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“Sacred”
Bollards

“HET
PHE

In 2001, artist Andrew Choate started taking photographs of the usually neglected
unloading zones behind large shopping mall buildings. In 2006, while he was
selecting photos for exhibitions, a frequently recurring object kept drawing his
attention — those bollards standing on the street. Since then, he started collecting
samples of bollards, and thus a quasi-Modernology project named ‘Saintbollard' was
born.

For a long time, Andrew pays attention to the narrative relationship between the
bollard and all the objects in its surrounding environment, and to the complex cause
underneath the resulting appearance. More importantly, he has always held a
perspective of extreme "equality” to treat these inanimate objects. In his mind, their
existence and the existence of human carry the same significance. Also thanks to
this, he has avoided certain condescending ways of organizing and summarizing,
and instead has detected the storytelling embedded in each bollard. This is distinctly
different from research projects based on "centralization of Homo sapiens".

In Andrew's photos, these bollards seem to take on consciousness and to present
a stance ready to be photographed. Even more, through bollards, we have started
discerning their relationship with the surrounding environment — it is like some kind of
"communication” amongst objects.
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DEMO invites Andrew Choate to discuss the ‘Saintbollard’ project.

(D]
In your previous interviews, you have compared different bollards in
different cities. Have you ever found any hidden reasons behind the
differences? Can you explain in detail with some examples?
[A]

First let me address the idea of "hidden reasons” for bollard differences: nothing
is hiding, but at the same time no answers of a certain kind are available. | look at
the variety of bollards the way marine enthusiasts might look at the variety of fish
around a coral reef: the developments that led to what we currently see are the result
of natural processes of evolution; there are so many different ways to react to an
environment, and every environment creates its own local needs. The placement
and look of a bollard can just as easily be the result of one person's unconsidered
and hastily-made decision, or the result of a committee of architects, urban planners,
engineers, manufacturers, and government contractors that meet and discuss
project implementation for years. And every permutation in-between these two
extremes!

Every city has different needs in relation to both vehicles and people. Manhattan
was not designed with the car as the primary means of navigating the city. As a
consequence, its bollard culture is quite limited. The most common bollards you
see there are a pair: one on each side of a fire hydrant. Los Angeles, by contrast
is a city defined by car culture. As a result, the bollards there have an astonishing
variety: anywhere that cars go, bollards will be nearby. As far as hidden reasons
for the differences, | don't think any information is hiding, even if most of what we
know is not immediately obvious either. | also don't think that many of the common
differences that you see from city to city, or country to country, are the result of an
overall strategic choice by one entity or group. (If the country was unified, and bollard
design was in sync with the needs of the nation, more robust bollards would have
become standard as the rise of SUV culture took off in the late 1990s.) A certain
style appears simply because a manufacturer is hired to produce the object. If that
manufacturer has a good price and produces quality bollards, they are rewarded with
more contracts. Bollards are usually not the result of top-down decision-making from
government-employed urban planners. Sometimes the uniformity and ubiquity of a
certain style can feel like it was planned, but it's usually the result of organic business
processes. In other words: accidents of capitalism and industrialization. The
shape, size, color, and decorative trademark of the beloved "Amsterdammetje” of
Amsterdam, for example, wasn't the result of a local decree, but of individual people
developing and diagnosing a need for bollards, and then making them. The eventual
standard that resulted is the work of many hands: the public unconscious at work.

Comparing the most common bollards of Amsterdam to the most common bollards
of another major nearby European city, like Vienna, you'll see that the standards there
are dark green or silver with white and red reflective bands near the top. | don't know
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exactly how, when, or why these became the go-to bollard designs for the city, but
my best guess is that they are the result of simple, accidental business processes.
A firm made a proposal; it was successful; more work followed. If we travel a little
further East and a little further south, to Senta, a much smaller city in the Vojvodina
region of Serbia—I've been visiting this city on and off since 2009 to spend time
with the composer and violist Szilard Mezei, who lives there with his family—a totally
different kind of bollard culture pervades the streets and neighborhoods. Collections
of smallish (twelve to sixteen inch diameter) concrete balls dot the front yards of
homes and schools. Around a school they might be painted to look like ladybugs; in
front of a home, they might each be given different kooky facial expressions (probably
the result of a fun family project and the quotidian pleasure of indulging the whimsies
of children).

(It's important to mention that what | am referring to as the "most common" or
"standard" bollards in a city are just that; there are hundreds—if not thousands—of
varieties of bollards in every city.)

(D]
Have you used any typology method to organize these pictures?

(Al

In terms of my own archive, no; | don't group according to typology. My archive is
currently based on organizing in terms of the presentations | do. So | organize my
images based on the stories | want to tell about how the bollards are being used
in specific situations, or in terms of what their respective designs might be saying.
For these presentations | focus on visual analyses of both the bollards and their
respective landscapes, asking what the bollards are being asked to protect, whether
their installation will be effective in that regard, and how the bollard is functioning in
the overall landscape, or if they are primarily visual deterrents, for example.

| have a related but alternate project on accidental bollard photography that I've
been working on for several years now. | take screenshots of TV shows, movies,
documents from the news, advertisements, etc. when bollards are in the frame. I'm
interested in how bollards are both accidentally photographed or unconsciously
used by photography professionals like Directors of Photography on film shoots.
It's my contention that the history of photography and the rise of the modern city
are concurrent with the history of the bollard. "Paris Boulevard" is one of the first
daguerrotypes. Made by Louis Daguerre in 1839, the image was taken several
floors up in a building and depicts the street below, and several buildings. The work
is historically relevant as being the first photograph-like record of a person, but it
also documents the hundreds of bollards that line street. Even renown works carry
inadvertent information.

(D]
As a hostile architecture or defensive designin public space, besides
anti-terrorism and traffic safety function, are there any other things
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it has brought to public space? How do you think about public space
justice?

[A]

| talk about how public space can be both abused or protected during the
presentations | give on bollards and bollard photography - the different ways that
bollards can be used not only to protect people, equipment, or buildings, but how they
can also be anti-pedestrian, anti-bicycle, and even anti-humanist. | have a sequence
in my show where | warn people that it's going to get dark, but that the multiple ways
bollards are used has to be addressed. One of the images in that sequence is an
image of bollards in-between a bunch of cactuses. This was in an area of Los Angeles
that | saw frequently, and it was a place-rare in Los Angeles—that had both dirt and
shade. So a few homeless people slept there. The city and neighbors and who-
knows-who-¢else decided that they didn't like that, and one day there were cactuses
instead. But that wasn't enough: other homeless began sleeping in-between the
cactuses. Bollards were installed next. And you can see in my photograph that they
have not been filled in with concrete; these hollow bollards have one purpose only: to
prevent a few homeless from sleeping in this area. Profound cruelty.

There s also a popular meme that | get sent every few months that shows how a bank
installed a warning of bollards in front of their covered corner ATM. In the adjacent
image, you see a homeless man who has put a mattress on top of the bollards and
is sleeping soundly. I've always been skeptical about the veracity of the image, but it
floats around social media.

A collective action by groups of neighbors in San Francisco in 2019 used boulders
ass bollards in another anti-homeless endeavour.

A flip side to this use of bollards for anti-humanitarian ends is a project that I've
developed to see bollards being used to protect public demonstrations and
gatherings. | want to see cities commission the production of bollards that can be
installed quickly and securely before civil gatherings, marches, demonstrations, etc..
I would like to see these bollards emblazoned with the iconography of civil rights
leaders and social justice activists from around the world, from the well-known like
Gandhi, Cesar Chavez, Martin Luther King, and Rosa Parks to the less well-known
that deserve to be celebrated like Thich Quang Duc, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Miriam
Makeba. This kind of construction is eminently feasible; just look at the work that
Calpipe did for the bollards around Times Square: the fire department, the police,
and the city all have access to remove and/or install the bollards, depending on who
arrives first. We need the same thing in reverse in all the major metropolitan cities of
the world; we need to protect the ability of people to gather in public.

| envision this project of easy-to-install, civic-gathering-protecting bollards being
implemented by socially conscious urban governments in cooperation with local
manufacturers and communities.
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(D]
In your previous interviews, you have mentioned that you may think of
writing abook on bollards, How is the book?

[A]

| have focused most of my attention on designing, writing, and performing a lecture/
presentation/ history/ slide show about bollards. The format of a live event allows me
to show photographs, analyze images, and directly engage with audiences about the
world of bollards. | hope to tour this project even more extensively (or make an online
video given the current situation!)

Interms of a book, I've written a long essay on bollards and it is ready to be published.
| also have the photographs ready, so in a sense the book is done! (Especially
because | also have an image of how | want it to be designed and presented.) Right
now, I'm focused on finding the time to work with photo-intensive book design
software so | can create the mock-up. I've had a few other books published recently:
one documents acollaborative project | have with the painter Katie Herzog about
signs in cities, and another is a poetic narrative about a crime that took place in my
family. The manuscripts | had been working on for two other books were finished
recently, so the time is right to do the bollard book next; | simply the need the
publisher!

| don't envision just one book, however, | see a location-based series of books. |
want the first one to either focus exclusively on the bollards of Los Angeles, or be
an overview of my bollard photographs from around the world. The next stage of
publishing would be to focus on individual countries or regions and do extensive
traveling, research, and interviews in order to document the bollard cultures that
exist in each place. Most of the knowledge | have gathered so far has been purely
anecdotal and experiential, gleaned from wherever | happened to walk or bike or be.
Frankly, | need financial or institutional support in order to build the field of bollard
studies from the ground up - get it?!? Hall

(D]
Why did you use "Saint bollards"? Any special meaning on "Saint"?

[A]

The name was chosen quickly and unselfconsciously, but it is a well-suited name
for the nature of this project, an underlying motivation of which is the need to
make peace with the objects in the world that | have no control over. In one way I'm
attempting to redeem these objects, the presence and ubiquity of which is entirely
dependent on our particular socio-historical time and place in history. Making peace
with the inanimate objects which surround us could therefore be an allegory for the
need to make peace with all of the things around us. I'm interested in developing
attitudes and strategies to draw onin order to cultivate peaces.
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(D]
As you mentioned human-to-geography relationship before, can
you explain itin more detail and what do bollards effect this kind of
relationship?
[A]

The "human-to-geography" relationship is my shorthand way to describe actively
being in the world, trying to make ourselves see ourselves or some part of ourselves
in the world around us, not just within us. It could be considered a projection of
identity; it could also be experienced as a profound reflection from the landscape
back onto and within our identity.

| don't necessarily think that human identity and consciousness is the most profound
form of life on this planet; therefore, I'm open to the idea that other forms of life—
whether inanimate, atmospheric, biological, mineral, or otherwise—are capable
of providing experiences within our un/consciousness that are beyond- or not-
primarily- human. Looking at bollards as a primary object that is both worthy of notice
and yet easy to overlook is one way to approach a non-human-centered experience
of the planet.

Sometimes people think that the crux of what | do is anthropomorphize bollards. |
play with that a little bit, in terms of appreciating diversity, etc. But that's only a basic,
superficial level of this project. Another deeper aspect is looking at the forces playing
out through the bollards in relation to their environment, including the multiplicity
of humans involved in any bollard existing in a space: the ones that designed it; the
ones that paid for it; the ones that installed it; the ones affected by it (or whose lives
precipitated it). Bollards are one medium among many through which to view and
experience the human-to-geography relationship.

[D]
Can you describe the most impressive bollards you have ever met?

(Al

There are a lot of ways to consider the word 'impressive.' I'll start by describing a
bollard that made a strong impression on me, in terms of how much | hold it in my
memory, and how much love | feel for both the object and what it represents. And
yet, it possesses quite a diminutive stature, even compared to other bollards. It is
less than one meter tall and banded in alternating black-and-yellow stripes. It is the
only bollard of its kind in the area, and the only one of its kind I've ever seen, either
in shape or in demarcation. Starting at the ground and going up, it is approximately
two centimeters wider in diameter for the first ten inches of its verticality. Then its
diameter narrows by two centimeters, and after another ten inches it begins curving
at a soft angle toward the corner of a building. lts colors are stark in relation to the
typical urban greys and browns nearby.

But it's not just how this bollard looks that makes its impression so strong for me.
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It's also the context in which | experienced this bollard. It was a mild day in Vienna,
October, 2014. My good friend Philipp had taken me to the apartment building where
the poet Friederike Mayrdcker lives. | didn't want to knock; | just wanted to look at the
building to which she had been walking to and from for so many years, and to see
the windows from which she had been looking out for so many years. We stood on
the sidewalk, not really saying much, just looking at the apartment. Eventually, | said |
wanted to go touch the door handle, the door handle that she had touched so many
times. I did. My hand lingered oniit.

When we left this apartment, Philipp suggested we go on a journey to see some
special bollards. My friend wanted to show me the Mozartplatz bollards, possibly
the most directly phallic and penile bollards anywhere (though I'd imagine that the
Bhutanese city of Punakha probably has some fine contenders). However, on our
way to the Mozartplat we found the yellow-and-black banded bollard. An accidental
discovery. The bollard reminds me not only of Mayrdcker, whose work continues
to grow in meaning for me, but also of Philipp, whose friendship continues to grow
in meaning for me, and also of the naturally-occurring happenstantiality of bollard-
hunting. We got a little lost on our way to the Mozartplatz, but when you are a
native bollard-hunter, walking in a city, there are no wrong turns: every street has a
possibility to reveal something special, whether bollard-related or not.

(D]

You have organized many bollard hunting events or tours. | thinkiit's
quite interesting because it reminds me of city drift by Situationist

International. | think it is a very different way to explore the city. What

is your purpose to do this tour ? What can people get from this event?
Can | say thisis kind of behavior which is trying to escape from
consumerism society? Tome, | think it is a way to explore the city
facade from an other perspective.

[A]

Oh, the Situationists! | hadn't been consciously thinking of the dérive when | began
going on hunts for interesting-but-overlooked built environments when | moved
to California in 2001. (It took time looking at these new spaces before | started
focussing explicitly on hunting for bollards and their uses.) But now that you mention
it, the dérive is an excellent way to begin thinking not only about how to walk or how
to see, but how to live in the environments we find ourselves. As the world continues
to go on lockdown amidst the corona pandemic, little walks in our neighborhoods are
taking on whole new meanings. In many urban areas, the way the streets are being
used is changing radically. The way we look at streets and what is happening on
them is changing too; for instance if you see someone walking towards you, it is kind
to cross over to the other side of the street! (Of course, | am still always looking for
bollards - ha!) But with less cars on the road, the need for different types of bollards
emerge: perhaps to guide the flow of pedestrians or bikes, etc.
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On my public bollard-hunting tours, I'm trying to accomplish a couple of things. | want
people to look at the city in a different way, of course. But, primarily, | want people to
be thrilled by what they don't know, by what they haven't seen before - even though
these things were always in their field of vision. This thrill is sometimes conscious
and sometimes unconscious. Looking at bollards is fascinating, yes, but they are also
a metaphor for how we look at any of the supposedly insignificant things we come
across in the course of an average day in a hyper-industrialized urban society. The
bollards are an entryway into this kind of thought; a metaphor for diversity, inclusion,
identity, chance, and absurdity; an excuse to look closely at places and things we
don't usually feel free to engage with; a microcosmic example of how we relate to the
world. | want the people that come on the tour to go back to wherever home is, and
feel lucky to be able to be thrilled by the quotidian, accidental arrangements that can
be found in public spaces. Now, as | mentioned in an answer to another question, not
all of what we find is kind or beautiful. But the important thing is nurturing an attitude
of willingness to look at, examine, and be stimulated by what we discover. If we find
things that we think aren't right, and need to change, then we begin.

As far as escaping from consumerism with how one walks and experiences a city, |
completely support this notion! It's not easy, and maybe it's even more difficult if you
are not at home, but it's important in a couple of ways. If you move through space
thinking only about you can purchase, consume, and own, you're clearly missing
out on the most valuable experiences of being alive. This is obvious. But, more
fundamentally, you run the risk of not only looking at objects and experiences as
things to consume and own; you are at risk of looking at other people the same way.
My attraction to bollards, on the surface, looks like it is about color, rhythm, design,
variety, urban life, etc. But it is fundamentally a project about respecting people, and
attempting to give each other space to breathe and think and become the most
fulfilled beings we can.

Lastly, | want to describe a little of the ups and downs of my own life that | think can
put into perspective how this project fits into my life. | began taking photos of bollards
in 2001. | liked the project and knew it was a good series, but | wasn't a photographer
and didn't know how to share it. That didn't matter because | liked them, so | kept
taking the pictures on and off for more than a decade. In 2010, my dad was the
victim of an attempted homicide and fell into a coma. As his only child, | relocated to
Atlanta for about eighteen months to help in his recovery. One way | got away from
the miasma of tragedy that surrounded this situation was to go looking for bollards.
Shortly after | came back home, in 2012, | took a trip, the first trip | had taken for fun
in a long time. | became conscious while on this trip about how engaged | was with
looking, really looking, at everything | saw. | was so appreciative to see new sights:
cities, people, trees, bollards, ponds, hills, buildings, etc. During this trip | became
so conscious of how differently | looked at the world when | was far from home that
I resolved to live at home with the same level of fascination, and the same level of
willingness to look. | didn't want to take everything in my immediate environment for
granted anymore.





