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studio in SoHo has his own ore

Bl Beokley
ations and scattered bits of art hanging on every
wall, including an original xigned Andy Warhol
work and a traded drmwing (rom his pal Sol LeWitl,

alongside stucks upon stucks of books. Beekley
Known for ploneering “Story art™ (later, and now
known as “Narrative art™) and he was meeting
with us to discuss his work from the seventios and
hix fortheoming exhibition “The Accidental Poet,”
which opens this September at Albertz Benda in
New York.

I'he show focuses on his time at 112
Cireene Street in the 1970x, According to Beckley,
the art world was on the cuxp of postmodernism,
art=world friendships evolved around the thougin
that “there's this thing called ar, which is this
ambiguous, nebulous Kind of thing. Somehow,
thot's what we're going for, and that's what
bonds uk, That's what keepr us together™ And
together they were. Beckley spent many days at
112 Greene Street with close friends who par-
teipated through sculpture, performance, and
video, including Vito Acconel, Laurie Anderson,
Alice Aycock, Joseph Beuys, Meal Rochner,
I'risha Brown, Louike Bourpeoix, l'hillp Cilaxx,
Muary Helmuann, Joan Jonas, Richard Nonas, Joel
Shapiro, and Willlam Wegman,

He desoribed 112 Greene Street as com
plotely arganie. “There wasn't one person that
orpunized 10" said Beekley, I was revolution-
ary, It was not a collective, or u commercinl gal-
lery. It evolved out of a [riendship, 1 believe, fist
with Jeftrey Lew (who owned the building and the

BY ELIZA JOROAN

ground Noor and bosement space at 112), Gordon
Matta-Clark, and Alan Saret, | met Gordon and
Jeltrey through my friend Rafuel Perrer, It opened
in October 1970, a time in New York when there
wan i deep recession, and u time when artists

were working thelr way out of the constraints of’

Minimalism, Poter Schyeldahl wrotwe ubout the first
show in the New York Times. It was also o time
aller Minimalism and Pop art where women were
a significant pare of the art world, and where the
focus was on new and different materials rather
than the traditional ones of canvas, palnt, marble,
and bronze "

Fhere, he worked on many performance-
based pieces that Tormed the groundwork for
Nareative art, He hired a tenor from Julliard who
Adid @ pulleup, sang o low C, o high ©, and o low €
again, and then let msell down; tradned o turtle
to walk down a maniature rump 1o the xound of
aomusicinn playing the Mute; ereated fully func-
tonal silent Ping-Pong mbles, and displayed a
coged, live rooster atop a mattress, All ol his per
formonees were based on metaphors while keep
ing functionality at the forefrant, And all of these
performances were documented in photographs

The role of photography and documen-
tatlon began to be questioned. “A lot of artists,
ncluding me, were taking photographs of what
wo were doing, And that's kind of what reached
the culture in o way because that's what faseed. But
collectors ut the time, they just weren't sure about
photographs belng art either, and for two reasons.
One, what's the limited edition, and how is that
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controlled? The other thing is that they fade. And
the third thing was that photography is alw
wecond kind of lower” thing that wasn't hung on
the wallx in museums beside paintings and seulp-
tures. It has wtally changed,” said Beekley, 1 just
didn’t want the secondary photograph — docunmen
tation-—being what was, then, fnally the plece
Even though | really respected it”

So Beekley ook a different direction with
his photography. “Instead of making photographs
that were documentation, I made photographs
that were fictional. They weren’t true in the first
place, 5o they weren't trying to prove something
that existed i the world ™ Daring a car ride (o Ant
Basel in 1972 alonpside the Conceptual art dealer
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son and o few others, Beckley discussed
wnoupeoming show featuring whot they decided
to eall “Story art” and later in 1974, “Norrative
AL As Beckley puts it “Narrative art” (or “Story
AL 0 0 was first named by gallery dealer John
Gibson), evolved out of carly Conceptual docu
mentation of Larthworks and Body works in the
late mixties, It consisted of photographs and texts,
but the textx were letional and the photographs
did not prove or validate the texts as photographic
documentation did. The lirst show in 1973 include
lohn Baldessart, Peter Hutehinson, Roger Weleh,
William Waogman, and myselt.” For the first time,
Beckley and his artistic companions were able o
show their art form with o nume behind e “And
then some other people, actually did realize tha
maybe it's not all about docimentaiion, maybe il
15 about the photograph,” suid Beckley

From there, Beckley went on to create
“Ruven Recitations,” lor example
close photographs that showed his raven, which he
tralned in his SoHo dining room (o speak the word
dark.” Reterencing Bdgar Allen Poe’s The Raven,
Heckley also pud tribute to Bruce Noumian's show
at Leo Castelli Giallery, where Nauman etched
a word “dark™ on the bottom of an immovable,
extremely heavy piece ol gteel, The fact that you
had o trost (0 was there, and that iF you lifted i
to soe the word “dark™ thscinated Beckley. Tying
these two ideas together, Beckley's raven recited
the word “dark™ over and over again and Beokley
photographed it *“There were tape recorders, but
I didn™t tapesrecord him. The docume

lohn G
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tation wax

like a joke. | was photographing the position ol the
beak when he smd i, and o it wasn't o pre

the raven saying “dark,” it was almost like o dig on
documentation or something like that,” he said
On display i this all's *“The Accidental
Poat™ show at Albertz Benda in New York will be
works like The Raven, along with drawings and
photo works that led up to his 1969 pioce Mysedf as

Washington, his later and large-seale photographic
works inoluding Heor amd Cold Foucets with Dratn
(made in 1975, In MoMA's collection), Deirdie s
Lip (the Smithsonian American Art Museum in
Washington, D.C. collection), and his Stlenr Ping
Pong tabilex (1971)

‘We're calling it “The Accidental Poet
because ot the moment of the thme that T came out
ax an artist, | did come out by writing things, but
I never thought ax mysell as o poet or o writer; |
thought of myselr as an artist, And that's the term
F'mmost comfortable with,” Ive said, Examplos of
his wall writings appear in The Elevator (1974)
Mao Dead (1976), and Delrdive  Lip (1978)—his
poetic narmtives piecod together thoughts of what
the pictorial piece could possibly be about. I start
ed making up short tictional stories without plots
In the post tense s stand-ins, perhaps elegies, Tor
the death of modermism s narrative, the grand story
that | grew up in, But | wasn't conscious of this at
the time," he said. T was writing things and putting
them on the wall, and people that | knew really well
were belleving and calling them poetry,” he said

And he sull insists it was all “definitely
aceidental’
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