt reigned supreme. At that time,
Douglas Huebler was living and teaching college in
Bradford, Mass., making just those sorts of minimal
sculptures. In 1968, however, Huebler abandonced
the pursuit of pure form for the path of content.

“The world is full of objects, more or less
interesting; I do not wish to add any more,”" he
declared. That statement became the rallying cry of
the Conceptual art movement, of which he isa
founder.

Huebler works as much with a viewer's
imagination as with the sensc of perception. He
often combines photographs and text, using those
media we most believe to be “true’” — the printed
word and the objective photographic reproduction
— and juxtaposes them in a way that forces us to
doubt the statement’s veracity.

Huebler, along with John Baldessari and Michacl
Asher, forms therhub of a very important group of
Concceptual artists who've taught for years at
California Institute of the Arts in Valencia and gone
practically unnoticed in the Los Angeles art world.

Huebler, for example, has shown regularly at the
Leo Castelli Gallery in New York since 1970, but
here, he has had only one show, an installation at the
L.A. County Museum of Art in 1979. Now, critic and

artist James Hugunin has organized a survey of 17
pieces of his work, from 1968 to 1984, at L.A. Center
for Photographic Studies.

Huebler, 59, was reached by phone at his
summer home in Cape Cod, and he explained the
transition in his work from sculpture to
conceptualizations of physical and social space: It
was here, actually, that I began making the
scparation {from object-making. I was frustrated and 1
started to see the map as a conceptual model. If I say
I'm on Wilshire Boulevard, I conceptualize that
verbal information. Looking at a map, you
existentially locate yourself. Sculpture has to do
with location in space, the object representing
onesclf on or in the space, reflecting off the
environment. I began doing conceptual work
because sculpture.was architecturally dependent.
Minimal form depended on reflecting the gallery or
room. | was out in the woods here and I began to see
that any minimal object would lose power without
that architectural ambiance. My choice was to
become more aggressive in scale or color and I didn't
want to compete with nature.”

So Huebler began creating sculptures that
existed in language — that would ncver be
constructed but would express in writing his idcas of
manipulating space. “I imagined making a linc
across the entire United States which would be
known only through language,” Hucbler said. “'I
could use language to change the perception of very
simple images. Every statement would be true but
every statement would gencratc a different
conceptual life of the image.”

The photographs documented mostly public
space — strects and parks — taken at random,
without any effort toward “‘artistic’ composition.
By juxtaposing these with texts that contradict the
visual image, Hucbler ““deconstructs’ the viewer's
preconceptions about the meaning of both, what
might be true or what might be falsc. Just two ycars
after his breakthrough, however, Huebler was
frustrated to find a number of other artists working in
this area, using photo-documentation and text. To
scparate himsclf from the crowd and declare an
enduring intcrest, he stated in 1970 that, for the rest
of his lifctime, he would “photographically

document, to the extent of my capacity, the
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Huebler's sense of play shines

through in his piece centering around a
reproduction of a 17th century painting of e e 7
*Judith Beheading Hofofernes."” '

existence of everyonce alive.™

Hucbler explained. “'It's an activity that allows
me te do something impossible as well as comment
on my mortality and the mortality of the people 1
photographed. It gave me a working umbrella. The
layering and deconstructing of appearances through
photography scparated me from those doing photo-
documentation.”

This project also reveals the wit and sensc of play
that characterize Huebler's work. For instance, a
reproduction of the graphic 17th century painting
“Judith Beheading Hofofernes™ by Artemesia
Gentilleschi is juxtaposed with a sheet of more than
90 “*hcad shots™ of people on the street and a text

* claiming, “‘at lcast three people in the 20th century
whom the artist . . . would very likely choose as
modcls for her representation of a 6th century B.C
cvent, if she were to paint it today.™

Not only docs the picce move back and forth in
time through photography and text, it offers
possibilitics for the viewer's imagination. “It’s as
though I'm standing next to you as the viewer and
saying, ‘Let’s look at the world and imagine the
possibilitics.” It's to create a sense of wonder,
speculation. These are important qualitics for me, so
.onc will think about what onc is looking at. It creates
a fresh way of looking at the world.”

A critic recently wrote that Huebler “teases us
into an exertion of our imagination in order to
determine a more complex order than that initially
apprchended.” Huebler offers mundane photos and
text to point out other ways of thinking about the
world, to refresh our experience.

A picce from 1976 consists of a photograph of a
convicted murderer who had been cluding the FBI
for 17 years. The companion piece featurcs a grid of
99 black-and-white photographs, each reduced to
onc inch in size. Hucbler's text states the purpose is

_ to demonsgrate Thqw A‘rﬂgl‘d_,mighl be passing in the

B2 gtaipht w ptigy o tp jmaging how I\i might Tod2 ¥~
years latcr.” i R s

Two years later, Huebler was cxcited to hear —
crroncously, it turned out — that the convict was no
longer wanted by the FBI. After talking about it with
producer/director Roger Corman, he thought,
““Maybe I'll write a screenplay in which a conceptual
artist captures a criminal by imagining how he looks
17 years later.” This screenplay idea manifested
itsclf as a series of story boards, illustrated narratives
in a scries he titled “Crocodilé Tears.” e

AtULACPS, these photographs, texts and
aphorisms arc combined in humorous tales of the
interrefationship between art and life.

Said Hucbler, ““I wanted to express myself
through thoughts and forms other than traditional
painting and sculpturc. I'll use anything, but it’s in
an assemblage, an extended collage of imagery with
text, not a self-contained object where the truth is
within. It's more like the truth is across. Since the
demise of Modernism, which is when I began doing
conceptual work, I've been convinced that jt's
nccessary for artists to devise their own subject
matter. There is no given subject I'm interested in,
the way Christianity was a given subject . . . because
there was an ideological commitment on the part of
the public. I've decided to devise my own subject
with these fictions and then ‘illustrate’ them the way
Michelangelo illustrated the ‘Last Judgment.” I could
create the thing I want to give representation to.”
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