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The Zen of Skate Parks and Broken Vessels

A Conversation with Amir Zaki
by Christopher Michno | Jun 22, 2022

This interview with Amir Zaki was conducted on September 16, 2019, in advance of his
exhibition “Empty Vessel” at Orange Coast College’s Frank M. Doyle Arts Pavilion from Sept.
19-Dec. 5, 2019.

Christopher Michno: “Formal Matter,” the last body of work your exhibited at ACME (2017),
referenced Modernist landscape photography in the West, and in California, especially Edward
Weston. It also engaged with the discourse about photography’s truth claims — which has
been an ongoing theme in your work from the beginning. Starting with the mid-century modern
homes, which are very improbably perched on precipitous hillsides (“Spring Through Winter”),
through to this new series on skate parks (“Empty Vessel”), you appear to address iconic
images of California, but in a subversive way.

Do you see the work as a way to undermine or problematize notions of the California dream?

Amir Zaki: Maybe. The dream part is an interesting one. The photographs | make are essentially
manifestations of my desires. It took me a while to figure that out, but basically that's how | view
what I'm doing digitally: I’'m manifesting images of California, or wherever | am, which are about my
desire — which means that if | happen upon this place that fits within this desire, | photograph it. If |
need to alter the image in post- production to make that better, I'll do that. That’s how | view the idea
of truth or the veracity of photography. As far as the dreams, | don’t know what someone else’s notion
of California is, so in that way, maybe I'm undermining someone else’s idea of California.

In regard to manifesting your desires, I’'m interested in the gap between the reality and an
idealized or “pure” experience. What motivates you to digitally alter your images?

So much of photography is about observation. I’'m cultivating and fine-tuning that observational skill,
which is often about finding interesting things that would be otherwise overlooked. And it’s not just the
subject of the landscape but where my body is within the landscape.For example, with the Neutra
homes, those photographs were about being



underneath those structures. That’s not the point of view you’d normally see that photograph taken
from. So these photographs emphasize the location of the subject, which is the viewer. The viewer
becomes my set of eyes, and you now are in the position | was in.

Within these skate parks, a lot of what is both alienating, and | would hope, engaging about them is
that the photographs are taken from positions that you’re in only when you’re inside of them. These
are not from the perspective of the observer — the parents outside the fence looking in. Thatis a
through-line in my work: where | am as the subject. There are also never people in my photographs,
and that allows you to become the subject. Any photograph with a person in it, immediately that
person becomes the subject. Butin my pictures, the viewer as the subject is a surrogate for me as the
subject.

The scale of your photographs is immersive. There’s also a perceptual aspect that relates to
how your digital alterations shape the viewer’s perception of the space, which seems related to
how we experience and remember places. Our observation is bounded by time and position and
our own perception and recollection. So when we return to a place, it’s not exactly the way we
remember it. Is that something you’re thinking about when you’re photographing, or is that just
a by-product of the work?

It's really important. This project actually started and hit a dead end four years ago when | was skating
— again —in my middle age. | realized then how incredible skate parks are, architecturally and
formally, but | couldn’t figure out how to make it work with all the people and fences. It dawned on me
a couple of years later that | should show up early in the morning, which is when | want to photograph
anyway.

I never know what I’'m going to do in post-production, especially when | start a project. That comes
through play. | go through lots of variations. For nine months, all this work was in black and white. At
some point | decided to do it in color, and | became interested in the subtle variations of concrete.

You mentioned the body of work of the rocks on the beach (“Formal Matter”). | noticed that in the
last 10 years, in post-production as | was zooming in and looking carefully at my photographs,
there would be a random bird somewhere, which | definitely didn’t notice when | photographed
it. One of those beach scenes has a hummingbird in it, and it's so out of place. It just happened to
be captured by the the gigapan system I’'m using. | don’t know how much you know about it, but
these are all stitched together from multiple images. Let’s just say this scene is made of 40 to 60
photographs. It zooms in. You're using a telephoto lens, and you're registering the top left and
bottom right, and that’s all the machine needs. It photographs rows and columns of images. Each
image might take five or even ten minutes; it depends on how meticulous | am and on a lot of
other things.



The light changes and other things can happen. For instance, birds come in and out of flight. It
could have been coincidence, but | started noticing early on in this project that sea gulls and crows
gravitate to skate parks.

| thought of sea gulls and crows as the most banal of birds. For entertainment purposes, | started
photographing them separately. Then | decided that every photograph of the sky would have a bird,
so I'd either have one in the photograph naturally or put them in during post-production. | don’t
distinguish between the two.

So that’s where you depart from the veracity of the image?

Absolutely. And some of the modernist ideals that I'm also really indebted to. Weston is a hero, but that
would be sacrilege. But that seems to be the most truthful position to take at this moment and in
relation to when | learned photography as it transitioned from analog to digital. It makes the most
sense to me to use all these tools at hand. And I've always been suspicious of celebrating a
photographer’s good luck. The idea that someone happened to be in the right place at the right time
to capture something is put on the pedestal. But | can make a photograph that manufactures that
and the resulting image is identical. The difference is an ethics that’s built into celebrating that
moment of good fortune.

There’s a kind of Platonic purity and sublimity to the images you make, yet you’re introducing
these distortions.

I've always thought skate parks are incredibly seductive — in their geometry and austerity.
Your pictures of rocks isolated on those beaches and the iconic houses — these also reflect
an austere formality. Where do you think that comes from?

Probably my love for photography is built on images that | love and find really arresting. | teach
photography and show my students the canon of all these photographers. | still get really excited
about all sorts of photographers — surprisingly some of them doing very different work than what | do.
There are portrait photographers who | think are really incredible, and that's something | could never
do. And certainly there is a long history of the built landscape and the natural landscape.

Beauty is a tricky word, but I’'m unapologetically interested in making beautiful things. | think that at
the same time, there is usually an element of alienation or foreboding quality in the work, or at the
very least, something that makes you ask, ‘What is this?’ The work you’re talking about, with the
Neutra homes, | had architects say, wow, that’s crazy that it stands like that. | had done all this digital
stuff, and I'd say, well, no, itdidn’t,

and | did this to it. And then with the lifeguard towers, there were people who didn’t know they were
lifeguard towers. So with almost every body of work, there’s an element of



surprise for me. What I’'m doing is making these things less familiar. Where | stand, and how I'm
photographing it, isolates and decontextualizes it.

| have talked to a lot of people who feel the way | do about the work, but | showed this work to a
curator early on, and they had a drastically different response to the concrete. It reminded her of
concentration camps. That was important for me because it was a negative reaction to the look of
these forms. So I'm totally optimistic about these. It goes back to my desire. I'm trying to make
images that | can stand behind and that | think are beautiful, engaging and slightly strange, but
certainly not negative.

This gets at what | brought up earlier about deconstructing the California dream. You’re
talking about decontextualizing these settings and these objects, making them strange. Part of
that has to do with defying easy recognition. Another part of it is that the alienation you’re
talking about has to do with taking these very iconic subjects that have defined particular
cultural moments. For example, the Neutra homes, those represent what is regarded now as
elegant design, but they grew out of a particular European architectural movement that
aspired to bring low-cost socialist housing to Southern California, and it failed.

Skating as we know it emerged from the experience of the so-called Z-Boys, who developed a
guerilla-style of skating. They overturned the staid skate competitions of the 1970s and skated
empty swimming pools. Skaters create their own community in skate parks, and some of
them live marginalized lives. I'm reading into what you’re creating as taking something very
iconic and pointing to an alienation that sits underneath that idyllic notion. But there is an
extensive social history that informs these and can be inferred.

| think that’s a good way of putting it. When | think about the work or write about the work, | often return
to ideas about function and dysfunction. The Neutra homes, yes, and especially what | did to them:
removing any visible support that they could have and photographing them from their underbelly
was really about highlighting the dysfunction, but in a monumental way. | still want them to be heroic,
but the way I'm looking at them highlights a dysfunction.

The skate park photographs are similar. Without skaters in them, | was photographing things that are a
little more subtle. For example, photographing after it rains so there are puddles, or with leaf piles in
the images—those are important aspects. That highlights dysfunction. Those conditions are a bad if
you want to skate. For me, of course, it becomes something important. The signage that would be the
park rules—I’ve done this for years—when there’s a sign in the photograph I turn it into monochrome. |
don’t know if what you are getting at is that I'm looking at them in an ahistorical way, but I'm not
foregrounding the social part of the work. I’'m also not ignoring it. I'm thinking about it,



clearly. You can'’t erase it, for one. | didn’t make the pile of leaves like that; it's just a byproduct of that
space. So | hope that people think about the social, but it's approached from the perspective that I'm
making visual art. I'm interested in the process of working from the bodily to language. If | wanted to
be language-based or talk about the social context based in language, I'd write. But I'm not a writer.

That’s the way | would approach that subject if that were the most important thing, to talk about the
social history of skate parks, or Neutra, or housing. I'd probably approach it in a different medium
altogether. | feel that the strength of a visual medium is how it affects parts of your being that are
pre-language.

It’s also an open signifier.

And this work particularly — this was definitely an accident — but the pop-culture quality of this
particular subject matter is something | haven’t explored before. The Neutra homes and the rocks are
more esoteric. This series came from the same reasoning, the same desire to look at some part of the
landscape that | feel hasn’t been explored in the way that I'm interested in exploring it. But skating is
so—it’s going to headline the 2020 Olympics. It clearly has become a huge pop-culture reference.

Back to iconography, | read that these are all very recognizable parks?

There are hardly any that aren’t recognizable. Anybody who’s a local will recognize them. | showed
these photographs in Seattle, and there happened to be a kid there who was really into traditional
skateboard photography. He knew all of these parks. He looked at one and said, ‘I've been to that
park. Did you do something to that?’ He could tell | had distorted some of the landscape.

Are the parks all in California?

Yes. | have fantasies about expanding this project to other places. There have been a couple that | was
just too scared to photograph. People get really local about them. There’s one in San Diego that'sin a
really sketchy industrial place, with a chain link fence. Others | was just able to get in.

| didn’t photograph Venice, but | would like to. | think that will be very difficult. | could probably swing it
in February at 6 am, maybe. | usually have about 2 hours, where a few people show up, and I'll ask for a
little time before they start skating. They’re usually really cool about it.

CM: The other part of this exhibition (Empty Vessel — Amir Zaki, at the Frank M. Doyle Arts
Pavilion, Orange Coast College) are photographs of ceramic vessels. Are they in fact broken?

AZ: You brought up the last body of work at ACME, which is important because that work provides
context. In addition to the rocks, there were wooden sculptural pieces. Those were completely 3D
constructed. The forms were made with an algorithm and a random process, almost as if you dropped
a handkerchief in the sky and froze it in a formation. | then photographed wood veneers and applied
that texture to create the forms. They were incredibly artificial and complicated.



This body of work started the same way. | had been photographing skate parks. In the middle of it, |
started to think of the skate parks literally as carvings in the earth, into which they pour cement. It
becomes a complicated vessel. With my interest in Eastern philosophy, | began thinking about the
symbolism of the empty vessel as a container for potential energy or potential action. All these things
were ruminating, and | was interested in ceramics. But what | really wanted to do was deal with the
breaking of the vessel, the dysfunction. This goes back to taking a functional object, like a bowl, and
making it dysfunctional. So | started making them digitally. | looked at software and algorithms to break
them with random processes. But something about them looked fake, although | didn’t know what.

So | just bought something and broke it. | had been taking videos with my phone and posting them on
Instagram, breaking things just to study them. Then | thought | didn’t need to work digitally, that this
could be analog. So | started gluing them back together — breaking and gluing and photographing.
Through this process, which was about five or six months, | had broken one and had extra shards lying
around in my studio. While | was figuring out how to photograph them, | realized the shards were all |
needed. And so | put one down and photographed it, and | thought, “Everything | need to talk about in
this work is located in a broken piece.” It implies — in the way that you were talking about how the
skate parks imply the social — this fragment implies the whole.

So then it was a matter of finding a way to photograph them that didn’t look like a studio. | constructed
a space in my backyard, which during the late afternoon has sun coming through palm trees. | made a
rule that it had to be windy so that there would be a kind of quality that's constantly changing. They're

basically being photographed under natural light that is filtered through — here’s the California part —
palm trees. So | didn’t have full control over the light or how they look.

That’s how the project evolved. It's a long way of saying they ended up being, of the work I've made in
the last 20 years, the straightest photographs I've made. But they’re always seen in the context of
people wondering. For me, that’s great. I've built a reputation of making people being suspicious —
they walk in feeling suspicious. I'm happy to share the process. I'm not coy about it, but | do like that
the veracity of photography is tumbling. People say, well that's veneer, or that’s probably fake. Or he
probably did that on Photoshop.

That’'s how the ceramics became part of it. When | was putting them in the studio, it became natural for
me to think about it as not being based in language but on how your body reacts to the fragility of a
broken pottery shard versus the kind of permanence of these concrete forms and the cracks relating to
each other.

There’s also a connection in that we refer to our bodies as vessels, so it poses metaphoric
relationships to you as the viewer observing the broken vessel and the vessels you’re referring
to as skate parks, as well. How do you think about the empty vessel in light of your interest in
Eastern Philosophy?

| had to write a small piece for the book, and | ended with part of a chapter from the Tao te Ching,
which is the most famous piece of Taoist literature. It is about the empty vessel, and to paraphrase, it
says, we shape clay into bowls or into vessels, but it's the emptiness that makes them useful. We build
homes, but we cut out windows and doors, and it's those cutouts that make them useful. It’s this poetic



repetition. It refers to this idea that, first, you need both. When most people think of empty, they think
that means that it's nothing. Or they think that it loses its usefulness. But in fact, that emptiness is what
makes it useful.

| see these as potential. The skate parks are potential for activity — skaters using them the way they
were designed to be used. Certainly a bowl has that kind of potential. The thing about the broken ones
is that I'm doing something a little bit more transgressive, where I'm prioritizing the photograph over the
object. There is such a resurgence of ceramics, now, and this project allows me to be in dialogue with
that. People experience much of that through images, which are basically studio images of ceramic
objects floating in space. They’re certainly not functional. So | was thinking, there’s really no difference
between them and thrift store-items that | just break and photograph in a really evocative way.

As a synthesis of the project, | started making limited edition boxes. Each box contains a poster, a
concrete bowl, a print, and a poem. You discover the poem at the bottom of the box, only after you've
pulled everything out. It was written by one of the very first female Zen masters, from the 1200s. It is
an enlightenment poem, which describes the moment of her enlightenment: “This way and that way, |
tried to keep the pail together, hoping the weak bamboo would never break. Suddenly the bottom fell
out, no more water, no more moon in the water, emptiness in my hand.” For me, the poem relates to all
this.

| made the 49 bowls in the dumbest way you can possibly imagine. | had a rock about the size of a
head, and | made concrete balls, which | smashed onto the rock. The concrete sat like that, dried, and
then | pulled it off and used that as a mold to make all 49 of the bowls.

Although they are all made from the same mold, they’re very different. | made no attempt to make one
more beautiful than another or one better than another. It was about the idea of not discriminating.

All the titles come from a Zen poem, an important text that I’'m interested in. | pulled words that are
evocative and used those as titles. There’s no real relationship. | didn’t look at this one and say, you
should be called independent. It was simply one after the other. The poster has images of each side of
all 49 bowls. So it's top and bottom. The idea is that anybody who wanted one of these would choose.
They wouldn'’t just get number 2 of the edition. They could choose based on some aesthetic, or
because they really like the word sensation and the way that bowl looks. And so the one you get is
circled and initialed by me on the poster. It’s kind of an artist’'s book.

The print is literally a synthesis. It is a broken vessel and a skate park that are sitting within one
another.

These are fragile. Some of them will probably break. The box is made of cardboard. It's not archival or
meant to be permanent. And so there are these ideas about impermanence and not discriminating
between one thing or another, which are these Eastern ideas that I'm playing with. This is a little new
for me, but this is a great opportunity in this context to show it.

The title of the show is Empty Vessel, which you said speaks to the idea of potential. All of the
photographs of the ceramics, they’re all in various stages of being broken. What is the reason
for that?



| think what is latent in that, especially if you know the background of how they came to be, is that it
brings up an ethics. So for instance, when | would buy these, | would go to Goodwill and look through
racks and racks and choose ones that thought would make good broken pieces. I'd collect them in a
basket, and the person at the checkout would ask, oh, do you want me to put these in paper for you?
And | would say, no, don’t bother. And then there would be a conversation about how | was going to
break them anyway. | was posting this process on Instagram, and | found it interesting how | tapped
into people’s discomfort with the idea of destruction — that I'm intentionally destroying something that
is perfectly functional. | think | knew that going into it. And | think that it fits with an ethos | have about
all of my work, which has to do with questioning that value system. To me, | rescued things that were
destined to sit in the Goodwill forever. They were already someone’s trash. And in this process, again,
the ideas of destruction and creation — this is the Eastern part of it — those are not different. It’s Yin
and Yang. So if you’re working with destruction, you're working with creation too. So what | ended up
making was a photograph of an object.

The aesthetic purpose of the thing just shifted from one thing to another. And the functional purpose
shifted too. Now it's an object of observation, not something you put water into. But it's not destroyed.
And the values that are imbued with it have shifted too. But it was interesting because there was a
clear delineation. People thought of it as a destructive act, violent too. | would show videos of it slow
motion, things breaking, which was really fun for me. There’s a thought that there’s a kind of violence
in that. I'm less interested in that because it doesn’t really fit with what I’'m doing, but it is intended to
maybe feel slightly uncomfortable.

And | like the idea of seeing that absence. That what we do when we see these is to imagine what they
would be whole. We fill in the space. And | think that there’s a relationship to the skate parks, where
people fill in these spaces with people or skateboarders. You look at a particular shape and you think
what they might do in it. And | see those things as being in dialog with each other.
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