CHRISTOPHER WOOL

PART II

GRAY TURNS TO PINK OR HIS 2IST CENTURY, MUCH OF IT IN TEXAS
TEXT BY RICHARD HELL
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Previous spread: Christopher Wool, Untjtled, 2018, oil and silkscreen on paper, 44 x 30 inches (111.8 x 76.2 cm)

: Christopher Wool, Untitled, 2015, enamel and silkscreen ink on linen, 108 x 78 inches (274.3 x 198.1 cm)

This page, all images: Christopher Wool, selections from Road, 2017
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It took me a couple of years to fully appreciate
Wool’s notorious early black-and-white paint-
roller and stencil-figure pattern paintings and giant
panels of black-enamel-letter stencilings on white-
painted aluminum spelling such phrases as RUN
DOG RUN. When I encountered them in the mid-
‘90s, ten years after he’d begun making them, I
was innocent of recent painting. But I soon came
to love them. They looked flat, like street signs or
graffiti, and seemed preconceived—the act of paint-
ing them was apparently a formality once they were
planned—and the graphic content was minimal.
They felt aggressive but impassive and intelligent,
while also often funny on levels. Wool made them
for fifteen years. One might have assumed that this
was his fundamental aesthetic. Then, around the
turn of the century, he started making big, com-
plex, black/white and gray, smeared and whorled
and spray-paint-looped canvases that were partly
about improvisation and largely about sophisti-
cated composition—"“the gray paintings.” As time
goes on, things become less black and white.

The paintings of the first two or three decades
of Wool’s career had a particular, consistent, unu-
sual quality, by my lights: they were uncanny.
Almost all of them were black/white/gray; they
seemed to eschew the sense of a human hand pro-
ducing them. Even the smeary and graffiti-esque,
highly elaborated gray paintings often used as their
ground, or even their entire content, silk-screened
photos of previous gray paintings, and after all, the
reduction of all color to black and white and gray is
not exactly humanistic, so to speak (though there’s
always been humor in every period of Wool’s
work). To me the paintings felt as if they’d simply
appeared—like the writing on the wall, or like the
world before you know anything about it—rather
than painted by a person in time, despite the drips
and the layering.

I have to tell this story about a trippy twist on
the experience of seeing that Wool enabled for me.
For a year across 2006-07 I visited his studio every
week to work with him at a computer monitor on a
set of images we were creating together to make a
book. In the process I was more and more humbled
by his visual sense, the way he seemed to always
know what looked interesting. I'd thought that the
concept of a “visual person” was sloppy and goofy,
like being a “feelings person” or an Aquarian or
the beneficiary of “crystal power” or something.
Being visual, I thought, was just a matter of edu-
cated taste. But Christopher had something extra,
something innate, it seemed.

Then, one late afternoon, returning home from
working with him, I was walking through Tomp-
kins Square Park in the East Village when the con-
tents of my field of vision suddenly lost all meaning.
There was no signification to anything before my
eyes, just pattern and shape. A tree wasn't a tree,
it was a shape, and a building wasn’t a building, it
was a pattern. Dimensionality was changed too,
flattened, or made unnoticed, and color also dimin-
ished in effect. It was thrilling but also frightening.
It was uncanny. It only lasted for a few seconds, but
I felt like maybe this kind of seeing was part of what
comprised a “visual person,” and that maybe it was
in Christopher’s repertoire and helped explain his
abilities. (The other paintings I've noticed remind-
ing me of that walk in the park are Cézanne’s. It’s
as if he wasn’t painting what he knew was there,
but rather painting what he saw sans any influ-
ence of previously acquired information about it:
it’s not an apple, it’s an area occurring in his field
of vision.)
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A strange sidebar semisupport of this occurred
in an interview I recorded with Christopher in
advance of something I was writing. He said of
his painting, “You could almost say I'm picturing
something in a nightmare, or a dream. . .. You
know how nightmares can be so unbelievably pow-
erful without really being about anything? Some-
times I have these terrible nightmares and [ wake
up and Charline asks, ‘Well, what were you dream-
ing?’ And I was sitting in the park and there was
something—it was the scariest thing that ever could
have happened. But nothing happened.”

In the first years of the new century Wool began
making the gray paintings, and he continued
focusing on those up through the planning of his
2013-14 Guggenheim Museum retrospective in
New York. In the mid-aughts he spent a period in
Marfa, Texas, as an artist in residence at the Chinati
Foundation, the complex of exhibition and instal-
lation spaces created there by Donald Judd, which
opened to the public in the *80s. Wool liked the
environment. His wonderful-painter wife, Char-
line von Heyl, scored a residency too, and soon they
decided to buy a house on the outskirts of town.
So by 2010 they were spending a large part of the
year in Texas. They continue to divide their time
between New York and Marfa.

Wool started organizing the Guggenheim exhi-
bition with curator Katherine Brinson in 2011. Dur-
ing that period he also made his first large bronze
sculpture. It was finished just in time to be installed
in front of the museum for the show. He continues
to make sculpture; to date he’s created ten large
ones, two smaller, editioned works, and a piece in
found barbed wire. The large sculptures are rem-
iniscent of some of his canvases of loose spray-
painted loops, but they were suggested to him by
the lengths of discarded wire common in ranch
country. The sculptures began as fencing wire
that he bent and twisted into loose bundly shapes,
though he was always conceiving of them as much
larger pieces.

Qddly and probably not really relevantly, my
mother had always picked up odd pieces of
wire—often coat hangers—on the streets of Chi-
cago. When I was first at Chinati I found a piece
of wire that looked exactly like my drawing line
only better and I thought it was funny to take
this baroque piece of wire off the Judd land-
scape, so [ sent it to my mother. As I started to
find more pieces of wire that were like drawn
line, I started saving them, for no particular rea-
son. It was only years later that it dawned on me
that these flattened balls of wire could be recon-
figured in a three-dimensional way.

The most recent part is realizing how impor-
tant scale and setting are to sculpture—as
opposed to the usual situation around painting.
This led to the notion of designing sculpture
for a specific environment—Marfa—and install-
ing pieces around the property so I could try to
see how these issues might work in situ. In the
*70s, sculptors, especially so-called modernist
sculptors, were making work with the idea that
what was important was internal formal dynam-
ics; they tended to ignore setting or environ-
ment. And this came to be known derogatorily
as plop sculpture for the seemingly casual way
the sculptures looked once installed, often in
urban plazas. With works like T7lted ArcRichard
Serra and other sculptors of his generation spe-
cifically addressed the environment around the
sculpture as part of the work, calling this idea
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This page, all images: Christopher Wool, selections from Yard, 2018

site specificity, where sculptures didn't exist as
full works if they were removed from the spe-
cific site itself. And the appeal of thinking and
working this way is pretty obvious, but much
more complicated to actually accomplish than
it sounds. Tilted Arc [on display in downtown
Manhattan from 1981 to 1989, when complaints
by some users of the site led to the work’s forced
removal] was just blocks from my Chinatown
loft and it really was a brilliant piece.

But—the construction of the sculptures. . . .
It’s not what I consider a great way of work-
ing, making something small and blowing it
up. And in the past, until you could do it dig-
itally, as things got larger they got more and
more rounded at the edges and less and less
detailed because you were basically doing it
the Renaissance way, with a little thing mov-
ing here connected to a little bigger thing mov-
ing there, a rough mechanical enlargement. But
now it can be done digitally with almost no loss
of detail, which brings it back to a kind of hand-
made feeling. I left all the welds so you can see
the process of assembly, and that, to me, is a lot
like looking at a silk-screen painting where you
can see thatit’s handmade but it’s a mechanical
hand. I really didn’t want them to look mechan-
ically enlarged. And by leaving the welds and
dispensing with patina, there’s really no way of
seeing that they came from something small,
which I think is important.

They do tend to be quite flat, as much relief
as sculpture. I've had trouble learning to work
in three dimensions. They don’t stand up when
they’re flat so there’s incentive to make them
three-dimensional. I'm still a beginner. I'm a
painter making sculptures, that’s clear.

Personally, I love best the way the sculp-
tures look in the wide-open Texas spaces, with-
out any busyness crowding them or their inter-
nal view-framing. In the stolid glory of the Texas
plains, they’re like funny tumbleweed, or doo-
dles grown up, looming in droll homage like the
landscape’s benevolent imps of the perverse, or
its jesters.

Early in my Marfa visits, pretty much contem-
poraneously with finding the wire, I had this
strong notion that all the space and openness
in Texas was kind of an ideal environment for
sculpture. Just in the sense that sculpture is
so much more physical than painting, and the
landscape and access to material were almost
calling for this. And that’s when [ started taking
pictures of things in the area that were sculp-
tural, in a sense, without actually being art. Or
at least not until [ might have designated them
as art. These photos—basically notes on sculp-
ture—became the book Westtexaspsychosculp-
ture [2017]. I took those photos over eight years
before I put them together in a book. By then I
had discovered what I could do with the wire
and had opened that can of worms.

The Texas photographs and the artist’s books
in which they’re collected have things in com-
mon with, but are also strikingly different from,
Wool’s prior photo books, such as Absent with-
out Leave (1993) and East Broadway Breakdown
(2003). East Broadway Breakdown was in part a
tribute to Wool’s New York of the '80s and ’9os.
All the pictures were taken at night in the indus-
trial/derelict neighborhood between his studio




and his apartment. They're grainy and cloudy but
high contrast, black and white—all his photos have
been black and white—and he shot them with flash
without even looking through the viewfinder, then
printed them via drugstore development services
(though he adjusted for contrast in Photoshop after-
ward). There are no people in the pictures—just
streets, puddles, garbage, buildings, fencing, bat-
tered cars, stains, and poles, reflecting flashbulb
light at night. A stray dog or cat here and there.
(Absent Without Leave s similar in approach and
technique, but was shot on Wool’s travels overseas.)

The Texas photos are also all exteriors and
devoid of people, but they were deliberately framed
with a digital camera in bright sunlight and then
computer adjusted for clarity and emphasis with
meticulous care. They're radiantly crisp and sub-
tle. As Wool said, his original motive was to con-
ceive his choice of the clutter, debris, stackage, and
storage around the small town of Marfa as sculp-
ture, rather as Martin Kippenberger treated stray
objects and specialized structures as buildings in
his 1988 photo book Psychobuildings, or as Rob-
ert Smithson imagined industrial landscapes as
sculpture. Another of Christopher’s Texas photo
books, Yard (2018), combines images, as if doubly
exposed, from the Westtexaspsychosculpture pic-
tures and manipulates their tones to make intri-
cate compositions. A third, Road (2017), is all pho-
tos of rutted, winding, rocky West Texas desert and
mountain roads, and a fourth, Swamp (2019), com-
bines pictures, as in Yard, but uses a wider variety
of them and also adds a rust-brown color to areas
of each image. These large books, with much white
space per page to isolate the photos, are formatted
and printed to the acknowledged highest stand-
ards, whereas his earlier books were done carefully
but within a statement of values that downplayed
classical “quality” picture-taking and printing. All
the pictures in Absent without Leave, for instance,
were photocopied for publication, degrading them
extremely.

Wool has also completed about forty large paint-
ings in the last five or six years, as well as a series
of smaller ones on paper and in oil paint, which
medium is a radical departure for him, as is these
works’ variety of mostly pastel colors, an outbreak
of tint that may be an even greater departure. The
large paintings are vintage Wool, but also, to me,
seem done with a lighter touch than before. There’s
humor: drips go sideways; a series uses arrange-
ments of silk-screened typography that are then
blotted and overpainted in a way that feels ele-
gantly playful; Wool secretly includes his own
profile in a silk-screened blot. If these paintings
are less austere and impassive than his first cou-
ple of decades of paintings, the multicolored oil
paintings on paper are positively sensuous. As is
common with him, the papers underlying the oil
paintings are silk-screens (of previous paintings)
and etchings of his. The oil imagery is also recog-
nizably Wool in its line, technique, and aesthetic,
but newly warm and lush. There’s a little of the way
Philip Guston handled paint in his later, cartoony,
pink and gray works, though there’s no figuration
in the Wools—they're strictly abstract compositions,
strong and lovely oil abstractions.

So this twenty-first-century middle period of
Wool’s is distinguished by a turn toward concen-
trating on deep composition, and toward the more
warm and amused and serene—in contrast to the
austere, aggressive, often gridlike appearance of
much of his earlier work—without any loss in power
or level of interest.
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All artwork © Christopher Wool;



