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WALEAD BESHTY PIECE BY PIECE 

BY JAN TUMLIR 

On first impression, Walead Beshty would appear to be one of 

those "artists who make 'pieces,'" as Ed Ruscha inscribed on the 

face of a 1976 painting-meaning, I assume, that he works on 

one thing after another. Aside from an abiding interest in the pho­

tographic medium, its particular history and its impact on history 

in general, the work evinces a restless, roving curiosity. Beshty 

is the active protagonist of some of his own earliest output, from 

the start of this century, which accordingly falls under the heading 

of "self-portraiture," but almost immediately he begins to retreat 

toward the pictorial margins and blind spots, finally disappearing 

altogether and ceding to what was formerly the background. Ensu­

ing works take in the landscape, architectural, and still-life genres, 

and touch on a wide range of topics, from the displacement of the 

public sphere by such things as planned communities and shop­

ping malls to the postcolonial realignment of the geopolitical power 

structure by corporate capital and telecommunications. More 

recently, it is the background of the background, the material 

substrate of the image as such, that has caught this artist's 

attention. Beshty's latest photographs are almost entirely 

abstract, verging on psychedelic; there is no referent available for 

us to ponder outside the technical means employed in their making. 

The earlier "pieces" do not exactly anticipate this more recent 

development in the sense of a narrative causality, but they do 

lend retroactive support. To grant these abstractions the sort of 

autonomy and distance from their particular historical context that 

are traditionally expected of abstract art would be to drastically 

foreshorten our access to a practice that is salient, rather, in its 

overall depth and density. If one takes the opposite approach and 

attempts to arrange the "pieces" into a meaningful whole, the 

results will perhaps remain tenuous, ramshackle, but that is the 

treatment that Beshty's work invites. It would be wrong to assume 

that just because he began by focusing his camera on himself, 

the subsequent turn toward the nonfigurative remains grounded 

in self and incrementally follows the involuted trajectory of a kind 
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