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traffic signage; one is shown tumbling backward and the 
other forward, with the title written at the base. Common 
clumsiness is thus immortalized.

Another Wood and Harrison approach is to carry out 
marathons of pointless activities. A 2013 work, 90 Degrees, 
began with a drawing in which 90 ruled lines fan out in 
increments of one degree from a corner of a rectangular sheet 
of paper; the activity was repeated three more times on three 
more sheets, from different corners, creating a full 360-degree 
representation and a record of hours of tedious labor.

Throughout their idiosyncratic work, the duo demon
strates Duchampian deadpan humor and adds even more 
nonsense, injecting human behavior into systematized envi
ronments. Perhaps the best example of this at von Bartha 
was the 16-minute film Erdkunde (Geography, 2015). It 
opens with Wood and Harrison sitting behind a table, 
ready to give a presentation. Through arrows they hold 
aloft, words appearing on a screen beside them, and their 
own gestures, the artists identify props they’re using and 
actions they’re carrying out. The camera zooms in on a film 
that begins playing on the nearby screen, and the action 
moves outdoors, where the artists appear again, indicat
ing, through gestures and captions, a cloud, a tree, a spade, 
as well as more nebulous concepts, like those of angles 
and days of the week. A further sequence shows groups 
of objects, among which certain superlative ones, such as 
“the straightest” (of several ties) or “the most singular” (a 
single among an assortment of vinyl LPs), are pointed out. 
In works like Erdkunde, Harrison and Wood take literality 
to the point of absurdity, illustrating how language is often 
inadequate to the task of describing life.

—Aoife Rosenmeyer

WARSAW

RADEK SZLAGA
L eto
For this exhibition of 19 paintings, all oil on canvas, Radek 
Szlaga, who lives primarily in Poland, continued his inves
tigation into the ways in which images are circulated and 
eventually repurposed. Here, he examined Joseph Conrad’s 
novella The Heart of Darkness (1902). The book has been 
interpreted in a range of ways—from a trenchant critique of 
colonialism to a reinscription of racist depictions of Africa— 
and has been utilized by others often, most notably in 
Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 film Apocalypse Now, in which 
Vietnam takes the place of Africa.

The exhibition title, “All the Brutes,” refers to the cryptic 
phrase “Exterminate all the brutes!” written by Conrad’s 
megalomaniac character Kurtz. Szlaga depicts the ivory 
trader in Kurtz (1), 2014, as a ghostly figure with a rubbed- 
out face. Wearing a white suit, he sits on a chair, flanked by 
guards holding tusks. Szlaga borrowed Kurtz’s imperious

pose from a colonial-era photograph. Indeed, Szlaga’s work 
often involves appropriation, sometimes of other artists’ 
styles. For instance, on one panel of the diptych All the 
Brutes (2015), he overlays the titular phrase in large, white, 
stenciled capital lettering suggestive of Christopher Wool’s 
work. (In fact, one of Wool’s best-known works is titled 
Apocalypse Now and includes lines from the film.)

Many of Szlaga’s paintings seem to employ Wool’s 
signature typeface, usually for political rather than ironic 
purposes. In the diptych The Horror, The Horror (2015), the 
well-known phrase uttered by Kurtz as he dies is set into both 
panels, as if we are looking at paintings within paintings. In 
one, two white men are painting the words. In the other a 
black man stands in front of the words, his gaze directed out 
of the canvas and into the distance. In an interview published 
in an accompanying book, Szlaga explains that his memories 
of seeing Wool’s work cannot be divorced from the museum 
security guards who were in his field of vision. The juxtaposi
tion of the two panels brings into focus the ongoing racial 
dynamics of museum staffing. Consider the parallels between 
the guard in this work—protecting million-dollar paintings— 
and the tusk-bearing guards protecting Kurtz.

The paintings here resituate images that are not only 
racially but also sexually charged. Cliche (2014) portrays a 
well-endowed black male sitting on an unmade bed. Based 
on a widely circulated image from the Internet, this work 
could suggest that the racism sometimes applied to Conrad’s 
conflation of Africa with darkness, savagery and unbridled 
sexuality has been reconstituted in today’s digital landscape. 
At the same time, the man confidently meets the viewer’s 
gaze. Szlaga has painted a little less than half of this hori
zontal canvas completely in grays, underscoring the blurred 
meaning. This style of mixing abstraction with representation 
appears in several other works.

Szlaga mobilizes maps of continents and nations, too.
For example, the painterly and provocative diptych Republics
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(Poland and Congo), 2015, shows the shapes of the two 
countries. (The Congo is widely considered to be the setting 
of The Heart of Darkness.) Szlaga’s pairing suggests parallels 
between the occupation of Poland by the Soviets and the 
colonization of the Congo by the French and the Belgians. 
At the same time, it brings into relief one key difference. 
Poland has itself been an aggressor in the past—in particu
lar, in its subjugation of countries such as Ukraine, Belarus 
and Lithuania. More recently, Poland’s new government 
staunchly refused to comply with European Union refugee 
quotas. Because of this, Szlaga’s drips and splatters of red all 
over the canvas take on an even more ominous quality.

—Alpesh Kantilal Patel

TOKYO

KAWAGUCHI KAZUYUKI
Photographers’ Gallery
The return of Okinawa to Japan in 1972 meant a rethink for 
photographers. The American bases remained, still spewing 
drunken soldiers and polluting aircraft, but they no longer 
seemed quite the revelation they had been for photographers 
like Tomatsu Shomei. Some photographers dug deeper into 
the bases’ nether regions, while others explored the “other” 
Ryukyu Islands, sites of archaic religious tradition and non- 
mechanized fishing and agriculture, tantalizing to ethnolo
gists and tourists alike.

Kawaguchi Kazuyuki’s photographs of Okinawa are inter
esting precisely because they are bland. Taken for the most 
part between 1976 and 1980, the 90 black-and-white images 
in Okinawa Genshikou (Okinawa Phantasmagoria), the book 
whose publication this exhibition commemorated, capture the 
beginning of the end of Okinawa’s role as a foil for mainland 
Japanese identity. Sure, you can find the stereotypes in these 
works: the black bullocks cooling themselves in the calm 
surf, the white sand and endless skies, the hearty scrub, the 
limestone walls, the old people with dark and craggy faces 
from the incessant sun, the locals fishing or waiting for ferries 
on listless “island time.” But there is not a single image of a 
military base or a soldier. Red light districts are not distin
guishable as such. There is only one shaman.

Some of the photographs don’t even read as “Okinawa,” 
which is presumably the point. There is a group of shots of 
Naha, the capital city, that are super drab, depicting empty 
lots with construction rubble, characterless concrete low-rises, 
extensive Japanese (rather than American) signage, and bar- 
lined alleys and shopping streets that look like they could be 
in any C-grade Japanese city.

The island of Miyako-jima is geographically closer to 
Taiwan than it is to Naha. Yet Kawaguchi’s images from 
the far-flung locale—one captures teenage boys in Japanese 
gakuran (black school uniforms) and tight “punch perms,” 
while a second shows younger boys in high white socks

Kawaguchi 
Kazuyuki: Untitled, 
1980, pigment print, 
8% inches square; at 
the Photographers’ 
Gallery.

running past a store with signs for Lotte chocolates—attest 
to just how much even Okinawa’s outlying regions had 
fallen, culturally and economically, under Tokyo’s sway, not 
10 years after the reversion.

In addition to a selection of photos from Okinawa 
Genshikou, Photographers’ Gallery exhibited archival materi
als relating to a watershed event in Okinawa art: “Nujun 
in Okinawa /  Yamato” (1979), a collaborative exhibition in 
Naha between members of Aman, Okinawa’s first artist-run 
photography gallery, and PUT, an important amateur pho
tography group from Tokyo. Well-known artists like Ishikawa 
Mao, Ishiuchi Miyako, Kitajima Keizo and Higa Toyomitsu 
participated in this show, as did novices like Kawaguchi. A 
side room at Photographers’ Gallery screened rare footage of 
the show being installed, shot by Osafune Tsunetoshi, another 
figure in the ’70s “independent photographers” movement.

The story of this movement (which got a surprising 
amount of coverage in last year’s survey “For a New World 
to Come: Experiments in Japanese Art and Photography, 
1968-1979,” shown in Houston and New York) is usually 
told from a Tokyo-centric perspective: inspired by the activi
ties of the likes of Provoke magazine (1968-69) and Mori- 
yama Daido, young photographers took it upon themselves 
to create their own exhibitions and publications, building 
networks of like-minded people across Japan. Kawaguchi 
lived in the city of Himeji, where he founded the collective 
Photo Street in 1977. He was instrumental in facilitating 
connections between practitioners in his home region and 
places like Osaka, Shizuoka and Tokyo.

Okinawa played a key part in this movement, as this 
exhibition indicated. It was a default destination for visitors in 
search of Japanese alterity. But as such, Kawaguchi suggests, it 
was also a “phantasm,” fast losing its power of difference.

—Ryan Holmberg
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