The World as a Place of Employment.

When I have climbed halfway up a tree wearing a wedding dress I am suddenly struck by the realization 'this is what I do for a living, this what people pay me to do' suddenly the whole situation seems slightly absurd.

Per Hüttner has since 1997 created a series of photographic ‘self-portraits’ that do not look like anything we are used to in this tradition. As a matter of fact they do not resemble any pictures we have ever seen before. A lonely figure dressed in white sportswear that jogs through crowds of various third world countries. Or the androgynous creature in a wedding dress that appears in environments that we with the best of will, never can connect with anything romantic. The faces of Per Hüttner are numerous, but never chosen at random.

- The characters that I appropriate in the various images are different sides of my own being, caricatures of traits in my personality if you like. I agree that sometimes the creatures I enact appear pathetic, but it is important to remember that this is something that I offer to my audience. The only person who is ridiculed is me, I do not mock or manipulate anyone else.

The idea for the first series 'Jogging in Exotic Cities' was born when Per lived in London in the end of the Nineties.

- I started jogging to feel better about myself and to be fit. During my jogs I was struck by how segregated the modern city is. Every part of the city has a designated function. I was curious to find what would happen if I broke the unwritten boundaries and what context would be the most extreme? I found my own answer: to jog in exotic cities outside of the western hemisphere.

It is quite feasible to interpret Per's images as contribution to the ongoing debate about the collision between western fitness culture and world poverty. But Per makes sure to underline that his photographs are part of a documentary tradition. 

- At the core of my artistic practice lies a deep concern and critique of documentary and ethnographic traditions. Every image is staged since I, in collaboration with a photographer, represent my actions. But jogging has since long become an integral part of my life and thus nothing that I have invented to create these images. Few people that I meet when I am out on my jogging projects could even imagine that I am an artist at work.

Per studied at Konsthögskolan in Stockholm, Sweden during a period when 'art' meant making installations. In order to realize their projects a lot of students started to collaborate with one another instead of spending all their time locked up in their studios.

- This was very rewarding, but at the same I felt that collaborative partners could include other professionals as well as artists. Since I primarily was working with photography - where the end product is a traditional art object - I felt it was important to involve other people in the production that not necessarily have the same background as myself.

In his latest work Per has to an even higher degree strived to explore that which is not socially acceptable. He has sought expressions and actions that create insecurity in the surrounding world. Individuals who suddenly break down in tears in public places or the archetypical hunchback are all recurring characters in his work.

- In all my work there is a common theme, the distinction between private and public and questions related to what you are only allowed to do in certain places. In this respect it is ideal to work as an artist since the artist as a person transgresses the boundaries of what is private and public.

Most of Per's images are part of a larger series that he often works on over long periods of time. During times one project might be dormant only to re-emerge at a later date.

- My artistic practice is like a long journey. It is remarkably rewarding to discover that I had one point of departure only to find that 5-6 years later the project has found a completely different itinerary to the one I had foreseen - but still along the same trajectory. Working with photography has greatly simplified the process. When I was working with installations I felt like I had to 're-invent' myself as an artist every time I made a new piece. This was very demanding. By working with process-based photography I have found a way to deal with the same problematics over an extended period of time, which allows me to go deeper into the questions at hand. 

Per takes great care how his work is presented and is more than willing to participate in a discussion around them. The Cuban-American artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres once said that 'context is everything' something that Per has turned into a mantra.

- When he said those words it all fell into place. It is the context that offers the possibility to engage in a dialogue with other people. It also adds an element of research in the process of art making.

Since long, Per is working without a studio in constant motion between London, Los Angeles, Vancouver and Stockholm. This is a slightly worrying prospect for all of us who have found security in having our name on a door somewhere in the Universe.

- It has become a natural way of working for me. Because when you no longer work with art that is created in the privacy of the studio it becomes totally natural having the whole world as a place of employment.

ANDERS OLOFSSON

(The text was published in Raid Projects Journal, Los Angeles 2004 and was originally published in Swedish in Konstperspektiv 2002.)
