underdog:

Notes on a series by photographer Christopher Schneider

Addie Langford
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l. After shooting a few stills for a documentary film called Soul Bow!/ in Miami about two large
high school football teams, photographer Christopher Schneider began to ponder the cult of sport.
Years later he approached the Hamtramck High School principal, athletics director, and superinten-
dent, to allow him to accompany the team to pursue the question: What is at the heart of the game if
it is not glory, when the heroic is stripped away?

Schneider says that “Sports are typically about superstars, records and the pursuit of championships.
It is a massive media franchise that sells scandal, passion, and hope. Its presentation, though, has be-
come one-dimensional in its singular pursuit - glory. There’s more to it, of course. Much more!” And
then:

When | left college with my teaching degree, | applied for a position in a tiny [425 people] Nebraska
town called Stratton. With their tight budget, they asked me what else | could do other than teach.
| told them | could coach anything except football, the one sport | had never played in an organized
league. They said they needed a football coach. | said | could coach it. | got the job and led the team to
a 1-5 season, was demoted to assistant football coach the next season, and the following season was
made the assistant volleyball coach. | appreciated the game but didn't live for it. | believed in its many
positive attributes, but never cared for its dominance of the public’s attention and the school budget.

1. As a young athlete, Christopher Schneider played soccer, basketball, baseball and ran cross
country which was his strongest sport and would have continued running in college were it not for a
heart condition (long since under control). His obsession with statistics led him to nearly complete an
actuarial degree when photography caught his attention. He transitioned from thoughts on advanced
analytical calculus to the studio of Carl Toth, beloved photographer, former artist in residence at Cran-
brook Academy of Art, whose influence opened new professional and conceptual possibilities and
introduced him to an arena where he could blend his seemingly disparate strengths and experiences.

Il The dichotomy of the jock/artist has always been a quizzical combination to many as it stands
in stark contrast to any number of other cultural images of the hippy/hater/loafer/drab-clad/skinny-
art-boy stereo-types, but for professionals inside the art world it is known that successful artists en-
gage a disciplined daily practice, not unrelated to the mindset of dedicated athletes. Schneider’s in-
sights reflect direct exposure to both worlds: “growing up in Nebraska | was a young jock, memorizing
statistics and playing every sport (except football, which my mother forbade).” With this comment
we sink a bit further into his relationship to the game, the only one to which he was denied entry, the
sport he coached unsuccessfully. Fast forward a decade or more to 2010/11 when Schneider spent a
season walking the sidelines with a high school football team which had not won a game in five years.
An examination of failure, or so he thought. In this series, underdog, the mentality of the pack, the role
of the fan base and the team as family emerges. Glory, having been sidelined as well, is no longer a
distraction from the aspects of the game that appear to be foundational. Capturing and re-collaging
images to point at larger societal trends, football here stands in for lost potentials, saving graces, and
the exploration of balance amongst adversity, failure, achievement, and tenacity.
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IV. The expression of these guiding thoughts come through large format images, scaled to be
three to six feet in length to witness multiple exchanges across the collaged landscape. The photo-
montages allow the viewer to absorb the varied nature of exchanges of momentary appearing, the
photo freeze-framing for us the moving parts that cannot be perceived in phenomenological percep-
tion by fans or players. The sprint, the injury, and the pep-talk, tears, empty and full stands can be seen
at once. One image contains multiple games and locations unified by the night sky. The color satura-
tion of the uniforms lit by the flood lights creates a striking gem beetle effect. “Each image is an unreal
but plausible joining of several images,” says Schneider, “which emphasizes truths about the game that
cannot be captured in a single frame. It also separates the work from traditional methods of football
imagery.”

V. Decidedly not sports photography, there is a 13th c. tapestry/battle field sensibility to the
groupings which evoke tactile and formal references to Giotto’s Legend of Saint Francis in Assisi. In the
photograph Home and Away where the coach, arms outstretched in cruciform, sends his message of
re-assurance over the lined faces of boys, who, in various states of anguish, search their mentor’s words
for ways to escape another loss in progress. In this work, the audience receding in the dark reveals
slowly that the away team stands are packed while the home team stands are barren.

VI. The contrasts of empty and full, speed and stillness are at the crux of this body of work; they
stand in for the opposing forces at play. Violence and nurturance as well as abundance and absence
are present on many levels. Many of these works are composed as binaries with figures staking out in
far corners - or are they there to create balance?

There were many challenges facing these players before they reached the field, but no matter how a
team is funded, or what the gear or locker room looks like, or even how few teammates a team has to
sub out for you, when you are about to be body checked, you simply play - hit or be hit. Escape from
immediate concerns is one of the strongest benefits on offer, in fact a complete abandonment of self
in the moment. What in the photography began as the attempt to capture an overall loss of a game
gave way to the intensity of tiny victories within each play. A play would go right, a small player would
clip a big player, every move, and no matter the outcome, was an opportunity to reconnect, to plan for
the next play, to focus on the next opportunity to do well. Glory, sport, or football were not the central
point — neither the social nor the artistic subject - it was, socially, the warmth and comfort of reliability
on team and mentors, or what one might call on its best days, family, and artistically the interlocking
forms of dynamism in fields of sudden appearance and collapse, of moments and voids. In terms of
individual players, self- esteem or evaluation, the immediacy of assessing outcomes can be a welcome
relief to the extended waiting in life, to see if things turn out, appear as one might wish or as a social
physics would determine. At the end of two or three hours, you either made the pass, lost or won, and
one knew exactly why. The form of the bodies would indicate loss or victory. The power of the known
seemed supportive and something to be repeated.

VIl.  Circling back to the notion of comfort, Schneider comments on the stark contrast of aspects of
comfort and support with abject violence, something which is not distinctive to the Hamtramck team,
but characteristic of the sport of Football. Harsh language from
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the stands, the sounds of cracking helmets, grunting and deep and painful hits, against the back drop
of constant embrace, affectionate swatting, and holding of hands — among men. It is one of the few
public spaces where men engage in an intimate vocabulary of touch, though complex in its entangle-
ment with aggression. The rotation of hits, hugs and huddles are interspersed with prayer and extend-
ed embrace where two-dozen people form a tight amoeboid form in solidarity. When was the last time
you touched your family or co-workers in this manor? Almost makes one want to play.

VIIl.  What the photographs capture in the way of complexity of the depth of relationship and psy-
chology for players on the field is also notated in the stands. For the fan, the ability to inhabit dreamed
positions, cheer empathetically for favorite players or the place in which one lives, to yell and throw
a fist, is all so basic, cathartic and generally frowned upon in classrooms or grocery stores. Where else
can a person scream and rant and not get arrested or made to sleep on the couch? In the sports arena.
It seems all of this injury and expense is about far more (whether one supports it or not) than scor-
ing points. The absence of the perfect uniforms or full stands for the Hamtramck team seemed to be
replaced by friends, purpose, and abiding paternal guidance. In Schneider’s words, “What | found was
not innocent or heroic, but in their thriving was a certain kind of beauty. The flow of the game, the
sudden collisions, the raw emotions, the athleticism of youth, and the daring disregard for their own
comfort shows why sport is a vibrant part of American culture”
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The Practice of Outside”

Writers pushing at formal, conceptual,
and psychological boundaries — innovative
poets, prose authors, and scholars — have
most often found it necessary to organize their
own nurturing environments. For fifty years,
literary outsiders in Southeast Michigan have
looked to projects such as the Red Door Gal-
lery, the Detroit Artists Workshop, the Willis
Gallery, the Broadside Press, the Alternative
Press, the Detroit River Press, LINES: New
Writing at the Detroit Institute of Arts, Solid
Ground: A New World Journal, Straits, In
Camera Press, Alley Culture, Dispatch Detroit,
Past Tents Press, and Markszine.net for sup-
port and inspiration.

In Fall of 2013 the latest installment in
this unconventional tradition, Evidence: New
Writing in the Metro, a reading series that
reflected an impressive range of experimental
writing in greater Detroit, presents adventur-
ous authors in intriguing pairings. The first in-
stallment on Saturday, September 28 featured
Carla Harryman, an innovator in interdisciplin-
ary performance, poetry, and prose, who has
authored seventeen books including Adorno’s
Noise (2008), Gardener of Stars (2001), and
the multi-authored work The Grand Piano, an
Experiment in Autobiography: San Francisco,
1975-1980. Her Open Box (with Jon Raskin),
a CD of music and text performances, was
released on the Tzadik label in 2012. Harry-
man serves on the faculty of Eastern Michigan
University and is currently a Senior Artist-in-
Residence in The University of Washington at
Bothell’s MFA in Poetics Program. Her read-
ing was a party for her latest book, W— /M—
(Split Level Press, 2013).

George Tysh

Also on the program was poet George
Tysh, who from 1980 to 1991 directed LINES:
New Writing at the Detroit Institute of Arts, and
(with Chris Tysh) edited In Camera, a project
devoted to works of the sexual imaginary. In
2010, United Artists Books published his tenth
collection of poetry, The Imperfect. He cur-
rently teaches film studies, visual culture, and
poetry at the College for Creative Studies.

Past:

Carla Harryman and George Tysh;

Khaled Mattawa and Chris Tysh;

Barrett Watten and Benjamin Paloff;

Lynn Crawford and Rob Halpern;

Vince Carducci and Michael Stone-Richards;

Dennis Teichman and Tyrone Williams.

Readings began at 8 p.m. and were free and
open to the public. All events took place chez
Elie at 407 West Marshall (two blocks west
of Woodward) in Ferndale.

For up-to-date information, visit:
https://www.facebook.com/evidencenewwriting

and spread the word.

* "The Practice of Outside" is the title of poet Robin Blaser's discussion of Jack Spicer's poetry in The Collected

Books of Jack Spicer (Black Sparrow Press, 1975).
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An Answer To a Zen Question /

a Wind Instrument

Marissa Jezak

top to bottom: Expanding or Contracting, bronze. Time as Matter, plexiglas, wood.

All images courtesy of Marissa Jezak, Graem Whyte and Re:View Contemporary.
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A small, honeycomb-like construction of black and
green metal, displaying a repeated representation of Chew-
bacca's head, is shelved below a longer, steel, pipe-like ap-
paratus - its colors, pattern, and shape resembling a snake,
didgeridoo, or tribal tool. On the same wooden shelf, above
them, is placed a curvy but thin, black, bronze object - its

undulating points and waves reminiscent of an EKG display.

On the opposite end of the gallery, a white vinyl
downspout sits bent and burnt, but clearly not awaiting
rescue. The marks of fire are clearly visible in its twists and
folds, discoloration, and shrunken, melted parts. Out of all

the sculptures in the show, Whyte confesses that this piece,

unlike most of the others, was the result of pure chance. In
other words, he did not meticulously craft it, but rather "set
up the conditions for its existence" by starting a fire. The
sculpture, entitled The Morphology of Flow almost resembles

a seagull, and mimicks the form of the object directly be-

neath it, The Dividing Tongue. The two racquetball rackets
(formally belonging to the artists’ mother) placed directly Laying it All Out (187.), aluminum, steel, wheel, paint can.
above these two pieces have been neatly fused, altering
their functions - not rendering the new siamese twin dys-
functional, but the objects within it useless in terms of their
original intended functions. Together, these three objects

compose their own installation, In Search of Water.

Communal Consciousness (It Takes a Village to Raise a Wookie), bronze.
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In Search of Water (top to bottom): Trying to Paddle Up Court, racquets, cedar.

The Morphology of Flow, vinyl downspout. The Divining Tongue, maple, bronze.



An enormous compass, capable of creating a circle
thirty-six feet in diameter, takes up an entire wall of the gal-
lery - repurposing the measuring device as a signifier of the
labor that goes into building a community. Attached to one
end of the compass is a sharp steel point, tensely hover-
ing just above the gallery floor, and on the opposite end, a
wheel and a can of spray paint are securely fastened. Wheth-
er the device is ready for work or destined to rest seems un-

clear. Regardless, its intimidating size demands attention...

But, arguably, not as much as the giant, pale mint green

horn standing in the center of the room. Victorious, albeit
somewhat bizarre, and much larger than the other horns in
the show, this one guards the rest, and also acts as an invi-
tation, (it is playable) a prop from a strange viking dream.
The reference to music, illustrated in the presence of horns,
strongly reinforces the importance of the collective creation
of sounds to what defines a culture and a community. Ad-
ditionally, the use of such a traditional instrument, and one
that does not require electricity, is automatically setting the

sculpture into a more historical context.

Wishing for Mountains (Supper's Ready),

urethane, found mouthpiece, wheels.
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The Morphology of Flow, vinyl downspout.

The title of the show - Potential Artifacts of the
Northwest Territories (at Re:View Contemporary) implies
that Whyte is providing a proposal for history. These sculp-
tures, many of them resembling a traditional archetype
of "artifact’, and some, not so traditional, are presented
in a manner that is not only asking for historical interest,
but also suggests that the spaces in Hamtramck - such as
Popps Packing, created by the artist and his wife, Faina
Lerman, should be considered spaces of archaeological in-
terest. Whether these objects are a product of their social
practice, or vice versa, should not even be posed as a ques-
tion. Their inseparable nature, rather, must be emphasized
lest we forget that the art object is only a small representa-

tion of the culture, time, and space from which it emerges.

These tools, almost all of them long and thin,
function less as technological devices and more as items
of memorabilia. Whether or not their presence will one day
be an indicator of a specific location and time - no one can
accurately predict. But, to hint at a memory, a mental space,
precedes the placement of the objects into a historical

category anyway, and this is precisely their function now.

The Divining Tongue, maple, bronze.
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A Proper Lineage (top to bottom): They Came From Planet X, bronze. The Family Conduit, paint on steel.

Communal Consciousness (It Takes a Village to Raise a Wookie), bronze.



