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MESSAGES

SPOT

Editor’s note: Jean Caslin, who assumes the position of Executive
Divector at HCP on September 1, 1985, was invited fo write a special
guest edition of Messages for this issue of SPOT—C.F.

We are pleased to announce that the Houston Center for Photography
now has Macintosh computer graphics equipment that will provide both a
working facility for artists and desktop publishing capabilities for the
Center's publications, HCP gratefully acknowledges the generous support of
the Anchorage Foundation of Texas for this project. This new program is
the brainchild of HCP President Dave Crossley, who will serve as its ad-
ministrator for the Anchorage Foundation and the HCP. The basic com-
puter tools now at the center were provided by the Anchorage Foundation
of Texas, whose chair is Anne Bohn, a member of the HCP Advisory
Board.

The Center now has a Macintosh 11 computer with a color video
monitor, a Microtek 400-dot-per-inch scanner for both graphics and text,
an Apple Laserwriter Il NT printer, state-of-the-art graphics software, and a
high-end desktop publishing package called Quark Xpress. Additional infor-
mation on the computer equipment and the artists” support program will
be found in forthcoming issues of the monthly HCP members' newsletter.

Beginning this fall, the Center will offer workshops on the use of the
Macintosh 11 equipment. At the time SPOT goes to press, we are consider-
ing “An Introduction to the Macintosh System.” “An Introduction to Com-
puter Graphics,” and “Photographic Image Manipulation” as likely
workshop topics.

HCP will also sponsor workshops offered by Macinterfaces, a new
Houston firm that is the first Apple System dealer in the nation. Staffed by
eleven technical wizards, Macinterfaces is committed o working with HCP
and the artistic community in pushing this equipment to its limits.

As a Kick-off for this new program, HCP will be exhibiting Digital
Photography from October 14-November 13, This traveling exhibition will
present a variety of provocative photomontage work using new computer-
related material, by eleven artists from throughout the United States.
Digital Photography was curated for San Francisco Camerawork by Marmie
Gillet and Jim Pomeroy, and is accompanied by an exhibition catalogue.
This survey of electronically recordedlstored and processed imagery will in-
clude ink jet and laser prints, photographs, video sculptures, an interactive
artists' book, and an interactive computer-video installation. The primary
intention of this exhibition is to present significant contemporary art that
is produced with affordable electronic equipment and utilizes innovative
maodes of presentation and distribution. Artists included in this exhibition
are Paul Berger, Michael Brodsky, Christopher Burnett, Carol Flax, Geonge
LeGrady, MANUAL (Suzanne Bloom/Ed Hill), Esther Parada, Sheila Pinkel,
Alan Rath, and Ed Tannenbaum. The creation of Digital Photography was
supported in part by a Special Exhibitions Grant through the Museum
Program of the National Endowment for the Arts, the California Arts
Council, and the Mortimer Fleishhacker Foundation,

A committee of the board met during the summer to discuss renovation
plans to accommaodate the new computer equipment. The committee
members were Geoff Brune, Dave Crossley, Dallas Hardcastle, Gerald
Morehead, Sharon Stewart, and Clint Willour Renovations to the HCP
facilities will take place after the successful completion of a small capital
campaign to raise needed funds. The renovations will provide additional of-
fice space, a secure workstation for the Macintosh computer equipment,
and a second, smaller gallery facility that will feature work by emerging
and regional photographers.

Volunteers and student interns are needed to help administer the grow-
ing programs and services of the Houston Center for Photography, If in-
terested, please contact me or Chris Lunceford at (713) 529-4755.

Jean Caslin

SPOT is a publication of the Houston Center for Photography, a
non-profit organization that serves the photographic community as
a resource for educational exchange through exhibitions, publica-
tions, lectures, workshops, and fellowships. SPOT is sponsored in
part by grants from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Texas
Commission on the Arts, and the Cultural Arts Council of Houston,
For defails about membership, contact the HCP at 1441 W,
Alabama, Houston, TX, 77006. Telephone (713) 528-4755.

Subseriptions to SPOT are $12 per year in the United States, The
magazine is published quarterly in March, June, September, and
December.

Advpertising: For information please contact the Houston Center
for Photography. Telephone (713) 529-4755.

Copyright 1988. All rights reserved. No portion of SPOT may be
reproduced without the permission of the Houston Center for
Photography.
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l.|ne dlumng- interpretation of E.l'rWHed(?J {1970-71) by Diane Arbus. This
was the last photograph in diane arbus

ARBUS ANCEPS:

AFTERTHOUGHTS ON DIANE
ARBUS

By Ed Hill and Suzanne Bloom

With [Hane Arbus the tendency,
always, has been to treat her as an
exception. History seems to have
congpired that way—photo-history at
least, photo-history of a predictable
sort, that is.

The large exhibition of Arbus pho-
tographs presented at the Hiram
Butler Callery this past spring during
FotoFest was an extraordinary event.
Such a judgement would appear to
e in good faith with the regime of
the Exceptional that has hovered like
black flies around the closed body of
Arbus” work, Appearances, as we ane
often reminded, deceive (—actually
they only simulate deception): never-
theless, it has been virtually impos-
sible not to come under the in-
fluence of this reigning notion: Ar-
hus is special, unique, exceptional,
From the start it has been the con-
text in which audiences have come to
know her and her work; and it seems
destiny will extend the rites (and the
rights) of exceptionality infinitely into
the future.

Those of us who saw John
Sxarkowski's New Docurments exhibit
at MAOLML AL in 1967 (Garry
Winogrand and Lee Friedlander
were included along with Arbus) have
that moment of introduction Lo Ar-
bus' photographs embedded in our
memaries: square pictures of a gray
and splenetic world. They were
unlike anything we had seen
before—which is a first requirement
of an incipient legend in art. Clearly
this was not a kin of “The Family of
Man." Indeed. it represented a sensa-
tional ruplure with the humanist
tradition; while at the same time the
show hecame the hinge on which Ar-
bus' career turned. For his part
Szarkowski used this occasion to

define the new (documentary) photo-

graphy in terms of subjective modern-

ism, that is, on the strength of a
preeminent singularity of (expressive)
vision along lines consistent with
those developed in relation to
abstract expressionism in the 1950's,
Arbus (with Winogrand and
Friedlander following in the wake of
Robert Frank) became the embodi-
ment of the Szarkowskian prescript
or canon according to which it is her
transcendental subjectivity and her
psychological depth of vision that is
responsible for the essential and
universal “truth” of her photographs.
In other words—and quite literally—
the real subject of the work is the
artistiphotographer.
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Almaost everything we call “higher
culture” is based on the spiritualiza-
tion and imbensification of cruelty.

—Friedrich Nietzache !

We have then a body of unique
photo-works whose not-so-secret
center lor meaning) is the artist
herself. But then the singular
creative subpectivity of “Diane Ar-
bus” was further enframed in July
1971 by her dramatic act of self-
negation. Writing about women's
suicide, Margaret Higonnet has said,
“Tor take one’s life is to force others
to read one’s death.” # The inclina-
tion, stereotypically. is to read Arbus’
suigide first, as a sign that hers was a
“tortured” subjectivity: second, as in
some way coded prophetically in the
work; and third, as the final sign of
her exceptionality. We find ourselves
reading the death to understand the
work as much as examining the work
to illuminate the death. But, in the
case of artistic production. biograph-
ical subjectivity becomes conflated
with creative subjectivity, which in
turn tends to marginalize the social
world completely, as no more than a
distant horizon seen in one-point
perspective from the fixed center of
the ego. The “world” of Diane Ar-
bus, like that of van Gogh, can only
tell a story already written in the
“soul” of the artist.

The fact of suicide apparently fuses
the life (death) and the art inan in-
dissoluble way. Much the same thing
occurred .. when Nietzsche stepped
into clinical insanity shortly after the
new year in 1889 ... " 2 We are
drawn, then, to the life history as
though it were an annotated map of
4 labyrinthian mystery.

Biography is a realm also open to
entrepreneurial excess. We have in
mind Patricia Bosworth's Diane Ar-
hiss: A Biography, published in 1984
and written, we judge, with an eye for
the Silhouette Romance market. Ar-
hus’ daughter, Doon, refused repro-
duction rights to Bosworth with the
remark, “The work speaks for
itself"—a modernist declaration of
aesthetic isolationism that she un-
doubtedly believes, * Yet if implied in
that statement was the position, 1
don't want my mother’s life decorated
by wour trivializing prose.” then we
empathize reluctantly with her pro-
tective motive. The book, all 433
pages, is littered with chatty, breezy
text and irrelevant narrative images
completely unencumbered with
substance. For the definitive critique
of this great wound in the side of
hiographical scholarship we recom-
mend Catherine Lord's review in Ex-
posure, 23:3, where she describes
the book as “hagiography gone
berserk.” 5

Even if there were in hand a
thorough and responsible critical
biography of Arbus, the problem of
the Original Self as a seriously
faulted, if not discredited. ex-
planatory structure would remain. In
the arts, more than other disciplines
perhaps, the Cartesian certitude of
inner, subjective truth iz clung to
tenaciously; so much has been staked
on the notion of the unified self as
the origin or ground of being—and,
af course, of creative vision. These
issues aside, we suspect that such a
biographical study still would not
garn acceptance from the Arbus
Estate. They have consistently made
reproduction rights contingent on
approval of the specific manuscript
and strongly favor pictures sans text.
Such intractable control of the
photographs is either anticipatory
censorship in the name of image
management, legend maintenance,
or simple blockading of any presum-
ed market competition. Whichever,
this repressive practice has led to
several pictureless texts on Arbus;
and, in our case, to absurd cir-
cumventing strategies. It seems to us
an entirely reactionary state of
affairs—an opinion based on the
liberal notion that artefacts of culture
are or should he freely accessible to
and transmissible in critical ex-
change. We also believe that taking
up an artist’s production in thought-
ful eritique is to offer something
maore than symbaolic homagie.

The two authorized monographs
on Arbus are well-known, especially
the first, published in 1972 (at the
time of the major M.O.M_A. exhibi-
tion), titled simply diane arbus (sic).
It has sold 150,000-plus copies and
in Aperture’s current catalog, which
also announces the release of a
paperback edition, it is classified as
“a perennial bestseller” Arbus’
popular fame has been secured, if by
this means alone, The book is as
minimalist and discreet as the lower
case title sugigests, highly select in its
choice and limit of reproductions.
{inly one photograph is visible at a
time. The only “voice™ is that of Ar-
bus herself, edited by Doon Arbus
and Marvin Israel from transcribed
tapes of a workshop and an interview
with Studs Terkel, It effectively pro-
jects a spare image of Arbus entirely
consistent with the model of the ex-
ceptional. original, creating self and
the belief that each single image
should stand on its own, unburdened
with interpretation, suspended in an
idealized space. Modernism's hierar-
chy of pure autonomies rules
throughout.

The second volume, IANE AR-
BUS: MAGAZINE WORK, published
twelve vears later, is a revisionist
festure intended to correct what
came to be seen as the art-in-a-void
syndrome of diane arbus. Once again
edited (and designed) by Doon Arbus
and Marvin lsrael, this book con-
fromts the exalting but “misleading”

depiction of Arbus’ career that the

first book presented #—ar, the
misrepresentations of produclive
context the editors were willing to
perpetuate in 1972 in order to en-
sure Arbus’ permanent installation
into the white-walled havens of art
photography. By 1984, the year of
Bosworth, it was apparently the mo-
ment for partial correctives: suddenly
in the place of lean and austere
aesthetics we were given information
directly relevant to an understanding
of the professional life of a working
woman as photographer and writer
Instead of precious pictorial silence
we were offered the beginnings of a
dialogue with useful personal history.
Much of the praise here must be
shared with Thomas Southall, whose
accompanying essay gives coherence
and shape to the documentation sup-
porting the MAGAZINE WORK pro-
ject. However, the modernist model,
deflowered but not despoiled by this
non-erotic brush with real commer-
cial life, lingers on as the presiding
formulation of “Diane Arbus™: the
artist as privileged signifier.

Huas it passed inlo the unconscious,
info the repressed of psychoanalysis?
I it still exists todeay if can only
haumt objective reality, hawnt the
truth fiself as its perversion, its
distorifon, its abmormalify, its acci-
dent. fromy, i it exists, con only have
passed info things., X can only have
found refuge in a disnbedience to
behavioral norms, in the failure of
programs, in covert dysfunction, in
the silence at the horizon of mean-
ing, in the rule of the hidden game,
in the secref. The sublime has pass-
ed into the subliminal.

—Jean Baudnillard 7

S0 how would we have it with Ar-
bus? One possibility would be a
critical line of attack that would pur-
sue the work through a demythified
Arbus disengaged from the transcen-
dent sign of exceptionality, etc. A dif-
ficult task considering legends are
formidable reified objects not easily
moved and not subject to some in-
evitable process of decay. Never-
theless, a thoroughgoing feminist,
psychoanalytic, or materialist critique
centered on Arbus as a corporeal be-
ing with a social history might lead
to substantive insight and understand-
ing. A sympathetic, cooperative
estate would be, if not absolutely
necessary, a great aid and comfort to
any such undertaking. MAGAZINE
WORK points with some promise in
that general direction.

A second possibility would be that
which was held out. in fact, by the
Butler Gallery exhibition; that is, in
its specific manner of presentation.
The tight hanging of photographs
(no space between prints) in long
triple- or double-tiered rows. and the
unusual number of photographs (ap-
proximately 140) were two of the
conditions that made the exhibition
extraordinary. Perhaps it was nothing
maore than an aesthetic solution to a
practical problem, i.e., how does one
make that many artworks look OK in
a modest-sized space. But, as a con-
sequence, this installation altered
our perspective on the work by
hreaking with the first principle of
rarification: few pieces displayed in
an extravagance of space. The close
hanging of images in ranks and files
subverted the “autonomy” of each in-
dividual image. Instead, there was an
orderly crowd of images. a body of
work. No one photograph could be
looked at without awareness of the
others surrounding it. We should
also point out that images were mix-
el and not matched. The curatorial
templation to sort them into a tax-
onomy of the “normal” and “abmnor-
mal” or bizarre and more bizarre was
resisted. Most unexpectedly in all of
this, the mythic figure “Diane Arbus”
receded into the background. In ef
fect she was crowded out.

What happens if the artist, mythic
figure or ordinary mortal, is
Bracketed as the explanatory source
in our experience of the work?
Where then do we direct our in-
quiries? What then is the nature and
outcome of our encounter with the
work? Do we find ourselves back in
the same old modernist ballpark
where works of art “speak for
themselves™?

The last question needs address-
ing, if only because of Doon Arbus'
stated commitment to this first com-
mandment of high art. The belief
that works of art speak for them-
selves is a patrician concept with a
long history, one that became
naturalized over the last two cen-
turies and, thus, highly resistant to
doubt. Its logic is entirely hermetic
and protective of the autonomy of
the pure agsthetic experience. Also,
always implicitly present in the work-
that-speaks-for-itself, and integral to
its aura, is (once again) the artist as
privileged signifier—or sign-maker.
Much more is concealed in this
cultural code-phrase than we can or
need unravel here. The answer Lo the
ballpark question is, No; not as long
as we approach the artwork in an in-
terrogiative mood, not as long as we
understand ourselves—as viewers—to
be more than passive, admiring
receivers in the art equation.

The answers to the other questions
are set into motion once we recog-
nize the viewer as an active agent in
the process or event of reception.
Any intermogation of the work must
also include a questioning of our
response to the work. What, in fact.
occurs in the encounter—or
collision—hetween our social and
psychic being and Arbus’ troubling
representations of Otherness? Notice
how the language of that question
sounds dissonant, slightly out of
register or cadence with the “times”
in which she produced the work.
During the 1960's, issues of
representation were raised in the
streets and the courts while in the
artworld the problematics of
representation were resolutely
transcended by mainstream modem-
ism. Meantime we have moved into
the age of fractal truth,

A politically correct position on
the representation of Others requires
that photographs be censured for
assuming to stand-in representation
of Others, for attempting to speak for
them. Edward Curtis or Jacob Riis

are examples. In such cases there is
unavoidably an (unconscious)
ideological appropriation in which
concrete subjectivities are transposed
into useful imagistic objects. The
trail leading from Arbus’ photo-
graphs appears similarly marked.
Over the past two decades it has
become a virtual cliché o conclude

Book Cover, Diane Arbus, Mogazine Work, Aperture, 1984,
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Arbus exhibition at Butler Gallery {installation phato by Rob Ziebell)

that Arbus “fucked over” her sub-
jects, a commaonplace to lay the
charge of anti-humanizsm at the
doorstep of her celebrity status. Yet
the photographs continue to
fascinate us.

Fascination, in fact, is what hap-
pens between us and her photo-
graphs. They provide the perverse
and uneasy pleasure principle of in-
verted stereotypes, . foung Man
with Hair Curlers,” or *“Young
Waoman with Cigar”—uneasy
pleasures because stereotypes are a
serious matter. As Sander Gilman
puints out, “Stereotypes arise when
self-integration is threatened” ® So
there is a certain anxiety in finding
the “normal” and “abnormal” con-
founded; and, vet, there is discomior-
ting fascination in that moment of
recognition: défa v, this dangerous
metamorphosis has already happened
before. Preservation of our
“cohesive” selves and our social
species is under threat by these pho-
tographs. Are we really willing to
relinguish hold of our stereotypic
order? To scan the ters of Arbug’
photographs is to witness a Tilen-
tanz of stereotypes, a willful tearing
of a web of signs. Fascination
persists.

These images brought back from a
gray and splenetic world function as
signs pointing o reason’s underside;
they standd along the borderline of
unreason, even seducing us to attend
to its protracted silence. If we trace
our fascination far enough we will
find the photographs are markers of
madness. This said, three disclaimers
must immediately follow: we do rot
mean that (1) the people in the pho-
tographs were mad, (2) Arbus was
herself mad. or (3) the photographs
are pathogiens that will drive those
who ook at them mad. Any of these
notions would be far more sensa-
tional than what we are actually
Propusing.

In the post-activism of the 1980°s
one is expected to provide
theoretical grounding for climactic
assertions. At this point we can do so
only in crude outline. The sense of
madness we are talking about cannot
be understood within strict clinical
limits, but rather should be seen as a
conceptual and emotional artefact of
cultural history. Which is one reason
to choose this animated term,
braided as it is by romantic
caricature, in preference to “insani-
ty"" or “mental illness” Under the
sign of madness we would include a
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very hroad interpretation of “aber-
rant being” (a phrase that may best
describe Arbus’ overnding subject
matter), but not because all such be-
ings are mad. It is important to em-
phasize that our concern is with the
response to, the reading of, the
fascination with specific images of
abervant Otherness.

Grounding our extravagant claim
must necessarily include acknowl-
edgement of Michel Foucault's
Madness and Croilization. His entire
project is fundamental to any
hypothesizing about madness, First
of all, madness is the name we give
tir a particular field of perception
over which we attempt to excercise
power in the form of knowledge.
That is, we try to master it through a
reductive and regulating discourse.
Representations of madness are
divided signs mirroring both an
analytic circumseription of insanity
and an always immanent eruption of
madness as the underside of reason.
According to Garth Gillan, writing on
“Foucault’s Philosophy.”

From that division [befween
reason and unreason |, the work of
arl appears as the locus for vinlence
that in annifilating reason and the
worid shows their confours and
limiits and can mave beyord reason
by putting it fnto question. *

As for the compound joint that is
formed between madness and
stereotypes of Otherness, we have
already referred to Sander Gilman.
The following long guote introduces
us to one last important idea:

O all the models of pathology,
one of the most powerful is mental
fitness. For the most elementally
frightiming possibility is loss of con-
trol over the self, and loss of control
is associated with loss of fanguage
and thought perhaps even more than
with physical illness. Often asso-
ciated with violence (including ag-
gressive sexual acts), the mad are
perceived as the antithesis to the
control and reason that define the
self. Again, what is perceived i in
large part a projection: for within
everyone’s fanlasy (ife there exists a
play of aggression not esseniially
different from that of the iitial mo-
ment of mdividuation, an inciplent
madness that we control with more
or less success, '®

What Gilman means by the trauma
of “loss of language and thought” is

the ability to speak and be heard in
the dominant tongue or “code” Even
more interesting to us here is the
reference to “the initial moment of
individuation.” This critical moment
is placed, occurs, at a point between
a few weeks and a few months. In
other words, in the crucial transition
from a state where the world melds
with the child and the bare struc-
tures of identity emerge, there is ex-
perienced a crisis of anxiety, an in-
choate “madness” that in turm is
read into memory.

(ine of the important suppositions
we are trying to establish in this
crude outline is that a “history™ of a
pathological mode of being exists
within the individual psychic memory
as well as the cultural “unconscious”
The aggregate of Arbus’ photographs
functions as a lure to this memory.
The stereotypic signs that one so
carefully constructs to hold it at bay
are met head-on by the dreaded
curiosities that have become her
hallmark. Gilman also makes it clear

that stereotypic “associations are
double-edged”” In the most
marvelous, protean way they are able
to metamorphose into their opposite
in a form of value inversion which ex-
plains the mutability, for example, of
fascination and fear, or, how evervday
gestures can appear transformed into
indices of dementia. This latter
effect—a psychic spanner in the
works of the quotidian world—is
cumulative with Arbus; although in-
dividual photographs imply a
pathological disabling of rational
structures quite succinctly See “A
Flower Girl at a Wedding, Conn.,”
and A Young Man and His Girl-
friend with Hot Dogs in the Park,
NY.C"

In citing madness we are nof ident-
ifying the nut within the shell of Ar-
bus' photographs. As we hope we
have made clear, the essence of their
meaning is anather game entirely. If
we suspend for a moment our self-
imposed moratorium on allusion to
Arbus’ intentions, then we would

Book Cover, Diane Arbus , an Aperiure Monogroph, 1972

.diane arbus.

conjecture that she believed each of
her subjects (especially the freaks)
contained their own existential
meaning as centered truths, and,
therefore, that her best photographs
were able to symbolize these same
truths. This is not our position. In ef-
fect we find that the photographs i
oy interaction with them function as
allegorical signs: they point ELSE-
WHERE, to a space—ar, abyss—
outside or between, or beyond
either; a space that once upon a time
taok the shape of a ship of fools.
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KURT KREN AND THE
VISUAL PROCESS

By John Inglis

SPOT

Kurt Kran, Asyium, 1975

Kurt Kren was present al a film
refrospective of kis works at HCP on
My 12th, 1988, He has also
recenily been honored by a retro-
spective in Vierma, and he was the
subject of @ PUS documentary, pro-
duced by KUHTTV, Houston.

A sculpture on the early sixteenth-
century carved organ loft of St.
Stephan’s Cathedral in Vienna il-
lustrates the new emphasis on in-
dividual subjectivity in Renaissance
art. The entive organ loft rests on a
stone figure who peers out of a win-
dow, holding a square in its hand.
The figure bears the likeness of its
maker the master carver Anton
Pilgram. As our eyes meet his, we
realize we are being inspected. In-
stead of concentrating on what we
see, we become conscious of the act
of looking. In a similar fashion,
Viennese-born Kurt Kren's films
make us aware of the act of looking
and, especially, of the process of
perception,

Kren's film Windowdlookers, gar-
bage, eic. (1962) opens with a shot of
old people staring in our direction
ouit of second-story windows set in
paste] walls. We are being observed.
We see feathers, eggs, newspapers.
glass, and living birds scattered on
the ground—we move past them as
though we are walking. There is a
street in front of us—we see legis
walking and arms swinging, as
though we are observing these ac-
tiens with eves downcast. The screen
hecomes black: in stacatto rhythm a
tiny crescent moon points up, down,
up. down, Images alternate in split-
second time. The old people are
back, still staring al us. They tilt
right, left, right, left. The rapid
angular movements and circular mo-
tiois of these elderly busts assault
us—darkness descends—one
window—Fin,

Windowdookers... organizes
perceplions experienced on a walk
through the city in a disorienting
fugue-like construction. Just as An-
ton Pildgram reshaped stone, so does
Kren shape and thrust images our
way, reshaping us through our ex-
periences of those images. His im-
agies rush by, then return. Each im-
age that retums seems new: we must
Inok again, No wonder Kren's exhibi-
tions in the 60's involved repeated
screenings. Windowlookers forces us
to look at and sort throwgh the
seemingly inconsequential people
and things we often encounter in our
every-day landscapes,

In Asgplur (1975), five ungeometric
pools of light form on a black screen.
Five images appear, and then ten im-
ages, including fences, pathways, and
trees. Images connect with adjacent
image patches, forming larger image
grids, Five of the images disappear,
providing a counterpoint of darkness
and light. Two small children walk in
a lower-level image, then disappear
Lane images join fence images,
pasture images and tree images,
under changing seasonal conditions.
Even when the screen is full of im-
ages, the black grid that frames each
image hinders our view of the entire
scene. When we realize that these
images make up one landscape, we
become aware of the multiplicity of
circumstances involved in percep-
tion. We realize we can never really
“know'” this pastoral scene, which we
can only partially see—the “asylum”
or sanctuary Kren enjoyed during a
country sojourn when he made this
film. As we become aware of the
multiplicity of what is perceived, we

Kurt Kren, Windowlookers, garboge, efc, 1962

Kurt Kren, foof-age shoof-oul, 1985

become aware that we must actively
foak if we are to see

Kren, who was present at the HCP
screening. savs that he is a visual
person. He notes, “You see and you
don't." His approach does not stem
from a theoretical base but from a
grappling with immediate experience.
Intuitive openness is important to
Kren in the making of his films as
well as in the viewing of them, and
he leaves interpretation of his work
to the viewer. Since it is the ex-
perience of perception that is being
explored, every reading which takes
the images presented into full ac-
count is a “correct” reading. Because
repeated viewings of the same film
involve new experiences of the same
images, each viewing of a particular
film should yield a new reading.

Kren notes the enormous amount
of energy needed to make his films, It
also takes enormous energy to look
al his work, since we are urged to ex-
perience our own looking. His three-
to six-minute works demand the
same scrutiny as a Godardian feature
film. Godard's films of the 1960
confronted viewers with images and
written words that velated to other
filmic images. political views, and
marketing literature, in building a
picture of the “children of Marx and
Coca-Cola.” His Masculine-Feminine
{1966, for example, both unites and
confronts a youth awakening to the
politics of the left and an emerging
pap singer intent on building up
capital from her record sales. The
viewer is placed in a political and
economic conflict that he or she
must attempt to resolve. In a similar
manner, Kren creates a conflict
among perceptual images that de-
mand the viewer’s effort. As attention
is paid to each repeated image, the
viewer becomes conscious of the ac-
tual looking itself, Kren's films look
at us and our ability to look, provok-
ing us to look again on our own,

The recently translated first
volume of French philosopher Gilles
Deleuze’s text on film, Cinema 1, of-
fers a way to view Kren's concentra-
tion on looking. ! In classifying film-
makers, Deleuze describes certain
ones, such as the Russian Dzigha
Vertov in the 1920's, or Michael
Snow and other Americans in the
605, as filmmakers who primarily
construct visual images as analogues
to individualized experiences of
perception. Such images have a
“perceptual perspective” when seen
in the context of the surrounding
shots. These are not shots which
develop a picture of characters in an

environment, as Howard Hawks does
for example in Rio Brapo (1959),
where a conflict results when a
sheriff battles an inmate and his
friends in order to keep him in jail,
“Perception-images” are shots which
build up a film without a narrative
direction—images which present a
viewpoint. It is as if the camera has
became conscious and recorded im-
ages which are not those a particular
person would see. These “perception-
images” are related to each other by
forming a film which presents a sub-
ject with a camera perspective.
Deleuze summarizes:

..The perception-image finds its
startus, as free indirect subjective,
from the moment that i reffects its
confent i @ Camera-conSCIOUsness
which has become autonromonus ...
(. 7).

In viewing a film which seems to
perceive again and again, Kren's
viewers become aware that a context
of sicweniiewed surmounds in-
dividual shots. His images thus call
attention to their perceptual perspec-
tive. It is not the identity of a land-
scape that is developed in Asyfum,
for example, but a somewhat
mechanized psychological processing
of images. This is how others picture
landscapes and people as entities, as
individuals. The focus in Window-
Loakers is not on the garbage or on
the old people in the windows, but
on our perceptions of them. Thus,
the viewers of Kren's films become
aware of the rich complex of im-
mediacy and flux involved in the
perception of his images.

Kren has lived in Houston since
1983, His last completed film, foor-
age shoot-out , was made here in
1985. It depicts a battle, set against
the sky, among city skyscrapers. It
opens with a seemingly innocuous
shot of a hand reaching into an open
fridge; thus, the battle of the buildings
evolves as part of metaphorical
description of a conflict among the
lords of consumption. Shots of in-
dividual buildings, a feel of barren-
niss surrounding them, are followed
by shots of other buildings justapos-
ed at contrasting angles. (Opposition
among these edifices was enhanced
at HCP by the tinny sound of
spaghetti western music played on a
small cassette recorder) This im-
aginary city of power-contrasts con-
structed by Kren is a city where cor-
porate institutions battle like gunsl-
ingers at high noon. These startling
images seem to represent corporate

Stils by Deborah Garza

power and battles that heated up in
the Houston of the 1970' (before
Kren's arrival here), and which con-
tinee to characterize the US,
business scene of the 1980’

Kren notes that foot-age shoot-out
was difficult to make because he
lacked his usual reservoir of energy;
also, the film was completed on a
four-day timetable. # And, unlike An-
ton Pilgram, Kren does not have a
medieval guild to support his creative
endeavors. A film purist, he refuses
to put his work on video, noting the
joy he feels at seeing light stretch to
a screen in a dark room. Kren works
now as a security guard in Houston's
Museum of Fine Arts, Having resided
in the U.5. during the Reagan vears,
he recognizes that he came here at
the wrong time: positions and finan-
cial support for experimental film-
makers are scarce. After a day of
paid-watching, Kren simply lacks the
energdy to make films.

FOOTNOTES

1 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema, Volume
I The Movement-Image, trans, Hugh
Tomlinson (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1986; orig.
published as Cinéma I Limage-
mouvement, Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1983.)

2 April Rapier, “Taking the
Camera Out for a Walk” SPOT . Fall
1986, p. 6.

John Inglis, wha is on leave from the
Basilian Fathers, is a philosopher
currently working on a critical study
of Gilles Delenze’s film theory.
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DENNIS HOPPER:
ICON OR
ICONOCLAST?

By Margo Reece

Three films directed by Dennis Hop-
per; Easy Rider, The Last Movie, and
Out of the Blue were mcluded
From Method to Madness, @ Dennis
Haopper retrospective af the Musewm
of Fine Arts, Houston, from May 6
Hrowgh Jume 18, 1985,

In movies about Dodge Cily, man,
they always pul in big mountains,
buf there aren’t any, just wheat fields
stretching to the hovizon.

—Diermis Hopper '

It seems fitting that Dennis Hop-
per was born in Dodge City, that ar-
chetypal town of the American West,
where social history has been over-
taken by myth in America’s collective
consciousness. Dodge City is a pic-
ture in our heads. We recognize it
from the movies, from countless
westerns, and from television's in-
defectible Gunsmuoke, where every
sundown inevitably led to a show-
down. Like Dodge City, Hopper too
has come to reside in America's col-
lective consciousness, his celebrity,
“known for being well-known™ 2,
often coming close to obscuring his
real achievements as a director and
actor. He has been called everything
in the press: a renegade (by critics), a
genius (by his peers), difficult and im-
possible to work with (by directors),
demanic (hy his ex-wife Brooke
Hayward) and mast recently, a dandy
{by critic J. Hoberman). * This last
label is perhaps the most appropri-
ate, because he has done much to
cultivate his image and little to
discourage it. In Hollywood, where
notoriety is more indelible than
fame, the fabrication of personality is
usually not entively unselfconcious.

At times Hopper's career has
seemed beyond recovery, as when he
was hanned from Columbia for tell-
ing Harry Cohn (the head of Colum-
hia Pictures) to “go fuck himself!’ or
when he was blackballed from Holly-
wood for eight years by director
Henry Hathaway for refusing to take
direction through seventy-eight
takes, At the end of eight hours,
Hopper broke down and did it
Hathaway’s way. *Kid, you'll never
work in Hollvwood again,” was the
response. * A recently as 1986,
Hopper was almost passed over for
the part of Frank Booth in Blue
Velvet by director David Lynch, first,
“because of his reputation | never
thought twice about him,” and
secondly, for Hopper's insisting that
he had to play the part because he
was Frank Booth, *

Hopper is nothing if not a survivor,
His tenacious career has spanned
four film generations: the hipsters
and the beats of the 505 (he assoc-
iated himself, both literally and
figuratively, with James Dean in
Rebel Without @ Cause and Giand,
and upon Dean's death seemed to in-
herit the credo attached postmortem
to Dean: live fast, die young and
leave behind good-looking images);
the hippies and the love generation
of the psychedelic 60's; the yuppies
and the cult of narcissism of the me
generation 70's. Now he seems im-
mersed in representing the am-
biguous B's. He is most memorably
associated with the 60's, however,
probably because he came of age
filmically with his directorial debut in
Fasy Rider, 1969,

It is difficult to find a magazine in
late ‘68 or early ‘70 without a
reference to Dennis Hopper, Easy
Rider, or The Last Movie, his 1971
directorial follow-up to Kasy Rider.
His face adomed the covers of many
major magazines, including Time
and Life, here smiling like an outlaw,
there posing pensively, but always in
character with the perennial Stetson
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Rider (1949). Directed by Dennis Hopper. (Film still courtesy of .

the Walker Art Center, Minneapaolis, Minnesota, and the Museum of Fine

Arts, Houston.)

and cowboy shirt. On the cover of
one national magazine the golden,
dlowing marquee of a theater billing
Easy Rider is juxtaposed against the
looming, shadowy, purple spires of a
gothic revival church beckoning the
faithful to worship. And worship they
did. The hoopla surrounding Easy
Rider was not so much about the
critical acclaim the film received
{Best Picture by a New Director, Can-
nes 1969), as about the resounding
commercial success it scored. With a
reported budget of around $375,000,
Easy Rider went on to gross an
estimated $60 million worldwide.
Vincent Canby, writing for The New
York Times in July of "69 said, “The
most exciting thing about Fasy Rider
is neither content, nor style, nor
statement, but the fact that it was
made for less than 500,000 (less
than the cost of one set for some
super productions) by young men
working outside the movie making
establishment and apparently
reaching a large audience.” ®

In the late 60's the movie industry
was perceived to be in trouble,
People simply weren't going to films,
especially not to the big budget ex-
travaganzas, Fasy Rider was in fact
originally conceived by Peter Fonda
in reaction to a speech by Jack
Valenti (president of the Motion Fic-
ture Association of America)
pleading for industry support in an
attempt to produce “quality”” family-
ariented films like D Dolittle
(1967)—a $20 million flop: “1 truly
don't believe that the entire young
audience ... are of a psychedelic
breed, hunkered up over their pot
and acid, lurching off on super-
natural romps and trips" 7 {probably
a reference to Roger Corman's The
Trip (1967), which first brought
together Hopper, Fonda and
Nichalson, the stars of Easy Rider)
Easy Rider s success transformed
the Hopper image from recalcitrant
Haollywood hippie into legitimate
filmmaker and “spokesperson for the

age.” ® The unruly bad boy was sud-
denly golden.

In retrospect, criticism engendered
by the film seems perfunctory, align-
ed with the reigning ideology of
whatever magazine the reviewer was
writing for. At the time, many critics
seemed curiously reticent about ex-
amining in more than a cursory
fashion anything that might under-
ming the credibility of the left-
leaning logic seemingly advanced by
the film. Writing for Esquire in 1981,
Jeif Greenfield reflects: “The hostility
aimed in reality at long-haived, grass-
smoking, adolescents seems to have
given Easy Rider credibility without
the need for logic or proof.” *
Favorable reviews amounted to not
much maore than apology for jumping
on the cultural bandwagon of the
period. Even critical reviews tended
tor subside into grudging
acknowledgement of Fasy Rider 's
popularity, with abjections being rais-
ed within an overall context of ap-
preciation. ® Discussion of the film in
print tended to polarize issues within
convenient cultural cliches: the
rednecks vs. the hippies, the long-
hairs vs. the short-hairs, the over-the-
hill generation vs. the younger
generation, the good guys vs. the bad
guys (but with a 60's twist, meaning
the tolerants vs. the intolerants ), and
finally, the hippie-Commie-queer-
pervert-fags vs. the straights. The
most intense discussion centered
around whether the film's pro-
tagonists (Hopper and Fonda) were
heroes of dissidence or not. To the
frustration of Hopper and Fonda,
Easy Rider was widely misread, with
many critics claiming Billy and Wyatt
as heroes andlor innocent victima,
Newsweek ‘s Joseph Mongenstern
saw the murders of Billy and Wyatt
as illustrating “the wanton destruc-
tion of harmlessness” " Life s
Richard Schickel wrote that the “un-
thinking brutality of a nation, will, on
occasion mindlessly kill dreamers it
does not understand.” "' Dan

from Rebel Without a Couse (1955). Directed by Nicholas Ray. Staring
Natalie Wood, James Dean, 5al Mineo, and Dennls Hopper. (Hopper is
atupper left) (Fim still courtesy of the Walker Art Center, Minneapolls,
Minnescta, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.)

Wakefield, writing for the Atlantic
Monthly, asks, “Why the needless
death and destruction of these fairly
innocuous, generally pleasant, and
harmless young men?” 12 Only Diana
Trilling, riled by the acquiescence of
the critics, blasted Easy Rider for
moral obfuscation and the critics
themselves for moral queasiness, 13

The difficulty in interpreting the
“message” of Fasy Rider may have
been more the result of various
cultural phenomena surrounding the
film in the late 1960' than a matter
of confusion arising withing the film
itself, Critics” unperturbed accep-
tance of the drug dealing in the film
may have been an example of the ex-
tent o which the drug culture, co-
opted by the left, had made good its
claim to radical-ideological status
and been wiped clean of corruption.
Or, critics may have succumbed to
their own blind spot, and simply
honored the modernist injunction
against moralizing about art. Ques-
tions about the film's intentions may
have been clowded by that other
phenomenon becoming apparent in
the late sixties, the burgeoning
counterculture and the triumph of
the merchandiser. Critics often spoke
of two narratives: the one they saw
and the one they were supposed to
see. In describing Billy and Watt,
Morgenstern ruminates, “There's an
authentic emptiness about both of
them, a genuine displaced persona,
until you ... realize that it's not sup-
posed to be emptiness but efo-
guence!’ ™ Trilling comments,
“There is a moment when the
caméra circles the group [the hippies
in the commune], moving showly
from one vacant-eyed face to the
next: they are the faces of madness,
of a perhaps imemediable break with
reality, or so they looked to me, but |
am afraid that what | saw was not
necessarily what the makers of the
film intended.” ¥

Museum of Modern Art, New York.)

There is always money to be made
in a revolution, and by the late 60's
capitalism's ahsomptive resilience was
becoming more evident; the
language of the revolution had
already been appropriated for ads
ranging from men's appare] to
vaginal dendorant sprays. Products of
the counterculture became adver-
tisements for the society and were
widely believed to be representative
of the American way of life. Movies
too were commercial products; it was
noted that aspects of Easy Rider
resembled television commercials—
“Filming attractive hodies within
nature at its nicest suggests the hint
of menthol” Y—and seemed to
advertise the life style the film
depicted. After all, Marlboro Country
was still the imaginative place of
clean air, pristine landscape and
rugged individualism. The co-
optation of the counter-culture by in-
dustry, and Easy Rider 's affinity to
promotional techniques, made it dif-
ficult to ascertain where advacacy
stopped and irony began.

Like Malboro Country, the
America of Easy Rider is a pictorial
illusion; but, unlike the discourse of

from Easy Rider (1949). Directed by Dennis Hopper. (Film Still Archives,

advertising, Hopper's film seeks to
expose rather than exploit the illu-
sion. All of the films Hopper has
directed { Easy Rider 1969, The Last
Mavie 1971, Out of the Blue 1980)
have as their basis an inquiry into
the deceptive nature of our cultural
illusions. They investigate how
famniliar fictional narratives in movies
and advertisements reinforce and
perpetuate conventions into a
cultural infinity. Their focus is on the
complicated ideological process in
which cultural and social attitudes
are enhanced and given form. 17
Hopper's films examine a reality
over-determined by the symbolic ac-
cretions that have turned so much of
America into cultural clichés.

His travelogue treatment of the
West as a stock of allusions and at-
tractions available for use, and his
cartoon characterizations of Billy
and Wyatt—with no more history
behind them than the Lone Ranger
and Tonto—stem from a Pop Art
sensibility, pointing to the status of
the image in our culture as com-
maodity and inescapable sign. The
self-conscious deployment of popular
forms was the basizs of Pop Art,
perhaps the preeminent artistic
movement of the sixties, and one in
which Hopper was deeply involved,
both as a collector and friend of the
Pop artists, especially Andy Warhol,
Jasper Johns and Roy Lichtenstein.

Hopper's deployment of popular
form goes further: Fasy Rider, while
proclaimed the ultimate “now” movie
of 1969, was a blatantly derivative
offspring of the Western and youth
exploitation pictures {i.e. films ex-
ploiting a trend like bikers, the drug
culture, ete.). The equation went
something like this: Hell's Angels
{and hiker films of the 50's and 60
like The Wild One, Rebel Without a
Cause, and especially Roger Cor-
mans The Wild Angels ) + LSD
{and drug culture films like The Trp)

= the Hippie counterculture (and
Easy Rider ). " Easy Rider, however,
was more than a simple elaboration
of a hiker picture. It was a deliberate,
self-conscious reaction to that most
basic of the classical Hollywood
genres, the Western. The Western is
significant for Hopper because it em-
biodies s0 many of the myths upon
which the national psychology of the
United States depends: the frontier,
the spirit of individualism, the love of
the land, law and order, wide open
spaces ete; myths which Hopper was
interested in provoking the spectator
to examine along with their assump-
tions about the nature of cinematic
reality. Hopper shows what's behind
the frontier impulse {impenalism), in-
dividualism (self-interest), the love of
the land (the desire to exploit natural
resources), and law and order (to
keep the have-nots from getting what
the haves have.)

All Hopper-directed films are
latter-day Westerns made against the
genre and against classical
Hollywood. Genre cinema, having
achieved a position of dominance on
world screens, serves American
political and economic interests; con-
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sequently, movies made against the
genre are invariably political. Hop-
per’s films are made against the
genre, by treating the background as
familiar. then by constructing the
films through significant deviation
{though maost failed to read the
significance of his deviations.) Hop-
per intends no less than a decon-
struction of American cultural myths
in connection with Hollywood's com-
plicity in cultural and economic im-
perialism. Under Hopper's direction
the American Western genre is given
a function and purpose: to reveal the
essential artifice of its gestures and
its political and social afflictions.
Only a film that is marginal to the
genre can hreak the code, and Hop-
per'’s interest all along was in break-
ing the codes.

Taking the Western as the repre-
sentative Hollywood film, Hopper at-
tempts a rigorous examination, not
only of the form and content of the
Western, but of its social function as
well. '* The Western provides the
perfect vehicle for Hopper's double
precccupations with Western
imperialism—richer over poorer, and
representation over truth, 2@ The
West survives as an image in the
American mind: a pastoral ideal. a
garden of the world, agranan utopia,
or a spectacular raw landscape,
which holds adventure, riches and
even salvation. The latter version of
the frontier metaphor figures heavily
in Hopper's work, The unspoiled
landscape gave birth to an American
version of romanticism in both the
idealization of Nature and the kind
of “ideal self” that could be realized

in it. But as Billy and Wyatt complete

their dope deal, throw off their
watches and ride off into the West to

the strains of “Goddamn the Pusher”

we know there will be no salvation.
For one thing, there is no longer any
frontier. The landscape of Easy
Ricler does not represent our
historical past or present so much as
it represents our stereotypes about
our past. Hopper's cinematic repre-
sentation of the frontier is mythic in
its lack of human desecration. # Bil-
Iy and Whatt pass no cars, no tour
buses, no billboards, no truck stops,
no cheesy motels, no gas stations,
not even a park ranger. Only the
black ribbon highways on which they
ride indicate the inroads of civiliza-
tion. Although Billy and Wyatt ride
continuously through this phantasm,
they are never engaged by it; it is a
sight. Hopper's postcard perfection
exploits the emotional resonances of
the sign as a kind of primal
American fantasy, while the extreme
nature of the image points to its
palpable facticity. The image is con-
struct, a license for purple passages,
a scenic backdrop, a gift to the
camera and the eve. a special and
specially preserved version of reality.
Only via Hollywood can one travel
from California to New Orleans on
major thoroughfares completely
devoid of other traffic.

Hopper deviates from the genre in
more obvious ways as well, simply
reversing many Western clichés.
Easy Rider chronicles a trip from the
west coast back to New Orleans and
the Mardi Gras, making it in a sense
an “Eastern.”’ To the degree that
westward movement was expansionist
and imperialist, Easy Kider 15 con-
tractive and anti-imperialist. The
road west in The Last Movie is
rerouted south to Peru, the frontier
in the United States being so
depleted that an American movie
company must go to a foreign coun-
try to promulgate its moribund
myths. Symbolically the trip is a
reenactment of the original despolia-
tion of the American West and the
exploitation of its indigenous
peoples. 22 It's the rape, pillage, and
plunder scene all over again, only
this ime by Hollywood, the now
mare insidious form of imperialism.

Meanwhile, back in the States, the
frontier is nowhere to be seen. In
Out of the Blue remnants of it echo
eerily in the static crackle of
truckers’ disembodied voices filtenng
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from The Lasi Movie (1971). Directed by Dennis Hopper. (Film still courtesy the Walker Art Center, ane-apolls,
Minnesota, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston,)

in over the citizens band radio—the
only thing still working in the now
decaying cab of Don's (Hopper's)
wrecked truck. Hopper's on-screen
daughter “C.B" iplayed by Linda
Manz) sits with her teddy bear in the
truck—which itself sits, derelict,
abandoned, and overgrown by weeds
in the yard—holding late-night con-
versations over the C.B. radio, She
defiantly hurls her hostility out into
the void: “Disco sucks.” “Subvert
normality,” “Kill all hippies” The
road west, once symbolic of freedom
and renewal, has been reduced to a
commercial venture, trucking—and
even that has been demolished. The
western myth has become pathetic,
the elixir of the American road a
polluted potion, Don's cowboy dress
a parody, his truck driving a per-
verted form of freedom. What was
freedom from societal entrapment
has become freedom to traverse sex-
ual taboos. The beautiful black rib-
hon roads of opportunity which
seemed to hold some promise in
FEasy Rider have tumed into a dark
narrow passage of exploitation
leading to a dead end,

Hopper's frustration with the cir-
cumscribed limits of classical nar-
rative form can be felt throughout his
directorial pursuits. In classical
Hollywood, narrative was based

. on o dramaturgy of intrigue and
stromgly accentuated plof, which
managed fo transform spatial and
n:mpnra! SeqUEnce o conseguence,
a continuum of cause amd effect. The
fmage or scene not only pointed
fonvard and backward to what had
been and what was to come, buf also
helped to develop motivational logic
that functioned as implicit causality
v The scenes fitted into each other
like coguwheels in a clockwork, and
that all visual mformation was pur-
posive. inflected towards a plenifude
of significance, saturated with clues
that explained motivation and
character. Out of conflict, contradic-
tion and contingency the narrative
generated order and linearity. *

In place of strongly accentuated
plots, Hopper strings together series
of leosely knit incidents that at times
appear almost random, This is par-
ticularly the case in Easy Rider and
The Last Movie where there is the
sense that other incidents recorded
on the footage might have sufficed as
well as what was shown. Action tends
to be episodic, as in Easy Rider
where long periods of inaction are
punctuated by vignettes that move
the narrative forward, In The Last
Maowie , the film does not develop a
major dramatic conflict that gradual-

Iy unfolds through the entire movie;
instead, deliberate ellipses are left in
the narrative so that scenes end
abruptly and character situations are
left unresolved. Culting is emphasized
over continuity in the interspersal of
non-sequential moments, The single
use of the fire flash frame in Easy
Rider forewarns us (out of context) of
Billy and Wyatt's fate (interpreted at
the time by some as a state of acid-
induced precognition.)

In the first part of The Last Movie
Hopper intensifies the use of the
nonsequential moment by intercut-
ting nonchronologically between the
making of Billy the Kid , the party
scene, the Easter Festival and
aspects of the Indians’ movie which
only gets made much later at the end
of the film. The result is a mystifica-
tion of time (moments seem to exist
simultanecusly) which undermines
the linearity of the narrative and has
a disorienting effect on the viewer. In
Ot of the Blie the rhythm is chop-
ped up and frenetic. In the opening
sequence Hopper cuts frantically be-
tween the oncoming truck, the stalled
school bus and C.B. sitting alone in
the wrecked cab years later after the
accident. The effect is one of being
fast-forwarded through the narrative,
leaving no time to reflect on what
has transpired.

from J'ns Last Movie (1971). Directed by Dennis Hopper. (Film Still Archives, Museum of Modem Arf, New York.)

Peter Fonda commented about
Easy Rider in an interview with Roll.
ing Storne Magazine -

We dom't give owt any information
through dialogue. We have a very
lpase plot, nothing you can follow,
You can't predict what's going fo
happen, and that puls everybody off.
People want it predicted for them,
they want piodence o happen when
they expect it o happen, so they can
deal with &, they want sex o be a
certain way and drugs to be a cer-
fariny way and death fo be a certain
way. And if am’t, 4

In the traditional popular genres
the litany was well known; part of the
pleasure lay in seeing how the basic
elements would be treated this time
around. In place of pleasure Hopper
problematizes reading by the way he
leaves key structuring events outside
the text. What's left out leaves room
for speculation on the part of the
viewer, about former incidents and
relationships before the filmed
events, Cuf of the Blue is rooted in a
past trauma, which the viewer
believes to be the horfic accident
referred to repeatedly in nightmare
flashes, in which Don negligently
crashes his semi truck into a crowd-
ed school bus. But the more fun-
damental trauma is not depicted in
the flashbacks or even in the film;
the sexual secret of incest, revealed
only in the last moments, results in
an entire restructuring of the film in
reverse. Suddenly the overtones of
cerfain scenes become painfully
clear: in the opening scene Don asks
C.B. playfully, “Am | as sexy as
Elvis®" later C.B, is counseled by a
psychologist, “There's something
vou're not telling me ... ”; when Don
picks C.B. up from school, he asks
her proddingly if she would like to go
on the road with him again,
“Remember all the fun we used to
have when we went to Mexico?” The
knowledge we get from the unfolding
text of Hopper's films is cumulative
but always changing, restructured
retrospectively after each frame. 25
The narrative reversal of backward
revelation around which Ot of Bhe
Flue is structured leaves viewers anx-
ious and grasping for clues, unbeliev-
ing as to how they could have missed
the signs posited along the way
which would have hinted at the awful
revelation preceding the cathartic
climax.

The narrative and positions of
characters within the narrative in
these films do not always follow the
traditional rules of plot and character
development. For example, in The
Last Mowie it's only in the last part of
the film that events begin to coalesce
around the main character, Kansas
{played by Dennis Hopper) in such a
way that his fate becomes the domi-
nant concern and emotional center
of the film. *® Hopper's films generally
contain little in the way of extended
psychological character develop-
ment. In Fasy Rider the principals,
“Billy and Wyatt” are represented as
characters “without history, context
or intention.” 27 Motivational logic
and causality are undermined by in-
sufficient data.

Inv hiis desire to traverse traditional
Hollywood, Hopper, the iconoclast,
was nid content simply to reverse
western cliches or reamange conven-
tional narrative development. His in-
clination is toward an avant-garde
form, but this is tempered, partly out
of respect for the traditional nar-
rative (he was raised on the movies of
Gene Autrey, Roy Rogers and Smiley
Burnette) and partly by the desire to
work (in audience-oriented Holly-
wood, avant-garde inclinations are
subdued by commerce), European
directors, supported by government
maonies, can conduct experiments in-
to the nature of narratives not
generated by conventional dramatic
supports such as melodrama, quest,
investigation or journey; but no such
paossibilities are open to American
directors working in the commercial
cinema. ** Form cannot be too dif-
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ferent to be understood. Every film
must stand on its own in the circuit
of exchange—commerce subor-
dinates art. The film must make
money. Films that are too difficult
{like those with complex narrative
constructions) remain unmade or un.
seen, as Hopper was to find out after
The Last Movie when Hollywaod
(reacting to the political implications
of the film) only allowed a limited
release of the film, then pulled it and
shelved it. Instead of following Easy
Rider with another simple essentially
straight-forward narrative, which is
what the industry expected, Hopper
chose to make a complex,
multifaceted, open-ended movie
about movies.

The Last Movie's movie-within-a-
movie format allowed Hopper to
thematize in the structure of the nar-
rative his scepticism about a social
and political experience pasted over
by idealogical fictions and pro-
liferated in the movies. The tyranny
of representation he only hinted
about in Easy Rider in his treatment
of the landscape (previously discussed)
comes to the fore in The Last Movie.
The Last Movic's first phase is a fun-
damentally representational expose
of the making of “Billy the Kid;™ it
reveals the artifice of filmmaking as a
commodity manufactured by techni-
cians. In the narratively straightfor-
ward second phase we see what is ac-
tually “The Last Movie,” a film
marily about what happens to
Kansas (Hopper), a wrangler stunt-
man working for the movie company.
He decides to stay on in Peru after
finishing the filming of “Billy the
Kid" in hopes of striking it rich. This
part of the film presents a standard
fare of violence, sex, and death; but
it also is concerned with the effects
of film practice, both on those know-
ingly associated with the movies, and
on those who innocently come into
contact with movies (symbolized by
the natives). Finally, in the film's last
phase, Hopper extends his concerns
beyond the artifice of the western
film genre and allegories about the
role of movies in contemporary life to
begin to explore filmmaking itself. *®
By intermixing different levels of
reality and by breaking itself down,
The Last Mouvie begins reporting on
itself. In the end. the fictional
substance of the film is allowed to
whittle itself out of existence,
through an interplay of multiple fic-
tional strands and documentary
fragments: in outtakes of The Last
Mouvie, Kansas is shot repeatedly and
stagigers off to die, in infinite varia-
tions (at one point he gets up and
thumbs his nose at the camera); but
before he is finally killed, the nar-
rative erodes, sel-destructing
gradually through more outtakes.
This erosion of the narrative is sym-
bolic of the frustration of never being
able to say things as you had imagined
them, of never being able to find the
pefect form within the confines of the
medium's and industry’s codes. 2
Hopper had to pay for violating the
sacred trust of never alluding to the
unreality of the image:

Universal wanted me fo change
the ending, but I said, No, I didn’t
wanl the character [ played dying.
They said, “We don't care if you
have won the Venice Fitm Festival,
kill this guy, have a camera fall on
himm, run Rim over with a horse, re-
edit it and kill him.” I refused and
they did what they said they were
going to do: they released i for two
weeks in LA, two weeks in New
Yok and tree days in San Fran-
cisco, 3

After the trashing he received for
The Last Movie from the Hollywood
establishment, the critics, and a
vicious and vindictive press ¥, it's
not suprising that Hopper returned
to cinematically sanctioned material
in Chat of the Blue: 1 just want to
make linear films that everyone can
understand.” ** For the most part
Hopper's films follow the innovatory
line in American cinema, progressing
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from Quit of the Blue (1980). Directed by Dennis Hopper. With Hopper, Linda Manz. (Film still courtesy of the
Walker Art Centar, Minneapolis, Minnesota, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.)

by the shifting and modifying of
traditional genres and themes, while
never quite shedding their support in
order to insure audience recognition
and commercial distribution.
Hopper's films revolve around a
kind of self-demaolishing dynamic.
The films' narratives are undermined
through premonition, repetition and,
in The Last Mowie, reconstruction.
What originated as a single shot in
Easy Rider—the random, nearly
subliminal interpolation of the final
crash, becomes in The Last Movie
and Out of the Blue the central form
of the films. ** What looked like
rough edges and stylistic uncertainty
in Fasy Rider were really the early
components of Hopper's radical
aesthetic message. In The Last Movie
what looks like a rough cut in need
of editing is actually sophisticated
editing made to look like a rough
cut. ** As Hopper's narratives con-
tinue to unravel, the implications
reverberate out into cultural infinity.

Afterword

In Hopper's new film Colors
(1988), he returns, to an even greater
degree, to cinematically sanctioned

material. Colors is standard cop
movie fare, thematically conventional
and conventionally linear. The gap
between conception (desire) and
completion (what is actually possible)
within Hollywood's codes can be
discerned in a 1986 interview with
Hopper, in which he pondered what
he'd like to do next:

I'm not interested in doing period
things. Iwani to do things about
now. That's my forte .. . Td really
like to do a drug picture. It's not a
popular time, everybody s going
around saying, “We don't do that
anymore” They don’t want fo use
that as a device to show the
underbelly of Los Angeles,
Haollywood, Reverly Hills. It's all
aver, from wealthy people to poar
people. Show the street gangs, the
Valley gangs. the barrio gangs.
Show the producers, the rock stars,
the musicians, thal whole area, Use
a surfer as the key figure ... . I've
tailked with various people. but they
Just hang up; they don't want to be
associated with a drug picture Buf
in poimt of fact, it’s a perfect time to
do if. Now is the time to do . The
couniry s a mess anyway, and
they're putting owt that theyre not
going to make a movie about it, 37

JdeEr T

The film Hopper talks about making
sounds infinitely more interesting
than the one that got made.
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MONOLOGUE/
DIALOGUE

By Carole Tormollan

From July 8—August 7, 1988, San
Francisco Eagle: Gay Bar In Time of
Transition, Photographs by Dowg
Ischar, were on exhibit at HCP.
Ischar’s work was included in
another exhibition this summer,
Monologue/Dialogue, organized by
Lynne Brown for the Randolph
Sireet Gallery in Chicago, from June
2a—July 23. SPOT asked Chicago
writer Carole Thrmallan to address
the broader context of gay and fes-
bian representation crealed by the
Chicago show. Also included in
Monologue/Thalogue were photo-
graphs by Kaucyila Brooke {Tiscon,
Arizona), Sunil Gupta (London,
LIK.). and Janet Pritchard (A huguer-
gue, New Mexico),

The tithe of this exhibition,
Monologue/Nalogue, represents a
binary opposition. The term
“Monologue” refers to the cultural
formations of patriarchy, in other
words, to the singular, dominant
discourse of white male heterosesual
society. The term “Dialogue” refers
to those outside of it, often con-
stituted in theory as the voice of the
“Other™: women, non-whites. non-
heterosexuals, who can only be
known in relationship to the domi-
nant culture. These four photo-
graphers subvert this ideology by
placing the “Other” in the center.

Kaucyilla Brooke, Untitled, 1987
(detail; criginal in colon

Kaucyila Brooke's photo-comics
examine the lesbian alternative. She
claborates in her stalement: “If
women are the “other” then leshians,
without a legitimizing sexual connec-
tion to the male, are completely out-
side patriarchal structure” Brooke
explores the application of this
theory in her “Untitled” (1987)
series, Here, a leshian couple (plaved
by maodels) appears in the masculine
landscape of Monument Valley. As we
fodlow these women through a se-
quence of photographs, photo-
composites, dialog balloons, and nar-
rative, we witness conflicts between
the dominant patriarchal backdrop
and their desire to escape this
scenario. This is obvious when one
of them, dressed in a cowgirl outfit,
looks at the landscape and says, 1
am free floating without associa-
tions.” As viewers, we are confronted
by the paradoxical relationship bet-
ween her attive and her statement.
While she claims to be outside the
codes of dominant culture, her outfit
reflects the codes around her,
Nonethe her perception of
herself as onomoeus leaves her
feeling alienated from this environ-
ment. Speaking theoretically, her
partner offers an alternative: “You
can't talk your way out of an entire
culture, You are it and it is you ....
We are surrounded by the language”
She then illustrates her statement by
shaking her shoe and saying. “This
damn sand. It gets into everything”
In turn, we realize that e
from sand in a desert is :
accompanies Monument Valley. /
the same time, however, these les-
hians are not taken over by this
desert, In the last frame, we see them
looking through the lenses of a pair
of glasses, implving, perhaps, an ex-
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amination of everything clse that sur-
rounds them.

Sunil Gupta's “*Pretended’ Family
Relationships" (1987-88) are a series
af twelve triptychs that look at
cultural identity within the homosex-
ual community. Formally, each trip-
tych consists of a color print, a poem
written by Steven Dodd, and a strip
from a black and white photograph,
The color prints each show a gay or
leshian couple {also plaved by
maodels) in a different public or
private setting. The poems estahlish
some aspect of the relationship bet-
ween them, for instance, “Seeing
vou, secing me, it all becomes so
clear” These combinations are then
placed next to sections selected from
photographs taken at a demonstra-
tion in London on April 30, 1988,
‘This protest was in opposition to a
clauge in a Local Government Bill
that would prohibit the “promotion”
andl teaching of the acceptability of
homosexuality as a “pretended family
relationship.” Gupta was present at a
panel discussion, also entithed
“Monologue/Dialogue.” at Randolph
Street Gallery on the evening of June
25th, Duning this panel, he told the
awdience that the Clause was passed
into law on May 26th. He also ex-
plained that this legislation was in
response o a school book that had
favorably portraved two gay men rais-
ing a child. To date, the implications
of this legislation remain unclear, but
a critical response has been
mahilized.

Gupla'’s ““Pretended’ Familv Rela-

tionships” depict the potential im-
pact of this legislation. The law not
only denies homosexual couples a
legitimate presence in society, it col-
lapses the expression of difference as
well. Gupta exhibits these differences
by presenting a diverse range of gay
and leshian couples from various
ethnic backgrounds. He places these
couples in different London settings,
sometimes sugggesting through these
Incations different class affiliations.
(It is worth noting that socio-
economic issues often polarize gays
an leshians.) The poems express a
wide range of experiences, emotions,
and human interactions, in addition
tor speech patterns and dialects, Gup-
ta also appears as a model in one of
these “'Pretended’ Families,” thus
calling attention to his own position
in this political situation,

By juxtaposing different photo-
Sfr?l'l'lh\‘. Gupta presents a commen-
tary on the British legislation. In the
triptych that opens his series, the
large color print displays a ma
couple alongside the Thames River
with the Houses of Parliament in the
distance. The smaller black and
white image next to it shows a bobhy
on horseback. We can see a spur on
his leather boat and the faces of the
protesters in front of him. In another
triptych, a male couple lies on a bed
facing the viewer. The other image
shows a man holding a sign with the
word “Fight” written on it. While
these combinations vary throughout
the series, they all share one thing in
commaon: they all provide a presence

Sunil Gupta, from the series Pratended” Farmily

Relationships, 1987-8

{courtesy Randolph Street Gallery, Chicago)

for those who are “normally” ahsent
within dominant culture.

Doug Ischar keeps this aspect roll-
g, 5o to speak, in his documentary
project, “San Francisco Eagle: Gay
Bar in Time of Transition” (1986-88).
His exhibit begins, appropriately
enough, with a location shot of the
Eagle bar in San Francisco, From
here, lschar moves us inside and out-
side and then all around the Eagle,
In other words, Ischar constructs a
gay social history, using photographs
from Sunday afternoon beer busts at
the Eagle, as well as the streets of the
Folsom (taken hetween June 1986
and August 1987) as his frame of
reference. He also includes gay
publications, autobiographical com-
mentary, and material excerpted from
books. Az lschar states in the text

which accompanies this ambitious
exhibit, “1 bought a wider—not a
longer—lens for this work.” This pro-
ject, writes Ischar, “is an attempt Lo
preserve one of many threatened gay
public spaces from representational
and historical exclusion—to fill one

Doug Ischar, from the series, San Francisco Eagie: Gay Bar in Time of Transition, 1986-88 (orginal in color)

potential void in a social history
where lack of record is the rule”

In this respect, Ischar’s work is
similar to Gupta's—baoth photo-
graphers are attempling Lo preserve a
homaosexual presence through
representation. However, lschar's
project, with two exceptions (a
woman in leather at the Eagle, and a
quate in a book mentioning the word
“lesbian”), concentrates on gay male
sexuality, Ischar's project also con-
fronts a variety of interrelated issues,
rather than a specific piece of Tegisla-
tion which conceals its own hidden,
interrelated components. Ischar
situates himself in the area South of
Market in San Francisco, Here, seven
gay bars have permanently closed
since 1982, Ischar identifies several
reasons for these closings, namely:
gentrification: AIDS and the political
reactions to it; and a general decline
in clientele, related to AIDS, politics,
and aging. * Due to these circum-
stances, the Eagle has become, ac-
cording to Ischar, “a microcosm of
the pre-AlDS Folsom—a “melting
pot” of bikers, leather men. body
builders, and drag queens.” lschar
represents this diversity in his work,
His color photographs are finely
crafted group portraits that present
these men communing on Sunday
afternoons. Ischar then extracts the
layers of meaning that inform our
reading.

For starters, Ischar discusses his
own sexuality and the fact that look-
ing at these men is a turm-on. In
other words, he renders his own posi-
tion non-transparent, which con-
tributes to the success of his work.
This self-referential, doubling-back
process is reinforced by a photo-
graph of a hand bill for a photo ex-
hihit that reads “Sadomasochism
true confessions...”, Ischar makes no
secret of the fact that he used to en-
Jov leather bars himself. Moreover, as
viewers we are reminded of the fact
that we are witnessing a photo ex-
hibition ourselves.

Next Ischar presents an excerpt

from John I'Emilio’s book, Sexual
Politics, Sexuwal Communities (1983),
introducing the notion that gay bars
perform a public and collective func-
tion. On the same wall we see an
older image of the Eagle, as well as a
photograph of men standing on a
platform, holding up vintage gay-
porn images for auction. These addi-
tions lend a sense of history to the
photographs on display.

In the next wall Ischar examines
the erotic aspect of these images
from a variety of perspectives. For ex-
ample, one quote discusses a cor-
respondence between the reclama-
tion of public spaces and the sub-
sequent distribution of gay eratic im-
agery. Surviving fragments of various
publications arg presented, hung low
on the wall (as “subtexts”). These in-
clude, for instance. a mail-order
photo-narrative thal sugdestively
shows two men sharing cokes,
cigarettes, and then undressing one
another. One magazine (Body
Teautiful, Lid. ) contains a letter
from the editor that announces “The
L5, Customs is requesting permis-
sion to open mail.” This was a
response trigdered by numerous re-
quests to photographic studios for
frontal male nudes. Another ap-
propriated photograph shows two
hook pages. On the right is a man
dressed in leather, and on the left, a
text that reads like a leather
manifesto. 1 guote:

In Leather, wwith its sensuous touch
and smell, they have found o symbol!
which helps them escape from the
over-feminized present info a past
where men of strength and muscle,
power and determination ... were ad.-
mired and enudated.

This quote suggests that the erotic
fantasy surrounding leather is about
empowerment and a confrontation of
cultural notions of gay male passivity, #
It also speaks visually against oppres-
sion. By juxtaposing these various
texts and images to his own photo-
graphs, lschar constructs several dis-
junctures that interrupt the erotic
reception of these images. A photo-
graph on the opposite wall intro-
duces a critical commentary. It
depicts a handbill showing two men
hugging: below them is a dollar sign.
This suggests the obvious, that erotic
photographs are often produced for
money. Ischar makes sure we do not
forget this other narrative,

Another wall includes photographs
that represent activities other than
sex. For instance, we see the notice
hoard for the Eagle bar, with
messages aboul a seli-help group and
a sketch class. One photograph
shows an “anti-blow job” logo from
the bathroom. Anuther announces
an “AIDS protest for life saving drugs
and treatments.” At the same time,
we see photographs of men at the
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Eagle. These portray the diverse
range of patrons, once again, but
their presence also speaks out
against the threat of AIDS. These
men are active and not afraid to be
affectionate with one another.

The remaining images, on the final
wall, continue to reflect diversity.
Below them is hung a sequence of
black and white photographs taken
from Muscle Teens, June 1966. We
see images of nude men dressed in
cowboy adornments, playing duitars,
tying each other up, having fun.
Ischar reminds us how such imagies
have functioned historically: “In the
absence of both sexual and social
community, they connected isolated
gay men to a shared source of erotic
pleasure and, indirectly, to each
other” Perhaps Ischar hopes that
documentation will help maintain
this sexual and social community.
(After all. while Ischar constructs this
visual record, he is also constructed
by it.) In one of the very last images,
we see a large American flag in
reverse, In the foreground, a
muscular-looking man in a bathing
suit stretches his arm out towards it.
We are reminded that, like the flag,
the eagle represents America.

She wanted to be whole
a map did not exist

Janet Pritchard, from the series Aufoviews, 1987 (orginal in colon(Photo

cradil: Linda Backert)

Janet Pritchard's Awtowiews (1987)
is a grid-like assemblage of 18 photo-
graphs taken through the window of
a moving car. Collectively they signify
a metaphorical passage through time
and space, suggesting, perhaps, one's
self-reflective thoughts. The text
which accompanies them fluctuates
between the first and third person,
offering a self-consciousness without
resolution. Formally they refer to the
“equivalent” school of photography,
offering fuzzy out-of-focus aerial
views of trees and sky, and
sometimes of the road. One of them
includes the rear-view mirmor. (Others
offer us a hand on the steering wheel
or a glimpse of a face. It is frustrating
to view them in the context of this
exhibition—they seem rather seli-
indulgent when compared to the
socially conscious work around
them. However, they also represent a
coming-out process, which could
later evolve into an awareness of
others.

FOOTNOTES

1 One of the texts Ischar includes
mentions that he met a man who had
photographed the South of Market
leather scene in the 70's, But the
photographs were now destroyed,
because “AIDS had made them an
unwelcome reminder, a liability™

2 Leo Bersani has some in-
teresting comments on the leather
scene in his article, “1s the Rectum a
Graver”, October 43, Winter 1987,
pp. 197.222.

Carole Tormollan is an M.A. can-
didate in modern art history, theory
ard criticism af the school of the Art
Institute of Chicago.
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AN INTERPRETATION
OF ANARCHY, MYTH
AND EXTREMITY

By Anne Roberts

The Seventh Annual Members' Ex-
hibition was held af the Houston
Center for Photography from April
S—May 15, 1988, Photographers
whase work was included were
Geoffrey Brune, David Chaffin,
Cosgroveirman, Ben DeSoto, Jim
Eimare, C. Leigh Farmer, Jay For-
rest, Paul Vincent Kuntz, Sharon
Stewart and B.5kriewski,

When the Houston Center for
Photography was founded—now an
amazing eight vears ago—one of its
many purposes was to provide a
space for members to exhibit and
receive feedback on their work. Each
vear in a democratic process of selec-
tion, members choose groups of
work that are interesting either
hecause of subject matter or tech-
nique. By its very nature the
Members” Show will be uneven, but it
is the evolving nature of this work—
an artist onto an idea, creating—
which makes the show an exciting
one.

The most arresting work in this
year’s Seventh Annual Members Ex-
hibition comes from three photo-
graphers whose formal concerns
could not be more different: Ben
DeSoto's aggressive documentary,
Sharon Stewart’s meditative land-
scapes, and Cosgrove/ Orman's ex-
pressionistic portraits. All success-
fully blend theme and method into a
fully-realized concept.

Ben DeSoto's installation of photo-
graphs of a new music clublanarchy-
rebellion demands attention both in
its unconventional presentation and
controversial subject matter. The
viewer could no more ignore the
large, plastic-coated, high-contrast,
grainy action photographs nailed
graffiti-like to the wall, than a group
of these frenzied rebels in his own
living room, or perhaps within his.
own psyche. DeSotos’s stance takes
us into the middle of the action as
did the better wartime photojour-
nalists, but there's a sense of per-
sonal concern here as well. The
voung adults pictured here listen
raptly, interact with the musicians, or
slam and jolt one another with ter-
rific energy, building a mood of oul-
of-control protest, rebellion,
breaking-out and acting-out. Since
rebellious music is a crucial part of
this society, at the beginning of the
installation DeSoto includes a quota-
tion from “The Stars and Stripes of
Corruption” by Jello Biafra and the
Dead Kennedys.

Jello himself appears in “At the
Island." 1983, as a powerfully angry
symbaol, arm out in protest or de-
fiance, fingers open and clenched,
his shirtless body rendered inposing
in grainy contrast. In “Cabaret
Voltaire,” 1986, five white teenagers
dancelvun together as if theywe been
invodved in some violence, racing to
get away. Several are caught up in
the moment or in each other. but
one boy faces the camera, an am-
biguous expression of elation, guilt
and fear captured on his face.

In & different mood in “At Raul’s,
Austin.” 1980, the photographer
maoves close to a beautiful blonde
caugtht with head back in oblivious
miusical raplure as two enormous
painted rats cavort on the call mural
behind her. ' Beauty and the beast,
vouthful energy versus society's cor-
ruption, compliance or defiance, are
all continuing contemporary issues
in this work.

A quieter, but no less powerful
search for self-understanding and
meaning characterizes Sharon
Stewart'’s series, “Time Shadows of
Angient Greece,” 1986-88. Stewart
makes use of the special qualities of
infrared film to produce these soft,
frainless, intricately detailed studies
of ancient ceremonial sites. Through
intensity of focus and careful framing
Stewart imbues each site with eerie
mysticism, a lavering of the seen and
unseen, past and present. 7 Each site
seems elevated, expectant, only
waiting for its players.

In #I1, the simple stacked stones of
the bench of the goddess Demeter
rest silently important in the land-
scape. The particular pattern of
cloud in the darkened sky forms an
impression of presence, but a careful
scrutiny reveals nothing there. In
#XI1 we see Agamemnon's tomb, its
open doorway brilliantly lit and sur-
rounded by darkness. A small
shadowy triangular opening above
the door makes vou wonder if there's
something there and heightens the

sense of anticipation. In the more
detailed #1X, the dark landscape at
the left edge draws the eye into the
curve of brightly lit columns, around
the edges of the ruins, up into the
twisted branches and back down to
the shadowy areas. The variety of
curves and angles, detail and planes
is delightful.

The emotional effects of added col-
or, with heavy manipulation of both
the negatives and prints, characterize
the collaborative portrait work of
Charlotte Cosgrove and Helen Or-
man. In this series of portraits, the
artists begin by photographing their
friends against a pertinent news-
paper background. By combining
negatives, collaging in different poses
or hackgrounds, and adding hand-
coloring, the artists compile a
layered view of the personality of the
sitter, usually at a point of emotion-
ally-charged conflict. In “Honey”
1988, a rather businesslike sitter
quizzically holds blue-tinted glasses,
while four overly made-up sex-kitten
portaits of the same person mug
through the newspaper. The overall
effect of the added color is dramatic,
often amusing or startling.

In the larger combined self-
portraits this technique achieves
pure expressionism. In “Night Fu-
sion,” “Ritual” and “Scream,” the
viewer relates to and identifies with
the emotionally charged moment.
Particularly powerful is “Night Fu-
sion,” where several overlaid faces
with multiple eves, screams and
frowns, accompanied by hands plac-
ed to the cheeks, form an expression
of pure anxiety. The jangled grey
drawing in the background blends
with the details of the pink lace
nightgown and the faces into a
powerfully fearful image. Strong stuif,

Also working in a portrait style are
B. Striewski, Geoffrey Brune and
David Chaiiin. Striewski's beautifully
rendered three-quarter figures depict
friends costumed for a Halloween
party. The small toned portraits
reveal the idealized persona, often in
some romantic situation, One man
with bandanna-covered eyes faces the
firing squad; another wears a hard
hat and the serious frontal stare of
the Avedon Western portraits, beer
stomach pushing out from under his
jacket.

Chaffin also presents portraits of
friends; his people wear masks and
are placed in carefuly constructed
sets. These large black and white
photos are dramatically framed, the
subjects and attitudes unusual, the
skin tones splendid, but though
Chaffin means “to express his own
fears and fantasies” 4, little is reveal-
ed about these persons. The viewer
is highly involved but not enlightened.

Gewffrey Brune's compasite por-
traits design personality by assembl-
ing clues, leading the eye through a
satisfying arrangement of fragments
of setting, description or posture.
Often pertinent information is miss-
ing, 0 the viewer is stumped, All the
parts come together in “To Whom It
May Concern” (1988). The eyve moves
from the added color of the building;
down across the six tiny portraits
with cigarette and hat; horizonally to
electric posts and back across fences;
down to a dark, caged, dead-ended
area (a drainage ditch?); and finally
down into a small, handwritten will.
With the major clues assembled, the
viewer can return to enjoy additional
delails.

C. Leigh Farmer's “Dancescapes”™
and Jay Forrest's “American Flats,
Nevada” are large color photographs
which emphasize more painterly con-
cemns. Farmer’s abstracted photos of
maovements of performers in a con-
temporary dance company are blurs
of graceful color within the gorgeous
hues of the background. Forrest's
series paints the complicated layer-
ing of vears of graffiti on crumbling
architectural buildingsicanvases.
Each careful framing abstracts an
area of intricate rich detail.

The site-specific black and white
documentaries of Paul Vincent
Kuntz and Jim Elmore are installed

an adjoining walls, where it's im-
possible to miss their dialogue ®
Kuntz has made a two-year photo-
graphic study of Houston's Third
‘Ward area, an old, primarily black
section of town. ® The pieces ex-
hibited were taken at Malo's Bar on
February 21, 1987, during an annual
rodeo party. In the comifort and
fraternity of a neighborhood bar the
subjects dance, or talk in groups, or
react to the photographer in their
portraits, One man raises his glass as
if to salute Kuntz, who appears well-
known and accepted by the par-
ticipants. Each scene is composed
using strong contrasts. with dark
faces close-cropped sel against white
or deep black backgrounds.

A man with a gold tooth, or a large
woman with arms raised as if to sing
along, seem predictable; on the
other hand, one photograph of three
young women in tight plaid shirts,
with arms joined dancing in front of
the jukebox, is a wonderfully lively,
unselfconscious image. The figures
seem alive, animated, a direct con-
trast to the more formal, stiff society
shown at Elmore’s event.

From 1982-1986, Jim Elmore has
photographed the Confederate Ball
which occurs here annually on
Robert E. Lee's birthday. Elmore's
statement emphasizes his subjective
commentary and point of view, which
are obvious enough in the photo-
graphs themselves: in one, a young
Hispanic maid holding a tray of
plasses is caught standing next to
Lee's ommately framed portrait.
Elmore’s framing is wide-angle here,
flash illumination approaching
natural light. The white, affluent par-
ticipants are dressed in stiff uniforms,
caught in moments of ceremony, be-
ing looked at, or in the case of the
women in period ballgowns, standing
around decoratively.

Instead of treating the ball as only
an excuse for a fun party in fancy
dress, Elmore’s editing shows disap-
proval; but his best images forgel this
and are less moralistic. In one, four
young debutantes are rising from a
moving platform in the foor, sur-
rounded by an orchestra, observers
and prowd parents. In another, an at-
tractive blonde woman, in a swirling
dress with lots of white feathers, is
caught dancing in complete aban-
donment and enjoyment.

Several of the members whose
work is shown in this exhibition had
work in last year’s Members Show,
This annual opportunity to see and
be geen, to glimpse new work, or o
watch familiar ideas develop into
finished products, is welcome.

FOOTNOTES

1 DeSoto admits the rats were an
unplanned bonus.

2 Stewart’s statement speaks of
“shifting cadences of myth, time,
truth...perceived and unseen joined
the past’s presence.”

3 The artists successfully walk a
fine line here between the
psychological and campy, and least in
those photos exhibited, the viewer
doesn't see the “spiritual” alluded to
in their statement.

4 From the artist’s statement.

5 Much as I would have been
tempted, as the installer, to hang
these two series near each other,
they would have shown better
separated. (I mean, this is a review,
but enough's enough.)

6 Kuntz has also recently received
a Houston Center for photography
Fellowship to continue this work.
Congratulations!

Anne H, Roberts is a photographer,

former editor and currently, a photo
editor on a publication staff,
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Jim Elmare, untitied

sharon Stewart, from The Shadows of Anclen! Greece, il

David Chaffin, untitied

Geoffrey Brune, To Whom If May Concern (1988). Original hand-colomed. B. Striewskl, Braod, 1988
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Paul Vincent Kuntz, Rodeo Party af Molo's Lounge, 1987, from Inside Housfon's Third Word,

(R Y W ' ¥ 7% R
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Jay Formest, American Flats (1987) {(odiginal in color)
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SUMMER DROUGHT

By Joan 5eeman Robinson

Works by HCPs 1987 Fellowsip
Winners, Jill Goodman, Elizabeth
M. Grant, and Carol Vichelich,
were exfibited af HCP from July
SAugust 7 1958

Is it misanthropic to feel more
akin to the stuff in still life photo
graphs than to the subjects in
social documentarist works? If con-
tent were the criterion, then tat-
tooed nightbirds and handicapped
citizens would easily edge out slabs
of clay and kitchen cutlery. Why
then does the exhibition of HCP's
three 1987 Fellowship winners seem
largely banal. or at best routine,
although two of the winners veer
toward society’s im to focus on the
eccentric and the disabled in their
own hangouts and houses?

Neither Elizabeth Grant's nor
Carol Yuchetich’s works are sensa-
tionalistic or exploitative. Grant's
arlor tribe is eager o be
aphed, peeling back

garments to present what she calls
their “living art.” Yuchetich
disclaims any intention o trivialize

or to beautify the aging and the
led whom she photographs
land whom she has known and
warked closely with for vears)
Nevertheless, only the occasional
image in each series reveals more
than a hesitant grasp of the
material at hand.

Grant states that she is documen-
ting the people,
vironment of Howsto
parlors al night. Aside from the

s

etics and en-
's tatloo
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dubious aesthetic properties of the
stock images which are transferred
by “artists” to the clients’ skins,
even the results are questionable in
these terms—excepd to the subjects
themselves. Unclothing is the essen-
tial condition of this “art." Tattoo-
ing creates an illusory costuming of
the body. Nakedness, full or partial,
we see. is “legitimized” when
scrims of flora and fauna are in-
scribed on the flesh. Ultimately the
tattoo proclaims both the exhibi-
tionistic as well as the conformist
aspects of the bearers’ mentality,

Grant's images needed editing
and were o densely hung for the
space available. The most effective
examples had a claustrophobic
cramping f physical space and
closeups of bodies, creating am-
higiuities about what we see and
where it is: the interlocking of arms
and needles and ornaments, the
blunt camera contact with the
snake-covered belly, the branded
torso with the brass ring notched
through its navel. The identities of
these people lic not in their faces
but in their roles as habitues of
a common, camouflaged subculture,

Vuchetich is essentially a por-
traitist of the invisible citizen. Like
recent photo-essayists of the ter-
minally ill. the abused. the retarded
and the mentally disoriented, she
could be susceptible to charges of
voveurism and manipulation
another form of disenfranchisement
of the already helplessly marginal.
But her work is restrained. Occa-
sionally she overstates their social
insignificance—a woman's head is
hidden behind those of her two
white dogs: another is effaced by a
cloud of smoke from her cigarette;
three more are distanced by the in-
tervening stretch of the camet on
which the camera seems grounded.

sSome works stand out; the cra-
dling of a man’s head in a woman's
lap. and the terse dignity of an
elderly woman in a floral frock, her
wavy gray hair combed back over
the top of a tweed-flecked sofa
against the severe linearity of
horizontal Venetian blinds.

The still life photographs of Jill
Goodman make the most subtle
demands on the viewer, as well as
the most sensuous overtures. Yet
they are the mosgt deliberated, the
most contrived, and seemingly the
maost austere of the winning entries
in the exhibition.

In a series of studies resembling
sepia-toned prints, Goodman
mounts a monolithic slab of what
looks like hrown clay against paper
backdrops, variously wrinkled,
parchment-like or woven. Stuck or
stabbed into the kneaded slabs are
bananas, faucets, pegboard hooks,
butter, crimped tarlaton, or just
more clay balls, In other arrange-
ments, parboiled pasta is tugged or
frazzled into clouds of linear
tangles; boiled eggs are precisely
peeled, plastic forks are broken and
stacked; ripe olives and a red votive
candle hyphenate a sepia setting
like brown eves and a cup of
tomato juice.

Goodman's works are compendia
of the senses: sight, smell, touch,
taste, and equilibrium and balance.
They make the viewer acutely aware
of one’s self—and of the power of
the photograph through its very
substantive clarity to convince one
of ineffables. of tangibles as abstrac-
tions presented for contemplation.

What did the crop of this year's
entrants to the HCP Fellowship
competition look like? If this show
seems unsatisfving, shightly disap-
pointing, what were the choices
Roy Flukinger, Caroline Huber, and
Geoff Winningham had to work
from? If this was the best of the
current crop then it is a very young
generation. Only one entrant seems
to have advanced toward a concise
vision, sensibility and definite style.

Joan Seeman Robinson is o
Schofar in Residence af the Menil
Coliection,

Carol Vuchetich

Elizabeth Grant
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NOT A CHEAP HOTEL

By Sara Booth

Photographers and Authors: FPor-
traits of Twentieth-Century Writers
from the Carleton College Collection
was an exhibition organized by the
American Federation of the Arls and
presented al the Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston, from May 15-Tuly 10,
T98S,

Every authoy is evenfually
digested by the literary instifution . . .
—Roland Barthes

F. scott Fitzgerald gazes lovingly
into a book, as though it were a mir-
rov, seemingly admiring the stunning
image he sees reflected in it lonesco
reclines on a sofa, the only plece of
furniture in the room that is not
madly atilt. Virginia Woolf is tived,
E.M. Forester old, and André Gide
depleted. Alice Walker is dressed up
in purple pants and Jerzy Kosinski is
dressed for a Ralph Lauren ad. James
Baldwin averts his gaze—one wide
side-step and he will be out of the
photograph. Simone de Beauvoir,
relaxed and smiling, reclines on
plump pillows, surrounded by open
books, while, above her, her “lifelong
companion” ! Sartre is appropriately
pensive. Edna St Vincent Millay
wonders what she's doing here.

Colette, a little miffed that the cap-
tion of her photograph describes her
as o “woman writer.” knows why she
is hiere but wishes the curators of this
collection had used another photo-
graph of her and had used another
caption, perhaps Auden’s comment
on her writing—"1 am reminded of
only one other novelist—Tolstoy” * A
litthe hyperbolic, pewt-ctre, but where's
the harm when one considers the
hyperbole that surrounds the exhibit
as a whole? Does not the exhibition
catalogue claim that we are all here
because we have had “great impact
on maodern thought? * Well, it is a
little embarrassing, isn't it?7 To have
such claims made for one, and to be
numbered among the dreat thinkers
of the twentieth century, when so
many of the great are not hereg? But,
Auden is here, looking perfectly de-
lightful, and reminds us—much to
the chagrin of Mr. Eliot and the
delight of Mr. Lawrence—that if we
are not pleased with our portraits, we
should remember that they could
have been maore unflattering, and,
more precisely, thal we should
remember how it is we come Lo be
here at all:

Lifted off the potty,
Infants from their mothers
Hear their first impartial
Wawds of worldly praise:

Rodin was no fool

Wihen he cast his Thinker
Cogitating deeply,
Crouched in the position
O &t man af stooal,

Al the Aris derive from
This uract of making.

Defnarcissusfized end
during excrement.,

Cilobal Mother, keep our
Bowels of compassion
Cpen through our (ifetime,
Purge our minds as well:
Grant us a kind ending,
Not @ second childhood,
Petulant, weaksphinctered
In a cheap hotel *

It is this last line that raises the
hackles of Mr. Eliot. “See here,
Auden,” he sniffs, “this is naf a cheap
hotel—this is the Museum of Fine
Arts. We have been brought together
‘to give bright, able students a sense
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Henr Cartier-Bresson, Willam Faukner (1947)

of their place in a civilization, in the
cultural tradition from which they
spring. ® quite a ‘kKind ending.
wouldn't vou sayr™

The key word here is “ending”” Ad-
mittedly, | have put Auden’s words in
Eliot’s mouth for my own ends, but
there is nonetheless an oddly
hermetic finality—Barthes’ “that-has-
been” here joined to a “never will be
agtain”—that clings to this exhibit, &
It is also perhaps an unfortunate
confirmation of his notion that the
eidos of the photograph is Death. 7
Because it occurred to me after my
first visit to this exhibit that | do not
think of the authors “suspended”
here who are “dead in their graves”
as dead at all. Moreover, | realize |
don't fike being reminded of it.
Virginia Woolf is still debating the
matter of her suicide; Hart Crane has
not yet moved to the ship's railing;
and Scott Fitzgerald has vet to enjoy
his last binge.

George Platt Lynes, WH. Auden
(1950)

This collection was designed to
help the students at Carleton College
{and presumahly others who view it)
to see “the connection in things'" ®:
How is this group of photographic
portraits to help us to do this? The
captions in the M.EA. exhibit were
certainly no help. All listed the name
of the author, the name of the photo-
grapher, a few hook titles, a line or
twi about the author, and read more
like brief obituaries than anything
else. There was nothing to connect
author and photographer bevond the
fact of the photograph itself and
nothing to bind together this diverse
group of writers other than the fact

that they happened to have their por-
traits hanging in the same room and
that many of the men photographed
Were wearing suits, '®

Can this particular group stand as
connected without the “help” of
Robert Edwards foreword and Maria
Maorris Hambourg's essay in the ex-
hibition catalogue? More important—
why should it? Why should it not be
released from the weighty charge its
curators have imposed on it and from
the rather absurd claim that it
depicts “each author in his prime
and in fris usual place?” 1! (Italics
mine) It would at least spare many of
us the teeth-gnashing that accom-
panies the sight of Simone de
Beauvoir's portrait “placed” bencath
Sartre’s.

The Carleton College collection
contains some truly fine portraits of
twentieth-century writers, ' and it
was good of the college to share
them with the rest of us. Never-
theless, | have a good deal of difficul-
ty separating the collection itself
from one of the pedagogical goals of
its collectors—“to give hright, able
students a sense of their place in a
civilization, in the cultural tradition
from which they sprind” It seems
that the portraits of these authors
are being used in a manner that
many of them would have found ob-
jectionable, and that they might have
resented having their portraits
“hought up” to give the students at
Carleton or any other institution “a
sense of their place.” In addition,
there may be students who assume,
after viewing this collection, that the
group of writers who are part of “the
cultural tradition from which they
spring’” is composed of three Black
males, one Black female, three
Hispanic males, no Hispanic females,
no Asians of either gender. a handful
of French, British, and American
fernales, and a whole lot of white
men. (Although a footnote to Ms.
Hambourg's essay states that the
selection of photographs in
Photographers and Authors “does
not necessarily represent the final
form of the collection " | wonder
how many students will read this
note, and it is disappointing that
Carleton's first sweep of the field net-
ted mainly portraits of “the Big
Boys") Issues of tokenism and
canonicity aside, this preaccupation
with the student’s “place,” with the
writer’s “place.” is a little annoying

and more than a little suspect.

Imagine that I am a teacher: |
speak, endlessly, in front of and for
someone who remains silent. | am
the person who says | (the detowurs of
one, we, ar impersonal senfence
ke no difference). [ am the person
who under cover of setting out a
body of knowledge, puls out @
discourse, never knowing how the
discourse is being received. ...in the
expr wse, more aptly named than we
tereed fo think, i is not knowledge
which is exposed, it is the suhject
(twrhe exposes himsell to all sorts of
painiul adventures) "

At this, an impish “here-here” from
Auden as he watches Eliot’s face for
the scowl that's sure to come:

Keep us in our stabion:
When we get poumdinoleish,
When we seem about to
Take up Higher Thought,
Send us some deflating
Image like the painted ex/
fpression an a Magor
Prophet taken short. 15

Amidst scattered applause from
those assembled. Dylan Thomas lifts
his glass, Jorge Luis Borges smiles,
and Gertrude Stein's voice booms
from the doorway, “And where is
Man Ray's portrait of me ¥

FOOTNOTES

1 The caption for de Beauvoirs
portrait in the M.F.A. exhibit
describes her as “a novelist, essayist,
and lifelong companion of Jean-Paul
Sartre.” One wonders why she does
not receive equal billing in his cap-
tion. Omne also wonders why the
public was not given the absolutely
crucial information that T. 5. Eliot
married his secretary.

2 Robert Phelps, Helles Saisons: .
Codette Scrapbook, (New York: Far-
rar, Straus and Giroux, 1978), jacket
copy.

3 Robert H, Edwards (President,
Carleton College), Foreword to Maria
Maorris Hambourg, Photographers
and Authors: Portraits of Twenticth-
Century Writers from the Carleton
Colfege Collection, (Northficld, Min-
nesota: Carleton College, 1984), 5

4 W. H. Auden, “The Geography
of the House,” W.H. Auden: Selected
Poems, (London: Faber and Faber,
1968), 126.

5 Edwards in Hambourg,
Photographers and Authors, 5.

6 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida,
trans. Richard Howard, (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1981).

7 Barthes, Camera Lucida.

8 Hambourg, Photographers and
Authors, T.

9 Hambourg, Photographers and
Authors, 11,

Annie Liebovilz, Alice Walker (1983)

10 More interesting and infor-
mative captions might have included
some comment by the photographers
about their philosophies of por-
traiture andlor, where possible, some
remarks about the sittings them-
selves, or the author's work and how
{or if) it influenced how the photo-
grapher “saw”™ the author

11 Hambourg, Photographers and
Authors, 7.

Giséle Freund, Virginia Wooll (1939)

12 The range of portraiture styles
in the collection is impressive—from
Richard Avedon’s stark (and unat-
tractive) portrait of Borges to Gisele
Freund's almost sensual portrait of
de Beauvoir. Une nice surprise was
George Platt Lynes’ portrait of
Auden. It is one of the few portraits
in which the author actually looks
approachable.

13 Hambourg, Photographers and
Authars, 15

14 Roland Barthes, “Writers,
Teachers, and Intellectuals” in A
Rarthes Reader, Susan Sontag, ed.,
{New York: Hill and Wang, 1982).
J82.

15 Auden, Sefected Poems, 127,

Sara Booth &5 a free-lance editor
wha is currently a Ph.ID. student in
the English Department at the
University of Houston,

All photographs courfesy of
Cavleton Collage Northfield,
Minnesola
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BOUNDARIES OF THE
WAVE: JAPANESE
AVANT-GARDE VIDEO

By Wendy Sterba

Waveforms: Videolapan, ¢ pro-
gram of videos curated by Beau
Takahara and Carol Loeffler, was
screemed af HOP on June & and June
13, 1988 It will be included this
summmer i the European Me-
dienkunst in Osnabrick, West
Germany, and in the Poetry and Im-
ages Festival in Odense, Denmark; i
will refurn to the U.S. next fall.
Waveforms is presented in coapera-
trom with ART COMLa Mamelle,
Ine,

Commenting on two passages
from Rousseau, Derrida writes,

It appears here that man, in as
muech as he depends upon a soil and
a climate, is cultivated, that fre
sprouts, fe forms a sociely and “The
hirthplace is not a matter of indif.
ference in the education ... of man”
Hust this culture is also the power of
changing terrain, of opening oneself
for emuother culfure: man may look
far, “he is not planted in one place
like a tree” he is engaged ... in
metgrations and revolutions. From
that perspective, one may criticize
ethnocentrism in as much as i shuis
us in within a location and an em-
pirical culture. ... Difference only ap-
pears starting from a cerlain middie
poind, a cerfain median, mobile and
temperate, between north and south,
need and passiom, consonant and ac-
centl. eic, !

Akira Matsumaolo, Alley of Alley,
1984

If. as Derrida suggests, it is dif-
ference that opens up possibilities of
meaningd. then avant-garde video
from Japan promises to signify
doubly: with its “difference” both
from traditions of Japanese culture
and from American/Western conven-
tions. Waeeforms delivers on both
counts. These videos display nothing

if not variety, offering limithess oppor-

tunities for comparison of difference
and meanings. Unfortunately, for this
very reason, the video program also
seems to lack cohesiveness. Grouped
muore or less chronologically, the
videos offer a panoply of images and
experiences with no central motif or
message. The viewer must therefore
fall back on the bwo elements com-
mon to all these videos, their ex-
perimental nature and their cultural
ongin.

An American audience stands at a
twofold disadvantage. First, the
technical quality of most of these
videos will seem rather primitive in
comparison to the accustomed fare
of either Hollywood film or MTV
videos. As Jenny Rosenbaum points
oiit in her essay on Waeeforms 2,
there is little financial support of ex-
perimental video work in Japan, so
artists have a tough time surviving,
and it shows in their technigue.
Seams and noise clutter are in great
evidence without adding to or
deconstructing the images being
shown, This can be overlooked of
course in favor of the message, but
heve the second problem arises.
Non-Japanese viewers may find
themselves feeling culturally deficient
and unable to interpret the undeni-
ably alien imagies of the Orient.

In a few cases, perhaps surprising-
Iy, this alienation works to our advan-
tage. In Akira Matsumoto's Alfey of
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Alley the viewer is presented with a
slice of urban back-street life. A
handheld camera takes in all that an
wlle wanderer might see in wending
herlhis way through the narrow,
claustrophobic alleys of a large
Japanese city. Some clever tech-
niques are used, including a subjec-
tive panning survey shot, which looks
down one path as a possibility before
veering into another chasen alleyway,
For the unaccustomed Western eve
this short presents a marvelous and
unexpected view of the Japanese city.
One wonders, however, whether the
native might not find this relatively
long (sixteen minutes) video just a
tad quotidian. Had the topic been
alleys of the Heights, such a film
would have needed a better unified
method or message to be interesting
to Houstonians, or at least to this
Houstonian.

Radical TV, G.1. Joe, 1985

Again, witnessing our own culture
from an alien standpoint sometimes
has a positive by-product. even in
relation to fairly mindless entertain-
ment. A short entitled G.L Joe seems
to be a music video composed of
quickly interchanged stills of the
Lilliputian toy serviceman doing a
jerky dance number. Seeing this fair-
haired, blue-eyed model playing the
lead in a Japanese video is disconcer-
ting. Is this the cultural image of
ourselves that we want o be ex-
ported and emulated? How should
Americans react to the shades of a
puppet cultural supremacy?

On the other hand, cultural aliena-
tion also has its drawbacks. In Shin-
suke Ina's Hagoromo, a screen of
maving geometrical patterns allows
restricted view of two Kabuki dancers
in the background. The Kabuki, be-
ing a very strict and stylized form of
performance, contrasts with the
variably transparent screens in the
foreground, producing a choreog-
raphy between pattern movement
and human dance. As a viewer not
intimate with the nuances of Kabuki,
1 found myself prevccupied with the
scene being played on stage. The
foregrounded screen movements and
compaosition became an annoying
distraction. Had a pas de dewyx from
Swan Lake been used, no doubt |
would have found the familiar scene
comhined beautifully with the
geometric screens in a major four de
force, but instead 1 felt teased and
frustrated.

The maost alienating film 15 Tetsuo
Sekimoto's fioto Buki. The piece
centers an the image of a man in a
red and white parachute-cloth
costume with his face painted blue, It
is a plaintive music video filmed on a
rugged beach of Japan's Inland Sea,
in which the main character stands
on the rocks and gyrates amidst a
group of musicians, Later, rather
bewildering shots of him climbing
into the water are intercut with im-
ages of a community of unusual be-
ingis, such as a strange white-robed
person ringing a bell and a waiflike
fernale singer, also clad in white with
a large tamlike hat, from which waft
wisps of her hair. There is no ap-
parent narrative, and though the im-
ages are mystifying, they are
thoroughly enjoyable on a visual
level. Rosenbaum's article supplies
clanification based on biographical
detail, recounting the artist’s poetic
inspiration in images of sea water
reflected in his parents’ faces 3. Her
remarks help to provide the video
with some appreciable context;
without it, the American viewer finds
no universal symbols which deliver
the meaning, only culturally and ar-
tistically defined signs.

Throughout the series we are ask-
ed to examine familiar as well as un-
familiar subjects in a new light. One
very amusing piece filmed bodily
parts from hoth sides and then pro-
jected them simultaneously on a split
screen. A hand on the left reaches
out and is mirrored on the right.
They touch in the center, merge and
dissolve into each other, becoming
one prolonged arm. All manner of
unusual anatomical creatures are
produced as the same fist retracts
and twists. The fist is next replaced
by even more intriguing body parts.
Fingers wriggle, lips kiss and con-
sume, and, best of all, the artist uses
his tongue in contortionist fashion to
bring to life a strange biological be-
ing. which is at the same time shock-
ing and hilarious.

Orther videos ask similar guestions
about our assumptions and defini-
tions of things, showing fingers and
tongues protruding from natural im-
ages, or household items as pro-
tagonists in cartoon fairy tales. One
video, Lisfen the Body by Yoshiomi
Yamaguchi, asks us to discover the
amazing in the ordinary, by depicting
the playing of body parts as a
musical instrument. By rapping, tap-
pang, and thumping every part of the
anatomy, including teeth and finger-
nails, Yamaguchi concocts a cor-
poreal concert. A similar method
may be found in the madness of Yoh
Hayafuji, who takes the Japanese
syllabary as pronounced by a
multitede of participants and pro-
duces by intercutting and splicing a
veritable symphony of sounds. One
suspects that this video is more
alienating for the Japanese viewer,
for whom the sounds are already in-
vested with meaning. The result must
be a kind of syllabic deconstruction
in which accepted meanings become
questionable. For Westerners the ef-
fect is more one of endearment than
alienation, as nonsense syllables take
on a musical timbre.

Many of the videos ask for a reex-
amination of our expectations about
the visual. Shinsuke Ina's short film
aptly entitled Flow takes images of
running water and lays over them a
grid pattern of water lowing in a dif-
ferent direction. The viewer is taught
to appreciate the visual beauty and
texture of moving water when it is
viewed out of the context of the river,
where it flows uniformly in one direc-
tion. Another video takes a person as
central image hut shows him mo-
tionless in comparison to his
background or foreground. The
viewer therehy becomes conscious of
ather aspects of the filmic image,
rather than focusing on a central
figure, as we are typically invited to
do in dominant cinema.

This play with our habits of view-
ing alzo indicates a deeper plumbing
of the meaning of images. Christian
Metz in his book Film Language
claims that implicit in every image is
the statement, “Here is an [x]." 4. Yet
the message in these videos is just
the opposite. In Taka limura’s video
Moments ai the Rock | the subject is
quite clearly more than the lage
rock centrally located in the eleven-
minute film. Upon looking closely
the viewer discovers that the image
being viewed is actually an image on
a video screen. limura alternates
views of the original image with shots
of the camera making the image and
with the image of the image being
made by the first camera. Technical
quality is intentionally bad, in order
to remind the viewer that this is an
imagie of an object and not the ob-
ject. Splices are rough and audible,
operating in this case in line with
Brecht's theory of alienation: reflec-
tions of light are a just barely visible
reminder that we are viewing the
filming of a film and not the actuality.

In another short by limura, cannily
placed as the first film in the
Wareforms series, this point is made
even clearer. The opening image on
our screen is of a man standing next
to a television set, on which we see
the image of the same man, Both im-
ages assert alternately, 1 am Taka
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limura.” Each sign invokes the direc-
tor who is ahsent, divecting our
thoughts toward the relation between
sigins and things. As Edward Bran-
nigan suggests in his article “Here is
a Picture of No Revolver!” 5, filmic
images are not all necessarily
analogues of verbal language. Here
the ahsence of the filmmaker himself
asserts a visual system which goes
beyond purely narrational statements
of “This is Taka limura” limura
questions the veracity of the image,
reminding us that signs, both verbal
and visual, are not equivalent to
things they signify. limura (like other
of the Waveforms artists) has
managed to counter the overem-
phasis on verbal text so prevalent in
current film criticism. The viewer is
clearly reminded that verbal text is
only a single element of the film, and
that it represents a filtered reality in
which image need not be a sub-
sidiary of narvation.

Thus while it is easy to be critical
of these videos for their technical
primitiveness and their facile (or ab-
sent) storvlines, they offer a great
deal in terms of examination of im-
age. The exploratory nature of these
pioneer artists is all the more evident
because of their technical and
theoretical innocence. Overwhelmed
by the possibilities. they flail out in
all directions, questioning the -
boundaries and limits, but never
quite moving bevond tentativeness.
Thus the films are more interesting
in conception than in execution.
These films represent contemporary
Japanese video artists as being over-
whelmed by the possible, while
caught squarely in the middle be-
tween tradition and anarchy.

Taeko Kitazima, Dancing Gyokays,
1984

FOOTNOTES

1 Jacques Derrida, OF Gram-
matology . trans. Gayatri Chakravor-
ty Spivak (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976; orig.
published as De la Grammatologie ,
Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1967),
pp. 222-223.

2 Jenny Lenore Rosenbaum,
“Waveforms: Avant-Carde Video
from Japan,” in SPOT , Spring 1985,
p o

3 Rosenbaum writes, “For
Sekimoto, the reflection of the blue
walter on the faces of his parents is
his dominant childhood memory:"
SPOT , Spring 1988, p. 9.

4 Christian Metz, Film Language,
trans. Michael Taylor (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1974), pp.
31-91.

5 Edward Brannigan, “‘Here 15 a
Picture of No Revolver!” The Nega-
tion of Images, and Methods for
Analyzing the Structure of Fictorial
Statements,” Wide Angle 8.3-4
(1986}, pp. 8-17.

Wemdy Sferba is a graduate student
at Rice University, where she is
writing her dissertation on the image
of the prostitute in cortermporary
German film.

Videostills by Nancy Frank,
Art/COM

Taka limura, Doubie identities,
1980

FRAGMENTS OF THE
REAL WORLD

By Ed Osowski

Winogrand: Figments from the Keal
Warld

By John Szarkowski, Museum of
Modern Art, New York, 1988 Clath,
260 pages, $45.00.

In 1935, only four years after he
had begun his professional career as
a photojournalist, two photographs
by Garry Winogrand were included
in the Museum of Modern Art's ex-
hibition The Family of Man. Both
are works Winogrand made while
under contract to Henrietta
Brackman Associates, The selection
of these photographs by Edward
Steichen for The Family of Man
when Winogrand was only twenty-
seven vears old began a remarkable
relationship between Winogrand and
MOMA. Before his death in 1984,
works by Winogrand were included
in twelve exhibitions there. He was
among the photographers (Diane Ar-
bus and Lee Friedlander were the
others) shown in the pivotal New
Documents in 1967, (He was also in-
cluded in a thirteenth exhibition,
organized by MOMA but not shown
there) Two exhibitions, The Animals
(1969) and Public Relations (1977),
were devoted solely to his photo-
graphs and occasioned books with
the same titles. {In Houston,
Winogrand's photographs have been
exhibited four times—the eariest
showing was at Latent Image Gallery
in 1971, and the most recent at the
Houston Center for photography in
1984.) Now, in 1988, MOMA has
organized a retrospective exhibition
that examines Winogrand's entire
career. Its companion publication,
Winogrand: Figments from the Real
Wowld, features a lengthy essay by
John Searkowski.

"Loose and baggy monsters”—this
15 how the novelist Henry James
described those novels whose exam-
ple he rejected. They were, to James,
too shapeless, too connected to the
stuff of life, and not connected to the
shaping framework of art.
Winogrand would not have found
much Gwor with James. For, as
Winogrand: Figments from the Real
Wiwld demonstrates, Winogrand's
photographs are efforts to be direct
and immediate, to contain all of life,
all its confusion and shapelessness.
There is litthe that is intellectual in
his work, which seems unmediated
by anything that partakes of artifice
and the psychological truth after
which James strived.

Winogrand discovered photo-
draphy at Columbia University and
set out taking pictures with a deter-
mination and an enthusiasm that
never left him. He learned the
techniques of his craft from friends,
mentors, and from his own zealous
dedication to taking pictures. His in-
telligence and sensitivity, both
remarkably keen, were basically unaf-
fected by formal academic learming.
He left Columbia after two semesters.
It was to photojournalism and, later,
advertising, that he turned to earn a
living, producing works which were
sold to Sports Mustrated, Harpers
Bazaar, and Colffer’s, among others.
(Szarkowski's summary of the impor-
tance of magazine publishing to pho-
tographers in the fifties is excellent.)
As late as 1966 Winogrand was still
shooting advertising work.

Never comfortable with the
restraints of photojournalism and
even less interested in advertising
work, Winogrand, by the time he
turned to documentary work, had
nevertheless learned from his years
as a magazine free-lancer. His best
photographs are descriptive—not of
facts that an intelligent viewer, if
asked, could reconstruct in words—
but of something subtler. What
Winogirand observed and then
photographed, over and over, are
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Garmy Winogrand, New York City, 1968. (Lent by Fraenkel Gallery, 5an Francisco and the Estate of Garry
Winogrand.)

Garmry Winogrand, Forf Worfh, fexas (from “The Forfh

Garry Winogrand, La Grange, fexas (from “Unfinished Work ™), 1977-80. (Lent by the Estate of Garmy Winogrand.)

Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco and the Estate of Gamy Winogrand.)

moments of restlessness, anxiety,
separation, tension, ambiguity, The
earliest photograph reproduced in
Winogrand , “Frosh-Soph Rush,
Columbia University” (1950), catches
us off guard. This is no typical
gathering of college students at play
hetween classes. Hovering over them
and about to descend on them is a
large black semi-circle. Its weight can
almost be felt. Their faces register
pain and worry. If it indeed is a game
they are playing, then it is the
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crushing game of life. the photo-
grapher tells us, the game whose
stakes are high, and a game already
decided against the players.

The two photographs from The
Famify of Man deserve attention,
Szarkowski reprints one, “Metropoli-
tan Opera Bar” in which two men in
tuxedoes converse at the bar. The

photograph, deliberately out of focus,

attempts to capture the “feel” of the
occasion rather than its specific
“look!” Such vagueness must have

Worth Faf Stock Show and Rodeo”), 1974-79. (Lent by

Vs
e

quickly lost its appeal for
Winogrand. The other photograph,
much more interesti ngk, “Coney
Lsland, New York.” is not reproduced.
Everything in the photograph is
sharp and clear. In the center of the
image is a couple, their backs to us.
Both wear swimsuits, The man car-
ries the woman, tightly held in his
arms, her legs kicking, into the water,
To their left is a young boy who has
closed his eves to the scene, Farther
off shore, three figures watch the pro-
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gress of the couple, One imagines
the narrative content of the scene
Winogrand records. The man has
swept away the woman from her
place on the shore and she, perhaps
objecting too strongly, perhaps
resisting with the coy determination
culture and training have given her,
is now carried, defenselessly, in his
arms, This is, at best, the most iano-
cent reading the photograph affords.
But its message is indeed ambiguous.
The man's broad, muscular back, set
against the woman's lean body,
demands that we focus on their
struggle, that we realize that beneath
their seeming playfulness lies
something else—the poses and ac-
tualization of the powerful and the
powerless. The young boy, try as he
might to avoid the seene, is doomed,
in a sense, to participate himself in
the ongoing battle this photograph,
so seemingly innocent, records and
fosters. For this photograph is not in-
nocent: by recording a scene we all
have witnessed—an extension of the
mating ritual in which the man over-
powers the woman—the photograph
actually celebrates the status quo,
participates in its metaphoric and
real battle, and grants that battle a
certain legitimacy. That one could
respond, “But, that's the way couples
always act at the beach™ actually
underscores the extent to which this
photograph taps into a socialioultural
messaghe.

Biography is the least reliable tool
with which to judge an artist's career.
But certain facts in Winogrand's life,
especially his shifting alliances with
the three women who became his
wives, are instructive, Tod
Papageorge, in his apprecialive essay
for Public Fefations, describes
Winogrand’s emotional state as his
first marriage loundered and he
faced separation from his children:
“He was desperate, and with a wild
logiic photographed over and over
again those women he was attracted
tor om the street.”

But even before his separation and
divorce Winogrand was a master at
recording the cultural confusion
which surrounds men and women. In
“El Morocco™ (1955) an elegant
waman 1§ dancing with a male part-
ner at the famous night club. Her
teeth are bared and she appears
poised, ready to attack her partner.
O is she just smiling broadly? In
later photographs his women move
across the print at odd angles, their
heads and torsos split (“New York
19617). Their eyes either self-
consciously avoid the photographer’s
gaze or challenge him with their own
returned gazes, That so many of his
photographs of women, of couples,
of children, and of children with
their parents are troubling is due to
the fact that for the sensitive
observerfartist, relations between
men and women, and parents and
children, are, at best, always prob-
lematic. In a nearly surreal parody of
family structures, his photograph
“Central Park Zoo, New York City,
1967 features a handsome couple
whaose children are monkeys, not
girls or boys, dressed in cute ski
parkas and pants. Among
Winogrand's photographs it is the
one closest in spint to Arbus’ troubl-
ing works. Winogrand could, of
course, drop his cynicism, as he fre-
quently did when he photographed
children. His images of children push
at the edge of sentimentality, their
hints at impending doom and disillu-
sionment almost too obvious. In the
cover photograph of Winogrand:
Figments from the Real World | a
toddler emerges from the shadows of
a garage, leaves behind darkness to
enter light, only to confront a tri-
cycle, upended in the driveway. Its
angle and the oil stain above it on
the driveway are clues that suggest
that the child’s future is one at risk.

What Winogrand photographs is
the emotional, if not the physical,
distances that separate his subjects.
His vision is urban but dates from
that period when the American love
affair with the city had tumed sour. It

has been said that photographers
like Helen Levitt believes in the myth
of the city as a jovous, boisterous,
alive, rich cluster of experiences and
opportunities, but Winogrand points
in another direction. For him the city
has become the place of anonymity
and alienation. If it is alive, it is alive
with psychic danger.

Winogrand was fascinated with ac-
tion, with the world around him, with
things as they moved. His photo-
graphs of horses moving wildly, from
the series taken at the Fort Waorth
Stock Show, become metaphaors for
his “passionate, prodding” curiosity
{in Papageorge's words) and for his
impatience as well. His vision was
dramatic. always alert to those scenes
ripest with meaning. Szarkowski
observes, “‘Winogrand, inevitably,
was drawn to the dramas™ [of what
he photographed|]. Exploring the
possibilities of the wide-angle lens
and then tilting the frame allowed
Winogrand to enlarge his vision, giv-
ing his photographs a context rich
with clues that hint at significance.

For the last five vears of his life,
after he had moved from Austin to
Los Angeles, Winogrand shot
thousands of photographs and
printed none. Rolls of film had been
exposed but were undeveloped when
he died. Szarkowski, with the help of
Papageorge and Thomas Roma, has
selected works from this last period
for the book. It seems clear that, in
his last vears, the very act of shooting
the photograph, hundreds of times,
became a non-visual message.

Szarkowski's essay, *The Work of
Garry Winogrand,” is peculiar. He
appreciates the packed, charged
waorld of Winogrand's photographs:

It is @ world made up of erergy.
ambition, Maming selfishness,
desperate loneliness, and unfamiliar
heauty. It was his world, not ours,
excepd to the degree that we might
accept his pictures as a just
metaphor for our recent pasi.

And it is the “dense. troubling, un-
finished, and profoundly challeng-
gt qualities of his photographs that
Searkowski singles oul. But the
photographs are, for Szarkowski,
“figments,” in a standard definition,
“fabrications of the imagination.”
“Figments” strikes this reviewer as
precisely the wrong word to use to
describe Winogrand's work. What
Winogrand offers, rather, are
fragments, clues, pieces of a picture.
The context is always langer than he
could provide. But each photograph
adds to that context. Winogrand was
a traditionalist who believed that
what he photographed was not arti-
fice but art, grounded in the
“thisness” of the world

If Winogrand holds any appeal for
us today, and if his photographs con-
tinue to resonate, it 15 because of
their packed, dynamic, narrative
guality. He is indeed a “loose and
baggy” |l|'|ulc|g|;|phrj for whom
chaos seems just around the cormer.
In his best works he provides the set-
ting and then invites the viewer to
create a story, some of it
Winogrand's own story, grounded in
his own brand of social criticism and
psychological insight. There is
nothing sterile, neutral, or emply
about his photographs, His is the
romantic view that all of life, even
when filled with pain, is worth
recording.

Ed Osowski manages the Mon-
trose Branch Library. A freguent
condributor to SPOT, ke occasionally
reviews books for the Houston Post.

The exhibifion and calalogue
Garry Winogrand wene supporfed
by grants from Springs Indusiries,
Inc., and from the National Endow-
men! for the Arls.
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NEW AMERICAN
TALENT 1988

By John Jacwh

John Jacob, an artist, curator, and
writer who has worked extensively
with artists in Eastern Europe, is
presently preparing an exhibitfon of
photographs by artists from the
Sopie! Unfon.
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The juried group competition is a
comcept weighted with ideological
hallast. Its overt statement of pur-
pose, local promotion, development,
and appreciation of the arts, masks a
more subtle strategy—the quest for
the new. This guest is fundamental to
the perpetuation of the goals of con-
sumer culture, in the arts as else-
where: as raw materials are con-
sumed, or in the case of the arts,
when all that is collectible has been
collected, new resources must be
sought in order to maintain the
momentum of the marketplace.

A juror, preferably one accredited
by affiliation with an institution of
high art, selects a group of artists as
being worthy of the attentions of a
{usually lesser—for otherwise there
would be no need to hire outh
museum. Selection by the “name”
Juror, especially when there are
prizes awarded, brings prestige to
the “winners” With prestige comes
bigger and better opportunities.
When the artist is sufficiently
prestigious, he or she (but usually he)
is fimally worthy of the renewed atten-
tions of the institutions of high art: a
good gallery, high prices: a museum
show, higher prices; Sothebys, still
higher prices... . All this in the name
of art appreciation.

In recent years, the institutions of
art, from the museum to the gallery
to the publishers of art-critical and
art-historical materials, have been
taken to task for their complicity in
marketing strategies and for their
subsequent unwillingness to accom-
maodate or even acknowledge the
diversity of artistic activities which,
since the 1960's, increasing numbers
of artists have become involved with.
Extending well beyond the dicta of
modernism, many of these marginal-
1zed activities propose a more urgent
relationship between the artist’s work
and current economic andlor politi-
cal practice. (thers seek to unveil
the sanctity of the institutions of art,
attempting a dizsolution of the beaux
arts by activities that resist their in-
fluence,

The institutions of art may employ
several strategies in responding to
these activities: (a) welcome them
with cautious bul open arms (assimi-
lation). or (h) denounce them as
possessing no aesthetic value (rejec-
tion), or (c) simply ignore them. If we
accept the institution as the only
structure capable of identifying art
for us (through willingness to exhibit
it for our appreciation), then its ig-
norance of any activity (refusal to ex-
hibit) is tantamount to denying the
existence of that activity, For many
ingtitutions, therefore, ignorance is
the strategy of choice.

When viewing juried group com-
petitions, particularly those held in
simall, “regional” museums, it is well
worth recalling these strategies. Such

Prisciila Dickenson, Steps (1987) (original in color) Courtesy Texas Fine Arts Association

exhibitions tend, in the acceptance
af same works over others, to reveal
not only the agenda of the curator
whi selected them, but often that of
the institution he or she represents
as well. It is therefore worth asking
oneself whether the exhibition in-
deed represents the diversity of con-
temporary artistic activities, or
whether it suppresses them, seeking
to perpetuate the mythology that
high art institutions and their repre-
sentatives are the only legitimate ar-
hiters of “taste” and thus activities
not acknowledged by them are
something less than art.

New American Talent 1988, a na-
tional competition organized by the
Texas Fine Arts Association, curated
by Richard Armstrong, Associate
Curator of the Whitney Museum in
New York, and presented by the
Laguna Gloria Art Museum in
Austin, is a good example of contem-
porary curatonal sophistry. More
than 3,000 slides, representing the
wiork of more than 700 artists, were
reviewed by Armstrong, who selected
works by sixty-one artists, nearly fifty
percent of whom are women. Works
by approximately forty artists from
the original exhibition have been
awarded “touring citations.”

The introduction to the exhibition,
written by Armstrong, demands our
sympathy for the curatorial task by
explaining to us how “taxing” it is to
select from slides. Our conspiracy in
his selection is enlisted when he ex-
plains that “the motivating im-
perative of any open exhibition is
that the jury or juror must ke
something of what is being reviewed
{my emphasis).” We have something
in common with the juror: we may
not know what art is, but we know
what we like.

Armstrong's introduction
frequently contradicts itself.
Although “view(ing) these slides in
New York no doubt influenced my
analysis of them ... [and although] 1
hesitate to classify it as regional ...
almost every kind of regional art ex-
cept that of Manhattan's is evident
here” One cannot help but wonder
why, if “assessing art ... is an exercise
in temperament and environment” as
Armstrong claims, he has chosen not
to include the otherwise all-
important art of Manhattan in this
exhibition. More to the point of this
review, however, is Armstrong’s ad-
mission: “[although] | am less critical
of work in such media as photogra-
phy and printmaking because 1 am
less familiar with those media ...
photography ... constitutes a sizable
part of the show's finalists”

Having established the criteria for
selection as recognition of “ambi-
tion” (ambition for what? we may
ask) in the artist's vision and “how
fully realized” the work of art is,
Armstrong proceeds to identify “the
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Nearly all the “travel” photo-
graphs, images depicting signs of
alien culture, such as those by -
Priscilla Dickenson, Mark Abraham-
som and (perhaps) Amy Blakemaore,
were isolated from other works and
hung on a wall of their own. Mary
Kocol’s out of focus “Two Windows™
{from the Interior Space series) and
Glenn McKay’s enlarged altered
SX-70 “Mexican Truck™ are the only
photographs in the exhibition that
indicate an exploration of the
photographic medium. For their dif-
ference they were rewarded with
placement in stairwells. What Mr.
Armstrong apparently appreciated in
these works, since they are clearly
less effective than others at illustrat-
ing “fantastic representationalism,’
was their “heautiful. clarifving light."
their aura.

It iz as if the developments of the
last twenty years in the field of
photography, many of which share
the political and economic concerns
of marginalized art activities that ex-
hibitions like this one struggle to ig-
nore, had simply not eecurmed.
Although they are certainly well
madle, the photographs selected for
“New American Talent” appear to
have been excavated from an earlier,
more innocent period—a time when
“good art” was believed to be
refreshingly free of such influences.

Examining the equally dubious
most widely shared vision™ in the
paintings selected as “fantastic
representationalism— figurative
works that freely incorporate dream-
like imagery of architecture and the
landscape.” Thus, the photographs
that Armstrong has selected (“land-
scape is the predominant subject,
and much of the work is documen-
tary”) appear in this context to have
been chosen less for their signifi-
cance as individual works of art than
for their capacity to echo the con-
cerns of the paintings selected.

The installation of the exhibition
grouped documentary photographs
like Frank Armstrong’s “Waring. Tx."
(1986), a perfectly centered color im-
age of the Waring General Store and
Texaco station, with works like Mona
Marshall’s “The Barrens #2," a
realistic charcoal and chalk render-
ing of an industrial site by night,
theoretically proposing a dialogue
between the artists. The effect,
however, is the denial of difference. If
there is any meaning implicit in the
separate photographs, it 15 denied to
favor the curator's concept of “fan-
tastic representationalism,” a style
which “speaks to the social condition
maost artists feel they inhabit” What
social condition is that? And which
artists? The photographs are merely
used in this exhibition to remind the
viewer that the social condition that
these paintings allegiedly speak of is
“real.”

curatorial selections made by Rudi
Fuchs for Documenta 7 in 1982, by
means of which he sought to reinte-
grate the concepts of art and beauty
al the expense of works indulging in
social andior political interest,
Douglas Crimp wrote, “One would
hardly have known that photography
was recently become an important
medium for artists attempting to
resist the hegemony of the tradi-
tional beaux arts... Nor would one
have understood that this debate also
encompasses a critique of the
museum institution in its function of
preserving the auratic status of art.'?
Six years later, in “New American
Talent,” the pill of ignorance con-
tinues to be doled out with a sugar
coating.

‘That Armstrong {who has had a
hand in such blockbusters as the
Whitney's “Biennial," which featured
photographic works by the Starmn
Twins, Barbara Kruger, Richard
Prince, and Clegg & Guttman in its
last incarnation, and who is not like-
Iy tor have missed the Whitney's re-
cent retrospective of works by Cindy
Sherman) seeks to excuse his selec-
tion of photographs by pleading ig-
norance of the medium is absurd and
unacceptable. Such self-indulgence
indicates a willing obfuscation of
contempaorary photographic
activities.

One could as easily challenge Arm-
strong’s selection of nonphotogra-
phic works. Only one piece in the ex-
hibition, Steve Wiman's assemblage
“Om Guard,” represents the possi-
hility of temporal practices that ex-
tend beyond the institution. The as-
semblage is constructed inside a
small alcove, the wall of which has
been covered by band-aids. A toy
rohat stands on one side with arms
raised for battle. while a photograph
on the other shows folded arms,
hands over croich. That this piece is
niot only out of place but also
sophomoric reinforces the curator’s
explicit rejection (and our implicit ac-
ceptance of that rejection) of all such
practices.

While the names of the artists in
“New American Talent” may be new
to us, their work is not. Whether
Armstrong’s selection is based on the
presumption that a Texas audience is
too unsophisticated to appreciate
contemporary artistic activities is
something we cannol know. That it
fosters the tenets of modernism,
however, is clear. What is left unmen-
tioned is the remarkable similarity of
the concept of “fantastic representa-
tionalism™ to neo-Expressionism, a
highly marketable style that the in-
stitutions of art cling to desperately,
even today (witness the Kiefer
phenomenon).

“New American Talent” should be
retitled *“Typical Curatorial Prac-
tices.” It is an exhibition that offers
an audience assumed to be distant
from the real thing the false assur-
ance that all's well in the world of
art, We still know what we like, and
what we don't.

FOOTNOTES

1 Selected works from “New
American Talent 1988" will tour
within Texas under the auspices of
TFAN's Art an Thur program. AL this
time the exhibition schedule is as
follows: Hardin Simmons University
Art Gallery, Abilene, November 1988;
Texas Union Art Gallery, University
of Texas at Austin, February 1989;
Art Institute for the Permian Basin,
Odessa, October 1989,

2 Douglas Crimp, “The Art of Ex-
hibition,” in Cetober: The First
Decade, 1976-1986, A, Michelson, R.
Krauss, [, Crimp, and J. Copjec, eds.
{Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1987),
P 230,

3 Presumably on the grounds that
such an assemblage could not be
reassembled in other spaces, “On
Guard™ was not awarded a “touring
citation.”
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PATRONS AND
COMPLICITY

By I.R. Mackin

The Art of Persuasion: A History of
Advertising Photography, by Robert
A. Sobieszek. New York, Harmy N.
Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 1985; 208
pages, 187 illustrations (81 in full
color), SA0L0. Published in conjunc-
tion with an exhibition organized by
the ntermational Museum of Pholo-
graphy at George Eastman House,
and sponsored by Eastman Hodak
Company and American
Photographer.

The photographs in The Art of
Persuasion ' are, for the most part, a
well chosen selection, providing an
interesting, if not always exciting,
visual survey of the history of adver-
tising photography. Much more
Jjustification than is necessary goes
on in the text of this book, creating
an “emperor's new clothes” effect.
Robert Sobieszek, who has been the
Director of Photographic Collections
at the International Museum of Pho-
tography at George Eastman House
in Rochester since 1981, tries to ex-
plain advertisers’ motivations as well
as photographers’ complicity, but he
does a good job at neither. His text
jumps from issue to issue, provides
unrelated bits of fact in digressions,
and avoids drawing relevant connec-
tions. Sohieszek's own position is
hard to pinpoint, as his point of view
vacillates.

The book, he tells us,

. . 15 not aboud the history of pho-
tographically ilustrated advertising
as much as i i about the poetry and
prose of those photographs made for
and used m advertising, (p. 121

History is, however, given at least
as much coverage as are concerns of
poetry and prose. Next Sohieszek
claims that the book . . | is about
dreat and intriguing images, not
about impressive or necessarily suc-
cessful ads™ (p. 12). The former (at
least as Sobieszek sees them) are in
the majority, but the latter are men-
tioned more than once.

Sobieszek qualifies his statement
of goals every few pages. “What
follows is a survey of how photo-
graphy so suavely entrapped [a Bar-
bara Krugerism| its consumer au-
dience over the last century”™ (p. 14);
thiz generalized “how™ does not
become clearly defined. Alternatively,
Sobieszek explains,

As a modern art form, advertising
photography is not only unaeoid-
able, it is essential. As the first full-
length study of this essential art,
what follows is certainly incomplete,
but one has to begin somewhere in
the hopes that others may build on it
(. T4).

It would have been honest, accept-
able work to document a visual
history of photography in advertising.
Instead, Sobieszek has fabricated
issues, couching them in fine art ter-
minology (see his discussion of
“Futurism, Synthetic Cubism, Vor-
ticism . . . Expressionism,” p. 33), 2
Despite relatively heavy documenta-
tion (about four footnotes per page),
Sobieszek manages generally to
avoid confronting any real
sociological issues (such as the fact
that only two images in the entire
book represent non-whites). When
he does allude to such issues (such
as the role of female nudes and
eroticism in advertising), they are not
critically addressed. Sobieszek’s
failure to take up anything like a
critical feminist position is evident in
his lyrical effusions over lipstick ads
shot by Irving Penn and Hiro, About
a Penn ad for L'Oréal he writes, for
example, that the model’s lips were
“agigressively smeared with various
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hues of lipstick” —but all aggression
disappears in his fetighistic descrip-
tion of the resulting ad:

In gentle yet solidly volumetric
lighting, the smudges define the lips,
articulate their fullness, foliow their
gesture; yet by a disregard of con-
vernttonal physiogromic fimils they
also assume a bomorphic sen-
suousness of their own. (o 165)

For the most part Sobieszek’s
views are pragmatic and middle-of-
the-road. Although he quotes Victor
Burgin and Barbara Kruger early on
in his text—presumably to identify
himself with the liberal infelligentsia—
muost of his discussion is couched in
modernist terms. In discussing the
process in which “editorial imagery”
and advertising photography are
becoming hybrid, he describes an
image, Martini and Pyramid, made
by Bert Stern in 1955 for Smirmoff
Voudka:

Stern'’s image of a single martini
with a twist, placed in the sand in
fromt of a looming pyramid whose
top is optically inverted within the
martini ftself, stands as one of the
great adpertising photographs of all
time, showing us, as Stern said,
“something in a way not seen before”
[—a sentence in need of a good
editor!] Surprise, novelty, and ex-
aficism are combined here with an
rventtion that is totally photographic
and honest, (p. 99)

How does this relate to the ques-
tion of control and motivation which
Sobieszek said earlier was raised by
Kruger's piece, “We Are the Objects
of Your Suave Entrapments” (p. 15)?
“Honest"21?

There is a lengthy description of
the importance of the “Kodak
Girl“<"'one of the most persistent
figures in photographic advertising.”
on pp. 22-3. Sobieszek descnbes her
as both “fashionably upper middle
class™ and “the natural product of
photography” (p. 22). He does not
offer any critical perspective an
either elaim, concerning social status
or the purported realism afforded by
early posters’ photographic orngins.
But this comes a8 o surprise in a
book and exhibit sponsored by
Kodak itself and organized by the
director of the George Eastman
House. *

Discussing current trends,
Sobieszek quotes critic Amos Stole
who wrote in 1924,

Institutional advertising is the
rriarkintg knowm to the public the fact
that the institution employing such
advertising [footnote omitted) s also
employed in rendering a highly
organized and economic service of
direct and expressible results of
benefit to the public. . . . I is a clear
expression of why an mstituiton ex-
ists. (p. 168)

Sobieszek seeks to explain why he
has cited this quote:

This sort of advertising grew out
of the fwenties, when corporations
began to publicize what they were
about i hopes of forestalling large-
scale public mistrust and armimosity.
The specific concerns of that era
principally differ in terms of
Iamguange from those of today. {n.
165)

Sobieszek does not give us much
insight into those syntactical dif-
ferences. For all his discussion, we
remain aware that advertisers, institu-
tional or otherwise, are concerned
with controlling public image to their
own advantage. Failure to clarify the
point is made worse by the fact that
this whole discussion occurs in the
chapter, “Triumph of the Image and
New Technigues 1980-87" under the
subheading “An Electronic Land-
scape.”

Earlier on, in a section titled “Life-
Styles and lcons™ (p. 100) Sobieszek

Unidenliied artist, ad for Kodak Cameras ¢. 1910, Poster IMP/GEH. From The Arf of Rersuasion.

quuted with approval a definition of
pictorial representation as non-
discursive, His book ignores the real
importance of all kinds of signs as
language. (A quick check of his index
shows references to Roland Barthes,
but this discussion of “icons” and
non-discursive signs doesn't reflect
much awareness of Barthes' views,
especially of his brilliant reading of
advertising images in "“Rhetoric of
the Image” )

The Art of Persuasion also pro-
vides a light, topical discussion of
certain photographers' individual im-
agies and of their sometimes unusual
technigues. Pete Turner's complex
technigues, for instance {we are told
of computerized transparencies
which are laser-scanned and
separated, 30 as to become first-
generation) are said by Sobieszek to
provide *. . . a glimpse into what lies
in store for us in terms of photo-
graphy. . . " (p. 169).

The photographs in The Art of
Persuasion are themselves worth
perusal for a trip down memory lane,
if not for any other, grander inspira-
tion. The text is full of interesting
quotes and historical bits of informa-
tion, and is quite readable—only
confusing or annoying in its digres-
sions at times. (One gets the impres-
sion that Sohieszek researched this
subject not too wisely, but too well.)
The “hottom line,” according to this
hook, is that the advertiser remains a
necessary evil—the only patron many

photographersiartists are able to find
{p. 11). %

FOOTNOTES

1 Robert A. Sobieszek. The Arf of
Persuasion: A History of Advertising
Phatography (New York: Harry N,
Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 1988). Fur-
ther quotations from Sobieszek's
book are identified by page number.

2 For other examples of high art
mystification, see his discussion of
Outerbridge’s famous shirt-collar ad,
p. 32: “The gentle, organic curves of
the collar contrast sharply with the
severe squares and right angles of
the chesshoard pattern over which it
appears to hover in tension ™ He also
describes “its simple elegance yet
complex geometrics, its compressed,
Cubist space and isolation of the pro-
duct from any naturalistic context. ,
Or again he says, about one of
Avedon's ads in the Revlon series
{*The most unforgettable women in
the world wear Revlon™), “Richard
Avedon gives us a high-relief fricze of
monumentalized glamour from
around the world, bathed in delicate
golden tones. . . " (p. 166).

3 Kodak sponsorship and other
contextual factors make this descrip-
tion of the “Kodak girl” especially
bizarre. What might be the self-
deconstructive remarks of a Kodak
ad manager in 1918, about rendering
“humanness” at the same time as
pursuing the all-important goal of

“putting across the pleasure of
Kodakery," is simply reported by
Sohieszek in sober scholarly fashion
{p. 23). Sobieszek concludes his ac-
count by stating, * . . The Kodak girl
represents the beginnings of modern
advertising photography: clear il-
lustration, the depiction of everyday
events, and an atmosphere of attrac-
tive normalcy were all comhbined and
directed to a distinetly upper-middle-
class consumer market.’ (p. 23).

4 Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the
Image.”" in frageMusicText,
translated by Stephen Heath (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1977}, pp.
32:51.

5 Sohieszek writes on p. 164: “The
bottom line, of course, is to sell a
commodity—whether it is a product,
brand name, corporate or other iden-
tity, public or privale service, or an
idea.” This equating of all cultural
phenomena as “commaodities” which
must be “sold” is a (probably
unintentionally postmaodern) position
that permits Sobieszek to assimilate
Heartfield to Hiro as both belonging
to a single unified tradition.

TR Mackin is a Houston writer,
editor, and photographer.
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PERSPECTIVE VIEW

By Joseph MdGrath

Architecture Transformed: A
History of the Photography of
Buildings from 1839 to the Present.
By Cervin Robinson and Joel
Herschman. New York: the MIT
Press and the Architectural League
of New York, 1987 203 + xii pages;
$50.00,

In the introduction to Cervin
Robinson and Jeel Herschman's Ar-
chitecture Transformed, Robinson
draws a distinction between
photography and other visual ards,
such as drawing and painting. While
drawing and painting clearly exhibit
their intentionality simultaneously as
a personal and cultural mark. photo-
Araphy must (presumably to be ex-
pressive) “remove all doubt on the
part of the viewer that pictures,
thowgh made by a machine, are
wholly intended and therefore an in-
dividual’s creation” (p.xii). The
photographer’s intentionality (or per-
somal vision), then, would be express-
ed throwgh a process of selection
beginning with film speed and
camera and continuing on to choices
about light and placement of objects
in the shot. Clearly informed by the
fact that he is himself an architec-
tural photographer (and a noted
one). Robinson writes that the formal
and technical decisions which
photographers make hold the key to
their individual styles. He finds par-
ticular relevance for his view in ar-
chitectural photography, in that the
photographer must “respond” to the
clearly presented “given” (the
building or room) even more than in
portraiture or landscape photography.

This distinction 15 puzzling in light
of the work of any number of promi-
nent photographers, Certainly, the
portrail photographer's “response” is
complicated by the facts that his or
her subject is aware of being photo-
graphed. or that the photographer
may wish to conceal his or her
presence. Yel, rather than preventing
an understanding of the photogra-
phic portrait as a “response” o a
particular “given,” these complexities
reinforce that understanding—and
they may become, in fact, thematic in
a photographer’s work. Similarly, in
landscape photography. the fact that
the “given” is frequently less specific
than it is in architectural photo-
graphy calls attention to the crafts-
manship and technical expertise in a
photographer's response—as in the
work of Ansel Adams, to pick an oh-
vinus example.

Robinson’s conception of style
forms the polemical structure on
which he develops an historical nar-
rative of architectural photography
from 1839 on, divided into four
chapters: 18391880, 1880-1930,
1930-1970, and 1970 to the present.
Robingon thus identifies major
stylistic changes as having occurred
in 1880, 1830, and 1970,

By writing a history of style defined
primarily in terms of technical and
fiormal innovations, Rohinson con-
sistently emphasizes the artistic value
of photographs over their social
significance and influence. For in-
stance, at the end of Chapter 3, in
discussing two photographs done in
the 1960%s, by Eric de Maré and Tim
Street-Porter. Robinson acknowl-
edges that Street-Porter's photo-
graph represented a clear departure
in subpect matter for the English
journal, Architectural Review, which
was accustomed to publishing work
like de Mare's. Yet, instead of
discussing the impact of this deci-
siom, he details the similarities in the
technical and formal choices made
by each photographer, commenting.
“In fact the distinctions between the
two are not really so clear” (p. 166).
Robinson diffuses the social impact
of Street-Porter's intention to show
the butchery “as it really is)” by sug-
desting that the photograph is equal-
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Tim Street-Porter, Ivine New fown, Eglinfon Park, butcher department, 1969,

Iy as posed and manipulated as de
Maré’s photo-

graph of the Royal Creamery. By em-
phasizing technical and formal
issues over the social significance of
photographs, Robinson advances an
intrinzic, artistic validity for profes-
sional architectural photography. He
also suggests that the artistic innova-
tions of “amateurs” who take pic-
tures “for themszelves” are irrelevant
and self-absorbed. Thus, he attempts
to advance an understanding of pro-
fessional architectural photography
as art, as well as defend it from
criticism that it lacks critical potency
by emphasizing its relevance and
utility.

In the introdugctory chapter,
Herschman, an art historian,
establishes some historical ground-
work by identifying two fundamental
techniques. both of which extended
oul of the well-established tradition
of architectural drawing, continuing
on to form the framework for nas-
cent architectural photography. He
deseribes first the so-called “factual™
presentation of a building, in which
the photographer assumes a point of
view—often from a second or third
story window—which imitates as
closely as possible an architectural

elevation. Secondly, he notes the “ex-

periential” or perspective view, in
which the building is photographed
from a vantage point which recreates
a realistic or experiential view of the
building,

Herschman also draws attention to
the various architectural subjects to
which photographers turned. Stress-
ing the use of the camera ag a
recording device, Herschman reviews
1860’s travel photography, in which
photographers such as Felix Beato
and James Robertson collected
“samples” of ancient or non-western
architecture. He also surveys the
work of the French Historical
Monuments Commission, which was
charged in 1851 with recording the
disintegrating condition of France's
historical structures. These photo-
graphic records were influential on
architects anxious for examples of
authentic pericd architectural detail-
ing. From Viollet-Le-Duc to H.H.
Richardson, architectural practice
during this period was dominated by
historical revival stvles of e
stripe. Photographers also attended
to the accelerating changes in the
built environment during the nine-
teenth century. Charles Marville
recorded the alleys and arcades of
medieval Paris slated for demalition,
as well as the new boulevards and
avenues created by Haussmann's
plan for Pans. Finally, photographers
also took interest in showing the
revolutionary construction techni-
ques used in the emergent “engi-
neering architecture” Photographers
avidly put their own revolutionary
technalogy at the service of another,

methodically documenting pre-
fahricated iron-frame exhibition halls
as well as providing perspectives of
the light, airy, and vast free space
they accommaodated.

Between 1880 and 1930, Robinson
sudghests, the factual and experiential
approaches became more complex
and refined, emerging as fully
developed styles of architectural pho-
toggraphy. With the development of
collotype and photogravure printing
processes, photographs could be ac-
curately reproduced and printed
amidst text in books and magazines,
rather than having to be mounted in
albums, Architectural photographs in
the factual style were used in maga-
#ings such as American Architect
and Buifiding News, which had both
a professional and a popular follow-
ing, as well as in travel books featur-
ing exhaustive collections of views of
a particular city, and in governmental
surveys of buildings, such as the

Kunigiiche Preussische Messbifdanstait.

By the 1880, the factual style was
no Jonger identifiable merely by the
subject's presentation as an eleva-
tion. Rather, it now included both
elevational and perspective views and
aimed at achieving a clear attitude of
objectivity. The buildings or views are
generally centered in the composi-
tion and framed evenly on all sides,
with little attention drawn to the
edges of the photograph. The quality
of light is de-emphasized, formats are
higthly regularized, and figures are in-
cluded merely as an indicator of
scale.

Robinson attributes increased in-
terest in a more experiential style
during the 1890's to both a change
in taste and technological changes in
lens design and camera equipment.
Just as the photographic elevation
developed into a full-blown style, the
cxperiential view developed into a
keen aesthetic interest in heighten-
ing the viewer's awareness, The
photographs capture the texture of
building materials, evoke qualities of
atmosphere, light, and weather, and
emphasize building details over
overall form. The well-known works
of Eugene Alget, Frederick Evans,
Edward Steichen and Alfred Stieglitz
represent the zenith of this style at
the tumn of the century. Their
heightened aesthetic sensihility at-
templed to expand the artistic poten-
tial of photography and was seminal
in creating a gap between profes-
sional architectural photographers
and artist-photographers or amateurs
who photographed for themselves.

In chapter three, Robinson focuses
primarily on photographers in
England and the United States who
were faced with promoting in ar-
chitectural journals the modern style
imported from Europe. In the open-
ing paragraphs, he discusses the
emerging distinction between the
professional and amateur in these
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two countries. Robinson character-
izes the work of the professional as
“skillful, technically conservative,
predictable and versatile” By con-
trast, the amateur’s work was
“awkward, artistically progressive,
limited in its purpose and sometimes
innovative in subject matter” (p.110).
Curiously, he links together as
“amateurs” photographers who took
pictures for themselves, artists, and
magazine editors who supplemented
the photographs taken by their pro-
fessional staffs with pictures of their
own. This amorphous group might
he described as amateurs in the
truest sense of the term, but Robin-
son's label seems disingenuous, in
averlooking its connotations.

The professional, in the employ of
architects and publications, turned to
the “propagandizing” of modern ar-
chitecture and photographed
skyscrapers, factories, and houses of
modern design, together with
modern commodities. The amateurs
of the 30's and 40's, exemplified prin-
cipally by Walker Evans, showed an
interest in vernacular architecture—
the farmhouses and outhuildings of
rural American, rowhouses,
hillhoards, and historical architec-
ture. As the differences between
these two groups became estab-
lished, there was a curious change in
style. By the 1930's, amateur photo-
graphers had adopted a pure, ohjec-

Eric de Mar
- /,,’ >

@, Windsor, Frogmone, Royal Dairy, 1969,

tive style in the presentation of their
simple, architecturally undistinguish-
ed buildings. Professional
photographers removed much of the
atmospheric artiness from the
perspective view and began to use it
to emphasize the streamlined,
dynamic qualities of modern ar-
chitecture. Juxtaposition with
moderm modes of transportation,
such as automobiles and steamliners,
were used to associate the buildings
with tecnological accessories, estab-
lishing a modernist utopia. By con-
trast, the amateur, in Robinson's
view, either showed interest in the
banal or was sweetly nostalgic in
depicting views of a rural New
England or Deep South untouched
by the twentieth century.

In architectural photegraphy,
Rohinson suggests, the gap between
these two bodies of work has remain-
ed in place over the past five decades,
Although fashion photography,
notes, has allowed some photogra-
phers, such as Richard Avedon and
Diane Arbus, to bridge the gap bet-
ween professional and amateur, ar-
chitectural photography has not, due
1o issues of scheduling.

Robinson's argument is perplexing.
Not only does he not support his
m about the prohibitive nature of
scheduling in architectural photogra-
phy. but he goes on to suggest that
this gap has, in fact, been bridged
{most notably in photojournalism) by
several photographers. In discussing
the work of Ralph Steiner, for in-
stance, Robinson notes that Steiner
photographed professionally the
modern architecture of William
Lecaze, and had taken pictures “for
himself” of everyday objects of ver-
nacular architecture earlier in his
career. Robinson writes, “1 was a
characteristic of the thirties to see so
much as yet undone that any one
photographer could with success
play several unrelated roles” ip.121).
During the forties and fifties,
architect-photographer G.E. Kidder-
Smith photographed historical and
modern buildings for a series of
bouks on the architecture of Brazil,
Sweden, Switzerland and Italy. Finally,
Robinson even attributes major
stylistic changes in architectural
photography during the 70 to the
influence of artist-photographers and
their renewed interest in architec-
tural subjects.

Rohinzon does litthe to clarify dif-
ferences in the purpose of
photographs, whether they were
made for books, magazines, or ar-
chitects. and whether they were

¢
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taken by professionals or amateurs.
Maore important, he fails to discuss in
any detail the infleence exerted by
photography on architectural prac-
tice. He does discuss the appearance
of editorial photo-essays in architec-
tural journals which attempted both
to remind architects of the architec-
tural value of historical and ver-
nacular architecture and enjoin them
to respond to the increasing prob-
lems of modern urbanization. Yet
these essays are discussed primanly
in terms of the technical problems
they presented and the influence
they exerted on other photographers
and editors. Robinson's lack of con-
cern for the repercussions of
photography on architectural prac-
tice 15 illustrated by the fact that he
incorrectly dates the demolition of
the Pruitt-Igoe Housing Complex by
ten vears, For many architects and
architectural historians, the Pruitt-
Igne demalition in 1972 represents
the symbolic death of modern
architecture—a turning paint in the
emergence of post-modern
architecture.

In the chapters on 1930-1970 and
1970 to the present, Robinson shows
much stronger interest in the work of
professional architectural photogra-
phy (especially, the work done for ar-
chitectural journals) than in that
done by artist-photographers He
mentions in passing the amateurs’
continued interest in the architec-
tural evervday (the work of Robert
Frank is surprisingly absent from this
discussion), then proceeds to follow
the path of growing sophistication
and influence taken by professionals
in the 40, 50', and 60's. He sees
this work developing into a “fully
mature language of photojournalism™
(p.172). Robinson also discusses in
detail the work of a Il:ll't}‘, list of |'1|]-
leagues such as Ezra Stoller, Morley
Baer. and Julius Shulman, drawing
the viewer's attention principally to
formal and technical concerns
(whether or not a particular
photographer frames buildings in
their urban context, or how he or
she responds to the technical
demands of a particular cameral.
The book thus provides an excellent
primer for seeing architecture as ar-
chitectural photographers see it

The final chapter of the book,
however, is disappointing. One ex-
pects that the proliferation of
photography and its impact on ar-
chitectural practice over the past
twenty vears would become the focus
of the chapter, particulardy in light of
Robinson's initial interest in the prac-
tical influences of architectural jour-

GE. Kidder Smith, Onvieto, Duomo and
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Walker Evans, Atlanta, billboards and frame houses, 1936 Collections of the Ubrary of Congrass.

nalism. Instead, he focuses on a
maore parochial—albeit significant—
technical and formal issue: the in-
creased use of color in architectural
photojournalism, and the emergence
of a passive formal attitude in the
framing of pictures, This focus in the
final chapter confirms that Robin-
som's original intention was to write a
history of photographic styles that
are earmarked by the matrix of for-
mal and technical decisions a
photographer makes.

Unfortunately, as if to avoid some
kind of graphic explosion of color in
the book’s presentation, Robinson il-
lustrates the professional’s renewed
interest in the quality of light and at-
maosphere as a result of color
photography with black and white
reproductions. This seems consistent
with the book's general tone of

- sightful and intelligent. On the other

_—

plazza, ca. 1954

stateliness and polite restraint, in
hath the text and the impeccable re-
production. Also disappointing is
that Robinson acknowledges the
renewed interest of artist-photogra-
phers in architectural subjects during
the 1970', but again gives them
short shrift. (Among others whose
work iz missing we could think of
Joel Sternfeld and William
Eggleston.)

To what extent do these photo-
graphs represent “architecture
transformed”? On the one hand,
Herschman succinctly presents and
clarifies fundamental attitudes found
within a large historical body of
photographs. Although this work did
not originally present architecture as
“transformed” it did establish the
avenues along which later architec-
tural photographers would work.
Robinson presents and cogently
discusses photographs which
transformed architecture in the
realization of their own aesthetic in-
terests, such as those by Atget and
Steichen. His discussion of photo-
graphs which transformed architee-
ture through a modemist vision, and
of those which later turned to
criticize that vision, is equally in-

hand, the more enigmatic, inguisitive
and detached eve of the artist-
photographer is poorly represented
here. Herschman and Robinson's
history is illuminating but too nar-
rowly focused for a survey of this
scope; it does not invite speculation
about a future photography that
depends on the achievements or
failures of both professionals and
amateurs alike. .

Ezra Stoller, Sarasota, Cocoon House, 1951

All photographs from Archifecture
Transformed.

FOOTNOTES

1 Cervin Robinson and Joel
Herschman, Architecture Transform-
ed: A History of the Photography of
Bunldings from 1839 to the Present
{MNew York: the MIT Press and the
Architectural League of New York,
1987). Subsequent page numbers
refer to quotations from this text,

Joseph McGrath is a recent
graduate of the Graduate School of
Architecture at the Universily of
Houston,
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LETTERS

Sekula Replies to Kozloff
July 14, 1988
To the Editor:

Max Kozloffs response (Summer
1988) to my letter concerning
Rober Heinecken (Spring 1988)
places a heavy guilt load on me for
placing a heavy guilt load on
Heinecken. Unfortunately for
Kozloff, it's difficult to condemn
moralism without sounding like a
moralist oneself. But | confess: |
did write a nasty and angry letter.
And | stand by my argument.

I also want to set the record
straight: my letter did not “accuse”
Heinecken of “not having read” my
essay on criminology and physiog-
nomy. Why did Kozloff invent this?
(Could it be that my letter wasn't
arrogant enough?) Rather, | charged
Jarmes Hugunin with misusing my
wurk in his dubious argument for
the subversive character of
Heinecken's composites. Kozloff
more or less repeats Hugunin's
claim, anging that Heinecken
“denatures” the system of television
transmission. As Kozloff sees it, “it
is not Heinecken who is cynical, it's
the media managers” My claim is
that both Heinecken and his osten-
sible targets share a cynical vision
of the world. 1 do not “defend the
TV media against Heinecken,” but
rather suggest that issues of race
and gender are contested within
and around the media in ways that
Heinecken's work trivializes. By this
I don't mean that television and the
press affirm a pluralistic vision of
American society, but rather that
there is an intermittently visible but
quite persistent struggle behind the
scenes and from the margins. The
Jackson campaign, for example, or
the recent discrimination lawsuit
brought by Black reporters against
the New York Daily News have
fovegrounded many of these issues
of race and media representation.

Heinecken's ironic distance,
however “cheeky™ in Koeloff's
estimation, does md prevent the ar-
tist from reverting to dominant
stereotypes. These resonate beneath
the “scramhbled” identity Kozloff ap-
plauds. Could Kozloff really have
read Heinecken's awkward text,
which consistently pulls his com-
posite portraits away from any in-
teresting ambiguity and toward a
senes of dopey and complacent
clichés ahout race, gender, and age?
(And could as careful and man-
nered a writer as Kozloff have read
this text with any esthetic satisfac-
tion?) Furthermore, do Kozloffs
claims for Heinecken's innocent
relation to physiognomic traditions
hold up in the face of Heinecken's
own explicit bul sloppy references
to this historical tradition? It seems
to me that Heinecken openly invites
a valorizing reading of his project
in relation to this history, and
Hugunin abliged.

Since my argument was manifestly
political, it is easy for Kozloff to
stereotype me in turm as a member
of the “thought police)” ignoring
the fact that my argument also in-
volved the intellectual and artistic
weaknesses of Heinecken's work,
and not simply his ideological pro-
clivities. This seems to be a stan-
dard device for Kozloff nowadays,
counterposing the suppleness and
freshness of his own encounters
with pictures with the thug-like
reductivism of unnamed “Marxists”
who would, for example, “work
over” a photograph of a “poor muf-
fin'" for its ideological contents.
(See Kozloff, “Photographs: The
Images That Give You More Than
You Need To See and Less Than
You Need To Know" Photographic
Tnsight, 1:1, Fall 1987). Of course
Kozlof's implied reader here is ex-
pected to automatically fill in the
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old image of Stalinist orthodoxy
bravely resisted by Max the
Maverick.

Furthermore, Kozloff insists on
seeing me as a critic who relishes
“moral superiority” to artists. This
characterization seems especially in-
appropriate since it is as an artist
that I have framed an implicit argu-
ment against the sort of “dena-
tured” media fatalism practiced by
Heinecken and many other artists
working today, As a matter of fact,
I dom't write much about contem-
porary photography, and prefer to
enter debates about current prac-
tice obliquely. through what | hope
are counter-examples. In short, I'm
not in the habit of “going out of
[my) way to punish inappropriate
victims.” But I do get cranky about
my historical research being used to
legitimate work for which 1 have lit-
the respect.

Contrary to positions he has
taken in the past, Kozloff here
defends the limitless freedom of the
artist to work withoul regard for
the historical embeddedness and
complicity of signifying practices,
Playfulness seems to be enough for
Max the Epicurean, polemical alter
efo of Max the Moralist.

But were Kozloff genuinely in-
terested in an argument, beyond
scolding me for bad manners, he
might have attempted a more
serious case for the moral dimen-
sion and esthetic quality of
Heinecken's work, instead of paying
routine lip service to the artist's
“cheek.”

Allan Sekula

The Houston Center for Photo-
graphy is pleased to announce that
the three $1,000 fellowship recip-
ients for 1988 are R. Lynn Foster,
Paul Vincent Kuntz, and Liz Ward.
They wall exhibit their portiolios
next vear al the Center

Each year, the Houston Center
for Photography awards three
fellowships to Houston area
photographers or artists who incor-
porate photographic media into
their work. The recipients are
selected via portfolio competition,
and are awarded the money to sup-
port work in progress.

Judges for this year’s competition
were Anne Wilkes Tucker (Gus and
Lyndall Wortham Curator. Museum
of Fine Arts, Houston) and Walter
Hopps (Director, the Menil
Collection).

BOOKS RECEIVED

The following are a few of the
books recently received and available
to HCP members in our library:

Tim Beddow, East Africa: An
Evolving Landscape (New York:
WW. Norton & Company, 1988).

Beinut: City of Regrets:
Photographs by Eli Reed, Text by
Fouad Ajami (New York: WW. Nor-
ton & Company, 1988),

Harry Callahan, New Color:
Photographs 19781987 (Kansas City,
Missouri: Hallmark Cards, 1988).

Estampes Apocrifes (Apocryphal
Images): Exhibition catalogue for ex-
hibit arganized in Barcelona, Spain,
April 28-May 30, 1988; including
wark by Evergon, Jordi Guillumet,
Jean-Francois Lecourt, Jorge
Ribalta, Cindy Sherman, Mitra Tabri-
zian, Ruth Thome Thomsen, and
Joel-Peter Witkin (text in
FrenchiBarcelona: Primavera
Fotografica a Catalunya, 1988).

Frank Gohlke, Landscapes from
the Middle of the World:
Photographs 1972-1987 (San Fran-
cisco: The Friends of Photography,
1988).

Martin Harrison, Beaufy
FPhotography in Vogue (New York:
Stewart. Tabori & Chang, 1987).

Taishi Hirokawa (Hira),
Sonomama Sonomama: High
Fashion in the Japanese Countryside
{San Francisco: Chronicle Books,
1988).

Jean-Claude Lemagny and André
Rouillé, A History of Photography:
Social and Cultural Perspectives,
trans. Janet Lloyd (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press. 1987).

Charlie Meecham, The (dfam
Foad, with Introductory essay by lan
Jefirey (London: Architectural
Association, 1987).

Tsunen Nakamura, Gentle Gian:
At Sea with the Humpback Whale
{San Francisco: Chronicle Books,
1984).

Bernard F. Stehle, Another Kind of
Witress, with Foreword by Geoffrey
Hartman and Afterword by Sister
Gloria Coleman (Philadelphia™ew
Yorklerusalem: The Jewish Publica-
tion Society, 1988).

Dennis Stock, Jemes Dean
FRevisited (San Francisco: Chronicle
Books, 1987).

Rick Smaolan and David Cohen, A

Dy in the Life of Spam (San Fran-
ctsco: Collins Publishers, 1988).

22

CALENDAR
EXHIBITIONS

Art Institute of Houston

September 12-October 6, Student
Portfolio Competition. Opening
reception on Wednesday, October 5,
5-Tp.m. Monday-Friday 8a.m -9p.m.,
Saturday 10-2. 3600 Yoakum,
523-2546.

Bentele Gallery

September 15-October 21, Manuel
Carrillo. November 10-December 3,
Landscapes. Monday-Friday 10-5
and by appointment. 4200 Montrose,
520-THH).

Blaffer Gallery, University of

September 9-October 23, Houston
Area Exhihitions. Tuesday-Friday
105, Saturday-Sunday 1-5. T49-1390.

Butera's on Alabama

October 3-November 25, Terry
Moore. Monday-Friday Ta.m-10p.m.,
Saturday-Sunday Ba.m-10p.m. 2946
5. Shepherd, 528-1500.

Butera's on Montrose

October 3-November 25, Sam
Silver. Monday-Friday Ta.m.-10p.m.,
Saturday-Sunday 8a.m.-10p.m. 4621
Maontrose, 520-8426.

Butler Gallery

October 14-November 12, Joel-
Peter Witkin. Tuesday-Saturday
10-5. 522-4430.

Contemporary Arts Museum

September 24-November 3, Tevas
Triennial, including photographers
Bill Landbrig. Frank Martin, Celia
Alverez Munoz, Wendy Watriss, and
Casey Williams. Tuesday-Saturday
10-5, Sunday 12-6. 526-3129.

Diverse Works

September 930, Portraits in the
Time of AIDS, by Rosalind Solomon;
Videos by Gretchen Bender.
Tuesday-Friday 10-5, Saturday 12-4,
223-8346.

Heights Gallery

September 23- January 8, 1989, [t's
All in the Game, Baseball photo-
fraphs by Tracy Hart. Tuesday-
Friday 1-6 and by appointment. 1438
Herkimer at 15th Street. S68-9606.

Houston Center for

September 9-October 9, Nagalani
and Tracey Collaborate, Polaroid
photographs by photographer
Patrick Magatani and painter Andrée
Tracey. October 14-November 13,
Ligital Photography, eleven artists
working with photomontage using
new computer-related material,
November 18-December 22, Trady-
tion and Change: Contemporary
Landscape Photography.
Wednesday-Friday 11-5, Saturday-
Sunday 12-5. 529-4755.

Lawndale

September 17-October 15, Blue
Star Three, Judy Bankhead, Curtis
Samson, and Bud Timenn. Tuesday-
Saturday 11-5, 921.4155.

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
September 10-November 27,
American Class Foom, Photographs
by Catherine Wagner. Tuesday-
Saturday 10-5, Sunday 1-6. 526-1361.

»

EXHIBITIONS
ELSEWHERE IN TEXAS

AMARILLO
Southern Light Gallery, Amarillo
Light Gallery, Ama

September 1-30, ONF Sef
Lithographs, by Scott Hyde.
Warkroom Gallery: What is Maif
Art? PO. Box 447, Amanillo, TX,
TO178.

Laguna Gloria Art Museum

October 22-December 4,
Photographs Beget Photography.
Tuesday-Saturday 10-5, Thursday
10-9p.m., Sunday 1-5. (512)
458-8191.

DALLAS/FT. WORTH

Afterimage

September G-October 22,
Photogiraphs by Michael Kenna.
Monday-Saturday 10-5:30. Suite 250,
2800 Routh. (214) 871-9140.

Amon Carter Museum

September 1-October 23, fmages
of Plants from the Photography Col
lection. October 28-February 5,
1989, Landscape Photographs from
the Colfection. Tuesday-Saturday
10-5, Sunday 1-5:30. 3501 Camp
Bowie Boulevard, Ft. Worth, (817)
738-1933,

CLUBS

BASMP (American Society of
Magazine Photographers) meets the
second Monday of each month at the
Graphic Arts Conference Center,
1324 Clay. Social Hour starts at
6:30p.m.; meeting is at T:30p.m. For
information, contact Larry Gatz at
f66-5203,

Brazoria County Camera Club
meels at 7:30p.m, on the first Tues-
day of each month at the Arlington
Bank of Commerce. Contact Don
Benton, (409) 265-4569.,

The Houston Camera Club meets
at 7:30p.m. on the second and third
Tuesdays of each month at the
Baylor College of Medicine, DeBakey
Bldg., Room M-112, Contact Glenn
Stevens, 520-5013.

The Houston Photochrome Club
meets at T:30p.m. on the second and
fourth Tuesdays of each month at St.
Michael’s Church, 1801 Sage. Con-
tact Joe Sandler at T74-1035.

The Houston Club
meets at 7-30p.m. on the second and
fourth Tuesdays of each month at
Bering Church, Mulberry at Harold.
Contact John Moyer, 933-4492,

Photographic Collectors of
Heouwston meets 7p.m. fourth
Wednesday of each month upstairs at
The Camera Doctor, 3211 Edloe.
Contact Leonard Hart, 868-9606.

FM 1960 Photographic Society
meets 7:30p.m. first and third Tues-
day of each month at Doss Park,
1500 Frick Rd. Contact Royse Shad-
dix Jr., 237-3787.

Clarification: The Gisele Freund
photograph of Evita Peron published
on p. 5 in SPOT, Summer 1988,
should have been credited to Photo
Researchers, New York. SPOT
regrets the omission,
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A DOG’S LIFE

By Peter Brown

There are many items necessary to the dogs life in this photograph. To name a few: there
is food, a lot of it, and food created expressly for an individual dog. There is a throwing
stick, slightly curved for sound effect, a classic recreational item. There is a large jar of
water for the dog to drink and there is a box of firewood below the bag of dog food, which
could be burned for warmth.

There is shelter implied. (The photograph is taken inside.) A pile of newspapers. barely
visible in the lower right, could be spread on the floor in the presence of a young dog.
There is a topographic map which the owner of the dog might use in laking the dog for
walks. Some nondescript tools which could conceivably be used to build the dog its own
home can be seen above the bottle, and there is strong warm light in which the dog could
lie down and sleep. All these elements add up to a potentially happy life for the dog.

Also implied in this photograph are caring owners (prescription diets and bottled water)
and, although it can't be made out because of the length of the exposure, a pet other than a
dog may be involved. On the right side of the throwing stick is a severely arched shadow.
This shadow is cast by a parrot’s perch. My memory is that the parrot was on the perch
when | took the photograph, but I may be wrong. Its shadow is not particularly visible,
perhaps because the bird was moving. In any case, the dog and the parrot get along very
well. Or got along very well. A few months after this photograph was taken, the parrot flew
away. Making a big mistake, it now lives somewhere along the cold northern California coast.

But that’s not what this photograph is about. It's really about sex. As you can see, the bag
is a female torso astride a nude male. She is wearing an hid Prescription Diet t-shirt and she
is ecstatic. She moves her arms and head around so0 fast that, like the parrot, she doesn’t
show up in the photograph. The bottle then takes on other meanings, as do the tools and
the stick,

That’s not true. It's about spiritual light on mundane things. The sacred and the profane.
The sacred wood and light and the profane dog food.

And even that's not it. Its about color and texture. Similarities of color Differences in
tecture.

What's that strange shape above the Prescription Diet owl's right ear (when it’s facing
youl? It looks as though a drawer pull or something used to be there. The Frescription Diet
owl is staring at you. See its hid eves and perked ears? It's a holy owl and has a throwing
stick halo.

It's a dog’s life. Prescription Dhet is a punching bag, a tackling dummy, a sack containing
three thousand hamsters, empty, full of charcoal briguettes, and an element in a story still to
he told.

A shaggy dog named Hunter-Driffield once invented the H/D curve of photographic ex-
posure. It was the end of the intuitive and the beginning of the scientific in photography.
Equivalances never were quite the same after old HD and Alfred Stieglitz, the shaggy dog's
elegant owner.

Peter Brown teaches photography af Rice University.

ATHANOR

By Denise Levertov

Tempered wood, Wrought light.

Carved rags. Curled gold, the thin

sheets of it. The leaves of it.

The wet essence of it infused

Effluvia of gold suffused throughout. The saturation.
The drying. The flaking. The absorption.

It is a paper sack, a paper sack for dogfood, dry.
the dry wafers of a sacrament, a sacred sack,

its brownish pallor illumined, inscribed with red,
upheld by a manylayered substance

plush as moss, chocolate-dark, dense,

which is shadow.

and backed by a tentative, a tremulous
evanescence which is wood

or which is the tardy sungleam from under cloudbank
just before evening settles,

that percolates through cobwehs and thick glass.
Which is the fleeting conjugation

of wood and light, embrace that leaves wood
dizzy and insubstantial, and leaves light
awestruck again at its own destiny.

Denise Levertov is a member of the National Academy and the Institile
of Arts and Letters, as well as the recipient of many honors and awarnds.
Currently she is on the faculty of the English Department at Stanford
University.

Photograph and texts from Seasons of Light, Photographs and Storfes
by Pefer Brown, Poems by Denise Levertov (Houston: Rice University
Press, forthcoming October 1988). Used by permission.
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ESTHER PARADA, The Monroe Doctrine: Theme and Variations, 1987, Laser prints, 168 documents,

DIGITOGRAPHY

THE HOUSTON CENTER FOR PHOTOGRAPHY

LECTURES &WORKSHOPS

WORKSHOPS, CLASSES
Beginning Black & White
Photography Instructor Bill
Frazier. Sats Sam-12, Sep 10,
17, 24. $45 members, $55
non-mamberg,

Outdoor Portraiture Instruc-
tor Carey Sutdiffe. Sep 30, 7-
9pm, Oct 1, 2-6pm. 535
mambers, $45 non-members,
Computer Graphics: An In-
troduction to the Macintosh
Instructor David Crossley,
Tues 7-9:30, Sep 27, Oct. 4,
11. %100 mambers, 125 non-
members. Limit: 6.
Photographic Composition
Instructor Bill Frazier. Sats
Sam-12, Oct. 8,15, 22. §55
mambers, $65 non-members.
Limit: 10.

The Landscape Instructor Jay
Forrest. Mons 7-8pm, Nav.
1,8,15,22, at HCE.  $90 mem-
bers, $100 non-members.
Limit: 10,

Light, Film, The Zone Sys-
tem, and The Print Instructor
Gary Faye. Fri Nov 4 7pm,
Sat Nov 5 9-5, field trip Mov 6,
critique and discussion Nov 19
8-5. $145 members, $175
non-members,

LECTURES, DISCUSSIONS
Digital Dialog Symposium
(See detalls abova) At Ron
Scoft's studio. Oct 22, 9-6.
$55 members, $75 non-mem-
bars. See also Keynote Ad-
dress, below.

Members Preview: Patrick
Nagatani, Andree Tracee
Gallery talk by artists in current
axhibition. 5:30pm, Fri Sep 9,

Digital Photography.

computer artist

Related events:

DIGITAL DIALOG

An all-day symposium on the formidable computer,
its applications and implications for photography
and other art.

Manual (Suzanne Bloom/Ed HIll) Artists using a
computer to create new work
Jim Pomeroy Curator and artist, organizer of exhibition

Raphaele Retoucher extracrdinaire, maker of miracles
Ron Scott Professional photographer, software author,

Rossi Qajar Engineer, Apple Systems Dealer, visionary.
Open Discussion will follow presentations.

Also: Demonstration of Casio Still Video Camara, Macin-
tosh and MS-DOS systems, other amazements

Keynote address by Jim Pomeroy, Friday, Oct. 21, 7:30pm
ASMP Meeting: Steve Hayman, of Chicaga's Digital
Image. Thursday, Oct. 20,

Saturday October 22, 9am-6pm Reception 6:30-8
CALL HCP FOR DETAILS -713)529-4755

Members only. Free.

Also: The Making of an In-
stallation Sep 8 6-8PM view-
ing of installation in progress.
Free, open to public.
Keynote Address: Digital
Photography An exploration
of flmmakers' visions of com-

puters. Jim Pomeroy, co-cura-

tor of exhibition Digital Pho-
fography

William Clift An intimate dis-
cussion of his work. Clift will
show original prints. Suppon-
ad by the Lynn Mdanahan
Herbert Lecture Fund. $3.50

members, $5 non-members
The Center will also hold a
book-signing for Clift Nowv. 18.
Wadnesday Evening Cri-
tiques A serias of critiques
for HCP mambers only. Frea.
Sep 14 Kathryn Davidson, Cu-
rator of Prints and Pho-
tographs, The Menil Collection.
Qct 12 Petra Benteler and
Susan Morgan, owners of Ben-
teler- Morgan Gallery Nov 9 Bill
Graham, owner of Graham
Gallery Dec 14 Clint Willour,
HCP president and director of
Watson Gallery.
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