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Christian Berger

This article discusses the concepts of document and documentation in Douglas Huebler’s
(1924–1997) work of the late 1960s in order to assess the role of referentiality and subject
matter within conceptualism more broadly. It examines the complex form and function of
documents in his Location Pieces and establishes documentation as the zone of encounter
between an artistic concept, proposal, or system, and the outside world. Focusing on the
essential role of photographic images in his pieces affords new analysis of Huebler’s
practice. Central to that practice was the tension between the photograph as an allegedly
neutral document – an idea deeply rooted in the history of photographic discourse – and its
critical as well as aesthetic potential.
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In his Location, Duration, and Variable Pieces, which Douglas Huebler (1924–1997)
began making in the late 1960s, the artist combined short written statements with
other materials, most often maps and photographs. The statements usually contained
a description of a structure or system devised by Huebler, which would be communicated through markings on maps and photographs the artist had taken. Huebler presented this type of work for the ﬁrst time in Douglas Huebler: November 1968, a booklet
on which he worked with the exhibition organizer Seth Siegelaub (1941–2013) and that
functioned as a “one-man exhibition” of his art in printed form.1 This publication
marked Huebler’s departure from his minimalist sculptural work of the mid-1960s
and deﬁned a new direction in his art; it also marked his emergence as one of the
founding ﬁgures of Conceptual Art in the United States. In a statement placed at the
beginning of the book, Huebler referred to his work as “sculpture”: “The existence
of each sculpture is documented by its documentation. The documentation takes the
form of photographs, maps, drawings and descriptive language.”2 Sculpture as a
medium then stood at the center of contemporary debates about an expanded
notion of artistic work.3 Yet it would be hard to conceive of most pieces in November
1968 as sculpture in any traditional sense. Huebler’s trajectory from sculpture to
systems and “so-called ‘conceptual’ works” becomes apparent in his statement for
the catalog of January 5–31, 1969, a landmark Conceptual Art exhibition in which Siegelaub presented Huebler’s works together with those by Robert Barry (b. 1936),
Joseph Kosuth (b. 1945), and Lawrence Weiner (b. 1942).4 Huebler concluded:
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Because the work is beyond direct perceptual experience, awareness of the
work depends on a system of documentation. The documentation takes
the form of photographs, maps, drawings and descriptive language.5
The artist repeated this last sentence verbatim from November 1968. This demonstrates
that Huebler’s concept of documentation remained essentially the same during the formative period between 1968 and 1969, when his conceptualist practice took full shape.
In both statements, he deﬁned it as a collection of individual documents in various
media, but only in the later version did he refer to it as a “system.” The signiﬁcance
of this concept within his practice will be addressed below.
Throughout November 1968, the term “documentation” is highly signiﬁcant: all illustrations of his sculptures are labeled as such within captions. The same applies for
the catalog of January 5–31, 1969, to which every artist contributed four pages: one
page with a list of works followed by two illustrated pages then followed by a statement.6 Huebler is the only artist whose illustrations are listed as “documentation.”
This underlines the importance the concept held for him. His use, however, is not
as straightforward as one might expect, compared to common notions of it in relation
to the art of the 1960s and 1970s in general and to Conceptualism in particular. There,
documentation is commonly understood, in the words of British curator and critic
Lawrence Alloway (1926–1990), as what “distributes and makes consultable the
work of art that is inaccessible … or ephemeral.”7 During this period, artistic practices
departed from the notion of the self-sufﬁcient, stable, and ﬁnished art object presented
on the walls of a gallery space. Instead, artists preferred to employ performative,
process-based, and/or “conceptual” strategies. Documentation, often by means of photographs, was considered to be “crucial to the exposure (if not to the making) of practically every manifestation” of such art.8 Photographic documentation could serve the
“expedient recordmaking [sic] purposes”9 of these art forms and “establish [their] past
existence.”10
Huebler was probably the Conceptual artist for whom documentation was the
most essential. It was very important not only as an artistic strategy, but as a term
he actively employed to characterize his practice. He repeatedly came back to it in
his interviews and statements from 1969 and after. Even if some literature has acknowledged this importance, the subject has not been studied comprehensively.11 This article
aims to ﬁll this gap and seeks to analyze the complex form and function of “documentation” as both a strategy and a category, and of “documents” as individual components
of that documentation within Huebler’s work of the late 1960s. As the role of photography seems crucial in that context, it will speciﬁcally focus on the photograph as document through an analysis of three individual photo-text works discussed by the artist in
terms of “document” and “documentation.”
Within conceptualism, documentation cannot always be distinguished clearly
from the work of art itself. Apart from this “crux of documentation,” this article
also discusses the potential of documentation as a strategy for Huebler. By pointing
to the world outside, his maps and photographs let aspects of everyday life and the recipient’s experience of it into the work – a possibility he openly embraced. Looking at
how he used documentation will therefore allow for a more nuanced understanding of
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North American Conceptual art, which is too often understood only in terms of its rigorously analytic and reductionist tendency. The way he referred to photographs as documents will be interpreted in light of earlier precedents and identiﬁed as a strategy to
overcome their fetishization as aesthetic objects – a strategy that nevertheless did not
reject the medium’s artistic and critical potential as such. His involvement with the
theory and history of the photographic medium complicates the question of how Conceptualist practices took their departure from Modernist models.
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The Crux of Documentation
Four of the 15 works listed in November 1968 are referred to as “proposals.” In his statement, Huebler wrote: “The proposed pieces do not differ from the other pieces as idea,
but do differ to the extent of their material substance.”12 In these cases, documentation
therefore cannot be understood as a recording of something that has already taken
place. Yet a similar openness regarding the concept of documentation is already intrinsic to the way Huebler set up several of the other works in November 1968, which he
referred to as “site sculpture projects” in the annotated drawings in the booklet. Essential for the majority of them are maps onto which Huebler drew geometric shapes that
indicate locations at which markers could be placed or small amounts of material manipulated. In some cases, these maps are combined with photographs. Boston –
New York Exchange Shape (Figure 1), perhaps the best-known piece within the
booklet, is a good example. For this work, Huebler drew a hexagonal shape on maps

Figure 1. Douglas Huebler, Boston – New York Exchange Shape, from November 1968 (New York: Seth Siegelaub,
1968). © 2016 Estate of Douglas Huebler / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery,
New York.

Downloaded by [USC University of Southern California] at 11:20 20 August 2017

Douglas Huebler and the Photographic Document

213

Figure 1. Continued

of downtown Boston and midtown Manhattan. In November 1968, reproductions of
the marked and annotated maps on one page are followed by a double-page spread
at the centerfold of the booklet with four photographs on the left and a reproduced
standard letter page with typewritten text on the right. This text lists the 12 places
located at the vertices of the two hexagons on the maps and explains that:
A 1′′ diameter self-sticking paper was placed at each site as a “Marker.” Each
site was photographed at the time the marker was placed with no attempt
made for a more or less interesting or picturesque representation of the
location.13
Of the 12 photographs, only four are reproduced, each with a letter indicating the site
where they were taken.14 The drawings on the map perform a dual function: not only
do they serve as means of presentation for the recipient, but also, as curator and art
historian Anne Rorimer noted, they represent a “method for the creation of form.”15
This shows a complexity of documentation in Huebler’s work that exceeds his speciﬁc
case and is characteristic of many conceptualist practices.
Art historian Alexander Alberro has pointed to the connections between documentation, presentation, historical validation, and the “boundaries of a Conceptual
artwork” as well as to Conceptual artists’ awareness of these issues.16 And indeed,
thinking about documentation seems almost inevitable in the context of a “dematerialized” art practice that questioned the status of the art object in its traditional sense.17
Parallel to “The Crux of Minimalism” that art historian Hal Foster discussed in The
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Figure 1. Continued

Return of the Real, artist and visual theorist Johanna Drucker has identiﬁed “The Crux
of Conceptualism” in its “subtracting [of] all production values from the work of art”
as both a continuation of and a break with Modernist art.18 While the questioning of
the privileged status of the art object and its aesthetic contemplation challenged Modernist models and values, the reductionist tendency that could be linked with such an
approach continued the Modernist quest for purity and self-referentiality.19 For
Drucker, the “separation of idea and material as the central premise and strategy of
conceptualism calls the nature of ‘idea’ into question. It inquires into where the idea
resides in a work of art.”20 In Huebler’s and other cases, this separation of material
and idea is maintained through the categorization of all kinds of plans, texts, photographs, and other material entities as documentation that is set apart from the work
of art. To speak of a “crux of documentation” in that sense means that on the one
hand, documentation as a category could serve as a means to maintain the purity of
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the idea, but on the other hand, these documents – images, plans, texts, or diagrams –
almost inevitably introduced aspects to the work that underscored that purity.
Huebler’s art consciously acted upon these notions.
By using actual maps for Boston – New York Exchange Shape and other pieces,
Huebler based his work on abstractions of the world around him and his viewers.
And even while these maps do not provide a “ﬁeld of perceptual and textual detail”
like the photographs do, they point to different topographical characteristics of the
two cities and the experience of a person navigating them.21 The superimposed geometrical shapes stress the abstract two-dimensionality of the maps. While the
hexagon partly corresponds with the grid structure of Manhattan, it appears to be a
completely alien element when superimposed over downtown Boston’s irregular
street system. The choice of the two places furthermore connects New York, the
center of the contemporary art world where Huebler’s work was presented, with the
capital of Massachusetts, the state in which he lived while he was teaching at Bradford
Junior College until the mid-1970s – a juxtaposition that has been discussed as a
relation between center and periphery.22 The two maps therefore demonstrate the potential of documentation to introduce aspects of reality, everyday life, and the sociopolitical into the work. This becomes even clearer in the photographs that depict
street corners and sidewalks in both cities. Huebler described their role as follows:
The photographs were not really meant to be good photographs of an interesting place. They just happened to be where the place was that I’d already
located on a map before I went in the ﬁrst place. … And there’s no proof
that when you get there you’re pointing your camera or putting that
marker on the exact spot, which is of course part of the point too. … So
what it ﬁnally comes back to is the idea of these locations, the idea of the
system, and that demands language.23
With this explanation, the artist plays down the photographs’ importance. He stresses
their determination by the sketch on the map, the system, and the idea – the latter two
being conceived in, and articulated through, language. Characterizing his use of
systems, he further explains:
I set up a system, and the system can catch a part of what is happening –
what’s going on in the world – an appearance in the world, and suspend
that appearance itself at any given instant from being important, you
know, being what the work is about. The work is about the system. The
system is not proof of anything either, except that you can set up almost
any series, you see, and reach into anything that’s going on.24
According to Huebler’s characterization of his practice, the systems he set up acted as
devices to collect external events or appearances – but those appearances are then
denied any importance, the work being “about the system.” However, these systems
in themselves mattered to him just as little, except as a way to prove the possibility
of such a strategy. This concept of a system that is established to set things in
motion resembles the claim of Sol LeWitt (1928–2007), one of Huebler’s
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contemporaries, from his seminal “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967), in which he
also stressed the irrational dimension of conceptual work.25 In his later “Sentences on
Conceptual Art” (1969), LeWitt linked this intuitive or irrational aspect of Conceptual
work to experience.26 This connection between the generation of a seemingly pointless
system and the possibility of producing an experience is another parallel between
LeWitt and Huebler, who wanted his art to exemplify a way of looking at the world
and of “conceptualiz[ing] our experience” of it.27 Reasoning about what his art was
or could be, Huebler argued in 1969:
If you can call art anything, you can call it a way whereby you can try to ﬁgure
out what things are all about. … And I guess I will call that art, you know …
to try to ﬁgure out how to be signiﬁcantly alive in the world.28
This phenomenological – rather than purely intellectual or thought-based – approach
is key to the understanding of Huebler’s art and distinguishes it from the preoccupation
with analytic philosophy that was fundamental for other early Conceptual artists such
as Kosuth or the members of the group Art & Language.29 By allowing “referenc[e] to
worldly matters … back into art,” Huebler exempliﬁes a broader, more open, and heterogeneous model of Conceptualism right at the core of North American Conceptual
Art.30

The Tradition of the Photographic Document
In several statements that were published after January 5–31, 1969, Huebler focused on
the photographs and their role as documents in his work. This emphasis corresponds
with a parallel shift in his practice, where the combination of text and photographic
images became the dominant structure of his work far into his career.31 In these statements, Huebler rejected any notion of aesthetic quality or authorial subjectivity for his
photographs. In an interview for the catalog of Prospect 69, an early Conceptual Art exhibition that took place in September–October 1969 at Kunsthalle Düsseldorf,
Germany, he explained:
I use the camera as a “dumb” copying device that only serves to document
whatever phenomena appear before it through the conditions set by a
system. No “aesthetic” choices are possible. Other people often make the
photographs. It makes no difference.32
He thereby drew a clear distinction between his art and the “conceptual cul-de-sac”
that art historian Abigail Solomon-Godeau diagnosed in contemporaneous art photography, with its insistence on originality and subjectivity.33 Moreover, Huebler distanced
himself from the formalism privileged by Modernist art criticism, following the lead of
inﬂuential American art critic Clement Greenberg (1909–1994), and developed an alternative to “eyesight alone.”34 Huebler’s statements distinguished between actual
visual experience (in the world) and isolated, formalist contemplation of an
artwork.35 His practice did not result in a general “elimination of visuality” or “suppression of the beholder” – two often cited notions that art historian Benjamin
Buchloh and Charles Harrison, long-time editor of the journal Art-Language, used
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to characterize Conceptual Art as a whole.36 Yet labeling the photographs in his pieces
as “documents” served Huebler as a key strategy to underline the secondary importance
of a visual dimension within his art. Another statement, also from 1969, demonstrates
this succinctly: “The photographs in this case are absolute documents because they
don’t show anything pictorially interesting.”37
This understanding of photographs as “absolute documents” resonates surprisingly closely with the prevalent understanding of photography in the ﬁrst decades of
the medium’s existence in the nineteenth century, when “all photography was [regarded as] documentation.”38 Towards the end of that century, however, this understanding began to be challenged. Around the same time, the term
“documentary photography” was introduced to characterize this particular approach to the medium.39 In 1888, Albert Londe (1858–1917), most famous for
his work as a medical photographer in the Salpetrière Hospital in Paris, included
a chapter on “Documentary Photography” in his book La photographie moderne.
He deﬁned it as “all the applications where photography is nothing more than a
faithful copyist, absolutely exact.”40 For him, this was not just an aspect or a speciﬁc
form of photography, but stood at the core of the medium in general. In his introduction, Londe praised photography’s crucial value to the natural sciences, as “the
indispensable auxiliary in all the sciences where documentary precision is
necessary.”41
Londe also asserted photography’s value as “a mine of documents for artists.”42
This seems irritating at ﬁrst, but can be explained by looking at the practice of
Eugène Atget (1857–1926), another important early practitioner of the medium.
Seen as a founding ﬁgure of Modernist photography soon after his death, Atget sold
his systematically assembled photographs of buildings, landscapes, animals, or
ﬂowers during his lifetime also as “documents for artists.”43 Art historian Molly
Nesbit’s further analysis of that notion leads to the concise observation: “A document
was a picture that had a job to perform.”44 It did not necessarily have to be a photograph, but an easily readable image and rich in detail; aesthetic considerations were
of secondary importance.45 Similarly, when Huebler referred to the photographic
document in his statements, he argued for its subordination under a function (“the
camera … only serves to document whatever phenomena appear for it through
the conditions set by a system”). Therefore, “no ‘aesthetic’ choices are possible” and
the photographs are “not really meant to be good photographs of an interesting
place.”46
Huebler further elaborated on these issues in Location Piece #2, New York City –
Seattle, Washington (1969, Figure 2), which was published as a multiple in 1970 as
part of Artists and Photographs, a box set of artists’ editions produced by Multiples,
Inc., a project launched by art dealer Marian Goodman before she opened her
gallery. As Lawrence Alloway made clear in his accompanying essay, the project’s
aim was to explore the relevance of photography in conceptualist, performative, and
process-oriented artistic practices.47 This context makes the piece and Huebler’s accompanying statements especially relevant for a discussion of the photographic document in his art. Location Piece #2 consists of a square envelope containing 19 printed
cards. The signed and dated artist’s statement for the piece is printed directly on the
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Figure 2. Douglas Huebler, Location Piece #2, New York City – Seattle, Washington, 1969, from Artists and Photographs (New York: Multiples, Inc. and Colorcraft, 1970). © 2016 Estate of Douglas Huebler / Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.

envelope, while one of the cards carries another typewritten statement with Huebler’s
signature. In this second statement, the artist considered the role that “appearance” or
visual experience played in his art in general. The middle paragraph reads:

Douglas Huebler and the Photographic Document
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My work is concerned with determining the form of art when the role traditionally played by visual experience is mitigated or eliminated. In a number
of works I have done so by ﬁrst bringing “appearance” into the foreground of
the piece and then suspending the visual experience of it by having it actually
function as a document that exists to serve as a structural part of a conceptual
system. The systems used are random or logical sets of numbers, aspects of
time, or propositions in language and the “documents” of appearance are
photographs that have been made with the camera used as a duplicating
device whose operator makes no “aesthetic” decisions.48
In that statement, Huebler’s pursuit of an art that would not have appearance, visual
experience, or aesthetic decisions at its core is again linked with the notion of a
system on which the visual elements would depend. The term he chose to express
this subordinate character of the visual elements, i.e. the photographs, is again “document.” However, in stark contrast to the earlier understanding of the photograph as a
document with actual use value, an objective image of reality that is able to deliver fact,
in Huebler’s case the documents seem to depict only meaningless appearances. But, as a
closer look at Location Piece #2 and other works demonstrates, Huebler performed in
his pieces a highly sophisticated investigation into photographic meaning. The statement on the envelope reads:
In New York and Seattle an area was arbitrarily selected within which a
person in each city photographed places that he, or she, felt could be characterized as being (1) “frightening” (2) “erotic” (3) “transcendent” (4)
“passive” (5) “fevered” and (6) “mufﬂed.” Within each area each person
made two entirely different sets of six photographs after which all four sets
were sent to a third person (the artist) with no information that would
make it possible to key any one of the photographs with any of the words
originally speciﬁed. The four sets (24 photographs) were then scrambled altogether and 12 of these arbitrarily selected for this piece; to those were added
4 photographs that had not been made to characterize any kind of place. 16
photographs, a Xerox map of New York and another of Seattle join with this
statement to constitute the form of this piece.
Similar to Boston – New York Exchange Shape, two cards show excerpts of city maps
from the two cities, in this case New York and Seattle. On each of them, an area has
been marked with a circle. On the New York map, one easily recognizes the lower
part of Manhattan below 49th Street, surrounded by the Hudson and the East River,
with the very tip of the peninsula being cropped and some of the adjacent boroughs
of New York and cities in New Jersey being visible at the margins. The circle encompasses a section from 25th Street to Franklin Street, with Washington Square Park at its
center. For Seattle, an area between Lake Union to the West and Lake Washington to
the East has been chosen, with the mark encompassing Mont Lake, Capitol Hill, parts
of the Madrona neighborhood, and the 230-acre Washington Park Arboretum. The 16
other cards each carry a black and white photograph.
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In his characteristic way, Huebler has created a complex system involving multiple
agents and media. However, he immediately subverts this system through the introduction of various chance operations. In effect, the viewer or recipient is confronted with a
set of 16 photographs without any additional clues concerning their creators, the depicted locations, or the attributes that, according to the statement, would have motivated some of their creation. Without any keys, the images seem at ﬁrst to “collate an
aleatory collection of signiﬁers.”49
Still, a person familiar with both cities might be able to identify a few of the given
locations. The person Huebler asked for the photographs of Seattle must have taken a
signiﬁcant number of them walking through the parks. The round brick tower on one
image (Figure 2, third row, second from right) is recognizable as the Volunteer Park
Water Tower. In another picture (second row, ﬁrst from left), one can see the Japanese
Garden at the south end of the Washington Park Arboretum. The small bridge built out
of bricks (fourth row, ﬁrst from left) is the Arboretum Bridge a bit further north in the
same park. And the motorway bridges next to a meadow (second row, second from
left) are very likely the ramps connected to State Route 520 that were part of a controversial plan to build an expressway that would cut through Washington Park. On May
4, 1969, several thousand citizens marched through the park in protest against the
plan.50 Therefore, the ramps – and by extension also the park – were not just recognizable locations, but were also sites of contemporary political controversy. As for the
other pictures, it is doubtful whether a quiet street, like the one with the tall tree on
the left (second row, ﬁrst from right), or the white wooden house (fourth row,
second from left) would be imaginable in Manhattan. But this does not mean that
this photograph depicts a place in Seattle, as the statement mentions four photographs
that were added by the artist without indication of their respective sites. Actually, the
ﬁrst of these photographs was taken across the street from Huebler’s house in Bradford,
and the second could also very well be from New England.51 Other pictures, especially
the ones with close-range views, are less easily identiﬁable. But those that show scenes
in a park might well belong to the Seattle set – and one can also make guesses about
which of the street scenes look as if they might have been taken in New York.
Generally speaking, the pictures in Location Piece #2 are therefore not just “empty
images … that could have been taken in no matter what city,” as other authors have
described them.52 A greater uncertainty arises when one tries to link the six rather evocative terms from the beginning of the statement to the set of photographs: could the
garden be called “transcendent”? And what would be “mufﬂed”? The reading of the
piece here becomes a playful exercise that nonetheless invites more general questions
about how meaning is invoked or derived from images and how powerful captions
can be to the understanding and interpretation of photographs.53 In his statement
for the catalogue of Sonsbeek ‘71, an international exhibition of mainly site-speciﬁc
and audio-visual works that took place in the Dutch city of Arnhem in 1971,
Huebler himself declared “the fabrication of meaning” rather than the “‘product’ of
art” as the main issue of his work.54 Such inquiries into the production or attribution
of meaning were essential for conceptualist practices.55 At the same time, this line of
thought builds on a rich tradition in the theory of photography. In the years
between the two World Wars, writers such as German playwright Bertolt Brecht
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(1898–1956) insisted that “the simple ‘reproduction of reality’ says less than ever about
that reality.”56 Referring to Brecht’s remark, which is rooted within a Marxist perspective, philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892–1940) argued that “[a]t this point the caption
must step in.”57 A more contemporary reference would be the interest in sign systems
within structuralist thought, as exempliﬁed by Roland Barthes’ (1915–1980) essay “The
Photographic Message” (1961), in which the French philosopher and semiologist analyzed the processes of signiﬁcation involved in the reading of photographs as well
as in the relationship between image and text.58
Location Piece #2 makes explicit the “arbitrarily constructed relationships between
language and appearances,” in words that Huebler later used to characterize concerns
he believed were essential to all his work.59 His strategy was perhaps most aptly described by artist Mike Kelley (1954–2012), his former student at the California Institute
of Arts in Valencia, where Huebler taught and served as Dean between 1976 and 1988:
There is an image, quite typically a quite mundane and recognizable one, accompanied by text which one would expect would elaborate on, or explain,
the image. It does not do so. Instead, in Huebler’s terms, the text “collides” or
“dances” with the image.60
While the relationship between text (or system) and image (or documentation) in
Boston – New York Exchange Shape is deconstructed mainly in terms of localization, Location Piece #2 raises the question of meaning in relation to text and photographs. Employing photography and language as “co-dependent representational systems,”
Huebler demonstrates, in Rorimer’s words, “how language tends to dominate phenomena and foster stereotypical thought.”61
By exposing the limitations of linking verbal attributes to photographs, Location
Piece #2 advances a critique of the role of text or commentary more than of the photographic image. The artist actively performs a playful and complex investigation into
photographic meaning, or the attribution thereof, as well as the relationship between
text and image—two aspects that have a rich tradition in the history of photographic
discourse.

Huebler’s Photographic Strategies
In February 1969, Huebler created his Location Piece #5, Massachusetts – New
Hampshire (Figure 3). The statement explains:
On February 7, ten photographs were made of snow lying 12 feet from the
edge of Interstate Highway 495 in both Massachusetts and New Hampshire.
Each photograph was made at an interval of every 5 miles; of every 5 yards; or
of every 5 feet; or of a variable combination of all those intervals. Ten photographs and this statement constitute the form of this piece.
As the intervals can be random, the last part of the description takes the whole system
to the absurd. It is revealing to read how Huebler linked his strategy for the piece to the
way he shot the photographs:
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Figure 3. Douglas Huebler, Location Piece #5, Massachusetts – New Hampshire, 1969, from Klaus Honnef,
Douglas Huebler, exhibition catalog (Münster: Westfälischer Kunstverein, 1972). © 2016 Estate of Douglas
Huebler / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.

I set up a system that was to shoot the snow on the side of the highway – this
was up in Massachusetts and New Hampshire in the middle of the winter,
February – to shoot straight down at the snow, so there’s no pictorial
aspect. Shooting straight down at the snow, every ﬁve miles, as registered
on the car. Actually, it was a forty-ﬁve degree angle to the snow, but essentially not pictorial. And it could have been, and maybe it was, every ﬁve yards,
or maybe it was every ﬁve feet, or maybe it was every ﬁve miles, you see.62
Huebler’s main point was that he wanted his photographs to be “not pictorial.” In
order to achieve that aim, he employed a speciﬁc compositional strategy by pointing
the camera at a certain angle towards the ground. As a result, the black and white photographs show nothing except different arrays of snow that are unevenly spread beside
the road, perhaps pushed aside and piled by a snowplow. While the snowscapes do not
conform to established modes of landscape depiction, they are not unpleasant to look
at, as the uneven arrangements allow for a subtle play of light and shade to emerge on
the surfaces. Because comparative motifs are excluded, it is difﬁcult to grasp the dimensions of the details, not to speak of their respective locations. The piles of snow are “essentially not composed” and “come to us as unanalyzable wholes” that create “an
extraordinary sense of disorientation,” as the artist has “banished any indication of
the … horizon, from within the compass of the image.”63
In fact, these descriptions were not originally written with regard to Huebler’s
work but are taken from art historian and critic Rosalind Krauss’s essay on Alfred Stieglitz’s (1864–1946) Equivalents, a series of cloudscapes that the photographer produced
from 1923 to 1931 by photographing vertically the night sky. For Krauss, Stieglitz’s pictures point to cropping as an act that is “crucial to the deﬁnition of photography.”64 As
counter-intuitive as it may seem at ﬁrst to apply Krauss’s formalist analysis to Huebler’s
photographs, this transposition demonstrates the degree to which Location Piece #5 operates with regard to properties speciﬁc to photography – cropping, camera viewpoint,
and the modulation of light and shade dependent on the angle and the light source –
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Figure 3. Continued

without any aspiration for the pictures on their own to be regarded as art.65 While
Huebler rejected the Modernist privileging of visuality and art photography’s valorization of the individual print, his practice shows a sustained interest in the medium of
photography and its history.
In Huebler’s work, photographic documentation was never simply a record of an
action that had taken place. On the one hand, some of his statements regarding the
transparent character of photographs and the camera as “a ‘dumb’ copying device”
seem to indicate that he did not appreciate photography as a medium. But on the
other hand, photographs are intrinsic to the conception of many of his works. The aesthetic strategies he employed and his way of generating works based on certain properties of photography represent a very conscious and sophisticated use of the medium.
His art performs a playful and complex investigation into photographic meaning as
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Figure 3. Continued

well as the relationship between text and image. Huebler’s labeling of photographs as
documents can be seen as a logical rhetorical move against formalist criticism and
Modernist photography. The use of these documents, however, allowed for the introduction of reference to the outside world, or “worldly matters,” into his art.
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