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Andreas Gursky's photograph Pyongyang
I depicts the Arirang Festival, an an-
nual celebration in honor of the birth-
day of North Korea’s late Communist
leader Kim Il-sung. The elaborate per-
formance, which takes place in a large
stadium, involves 50,000 gymnasts and
soldiers." From Gursky’s vantage point,
which is the same as that of spectators
seated high in the stadium, the perform-
ers are so small that they appear almost
as abstract forms rather than human
beings. Clad in vibrant shades of pink,
white, red, and blue, they create pat-
terns across the field, radiating out from
the purple and white model of the earth
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like spokes of a wheel. Large, garishly-
colored flowers, bordered by a swath of
white mountains, decorate the back wall
of the stadium. These simulated natural
forms visually echo the uniforms of the
performers who are lined up in neat
and precise rows across the field.
Pyongyang I (right), suggests a dialecti-
cal understanding of time and of histo-
ry. It captures the contrast between East
and West, the collision of communism
and capitalism, and the tension between
tradition and contemporaneity. The
spectacular nature of the Arirang Fes-
tival, which evokes the Rockettes or a
Hollywood movie musical, reminds us
that the phenomenon of globalization
brings about a certain cultural homoge-
neity. In this way, Pyongyang I seems to
demonstrate that our age is character-
ized by a conflicted, and as literary the-
orist Frederic Jameson has suggested,
schizophrenic, relationship to reality.”
The global network of capital, the rapid
development of new technologies, and
the proliferation of visual imagery have
created a fast-paced, instant world.
Consequently, it is no longer possible to

conceive of time as unfolding in a linear,
coherent trajectory. There is no sense of
a specific past or a potential future, but
only perpetual, never-ending present,
in which it is difficult, or even no longer
relevant, to distinguish between the real
and the fictional. This “spatialization” of
time, as Jameson termed it, represents
a significant shift in our understand-
ing of temporality and of our place in
the world. Jameson’s picture of post-
modern reality and time finds a visual
equivalent in the highly saturated colors
and seemingly infinite rows of perform-
ers in Gurksy’s digitally-enhanced im-
age, which is just slightly too perfect to
seem real. At the same time, Pyongyang
I hints at a concrete, everyday reality
that at first seems to be lost within the
vast lines of figures. Upon closer inspec-
tion, traces of specific details are visible
in the photograph: a shoelace, an indi-
vidual facial expression. The flowers
in the background, which seem to be
painted on the stadium wall, are created
by thousands of Korean schoolchildren
holding panels in the air, each square of
color melding together to form the im-
age of a blossom.

This essay considers the conflicted
and contradictory conception of time
embodied in Gursky’s Pyongyang I. Of
particular interest is how the photo-
graph pictures the relationship between
temporality and subjectivity, especially
in terms of how the individual relates
to society as a whole and to the longer
trajectory of history. For if on one hand,
Gursky’s photograph seems to picture
the spatialization of time, it simultane-
ously resists this idea by pointing to the
concrete and the particular. The work
of Omer Fast and Allan Sekula, which
raises similar questions concerning tem-
porality, subjectivity, and postmoder-
nity, provides a complement and also a
counterpoint to Gursky’s photographs.

It is fitting to begin this discussion with
Gursky’s work, for it does seem to visu-
alize, or suggest, the cultural conditions
that Jameson has identified as concomi-
tant with the economic state of postmo-
dernity. Among these are a decentering



of the subject, a schizophrenic conscious-
ness, and the onset of the hysterical sub-
lime.* Critical discussion of Gursky’s
photographs tends to focus on how his
work embodies aspects of contempo-
rary reality. * Alix Ohlin, for example,
has described Gursky’s work as depict-
ing the contemporary sublime, with the
overwhelming landscape of global capi-
tal and technology replacing the majes-
tic views of nature from the nineteenth
century.” Gursky’s photographs of stock
exchanges, vast retail spaces, and tower-
ing skyscrapers are totalizing views of a
world shaped by the globalization, tech-
nology, and capitalism. The highly satu-
rated colors, flawless surfaces, and large
scale of the images correspond to the pic-
ture of reality that he aims to convey. As
Gursky himself has said, he is interested
in “putting things in order, sort-
ing them out, until they become a
whole.” His desire to distill and or-
ganize visual information is taken to
an extreme in Pyongyang I Critic Matt
Lipiatt has noted that Pyongyang I is
“more Gursky than Gursky.” Recent
photographs, such as Bahrain I (2005)
and May Day V (2006), also exemplify
a tendency to create even larger-scale,
higher-impact images that are clearly
digitally manipulated.®

The nature of the temporality that is
represented in Gursky’s work also seems
to correspond with Frederic Jameson’s
theories. According to_ Jameson, major
cultural transformations, including glo-
balization, shifts in labor and modes of
production, and a proliferation of im-
agery, have led to an inability to con-
ceive of time in a continual and ordered
fashion. The subject is trapped in a per-
petual present, no longer able to com-
prehend their place in the trajectory of
history and unable to connect to a larger
story. Without a sense of the past and
of a concrete contemporary reality, it is
impossible to represent the present mo-
ment. This sense of temporal disjunction
causes an obsession with history and a
tendency towards pastiche and nostal-
gia, as exemplified in theatrics of the
visually overwhelming Arirang Festival,
which functions as a symbolic reminder
of a history that is slipping away. The
performance is a way of marking time,
of situating the nation in relation to its
history and to the larger story of the rise
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of Communism. The Hollywoodization
of the Festival, as well as Gursky’s use
of digital technology and the bold, slick
appearance of the image, is evidence of
the influence of Western capitalism and
globalization that Jameson cites as the
impetus for our culture’s obsession with
history.

Related to the spatialization of time
is Jameson’s concept of hyperspace,
which he defines as “the incapacity of
our minds, at least at present, to map
the great global multinational and de-
centered communicational network in

Andreas Gursky
Pyongyang |
2007
Chromogenic print, 307 x 215.5 cm
‘€ 2008 Andreas Gursky/Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/
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ABOVE & RIGHT: Omer Fast
Spielberg's List, 2003
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which we find ourselves caught as indi-
vidual subjects.”? Gurksy’s work depicts
the experience of the individual in the
hyperspace that Jameson describes. The
human figures in Gursky’s photographs,
from stockbrokers (Chicago Board of
Trade, 1999; Tokyo Stock Exchange, 1990)
to participants in a May Day celebra-
tion (May Day 1V, 2000), to the Pyong-
yang performers, are part of a vast sea
of humanity. Generally, these figures
are small and dispersed across the pic-
ture plane, and it is difficult, though not
always impossible, to discern their fea-
tures. They seem to occupy or act within
their environment, rather than to influ-
ence it. In the case of Pyongyang 1, the
figures become a part of the landscape.
In the perpetual present of hyperspace,
the subjects are at a loss to situate them-
selves spatially as well as temporally.
Gursky’s work, which in some ways
visually expresses Jameson’s theories
about time, subjectivity, and space, also
points to the individual and to the par-

ticular. At first glance, we comprehend
the group as a collective whole, but
upon closer inspection, we can make
out individual features: a shoelace, a
facial expression, clothing styles. Artist
and theorist Zanny Begg has noted that
groups in Gursky’s work correspond
with the definition of multitude, as de-
fined by Marxist philosopher Antonio
Negri; that is, Gursky’s images picture a
collective group comprised of individu-
als, each with their specific, particular
qualities (though, as we see in Pyongyang
I, these differences are less pronounced
in some images than in others)."" It is
true that Gursky’s work gives little in-

dication of how to resist or differentiate
oneself within the vast global network.
However, Pyongyang I does succeed in
picturing the tension between totality
and particularity and between the his-
torical past and the temporal vacuum
of hyperspace. Hints of small, specific
details allow us to imagine that the indi-
vidual is not entirely subsumed by the
overwhelming forces of globalization.
Like Gursky, Omer Fast is particularly
interested in how media culture has im-
pacted our understanding of time and
subjectivity. While Gursky’s work seems
to suggest that reality has taken on the
look of the unreal, Fast’s film explores
how media fictions interact with, and
even becomes a part of, our conceptions
of reality. For Spielberg’s List (2003), a 65-
minute, two-channel color video instal-
lation, Fast visited Krakow, the setting
of Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List
(1993), which chronicles the story of Os-
kar Schindler, the German industrialist
credited with saving 1,200 Jews during

the Holocaust. Fast interviewed Polish
extras from Schindler’s List and juxta-
posed the resulting footage with shots
of the set built for the film, located near
the remains of Plaszow, a German labor
camp. Memory and reality merge as
they narrate their experience of acting
out traumatic events, such as entering
the gas chambers. For those who had
lived through the Holocaust, the narra-
tion is not only a recounting of an acting
job, but also a retelling of their own life
experience. The split-screen format of
Spielberg’s List allows for a juxtaposition
of the interviews with shots of the labor
camp, further eroding the boundaries



between reality and fiction.

The explosion in popularity of his-
torical fiction films and novels such as
Schindler’s List seems to confirm Jame-
son’s claim that our age is fixated on
the past. Like Gursky’s work, Fast’s film
foregrounds the fact that in our own his-
torical moment, our memories and ideas
of history are constituted in and through
representation. If we cannot formulate
our own stories, we can look to Holly-
wood to supply us with a sense of histo-
ry. Today, tourists visit the Schindler’s List
film set. Once used to tell a story about
the past, the set itself has become a part
of history.

Fast’s focus on the experience of the
actors shows the other side of the story
that we do not see represented in Spiel-
berg’s film. While the seduction of Hol-
lywood encourages us to become ab-
sorbed in the storyline, Fast’s project
reminds us that this is a fictionalized ver-
sion of history. In Schindler’s List, time is
distilled in a dramatic and entertaining
story. This is not to say that there is no
value in Hollywood versions of history.
Rather, Fast’s work offers a counterpoint
to Schindler’s List. His project complicates
and nuances our understanding of the
past and the mechanisms that we use to
record it. Spielberg’s List, rather than sup-
porting Jameson’s notion that we have
lost all sense of history, conveys the cru-
cial role that stories play in the way that
we remember and represent the histori-
cal events. As historian Hayden White
has argued, history is a kind of perfor-
mance, a form of representation that
is structured by our sense of the imagi-
nary." White contends that narrative is a
powerful tool for shaping and ordering
the events of the past into meaningful
form. It is through stories that we come
to understand and vivify the past. The
weaving together of different stories in
Spielberg’s List, from the Hollywood ver-
sion to personal recollections, shows
how history itself is comprised of myriad
and overlapping narratives.

Like Gursky and Fast’s projects, Allan
Sekula’s photographs from the film set,
Titanic, raise questions about the way
that Hollywood influences our sense of
temporality. Sekula’s work, as differenti-
ated from that of Gursky and Fast, rep-
resents a concerted effort to resist and to
counter the idea that time has become

spatialized, that history has ended, and
that concrete reality no longer exists. His
photographs exemplify a different take
on the possibility (or impossibility) of
creating our own stories and histories.

In 1997, Sekula traveled to Popotla,
Mexico, to photograph the film set of
Titanic, the Hollywood blockbuster di-
rected by James Cameron. Popotla, just
across the United States border from
Baja, California, is a poor fishing vil-
lage with a tradition of mussel gathering.
Sekula’s contempt for Twentieth Centu-
ry Fox, the studio that financed Zitanic, is
evident in TITANIC’s wake, published in
Art Journal in 2001.” In his essay, Seku-
la paints the picture of a greedy movie
studio, which carelessly causes harm to
the ecology of the Popotla area and ex-
ploits the cheap labor of the local villag-
ers. The studio hired villagers as extras
to play the role of passengers thrown
from the massive vessel when it col-
lided with an iceberg in the icy waters
of the North Atlantic. The photographs
included with Sekula’s essay, similar to
the one illustrated here (p.19), highlight
the hidden side of the film’s production,
the labor that is not represented on the
Hollywood screen. Sekula’s focus on the
performance of work specific to the Po-
potla community lends a sense of partic-
ularity to his photographs that is absent
from Gursky’s and Fast’s. Juxtaposing
images of the film set with photographs
of local mussel-gatherers, Sekula draws a
contrast between the once-grandiose na-
ture of the 7itanicset and their quotidian
work. The laborious process of mussel-
gathering stands in contrast to the in-
stantaneous nature of life in our post-in-
dustrial world, and signifies the passage,
accumulation, and heaviness of time.

The visual strategy of juxtaposition
Sekula uses in TITANIC’s wake is crucial
to what he calls his critical realism:



Above: Allan Sekula

Titantic set and mussel gathers, Fopotla,
(diptyeh) From Dead Letter Office, 1957
© Allan Sekula, courtesy of the
Christopher Grimes Gallery

Sekula’s images of workers and of an
abandoned Titanic set exemplify his
brand of realism in that they set up a
contrast between the concrete reality of
labor and the simulated reality of Holly-
wood. Art historian Benjamin Buchloh
sees Sekula’s critical realism as an “alle-
gorical (re)construction of the possibili-
ty of understanding history in the age of
electronic media.” " Buchloh notes that
Sekula uses a variety of photographic
styles, from documentary photojour-
nalism to amateurish snapshot, in com-
bination with written texts in order to
reinforce the idea that images and text
are never fixed in meaning. Memory
can be recovered within a vast network
of text and image that mirrors, but also
seeks to reveal, the hidden relationships
that structure global capitalism. Sekula
works within the structures of contem-
porary existence in order to picture ev-
eryday actions and concrete realities.

TITANIC’s wake, along with Pyongyang
I and Spielberg’s List, reveal important

aspects of how we conceive of and rep-
resent temporality in an age when our
understanding of time, subjectivity, and
history is ambivalent. The dialectics at
play, the suggestions of totality and par-
ticularity, the real and the unreal, and
the historical and the present, commu-
nicate this ambivalency. These three
works demonstrate that a collective is
formed by individuals, that the particu-
larities of individual experience still ex-
ist, and that the past is still accessible.
They show us that amidst the networks
of information, the mountains of imag-
ery, the overwhelming new technolo-
gies, is everyday life: specific, particular,
and eminently real.
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