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Amir Zaki [11 [31 1 Untitled (OH-04X), from the series “Spring Through Winter", 2004, lightjet C-print,
2] 175.3 x 223.5 cm, 69 x 88 inches
Az [2] Untitled (FPFEOZ2), from the series “Spring Through Winter”, 2004, Ultrachrome archival
photograph, 46.8 x 52 cm, 18 x 20 inches
3] Untitled (Winter Pool_5), from the series “Spring Through Winter", 2004, Ultrachrome archival
photograph, 145.4 x 114.3 cm, 67 x 45 inches

Born in 1974 in Southern California, Los Angeles-based artist
Amir Zaki has spent his life among the modernist homes
that proliferated across the region's hillsides throughout
the 1950s and '60s. His most recent body of work, titled
“Spring Through Winter” (2004}, is comprised of interrelated
photographic suites that take these fabled buildings as their
subject matter. If Julius Shulman’s stately black-and-white
shots of Case Study houses are akin to formal portraits, all
right angles and sweeping views over the valley, Zaki's
unexpected vantage points and digitally manipulated prints
offer a more complex psychological profile of his structures.
Untitled (OH-04X) (2004) is representative of this series: not
only has Zaki situated his lens beneath the two houses
cantilevered out over a steep slope like two buck teeth,

he has also digitally erased the columns that make their
tenuous placement possible, thus heightening the sense

of unease that pervades the image. (It's worth noting the
similarity between this image and scenes from films in which
cars are launched off cliffs.) Modernist pioneer Richard
Neutra designed several of the houses Zaki photographed in
this manner, but his firm later disowned the buildings after
they were structurally retrofitted to better withstand the
earthquakes and mudslides that regularly occur in this
region. Zaki's photographs highlight the semi-delusional fan-
tasy inherent not only in building on top of an unstable fault
line but also in the formalist aspirations—purity of form,
transparency, weightlessness—of those responsible for the
buildings in the first place.

A related suite of pictures uses the outdoor swimming
pool as a foil for an exploration of the limits of photographic
realism. Zaki shoots this iconic feature of the Southern
California landscape from above—an equally unexpected
vantage point that likewise renders it strange. These deadpan,
naturally lit pictures evince little of the spatial depth one
would expect from a bird’s-eye view: in Untitled (Winter
Pool_5) (2004), a red ball floating on (or falling towards)
the mesh netting covering the water's surface is unmoored
from its shadow, and another long, thin shadow that cuts
across the bottom of the frame diagonally is cast by an
unseen source. Because the image walks the line between
representation and abstraction, the viewer can cognitively
nudge it in either direction: on the one hand, the photograph
recalls early modernist pictures shot by André Kertész,
| Berenice Abbott and others depicting the streets and parks
of Paris and New York from the Eiffel Tower or newly built
skyscrapers; on the other hand, its immaculate balance of
colour and line places it in an abstract lineage descending
from Aleksandr Rodchenko and Wassily Kandinsky.

A third series moves inside the house. These “portraits”
show fireplaces that have been sealed off by what seems
like digital manipulation of the photograph. One can view
closing up the aperture at the heart of the home as an
attempt to shore up the house's ability to ward off that
which is outside (or to protect the artist from outside
influences). In an essay included in Slouching Towards
Bethlehem (1979), Joan Didion described the San Bernardino
Valley as being "haunted by the Mojave ... the last stop for
all those who come from somewhere else.” Zaki's project
can be seen as a visual corollary to Didion's Southern
California dispatches; both are nuanced examinations of
the interplay between a very particular environment and its
inhabitants.—Brian Sholis
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