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Behind the Wheel with Henry Wessel

This restless ehronicler of the Amevican West was recently the subject
of shows in San Francisco, New York and Cologne,

enry Weasel has been hiving sslo shows regu-

larly om the Wesl Coast for over 20 vears, but
rarely amwhere else. The notable excepiion was
his first ose-person museus exhibibon, in 19093, at
ke Museum of Modern At in Mew York The next
miiseuin shiow, ot the Los Angelis Museum of Cos-
temparary Art, didn't come untll 1808, although
his wark had b2en & Bwiure in exhibiibans devobed
o Lhe western U8, Last winter ane eould take full
stock of Wessel's catpat through a survey an the
San Franciseo Mussam of Modern A, plgpvieched
by a small show af early wark at his longiime 5.F.
gallery, Rena Bransien. A& separate Weasel survey
appeared In Germany st Colognes Dbe Phofog-
raphische SammlungSE Stiung Kuliue, In New
Yok, Wessel exhibitbons were moanted ot two gal
leries, Charbes Cowles and Bobert Mann.

Wessel's incisive black-and-while pholegraphs take
as their subjects the bndseape, architestare and
pescpibe of the American Wisl. A lone mnger [or whim
salitary oad Erips are o mainstay, Wesse| came of age
with the postear decumentary phabagraphy move-
ment &, as coe o mine anists [eatared in the impos
fard 1075 exhibition “New Topographies: Photograghs
of thi Man-Aliered Landseape” al the Geange East.

Saa Freselses, Callfornin, (972, 115 by & inches,
Saa Fronciroe Musean of Waders Ari.

BY MELISSA E. FELDMAN

man House in Rochester, bedpod defing it That odi.
hition marked a shift in landseape photngraphy from
bestlfic imapes of umialsied natwre, in the masner of
Ansa] Adsme and Fdward Weston, to casual or clinkeal
pleteres of the lndscapes including its manmade ele-
mients by the Hkes of Robert Adanis, Bernd and Hilla
Becher, anid Stephen Shore, photographers who were
indebried to Walker Evans and Robert Frank, rather
than Ansel Adams and Weston

At 16 by 20 imches, Wessel's favored print size is
old-sehood, buat the strpped-down style, desdpan
appeoach and offbeat, vemacular subject matter ane
entirely eomtempeorary. Consider, for example, this
palring from the museum survey: & couple of large
huzz-cut, egg-shaped shruba in Sam Framsisen, Oali-
Joende (1972) and the equally absurd image (Son
Frawcisoo, Califorrie, 1979) of & balding gentleman
dressed for the offies in a dark busisess suis; B the
shingha, he fills the frame. Seen from behind, this well-
dressed gentleman incongrously stanils en the besch
Thess images possess the comblnation of comsedy
and comtesnplation, strikdng graphics and mysterious
subtext, formality and oddpess that ghes Wessel's
work Ma ditinetive look Alse paradodcal e how
camvineingly real Wessel's ecoentrically framed, fm-
geprlooking subjects appear, the result of his practios
ol werespoalig his film and then under-developing it
ta achieve 4 elarity of detsil and tonal range rivaling
that of the naked e,

Some of Wessel's most stunning pletures are his
minimalist landscapes. One of the first is N Sersey
{1967, in which onby a pair of by headbights and
a line of receding telephone poles indernupt & b
shamg gray sky. Such stark, uninflecied scenes appear
apain and sgals throughout his career, as in Afidsesl
(L1060 and Sen Praweizso (1900), which made a nice
sot 2t SFMOMA. In the San Franelseo picbare, the ity
slyline on the distant horizen is nearly as crisp as the
encpanse of ok and rubbde that fills the foregnound,

Frequently in Wessel's phodos, telephone poles,
traffle Hghts or palon trees Intersect with slanting
eloptrieal wires, strip malls snd msd markings, usu-
ally agalnst platlmam skies or Heached-oul pavement.
The resulting composlibons are angular and &on-
strui sl [n archifectural shudies sueh & Las Aege-
fes CLOTA) and Fhesow, Arisora (1973), mbleentury
michelliv-| st Bocusing beoosnes & widle-os-white sudy
of layered e, pabtem wad spacs.

In his tendency to serialize subjects, both banal
and sublime, and in bis sicippeddous sile and Wy,
deadpan lone, Wessel nibbles af the edges of cone
ceptualist practice. Mowhere i this more appareni
thar in his abstract architecfural eompositions and
minimalist landscapes. I comemporaries sisch ns
Ed Buscha amd Lewis Baltz are more systematic and
idea-driven in their approsch, clearly they and Wes-
gl alike were strack by the West's landscapes and
roadside developments, with thelr manifest seial and
epwvironmertal implications,

Sam Framelsen, Califorsde, F973, .!.ﬂiq']'ﬂ'?imr-l.
Sow Francisee Mrasum of Woders A

Wessel's |andscapes of the 1960 and “7(s also
parallel other artistie investigstiors of the day, such
a8 Dan Graham's “Homes for America” (1066-67],
which depicts houses a5 hard-edged shstracion or
minimallst sculpture. And in northern Californis,
whera Wessel bas kong resided, phote-realist Robert
Bechtle palnted urhan scenes that could slmost be
haradmade, more compositionally balanced versions
of Wessel's ploteres. Dviving was integral 1o all these
artists for the wnlque perspective it gave: roads cut-
ting through swaths of open country, the moniteny
ol ihe highway and repetitions huusiug tracia. The
LA -based Ruseha, for instance, got the ldea 1o phido-
graph gas stalions aleng Rowle 66 Tor his firsl artisis
bvisk, Thowwlgreis Cavoling Saticns (1062), dusing his
[l drivess bk homee 1o (bdaboma.

rraed in a row oll three modesi-gized galleries,

Lhie SFMOBLY exhibiion consisled of B ralh-
or depsely hung workcs that included the artist’s
mome recend fomys into eolor and bigger primt sioe.
The first room focused on the stark black-and.
white landscapes and dosbled ns & travelogue of
the New Jersey nativm's cross-coantry road frips—
at beast 16 between 96T and 1071 —from rursl
Pennsylvania, where be lived Briefly after attopd-
ing Penn State, to the Midwest, the Seuthwest,
Wow Mexics and Callformla. where he uliimately
settled In the San Francizco Bay Area in 1071, The
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Hemry Weasel: New Jerson JRET, 18 Dy 29 ivchea Dourtesy Charies Corles (eellemy, Seir Pk, AT moriky, salesd efiersrlee sedind, gelanie siloer prinds.

N, A4 IM95, frem the <Mght Waik” serfes. 29 by 29 inckes. Cowrtrsy Rewa Braasten Gablery, San Francisos,




It’s the combination

of comedy and
contemplation, striking
graphics and mysterious
subtext, formality and
oddness that gives
Wessel's work

its distinctive look.

ahwrw besging with Boalsiary, Prinsyiveria {1067],
a shol of a parked pickup bruck pudnted] awy rom
Lhir e towwanrd & visti of Tl il enilless
apongy vegeladin, The beaulilfol manatony of this
rural landscape saggests whit would soom stiract
Vsl to the West and its desierts.

Like: Baliz amd Lee Friedlonder, Wessel is inter
wsbed m the awkamnd inkerae: between mature and
the bailt enviroromend, Bud be avoids those artisls’
srrinus, often bleak mien, instead hitling theatrel
high rotes that border on the vaadevillian o, af the
ather extreme, the Brechtien, In Avizown (1968), 0
Trked flunmescent strectlamp—ihe only wertical in
the sdherwise flak termn-—siands lonely & a cloud
aned lowely as a Dan Flavin sculpéure, In another
Southwesiem image, Mesoe, Arizoeo (1074), gani
oichs. threaten to overtake the umgalow parily con-
cexled behind theme Temrism, a b-prodoct of the
namre‘culiure issue, B another of Wessel's recurming
siwhjocts, In the sarrenlistic Lake Lowise, Orrada
(LG4), the imposing. srowy mouniain range in the
1o half forms an wnlikely beckdrog te the haibers in
the arcaded pool area halow,

The photographs of people frm the late "0 {0
o [AB that dominate the s=cond mom of the s
vy siem more laid-back, perbags due to the influ-
anee of Giarry Winogrand, Wessels friend und, afler
Winogrand's mine to Los Angeles in [ATH, oacasionad
working companion. In Wewice, Caljfornia | 1000)
O el iy’ fuzpres (e et in acloppy human
piskcbrenrl; in Wirdkiks Heach, Howai {1075]; people
af mll mges jug o [numge in bathisg smis

Moving from the ol doors o nterior gucs, Vibsssd
photogrmphs n poung woman wagped @ oatowed and
hint. over, Diegies-like, o Bloeeclry hier largg hair [fese

Mo IG, 2002, from D “Las Fegas® sarivs sAramogenie priuf,
9 by Y dnches, Cowrleay Kewe Broosten ooy

(¥rizams, 1042); & youmng girl seen from
b Tying Face ap on 2 bed talking
on the phone in a pose that = remd-
piscent. of Cimdy Sherman's “Undithed
Film Stills" (Hilliarsbury, Fogpimie,
19ETF: amal & nudee reslining on a bid, 0
pllass heded ugp bo ey mouth aeed stripod
pilkows draged agaimst her torse cov-
ermg everything excepd ber Famrah
Fawertt hair and gread ks (untithed,
L1082}, The woman's pose and the |
clashingly patterned sheots, facky &= @
curtains and wall hanging give this 0 0
pictare, and & few others like it, | ©
a seamy, Nan Goldinesque feeling,
Intent on objectifing his often selitary
awerts, however, Weasel, unkike Gokl-
i, assbdweusly svokds makdng eye oo
taet with them. The pesple in ki pho-
i are abways too i vy, of wearing
sunglasses, or seen from behlod, or
ghot with thelr faees cropped out—
e FUME b & WAy i Cover
i Bacess {Bakrr floack, 1987,

Thee final romn of the ehear focmsed
o architectural work from the kst L6
yesars, including the Clhachmons: “Beal
Fetate® pletures and some reoent Lis
Vepas hodel mberlors, along with an
achromologheally Installed amatter-
ing of curbebde vews of himes and &
ciniple nfhndatapﬁﬂ'mmmugh-
ot ks career. A
ihe “Night Walks" serles {lﬂﬂﬁ-ﬁ-},
nightilsee atwds of subudsn hiees
illussinabes] snly by existing lighting
{streset anid porch lights, a lamp vis-
fobe throagzh & wiisdbow, ete. ) that sug
gest the wewpalnt of some predstory
stalker. Slightly larger in sze (30 by 24 inches) than
i his cwstom, this series wdds new depth fo Wessel's
ongoirg study of Hght and archilecturs, By comtrass,
ihe “mug shats™ of 40 modest bomes archived in the
“Heal Esiate® serfes (1900-31; 7 by 10 nches sach)
haee little o add bo his cbeeesion with the vermacular,
besides cobor and a raiher hackreyed presentation in
a grid. Meardw, a fiow 2i0-by-24-inch color primts from
ihex “Las Vepas" series included & glitgy hotel sorridor
(Ve 1) that s something of an optleal
izl ard & besa suocessisl interbor shot
af a tacky wedding chapel (Vo I7) light-
Iy &akew and topped by 8 Auoeeseant-
ke oedling fisctime, The: unchanscbersthe
Informaliey amd felgned amatesarishness
of these imoyges can ooly be explained o
enqressaoes of Lhieir ersatz subjects. Some
earlier works are alss plague] by visual
elichis, smseh ax Seulhers Colifornie
(L), i view of o blond Beguand e in
stimglivszaes in fnonl of an apartment baikd:
gt naumienl Qi s

The recent color photographs folt
tcked on o the pest of the show. Perhips,
rather than groaping them 3l & the end,
it. might have been bedter to integrate
them throughout the exhibibon with kan-

diied] ixaeler works, such i e of seedy
or kitzehw Interiore. Thess Hnkages, n

turn, might have given the oddkball (and

S Fraselsea, J999, 16 by 20 inchea Dourtesy Renn Bronales Dallirg.

{inpinled, [958, 16 by 29 bnches mmmm

simitimes hese sseesdul) images that pepper the
seleilion more pumpes, Yeb & the midst of b conic
subjeets and endaring themes, some of these noa
serpaiturs—suidh s the dissming porimil of 2 woeran
in & hikini {Hérka, 1978), which & wnusual in s pey
chologicn] frankoesz ard wwaicted smsuality—show
s sches and undold depils of his oenme Inchesion
of Ehese: inages nod oply eariched o sense of his wrk,
bt alsn kept the edhdbition from becoming too predics-
uhle, While ahsorbing elements of Conerpinsl ar,
Minimealism and greomesric abstraction, Wessel's work
is chsist {0 the docamentary esthetic, &0 pecopding
whal Lo Friedlander calls “the American soal land-
seap” Pat at the sume tioe i remains true to Wessel
himss, {m his exgperience as a transpland to the Wesl, a
lomer and & maverick. (|
Ty Wesmal: Plodsgrrapibe” sy i v ml e St P
rizcn Wusenan of Moderw Arf (e Sedpe BEL A sepa
Fofely comcaived suresy oF Pesaly soovk seoe sl [Ny
Photegraphivchs SommivepSE Situng Kl Colsges,
ey (Mol By &1 Owmoiding waih Bexe ackabrbons
o memvoireyy o Wi, editod dy Mooy Zonder awa il
s By St X Pl o Crenrgy fnaladel, Ans e oo
runkifiabed by Steiel! and btk memeuma Bewn S G
feryy in San Fromoison mosrl @ o of sk ey sk
ok LA Feh, 23] Selo erlibstisns were ol o plew i Now
Tork b Cheerler Cossber Gty fan, #-Foke 7T ol Eabevt
v ipllery [ulan, Jo-Fel, MO0

Author: Bafiass B Pfdwome i 2 aviler and imtpendenl
pivrlor bas’ o e Sar Freaciesse Say Ao
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