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Imaginary Narratives

Narratives are constructions of meaning. In a lecture this
November at Rice University, French philosopher Jean-Frangois
Lyotard described Modernism's narrative of rational progress.
Lyotard argued that new technology and information processing
systems are attempts to continue Modernism's grand mythologi-
cal narrative; but the real subject of progress is an alien new god.
Inhabiting a vast information network, it pessesses super-human
knowledge, a "non-terrestrial” body, and ominous power. Lyotard,
the theorist of “the postmodern condition,” eriticized the hegemo-
ny of the technoscientific narrative and its inhuman subject. He
called for free narratives--"free conversations, free reflexive
judgements and meditations, free associations, poetry and the lit-
erary arts, music and the visual arts...." These are narratives of
imagination, not control: “No prejudice, no security.”

In this issue of SPOT, three writers critically reflect upon new
narratives of meaning for visual representations using digital
technology. Mixed-media and computer artist Terry Gips con-
structs a technological narrative linking the computer to prior
stages of an exponentially exploding process of aiding human
memory. But in her art Gips constructs a second narrative--an
imaginary one, if you will. Her photographs picture the computer
itself in terms of earlier images--architectural images (of rooms,
windows, stairs), which humans have used to picture their own
mental powers. Like Lyotard, Gips recognizes the superhuman
"spaces” of the computer; but she fantasizes it as "a new goddess
of memory,” a new Mnemosyne--one of the beneficent (if tempera-
mental) Greek sister Muses.

Next, James Houlihan and Joanne Lukitsh discuss (respec-
tively) the exhibition and catalogue, Digital Photography: Cap-
tured Images [ Volatile Memory | New Montage . Houlithan notes
the irony in the fact that the "digital” ("fingered”) has become the
non-manual. The artists in Digital Photography use the comput-
er reflexively to question diverse narratives about art history,
American politics, the news media, or nature/culture relation-
ships. Lukitsh's essay emphasizes the need for complexity in dis-
cussing the meaning of "digital photography.” She argues that in
their catalogue essays for the exhibit, Jim Pomeroy and Timothy
Druckrey oversimplify and overschematize their subject:
Pomeroy creates a weighted narrative of steady progress to claim
that digital representation is the direct heir nfphntng‘rnphy;
Druckrey artificially dichotomizes culture and technology.

Gips writes in her article, "Not only does the computer dis-
solve boundaries between picture fragments, it also dissolves
boundaries between traditional media. ...The computer simulates
drawing, painting, photography, film, and in some ways, sculp-
ture.” Digital representations enter into territory already subject
to boundary disputes. Aspects of these debates, as manifested at
the site of several important recent regional exhibits, are ad-
dressed in my article "Art & Photography (Again)”. Beyond this,
Johannes Birringer meditates in "Intersections™ about erratic
confluences, non-readable narratives linking "art” and "non-art™
the contemporary art museum and the traflic intersection, or the
human with the inhuman (techno-designed) body.

The computer users [ know develop narratives in which their
computers are agents with conscious presence and even bodies:
“It won't let me do that”; “It's trying to figure out what I just told
it to do”; "It's slow because it's hot.” (And of course, God forbid
that it should get a virus.) The computer can be seen as a god-
dess, metaphor for memory, or as an alien inhuman god. Two
brief narratives, one unanswered question: does the computer-
god possess a gender? In a recent insidious development, "Mac-
playmate,” the computer screen displays an image of a woman
who seems to inhabit the machine, and who intimately inquires
whether the viewer wishes to undress or otherwise fondle her.

All this manipulation is done with a "mouse,” of course (remem-
ber what Freud said about miee?). Our Macintosh II at HCP
speaks with a deep male voice, in what can only be described as
an extraterrestrial accent. Surely my most memarable interac-
tion with it (him) in assembling this issue of SPOT was when “he"
read back the text "he” was scanning of Joan Robinson's article
on Joel-Peter Witkin. "Mac” droned on, indifferent when reciting
that Goya's war images concerned “rapine, dismemberment, and
violent death.” But when it came to Robinson's remark that
Witkin "is an iconoclast with a hard-on,” "Mac” definitely disap-
proved.

=Cynthia Freeland
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A NEW GODDESS
OF MEMORY

By Terry Gips

Since about 1980, I have
used photography in combina-
tion with a variety of other me-
dia including the computer to
grapple with issues of informa-
tion, experience, and memery:
how we accumulate and sort
the bits of data from our expe-
rience; how we process those
bits; how we store them; and
how we retrieve them from
memory in order to construct
new ideas. More specifically,
this work has been about im-
ages of memory which have ar-
chitectural connotations. We
talk about allocating and struc-
turing "space” in memory, we
put things "into” memory, and
search and recall "from” memo-
ry. It is as if memory were
some physical space, an enclo-
sure with dimensions, corners
and recesses, surfaces and
openings. Sometimes we imag-
ine memory as a series of con-
nected spaces or rooms or resi-
dences, each with a unique ad-
dress.

These associations between
architeeture and memory are
not new. Architecture as
metaphor and mnemonic de-
vice goes back many centuries,
but such roles for architecture
are even more poignant when
seen today in the light of com-
puting technology. Like the
human mind, electronic pro-
cessing has an elusive and im-
material nature. However,
many of the same concepts
based on the concreteness and
systemic qualty of architec-
ture are employed to under-
stand the uncanny power of
both human memaory and com-
puter memory.

As these parallels presented
themselves in my own work, 1
began to try to unravel the
larger implications of bringing
the camera and the computer
together for purposes of mak-
ing art. Although therearea
number of distinct issues,
memory impinges in one way
or another on most of them. In
looking at the digital/photo-
graphic works which are begin-
ning to make important ap-
pearances in exhibitions and in
eritical discussions throughout
the U.S. (and wherever the
technology has achieved a suf-
ficient level of availability), one
doesn't find much explicit use
of architecture as meta-
phor for memory. However,
eoncern for the shape, strue-
ture, and process of memory--
the sorting, recalling and
reusing of past information--is
pervasive.

As | began this writing, I in-
tentionally borrowed technical
vocabulary from computing,
not just because [ was going to
talk about using the computer,
but because it seems important
to note the dialectic which is
going on between electronic
technology and our conceptions
of the world in general, and of
memory in particular. Within
this dialectic there are two lev-
els of mutual interaction.
First, the words themselves:
the terminology of computing
has parallels in the current
language used in a wide range
of contexts, from intellectual
and philosophical discourse to
the everyday exchanges in so-
cial, political, and even person-
al arenas. Although this may
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be due in large part to the fact
that the computer has become
a useful tool in nearly every
field, and that practitioners
need the vocabulary to interact
with each other around issues
of technology, it is also due to
the fact that we live and work
in an information-dominated
culture.

Thus, on a second level of di-
alectie, the language shapes
our ways of conceptualizing,
thinking, experiencing, acting,
and also of being creative. In
the other direction, new con-
cepts, thoughts, experiences,
actions and creations modity
our speaking. One of the phe-
nomena subject to this process
is memory: personal memary,
collective memaory and what
might be called a tangible pub-
lic memaory/record. The way
we understand, experience and
talk about memory is changing
radically. This computer-gen-
erated revolution ean be com-
pared with those revolutions
which came, respectively, from
the development of photo-me-
chanical reproduction about
100 years ago and the mov-
able-type printing press in the
15th century. Most would
agree, however, that the reper-
cussions from the computer
will greatly overshadow those
from the earlier two.

The remarkable power of the
camera to "remember”--to
record and save vast amounts
of visual data--serves as an in-
formative backdrop to the work
of most photographers. Like-
wise, negative files are an effi-
cient memory bank from which
visual fragments can be select-
ed at will to refresh memories,
reconstruct the past and ereate
the meaning of life present.
The computer is, however, a
memory tool of an even higher
order. Artists who come to ree-
ognize computing as a poten-
tial extension of photographing
combine these two technologies
in a variety of ways to expand
the concerns of memory. In or-
der to examine this specific fo-
cus, it is helpful to summarize
the general ways photogra-
phers are approaching the
computer. There are four that
result in statie, single-frame
images which most would iden-
tify as photographs and which
could be held in the hand, dis-
played as prints on the wall, or
distributed in printed materi-

als. While there are related
ways to use the computer for
video works and interactive in-
stallations, the static images
are the concern of this article.

The approach which most
clearly parallels traditional
photographic practice uses the
computer to "process” camera
images taken from reality. The
artist starts in the standard
position of the photographer,
behind the camera, and "takes”
a picture from the world. In
this case, a camera which
records light electronically is
necessary: a video camera or a
still-video camera, the generic
name for a new line of frame-
by-frame cameras which use
digital disks rather than film
chemistry to encode light
transmitted through a lens.
The image is either transferred
directly to the computer from
the video camera, or as a
recorded image from a tape or
disk to the screen of the com-
puter. Here, manipulation,
similar to that undertaken in
the darkroem, is applied to the
image. It can be lightened or
darkened--overall or selective-
ly; inverted from positive to
negative; and edited not only
by cropping but also by “elec-
tronic retouching,” a process
that is easier and less de-
tectable than the hand re-
touching of negatives and
prints practiced since the in-
ception of photography itself.

In addition to such subtle
modifications used primarily to
heighten certain aspects or
“eorrect” imperfections in a re-
alistic view of any given sub-
ject matter, "enhanced image
processing” is used to give a vi-
sual interpretation of informa-
tion that does not directly cor-
respond to human vision. For
example, the computer can
mathematically sample values
across an image and then as-
gign colors or textures to par-
ticular values which have
nothing to do with the actual
color or texture of the original
object which we perceive with
our eyes. While the first ap-
proach seeks to retain tradi-
tional "straight” photographie
qualities, this second recodes
the visual image for special for-
mat effects.

A third approach is to use the
computer reflexively-that is,
to use it to underscore its in-
herent nature as a data pro-

cessing and information man-
agement tool, and to disclose
its impact on art and society.
The computer continues and
expands the postmodernist eri-
tique of images, and brings
such issues as original and
copy, authenticity and simula-
tion, individual and multiple
authorship into even sharper
focus.

The fourth appreoach (which
maost directly corresponds to
my work) revolves around the
characteristics of computer
imaging that facilitate collage,
montage, and the simultaneous
presentation, perception, and
transmission of multiple
images. Asis fairly obvious,
these four approaches are far
from mutually exclusive. This
last one employs some elec-
tronic processing to undertake
"cut and paste” editing, and
ather operations to merge dis-
tinct images and filter one im-
age through another. In addi-
tion, it has some reflexive as-
pects. Montage and collage are
almost by definition formats
which disrupt the linear flow of
information in visual and ver-
bal narration, causing the art-
work to circle back upon itself.
These techniques of construct-
ing images from disparate ele-
ments were originally devel-
oped by avant-garde artists of
the teens and twenties in their
efforts to rattle aesthetic con-
ventions and to deliver social
and political commentary.
Computer-aided collage and
montage continues this disrup-
tive practice and goes one step
further by making the collage
appear seamless. There are no
cut or torn edges, and the
artist's intervention leaves no
visual trace.

Mot only does the computer
dissolve boundaries between
picture fragments, it also dis-
solves boundaries between tra-
ditional media. Often de-
scribed as a meta-tool, the
computer simulates drawing,
painting, photography, film,
and in some ways, sculpture.
In addition, it undercuts art
criticism and art practice in-
vested in art as unique artifact
or object. A recent article by
Joachim Schmid, "Es komme
der elektonish Fotograf” ("Here
Comes the Electronic Photog-
rapher”), plays off the 1929

k by Werner Grafl, Es
kommt der newe Fotograf

(Here Comes the New Photog-
rapher).! Graff's central point
was that the time had come
when photographers would es-
tablish photography as an in-
dependent art free from the
"antiquated laws of painting”
and from nature and its repli-
cation. The primary purpose of
photography, he said, was not
to produce life-like pictures but
to explore new ways of seeing.

Although Schmid does not re-
fute this perspective, his as-
sessment of electronic photog-
raphy is more far-reaching. In
his view, digital technology is
causing "fundamental changes
in all areas of production, dis-
tribution and reception” of pho-
tography.® In addition, he ad-
dresses shifts in the relation-
ship between memory and pho-
tography by pointing out that
there will eventually be vast
files of photographs stored
electronically and easily ac-
cessed and montaged with the
computer. The operator of the
digital machine will have enor-
mous power to arbitrarily re-
assemble these photographs
into new pictures which will
present themselves as eriginal
photographs, showing no evi-
dence of having been construct-
ed from unrelated parts. The
issue here is not that the artist
will "invent” pictures--because
we have always had the ability
to frame selectively, dodge and
burn, ete.--but that the ease of
doing this is so dramatically
increased.

Among photographers work-
ing with computers today,
many are continuing to investi-
gate issues they had addressed
previously with other means.
For those concerned with is-
sues of information construe-
tion and memory, turning to
the computer 18 a natural
move. A hand-constructed
piece of mine titled "Photocon-
struction as Bricolage” referred
to Lévi-Strauss’ idea suggest-
ing that one works in the spirit
of the "bricoleur,” building on
the leftovers, the fragments of
raw materials which may be on
hand. In alarge free-standing
installation piece titled "No
Hard Evidence,” I used sec-
tions cut from photographs of
houses to build a labyrinth of
spaces. This visually con-
structed environment stood as
a metaphor for the complex in-
formation environment in
which we find ourselves twist-
ing and turning to gain a read-
able view of the barrage of
fragments.

I was, in a sense, building
pseudo-houses for my ideas. It
was a way of organizing ideas
and giving them "residences,”
particular locations or address-
es to which I could return at
another time. When [ contin-
ued this process with the com-
puter, the historical models
and practices linking memory
and architecture (to which I al-
luded at the start) made even
more sense. [t would be a
lengthy exercise to describe all
of these, but a brief mention of
a few concepts will be useful.

A recent example appears in
the writing of eontemporary ar-
chitectural historian, Joseph
Bykwert: "Of all the faculties,
memory has most to do with
architecture.”™ He is reiterat-
ing the stance of the nine-
teenth century art historian,
John Ruskin, who said that
"We cannot remember without
architecture." As one of
Ruskin's "seven lamps of archi-
tecture,™ memory referred to
the memorializing function of
buildings, their role as the pri-
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mary carriers of historical
meaning, passing information
from one generation to the
next. For him, the past resided
even more in the stones of ar-
chitecture than in the pages of
literature.

Saint Augustine's poetic im-
age of the "spatial palaces of
memory * is a more abstract
concept; memory is envisioned
as a grand space furnished
with images where human in-
tellect dwells. He, like many
other literary persons through
the centuries, has borrowed
from the ancient traditions of
ars memoria which were used
to memorize--mentally store—-
material in the days before
printed books, photographs,
and computers.” The images of
actual buildings with their par-
ticular rooms, structural ele-
ments and decorative details
were committed to memory as
spaces in which less concrete
words and ideas could be hung
like pictures. Because the hu-
man mind remembers visual
information most readily, and
because memory seems to be
inherently modeled as an inte-
rior space, architecture worked
well as this supporting device.
Once the words or ideas were
assigned precise locations in
the building, the person could
mentally "walk through” the
space to retrieve the material
for oration or other "process-
ing.”

Although I have not been in-
terested in mimicking any par-
ticular practice of using archi-
tecture to represent or enhance
memory, images of buildings
have served as metaphors for
information environments and
memory environments. With
the computer, | have digitized
photographs of whole build-
ings, as well as isolated archi-
tectural elements, and then re-
arranged them, changing ori-
entation and position, modify-
ing scale and color, and editing
or repeating sections. [ have
layered my own photographs
with those appropriated from
various print media, merging
architecture-—particularly
doors, windows, passageways,
stairs, and colonnades--with
faces and figures. Software
functions which give images a
degree of transparency, so that
one ean be read through anoth-
er, have been especially useful.

A Janus-like spirit inhabits
these pictures. Like photogra-
phy which can be & means to
carry the past forward, as well
as the basis for looking back-
ward from the present,” the ar-
chitectural openings [ have in-
corporated look simultanecusly
backward and forward in time.
Figures float on steps, in door-
ways and across arches, occu-
pying these metaphorical hous-

es, Sometimes it seems that
the figures are all at once in
front of, behind, and in the
same place as the buildings.
Body and house are equated as
they mutually inhabit one an-
other. In other montages, eyes,
ears, and lips seem to be the
human psyche pulling itself
backward and forward, tracing
its dreams and memories
across the transluscent sur-
faces of walls, vaulted ceilings,
and ornate details of Victorian
facades.

Although these images,
along with the work of many
other computer artists, are not
particularly invested in a
“high-tech” look, few who use
electronic machines would
choose to ignore their unprece-
dented technical powers--even
if they could. As anod to
the computer's extraordinary
memory attributes, we might
designate this machine a twen-
tieth century Mne-
mosyne, a digital goddess of
memory whe floats over per-
sonal work stations and
throughout global networking
systems. Perhaps, too, the
hard and soft structures of
computing can be seen as
palaces of memory for the elec-
tronic age.
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THE ETHICS OF
MANIPULATION

By James W. Houllhan

Digital Photography: Captured
ImagesVolatile MemoryNew
Montage was an exhibition cu-
rated by Marnie Gillelt and
Jim Pomeroy which originat-
ed at San Francisco Camera-
work. It was shown at HCP
from October 14 - November
13, 1988. Artists whose work
was included in Digital Pho-
tography were Paul Berger,
Michael Brodsky, Christopher
Burnett, Carol Flax, George
Legrady, MANUAL (Suzanne
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Bloom and Ed Hill), Esther
Parada, Sheila Pinkel, Alan
Rath, and Ed Tannenbaum.
(Ed Tannenbaum'’s work was
not part of the traveling exhi-
bition.)

What a joy there is in etymol-
ogy! The realm of the hand,
manus, and the handmade,
manu-factum, used to describe
the artwork and its aura of ir-
replaceability, as Walter Ben-
Jjamin saw, looking back at the
equally irreplaceable preindus-
trial age. With mass produc-
tion and infinite reproducibili-
ty, the aura vanishes, and we
lose the meaning of “manufac-
ture,” which seems to refer,
nowadays, to the assembly
line, excluding the human

Georga Logrady, from tha saries Figures of Autherity, 1987, nk jot color prints, 24 x 30" wsch, fowr pansls. From Digital Photography.

touch.

And by another grafting from
this ancient Latin root, the in-
finitely reproducible artwork
has now become infinitely ma-
nipulatable. "Manipulate” from
"maniple,” ultimately from
manus and pleo (to fill.)

The manual has become digi-
tal. The hand is too big, or the
metaphor too worn, for the so-
phisticated keyboards where
the digits are rulers. And fin-
gers provide the symbol for the
bipolar computer, even though
a hand with enly two fingers
would more exactly represent
how computers really function.
But language itself can be a
tool of manipulation, and it
serves the interests of a few
that the many remain mystified
by the very technology that ean
free as much as it can enslave.

Now the ethical question can
only be addressed by examining
the purpose--or values--for
which artists or advertisers
manipulate images. Retouch-
ing images, the commercial as-
pect of digital manipulation,
may at first seem harmless,
and most of us may be glad
that “glamer” photography
eliminates the "warts and all.’
But when in February 1982,
National Geographic manipu-
lated a cover shot of the pyra-
mids for a more dramatic angle
and did not acknowledge the al-
tering of the image, we may be-
gin to wonder. And what of im-
ages of snowmobiles whose
detrimental tracks are erased
from the video images used to
sell the machines and discredit
environmentalists? I ecould go
on into science fiction scenar-
ios: a presidential candidate
who exists only in the pixels of
digitally manipulated video im-
ages.

The artists exhibiting in Digi-
tal Photography all raise the
erucial question not just of the
ethics of manipulation but also
of the epistemology of the art-
work: how do we know if the
image corresponds to reality,
how do we know that we know?
We think there is a clear dis-
tinetion between the obviously
manipulated images (recolored,
reshaped, recombined) and the
"untouched” images, but there

is no reason to assume the
“straight” images are any less
manipulated than the faces
turned into mosaics or static
lines.

In this exhibit, however, the
point of manipulation is artis-
tic pleasure, yet it is often a
pleasure not far from the pain
of discovering how much of our
world is becoming unknow-
able. How ean we control what
we don't understand?

George Legrady’s images in-
stantly address the problem of
knowing by deflating figures of
authority--figurations, shad-
ows of reality. The strategy
here paﬂ,akes of the avant-
garde tradition of exposing the
mode of production and there-
by demystifying the artwork.
To interrupt the illusion of re-
alism, in a Godard film or a
Barth novel, is to remind the
spectator-reader of the etymol-
ogy of "artifact,” and culture is
nothing but the sum of human
artifacts.

Legrady's piece, "Figures of
Authority,” shows the ghostly
outline of Ted Koppel made up
of nothing but fluctuating visu-
al static: obfuseation not illu-
mination. This image reminds
us that the figures we un-
thinkingly empower are them-
selves manufactured, one-di-
mensional, and subject to
change. The relationship of
the news commentator to the
truth is like that of the outline
mask to the full person. And
the 20-second outline is, of
course, the format in which
news programs deny historical
eomplexity.

Unlike Legrady’s images
which provide a stable point of
reference (since we know im-
mediately that the artist is en-
gaged in a media critique even
if we don't know why), the
work of MANUAL (Suzanne
Bloom and Ed Hill) is not so
easy to place. All their pieces
use a layering of images which
are, as it were, rubber-
stamped by a word or phrase
such as "Utopia,” "Redemp-
tion,” “Good Life,” (but with
the “the” missing, we sense
something lacking). Each
word relates, respectively, to
the political, religious, and so-

cial aspirations of Western cul-
ture, and their presence creates
an unsettling relationship with
the beautifully manipulated
images.

If, for instance, the only image
under the word/title "Redemp-
tion” had been the bar of Zest
soap, the meaning would have
been clearly satirie, but, in fact,
with the quatation of Ingres, it-
self a quotation of a Greek wa-
ter nymph, the relationship be-
tween text and image becomes
risky-risky for both artists and
spectator.

The artists risk being misun-
derstood, and there are those
who think redemption lies in
consumerism--or in collecting
French masters. But the
artists prefer to believe in the
intelligence of the spectator,
and encourage interpretation
which only exists in surplus of
the text. MANUAL empha-
sizes the artistic experience
over the reifying of the collect-
ing; their art is transitory, and
ig, like much of what is called
postmodern, subversive of the
beundaries between "low” and
“high,” transitory and eternal,
irreplaceable and reproducible.
They remind us that there is no
nature which is not already
culture, even if it is just our
way of seeing the natural. The
pleasure of interpreting their
many-layeredness is the plea-
sure of refocusing on what it
means to create images from
nature in a way which fosters
self-understanding. Before
these works, we are a bit like
Socrates who, in Plato's Phae-
drus, ironically draws pleasure
from Nature which he claims to
have no feelings for, saying he
is interested only in the human
psyche,

The risk of irony (as in MAN-
UAL's work) and the social eri-
tique of the media (as in
Legrady’s) are combined in Es-
ther Parada’s "The Monroe
Doctrine.” The piece is ambi-
tious: large and perhaps over-
burdened by text, for text
forces meaning on the specta-
tor, delimits interpretive free-
dom. The images of the 1.5,
Marines, in positive and nega-
tive, speak reams by them-
selves, and would still, even if
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Corol Flax, Triptych I: Shana's Rum, 1987, ink jot color pints, 21 x 90" framed. From Digital Photography.

the only text were the title.

The very density of the tex-
ture troubles any simple read-
ing, while reflecting, perhaps,
the oppressive density of U.S.
control of Central America--of
which the larger South Ameri-
ca is, in this work, a shadowy
likeness. Because the
economies of the other Amerie-
as are in a state of "neodepen-
dency,” capitalism south of the
border does not suggest the
system most congruent to hu-
man freedom and dignity; it
suggests, rather, "a brutal oli-
garchy-military complex that
has been supported by U.S.
policies--and armies.”™

Although Parada sends us to
the historians (and rightly so,
since her piece obviously
sketches an historical pattern),
there are also here mysteries of
interpretation. The word "va-
cant” is stamped over what
wauld be Georgia, Mexico City
(the least vacant!), Guatemala,
and Colombia; and there is a
fascinating interpenetrating
relationship between, on the
one hand, the positive soldiers
in the north and their negative
images in the south (not to
mention their boot-size clone
hordes) and, on the other hand,
the solid map of the United
States and Central America
{background or foreground?)
and the "negative” topological
map of South America. In this
interplay, the texts move in
and out of focus, ke the com-
ments of authorial figures or
like revelations of the re-
pressed.

Moving from the fugal density
of Parada to the austere mys-
tery of Carol Flax is like mov-
ing from Bartok to Cage.
Flax's "Triptych 1: Shana's
Run" is an allegory of interpre-
tation. Here manipulation is
an outright mystery, but one
which is untroubling, beauti-
fully calm, as a single line of a
violin echoing across the desert
air. There is a narrative thrust
from the symmetrical left pan-
el, where the runner's calf
bridges the obverse images,
and in its blurring suggests the

propulsion of every "“in the be-
ginning.”

The black of the central panel
surrounds the runner now
haloed in her own mosaic. Is
this loneliness? Or endorphin
ecstasy? Or human existence,
where ex- means between and
sisto means standing; hence,
standing between two noth-
ings, or two congruences with
(a) god?

The calf-propelled image
bridges, finally, the central and
right panel. In this trajectory,
the runner, not haloed but
blurred by motion itself, looks
straight into the blackness
ahead and, perhaps, at the
mysterious end-term of this
race: the race as journey, as
story, as transformation, as an
image of pure manipulation.

And the end-term itself, frag-
mented yet teieologicall}f
awaiting us all, is it desert or
sand dunes by an impossibly
distant sea? What dark cylin-
der shape casts the shadow?
Artistic creation is finally self-
manipulation, self-creation
through creating images. And
like MANUAL's work, Flax's
images involve the spectator in
the creation of meaning, in
turning nature (the desert) into
culture (running as ritual) and
culture back into nature, as
when Coleridge says that
Shakespeare's plays are like
the expression of nature itself.
Here the value of manipulation
is its own valuation.

So when we manipulate-to
return to our etymological be-
ginning--what are our hands
{manus) full (pleni) of? Such
stuff as flickered between Pros-
pero's hands? Or what the tu-
bercular hands of John Keats
intimated, stretching out, in
his last great poem, beyond
anything imagined in his age™

Foeotnotes

1. The words of the judicious
diplomatic historian, Walter
LaFeber, in his Inevitable Rev-
olutions: The United States in
Central America (New York:
Norton, 1983), p. 14. Cf. pgs.

MANUAL (Blocen /¥ill}, Redemption, 1987.. From Digitel Photogrophy.
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16-18 for a discussion of neode-
pendency.

2. 1 would like to thank Ed
Hill for spending an afterncon
discussing MANUAL's work
and the état d'ame of digital
photography.

James Houlihan teaches in Clas-
sics and Honors af the University
of Houston, He has published
translations of Spanish and
Portugese poetry . Previously he
taught in the film program af the
University of California, Sania
Barbara.

FROM DAGUERREO-
TYPE TO DIGITAL
PHOTOGRAPHY?

By Joanne Lukitsh

“The penple who are interested
in categories are waiting for
another one,” says [Willis]
Hartshorn [director of exhibi-
tions at the Infernational Cen-
ter of Photography, New York
Cityl. "What will happen when
photography is no longer
prints on paper, when the im-
age exists only as electronic
data that can be called up on a
video monitor? In a couple of
years that technology will be-
come very inexpensive and ac-
cessible and then--boom! That
will change -everything- about
the way photography is treated
in museums.”

--It’s art, but is it Photogra-
phy?" The New York Times
Magazine, October 9, 1988.

The catalogue to the exhibi-
tion Digital Photography: Cap-
tured Images, Volatile Memaory,
New Montage features three
essays which will be examined
in this review. I've chosen the
essays as my subject in order
to explore a question unre-
solved by the exhibition itself:
why should "digital photogra-
phy" be distinguished from dig-
ital visual representation in
general? The recent availabili-
ty of powerful, low-cost com-
puter imaging equipment has
provoked sections of the art
photography community to
take stock of this technology,
but it is only one aspect of the
major transformation in the
representation and communi-
cation of knowledge currently
under development in our post-
modern culture.! While the
concept of "digital photogra-
phy" would meet the expecta-
tions of the photographic insti-
tutions which have produced
and displayed the exhibition,
there are problems with apply-
ing expectations of photograph-
ie representation to digital vi-
sual representation which are
resolved to varying degrees of
success in the catalogue essays.

The Digital Photography exhi-
bition eatalogue features an in-

troduction by Jim Pomeroy, ex-
hibition eo-curator, an essay
"L'amour faux,” by Timothy
Druckrey, a New York City
based photographic educataor,
and an essay by Martha Rosler,
artist and writer and head of
photography/video/

media studies at Rutgers Uni-
versity, "Image Simulations,
Computer Manipulations:
Some Ethical Considerations.”
Also published in the catalogue
are artists’ statements, biogra-
phies, and reproductions of
warks, and a bibliography.

The bibliographic citations
from art, photography, and
communications journals and
popular magazines typically
date from 1985, with a few cita-
tions as recent as the spring of
this year (the exhibition
opened in San Francisco in
June). Although several partic-
ipating artists have been work-
ing with the computer tech-
nologies for some years, 1986 is
the date of the oldest image in
the exhibit, and the majority
were produced in 1987-88.

Thus the exhibition/catalogue,
with its current subject, up-to-
date information, and repro-
duction of very recent wark, is
itself a product of the technolo-
gies of rapid information aceu-
mulation, processing, and
transmission inseparable from
the development of computer
information processing. Cura-
tor Marnie Gillet and Pomeroy,
rather than waiting years to
construct a magisterial, defini-
tive survey, have produced
what I appreciate as an infor-
mative and necessarily provi-
sional account of some current
developments. | think their ap-
proach is commendable, consis-
tent with the rapidly changing
discourse of computer informa-
tion processing.” A direction I
found problematic, however,
was their effort to identify "dig-
ital photography” as a particu-
lar practice of computer-based
visual representation, assigned
a specific aesthetic category:
montage.

Curators Pomeroy and Gillett
approached the complex of is-
sues generated by computer
representations by focusing on
one concerning the application
and reception of this imagery:
the use of sophisticated com-
puter technologies to seamless-
ly manipulate photographic
representations in advertising,
television and other photo-
graphic media. With this issue
in mind the curators selected a
range of American work which
used digitizing technologies at
some stage of its production
and pertaineci, to different
ends, to mass media photo-
graphic representations. As
Pomeroy explains in his intro-
ductory essay:

Our intention is to show a va-
riety of ideas through different
forms of exposition, distribu-
tion, and engagement. In op-
position to the oblique strate-

gies of concealment employed
by the media industry, most of
these artists handle their
ideas, transparently and ag-
gressively, as montage.®

In this passage Pomeroy poses
an artistic opposition to the
media industry based upon a
self-reflexive presentation of
devices--artistic transparency
versus mass media conceal-
ment. While this particular
artistic approach is significant,
it is insufficient in itself to
counter the influence of “the
media industry,” implying nei-
ther goals of, nor audiences for,
this opposition.

To the extent that curatorial
interest in mass media photo-
graphic manipulation invited
the exhibition of socially eriti-
cal work during a politically
conservative time and encour-
aged the exhibition audience to
connect the lone artist at his or
her terminal with other appli-
eations of computer imaging
processes, | commend the cura-
tors. Unfortunately Pomeroy's
use of the term “montage” to
describe the majority of work
in the exhibition enables him
to make an analogy between
some established practices of
photography and some work in
digital representations. This
analogy, in turn, enables
Pomeroy to evaluate digital
representations according to
categories of development and
practice conventional to art
photographic activities.

Of the three essays, only
Rosler's analyzes at any length
the value of photographic ob-
jectivity threatened by digital
manipulation of mass media
images. She begins her essay
with a paradox: computer ma-
nipulation poses a threat to the
objectivity of photographic rep-
resentation which has itself
been critically challenged for
several decades. Why then
should this manipulation be
considered as a threat? Rosler
works with this paradox, his-
torizing the expectation that
the analogue photograph is ob-
jective and explaining how pho-
tograpic manipulation and re-
touching have long served the
interests of journalism, polities,
advertising and entertainment.
The point is not that digital
technologies are the latest ex-
ample of such uses, but that
photographic objectivity is a so-
cial construction, not essential
to the photographic process:

As always, social meanings
and their perceptions are not
fully determined by the tech-
nologies used in their produc-
tion but rather are circum-
scribed both by wider
hegemonic ideological practice
and by the practices and tradi-
tions of those who oppose
them. Ifmafen'ﬂ.f conditions
need to be redescribed, more
painstakingly and in novel
forms, in order to be reinvested
with "believability,” then we
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can surely develop the forms..-
and the means of dissemina-
tion to do so.

As Rosler notes, discussion of
effects of computerization com-
monly split the subject into
two: the first dealing with the
production and reception of
computerized imagery, the sec-
ond with the impact of comput-
erization on the production and
experience of labor. This sepa-
ration facilitates discussions of
this imagery as distinct from
the social relations in which it
functions. Effective criticism of
the manipulation of mass me-
dia imagery is accomplished
not by protesting digitizing it-
self, but by addressing specific
applications of this technology
in the production of social
meaning. Rosler's essay itself
is an example of this effective
criticism, as she carefully dis-
tinguishes between different
applications of digital imagery
in print and broadcast journal-
ism, and the dissolution of dis-
tinctions between advertis-
ments and information in the
marketing of entertainment.

Rosler's essay does not refer
to any of the work exhibited in
Digital Photography and is
more self-sufficient than the
others published in the cata-
logue. Her essay is consistent
with the didactic purpose of the
show, even as her attention to
the importance of commenting
upon image manipulation in
“particular, concrete situations
and events” is inconsistent
with an exhibition which
groups work under the general
category of "digital photogra-
phy.” The essays by Pomeroy
and Druckrey struggle unsuc-
cessfully with this inconsisten-
cy. Although their approaches
and intentions differ, both em-
phasize, to guote Rosler, tech-
nology as *the determinant of
social meanings and their per-
ceptions® at the expense of a
socially inflected interpretation
of photographic representation.

In his essay Jim Pomeroy
joins digital photography toa
narrative of continuous photo-
graphie technological develop-
ment (from daguerreotype to
disk camera), in which he iden-
tifies one of photography's
"strongest attributes” as “its
constant relationship to inven-
tion, change and improve-
ment.” With this technogical
emphasis Pomeroy gives a
1980s version of the modernist
art photographic procedure of
securing artistic legitimacy for
contemporary work by invok-
ing nineteenth century photo-
graphic precedents. Implicit in
Pomeroy's narrative is the pho-
tographer's unceasing ability to
meet the challenge of photogra-
phy's progressive development;
digital photegraphy represents
an expansion in complexity, but
not a change in kind.

Pomeroy's essay combines an
appreciation of the complex so-
cial implications of computer
technology ("Computers are not
altogether utopian solutions,
however...Their assembly ex-
ploits cheap labor abroad, con-
tributing greatly to flight of do-
mestic jobs, tax revenue and
the trade deficit™) with the de-
light of a tech rep promising
better pictures ("If prices drop
and the technology continues
to improve, still video is the
next likely area for a lot of ex-
citing new pictures"). By devis-
ing a eategory of computer pho-
tography which can be assimi-
lated into a standard model of
photographic technological
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progress, Pomeroy gives little
sense of the changes in practice
which will eceur with the
changing status of information
in a computer communications
culture. His category may offer
reassurance, but offers limited
applications for practices.
Timothy krey's essay isa
polemic, intended to inform his
audience of the threats to cul-
tural values posed by
widespread media use of digi-
tized photographs. Although 1
am in sympathy with his aim,
Druckrey undermines the val-
ue of his appeal by deseribing
computer technology as a
monolithic force dominating a
gullible populace, which pas-
sively eonsumes any photo-
graphic representation as
truthful. While Druckrey's ap-
preciative discussion of the
varied intentions and ferms of
the different work in Digital
Photography is a welcome al-
ternative to his technological
determinism, its effectiveness

already has established the
photograph as dubious form of
authentic history, but this digi-
tization process redoubles the
problem by further destabiliz-
ing the bond the image has
with time, memory or history."

Contradictions within the
paragraph (can an analogy
have an intractable relation to
anything? are there creditable
forms of authentic history? au-
thentic for whom?) make it dif-
ficult for me to identify Druck-
rey's point exactly, but I dis-
agree with his premise that
there are essential characteris-
tics of photography (the im-
age’s bond with time, memory
and history) exclusive of social
use. Druckrey admittedly rais-
es these conventional ideas
with extensive qualifications,
but I think their mention pro-
vokes a certain nostalgia for a
less “destabilized” era which
doesn't encourage the question,
stabilized for whom?

NO! Y CENTRAL ARAERICA TS
UNDERSTORND THAT GOWERNMENTS
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Esther Parada, The Monvos Doctrine, Thems and Variations, 1987. loser primts, 12° x 8', 168

docoments. From Digital Photagraphy.

is impaired by a rhetoric of
confrontation and mastery
which reinforees his coneeption
of the issue as an implacable
opposition between technology
and audience.

Unlike Pomeroy, Druckrey
does not explain digital photog-
raphy as the latest stage of
specifically photographic devel-
opment. While Druckrey ae-
counts for digital photography
as an irrevocable rupture with
previous expectations of pho-
tography, he delineates this
break with an uncomplicated
characterization of the legiti-
macy of pre-digital photograph-
ic representation:

Itz [photography’s| credibili-
ty as representation may be
subject to scrutiny, but its in-
tractable relation to time is
not. Digital imagery, however,
ruptures this analogy of tem-
poral continuity and intro-
duces a recording regime
which is discrete and infinitely
transmutable. The question
about the veracity of the image

Druckrey's nostalgia for pre-
digital photography is recapitu-
lated in his conceptualization
of technology as separate from
the culture in which it was de-
veloped. As he explains in his
discussion of the issue of new
montage in digital imagery:

Suffice to say that the pho-
tomonteurs of the [920's and
the electromonteurs of the
19805 reveal that culture and
technology are altways at odds.®

In addition to collapsing differ-
ences between montage prac-
tices of the 1980s and 1920s,
Druckrey uses the precedent of
the 1920s to give spurious au-
thority to his oppesition (tech-
nology isn't a cultural produc-
tion?) between culture and
technology. Druckrey himself
abandons this opposition in his
discussion of the work exhibit-
ed in Digital Photography, but
its use elsewhere in his essay
is consistent with a belief that
there is value--almost an or-
ganic goodness--residing out-

side of technology. This belief
encourages the political passiv-
ity I noted earlier, maintained
at the cost of the program of
political intervention raised by
Rosler.

Of the three essays, only
Druckrey’s discusses the work
exhibited in Digital Photogra-
phy and his analysis is infor-
mative and generally lacking
the determinism which mars
the first half of his essay. Hav-
ing established technology as a
monolithic force, however, he
maintains the credibility of
artistic interventions in this
technology by attributing great
power to the challenges made
by this work. My quarrel with
Druckrey is based less upon
differences in our recognition of
the value of the work, than on
the rhetoric he uses to describe
it. As Druckrey explains:

Much of this new work in fact
“captures” extant data. Th seize
images by force, to capture
them, has curiously duplici-
tous meanings. If culture pre-
sents its procucts, its images,
its ideologies, its materials, to
us without constraint, then
their expropriation both per-
petuates them as a system of
meaning and ruptures the sys-
tem by refunctioning them as
critical... From personal mem-
ory to media and political
memory, the works here may
capture, but do not kidnap,
may be volatile, but explode
only presumption, may be new
but only as they integrate cur-
rent culture and technology as
viable elements in history.”

I have less confidence than
Druckrey that a system can be
simultaneously perpetuated
and ruptured, and that opposi-
tion to a system can be accom-
plished on what Druckrey de-
seribes as its own terms--ag-
gression and destruction.
Druckrey uses many of these
terms to describe the presumed
impact of some of the individu-
al pieces on the viewer: Esther
Parada’s The Monroe Doctrine:
Theme and Variations “...re-
opens the wound so vehement-
ly suppressed by our current
administration”; George
Legrady's Figures of Authority
“...erode the confidence normal-
ly yielded to the television as a
material device”; each panel of
Sheila Pinkel's Thermonuclear
Garden "jolts with contradic-
tions, money, childbirth, the
military...in a form which is
linked with childhood memery,
the grotesque character of the
political economy and the
moral bankruptey of the nucle-
ar age”; in the work of MANU.
AL "traditions of art, their use
by advertising, the codes of
television...these currencies are
assailed in these works.” As-
saults, reopened wounds, ex-
plosions, capture, jolts, over-
whelm the possibilities for inte-
gration and the discussions of
play and empowerment which
Druckrey raises in his account
of some of the work in the exhi-
bition.

It is possible that many pho-
tographers would characterize,
with Willis Hartshorn, the pro-
liferation of digital imaging
technologies in terms of an ex-
plosive--boom!--change threat-
ening extant categories of ac-
tivity. The curators of Digital
Photography endeavored to
present the subject in a differ-
ent way, emphasizing its impli-
cations for artistic activity in
relation to social concerns with
the communication and repre-
sentation of information. This

aim was well-intentioned, and
I repeat my praise for the cura-
tors, but the specificity of is-
sues and forms engaged in
such eritical work is incompati-
ble with the organizing catego-
ry of "digital photography,” and
Ithink that the result wasa
vaguely "political” exhibition
context which mitigated the ef-
feetiveness of individual pieces.
The catalogue essays recapitu-
late this problem, with Rosler's
essay providing suggestions for
future examinations of the is-
sues.

Footnotes

1. See the recent article by
Robert Bowen, "After the
Revolution,” in Afterimage 16
(September, 1988): for report-
ing on conferences on digital
imaging technologies conduct-
ed earlier this year at Ohio
State University, Columbus,
and New York University, New
York City, and citations in the
exhibition catalogue bibliogra-
phy.

2. Perhaps I'm being idealistic
about the appeal of a "provi-
sional” exploration of a subject
to curators, grant sources and
arts institutions. Pomeroy
writes, "...0ur primary concern
in Digital Photography is to
present rigorous, mature work
by contemporary artist/photog-
raphers imaginatively utilizing
accessible systems” (p. 2). Giv-
en the relative novelty of this
utilization, describing it as
"mature” seems slightly defen-
sive.

3. Jim Pomeroy, "Captured Im-
ages/Volatile Memory/New
Montage,” in Digital Photogra-
phy: Captured Images|
Volatile Memaory [ New Mon-
tage (San Francisco: San
Francisco Camerawork, 1988),
p-2.

4. Martha Rosler, "Image Sim-
ulations/Computer Manipula-
tions: Some Ethical Considera-
tions,” in Digital Photography,
p. 33.

5. Timothy Druckrey,
"L'amour faux,” in Digital
Phatagraphy, p. 4.

6. Druckrey, "L'amour faux,”

p. 9.
7. Druckrey, "L'amour faux,”
p. 7.

Joanne Lukitzh is a Visiting
Mellon Instructor in the Depart-
ment of Art and Art History, Rice
University.
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THE SILENT
CLASSROOMS OF
CATHERINE WAGNER

By David Lazar

American Classroom, pho-
tographs by Catherine Wag-
ner, were exhibited at the Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, Houston,
from September 10 - November
27.

Ironically, Alexander Pope's
"Alittle Learning is a dan-
g'rous Thing” is often miscon-
strued through the absence of
the following line: "Drink deep,
or taste not the Pierian Spring”
("An Essay on Criticism").
Those who forget or do not
know the couplet’s second line
confirm the first. While looking
at the portentous introduction
to Catherine wngner'ﬂ show,
American Classroom, at the
Museum of Fine Arts, and the
photographs themselves, | was
struck with how dangerousa
thing a little theory is.

Someone should undertake
(or have they? I fear my own
ignorance on this) to study the
"study guides” that accompany
museum exhibits, that hang on
the walls with the pictures and
paintings, declaiming the im-
portance of theory and directed
interpretation for the suppos-
edly unwashed masses who,
presumably, have very little
learning indeed.

The introductory mini-essay
on Wagner's photographs reads
like a primer on deconstruction
theory, "Deconstruction for
Toddlers.” It tells us that "Wag-
ner's goal is to transform class-
rooms in the public eye . ...

Familiar teaching tools are jux-

taposed with the unexpected,”
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Catherins Wogner, Mass

that while the photographer
“concisely describes how a
place looks, Wagner does not
impose how it feels to be there.
She withholds overt expression
of her own response to provoke
discussion, remembrance and
discovery in her audience. A
picture fails for Wagner if all
viewers derive from it the same
feeling or message.” Clearly de-
rived from Barthes and compa-
ny (writers produce "presump-
tions of meaning, forms, as it
were, and it is the world which
fills them"; Barthes, Essais
eritiques, p. 9) this is, for one
thing, writing on an abysmal
level. How, I wonder, does one
"concisely describe how a place
looks” without impesing some
sense of how it feels to be
there? What is the role of “con-
ciseness” in graphic art? Is the
use of the language of the tem-
poral meaningful?

Note the earnest high serious-
ness of the tone with its dusty
pedagogical edge, the fussy ro-
manticized "remembrance” in-
stead of "memory.” I'm sure
some other visitors thought me
a bit demented when [ started
giggling at the unintended
pun: “A picture fails for Wagn-
er...", as though photographs
were students in her class on
successful produetions of art.
"If they [the viewers] stretch,”
we are told, "what they get is
their own response.” This is
vacuous exhortation and de-
flection of potential eriticism. It
is the myth of pure formalism.
If the word "School” were writ-
ten on a blackboard, displayed
in one of our city's cultural in-
stitutions, we would certainly
be confronted with memory
and association, discussion and
the possibilities of discovery.
However, we would also be re-
sponding to the language and
context of the presentation.
How is it written, scraw] or
fine calligraphy? How big the
board? Green or black? Capital

Landing Elementary, Seventh and
thasa with fends provided by Terget Stores. Phote

or small letters? Is it in a room
draped tastefully with black
crape, or beside Tennessee
classrooms of Walker Evans in
the permanent collection?

Wagner, we are told wants “to
transform classrooms in the
public eye" through the juxta-
position of the "familiar” and
the "unexpected.” Wagner "does
not impose . . . . She with-
holds.” Wagner would like us
“to re-see” and to remember. |
understand the desire to shake
one's audience from the still
catacombs of static memory.
But I cannot appreciate the de-
sire to transform a public insti-
tution into, well, something
else. It is an obscure object of
desire.

That said, Wagner's pho-
tographs are compositionally
balanced, sometimes to the
point of fastidiousness; in a se-
quence, the definition and sym-
metry of the photographs
seems airless, even when the
classrooms are somewhat dis-
arrayed. Theory notwithstand-
ing, this suggests a pedagogical
critique. The dominant motif,
old classrooms with wooden
movable desks, are contrasted
with disconcertingly pristine
vocational settings, and some
still lifes: frogs in a dissecting
pond, a collection of toy ani-
mals and people.

The last is a lovely piece, tak-
en at the New Mexico School
for the Deaf. Soldiers, wind-up
toys, a dragon, a pincushion,
all in a box of moeist sand, it is
full of tactile suggestion and
the intriguing role of touch in
the narrative ereations of deaf
children. Unfortunately, the
photograph is marred by the
too self-consciously exposed
corner of the box at the upper
left hand of the shot.

On St. Patrick's Day at Calis-
toga Elementary School, Wagn-
er again delivers a little essay
in texture. A left-over lunch of
baked potato, beans, indeter-

minate condiments, is ravaged
but sensual, an index of the de-
parted diner's hunger, the arti-
fact of his or her directed ener-
gy. Next to the plate is a dis-
consolate, flat cloverleaf,
smudged, left behind, of little
significance: an artifact of the
failure to engage the imagina-
tion.

At Moss Landing Elemen-
tary School, birds of different
feathers, seemingly long past
the taxidermist's handiwork,
are impaled above the black-
board, which is covered with
diagrams of a bird's optical sys-
tem. In the dusky landscape of
the classroom, the birds are
martyrs to education, patheti-
cally, yet by virtue of fecundity,
almost amusingly crucified. It
might be subtitled "Because
We Are Too Many” or "On Ex-
tended Wings.” It is lovely and
disturbing, flat and wry, criti-
cal and slightly juvenile in its
facile juxtaposition.

The Don Boseo Technical
High School, in Boston, shows
Wagner at her most benign,
predictable. An icon of Mary
stands between the window
and a flaceid American flag; a
couple of fifties posters on how
to study hover above to the
right. Lurking outside the win-
dow is a vague street, Anys-
treet. The juxtaposition makes
the flag, Mary, as banal by im-
plication as the imprecations to
good study habits, de-ritualized
by the levelled presentations of
a religious school in a secular
society. The image does not
shock; it does not disorient. We
have seen meaning drained,
meaning trivialized in this
form in every photograph of ev-
ery billboard for the last thirty
years or more. It would be
vaguely amusing if it were not
such a worn-out form. It could
be moving or demanding if
there were a locus of power,
spiritual or other, in any of the
images. But it is merely some-

Eighth Grade Sciwnce Room, Mass Landing, OA, from Americon Gussroom serles, 1984, Torget Collecion of American Photography per-
vourtesy of 1he Musswm of Fine Arts, Houston.

what arch.

And this is the problem of too
many of Wagner's classroom
photographs. Too nostalgic to
be critical, too post-modern to
indulge in delight, what is left
is the alienated image. All the
photographs are de-populated
(metapheorically dehumanized),
a strategy designed for discon-
solation considering the fact
that these are, for good or ill,
arenas of interaction. As a stu-
dent of humankind's structures
and forms, its architecture and
artifacts, Wagner surely knows
that any setting whose active
agents of process are removed
will seem somewhat stagnant
as a result. Wagner takes these
settings, all conventional class-
rooms, and informs us that the
occupants have just left. Per-
haps she nods to social science
and does not want her vari-
ables contaminated by rear-
ranging, by cleaning up. Per-
haps she feels the aura of the
students and their teachers
atill inhabit the rooms (In one
shot there is a skeletal shadow
on the wall). A post-modern
cosmic social scientist might
have a great deal to say, would
have more than the limited, if
refined, vocabulary of this
work, these timid soft-focused
ironies in crisp gelatin.

David Lazar is & doctoral candi-
date in Creative Writing at the
University of Houston.
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IMAGES
OF IMAGES

By Roberto Cofresi

On Fantasizing, an exhibtion of Po-
laroid photographs by Patrick Na-
gatani and Andrée Tracey, was on
view at HCP from Seprember @ to
October 0, 1088,

We surround ourselves with
images: written images, adver-
tising images, television, pho-
tographs, paintings (do [ see
trees outside my window or
just another image?). Images
communicate and record what
is in another space, another
time, somewhere else, not here,
but there, in the past, in the fu-
ture. One thing has as much
presence as another. "The
model is always here bafore the
event. Simulation brings an
end to the opposition between
truth and falsehood™. Can ac-
tion take place under these
conditions?

Physical presence--being in a
moment, taking part in the
qualities that make the mo-
ment special. Like me writing
this now; like you reading it.
The moment is related to a spe-
cific space and time, has it ever
been only one space and one
time? With the increase in me-
dia communication a moment
is more and more oceupied by
other moments past and fu-
ture, there, and somewhere
else. This article becomes part
of our moments, mine as writ-
er, yours as reader, Nagatani's
and Tracey's as subjects. From
different places (times and

spaces) we exchange moments,

A woman in rollers and a robe
has calmly interrupted her
breakfast to look out the win-
dow. She sees a crack in the
surface of the earth expanding,
menacingly growing towards
her. The refrigerator door has
been flung open and its con-
tents have begun to topple out.
Everything else around the
room is also being flung
around. A catin a freakish re-
action is looking for protection
underneath a table, but the
table itself is being flung. The
woman holds a newspaper in
her hand; the headline reads:
"L. A. Earthquake Unlikely™.
The piece by Nagatani and
Tracey is titled “Unlikely
Earthquake.”

Left out of this description of
“Unlikely Earthquake” are im-
portant details: the window is
a painting by Tracey; strings
from above hold the objects in
place; the cat is not alive. The
piece is made out of two 20" x
24" Polaroid photographs of &
construction, an installation by
Nagatani and Tracey. In their
installations paintings of land-
scapes, interiors, and window
views provide a backdrop for
furniture, objects, and people
(represented both by cutouts
and models). The people are
engaged in various
everyday activities (picnics,
breakfast, restaurants) while
in the midst of phenomenal
events (nuclear explosions,
earthquakes) and other more
fantastic experiences (flying
fish, snicker bar clouds). In all
the installations the people
maintain the same casual atti-
tude as the woman in “Unlike-
ly Earthquake,” with a show of
occasional interest, never more
than mild surprise.

In the Nn.gatani and Tracey

SPOT

Patrick Nogetani end Andrés Tracey, Snicker Snickes, 1984, Color polaraid photogroph, 20 x 74°.

nstallations the process of con-
struction is exposed, not hid-

den. Tension is created. These
installations, on one hand, like

newspapers and television, doc-

ument another morment (an
earthquake, a nuclear explo-
sion, ete.); on the other hand,
as opposed to newspapers and
television, they expose their
own appropriation of that mo-
ment. Nagatani and Tracey
have made events such as nu-
clear explosions, and earth-
quakes their own, creations of
their own actions; they have
presented them now for my
own appropriation. My actions
towards the photographs and
then towards the events that
the photographs bring to mind
are being questioned.

In the piece “Irinity Suite”
the lower part is crossed from
side to side with a negative
strip of photos of a nuclear ex-
plesion, while on the upper
part there is a small stage
where two miniature dolls
paint pictures of a nuclear ex-
plosion that is happening
somewhere outside of the
stage. [ look at photos of a nu-
clear explosion, the miniature
painters leok at a nuclear ex-
plosion. Can | make a nuclear
explosion a part of my moment
more than they can? Their re-
action is to paint it. What is
my reaction? What is your re-
action as you read about it? Is
reading an article or looking at
an artwork about nuclear ex-
plosions different from seeing a
news report or a decumentary
about it?

When something is about to
affect our moment we take ac-
tion. We can look at photos of
past moments without feeling
that we need to do anything
about them, but we take action

towards the nostalgia, longing,
ete. which they bring, which
takes p]aee in our moment.
Leoking at the Nagatani and
Tracey photographs, surround-
ed by a world of images, do we
take part of the moment or do
we remain in another? Do we
take action towards realizing
ourselves, or do we become an-
other image?

In the photo "Snicker Snicker”
two very overweight people are
watching a television that
shows a slender woman in a
bathing suit holding a can of
TAB diet soda. A large number
of erumpled Snicker bar wrap-
pers lie on the tables next to
the pair, and many unopened
bars are floating (suspended by
strings) inside the room. Two
newspaper headlines can be
read: “Candy bar binge kills
teenager” and "The Ultimate
Cure for Fat, eat as much as
you want and still lose weight.”

The overweight couple sits in-
ert; they don’t decide whom to
believe, which image to follow,
whom to relate to. They watch
television; the television has
the moment: it is constantly
providing new images, maybe
the next one will be the one.
For the viewer the couple
watching television becomes
Jjust another repeated surface,
like the Snicker bars, or the
houses that expand towards
the painted horizon in the
background. The couple sits
inert, watching the television;
we also watch. Maybe the next
one will be the one.

People in the Nagatani and
Tracey photographs have been
desensitized by the removal of
the moment--or the excessive
occupation of it. They have lost
their physical presence--or
gained too much. They live

in a world of images, where ev-
erything is a representation of
another, where the only deci-
sive action is to construct an-
other image.

Nagatani and Tracey show us
a leveled world. Earthquakes,
nuclear explosions, obesity,
fantastic happenings are all
seen under the same light (re-
gardless of the effect they have
on people that are actually ex-
periencing such events, for
whom the events are not im-
ages, but occupy their mo-
ment); natural, social, physical
and psychological experiences
are all leveled ns images. Even
the artists themselves become
images, desensitized subjects
in several of their own installa-
tions. The leveling is by choice,
as in Baudrillard's "active in-
difference™

Could there be an option?
Options become images, imag-
ined. Nagatani and Tracey fan-
tasize & world of images, flat-
ness; we could also fantasize a
world of difference, depth,
where we imagine that some
things are more important
than others. Physical presence
must be assumed.

Footnotes

1. Jean Baudrillard, speaking
in an open forum at the Uni-
versity of Houston in April,
1987 (from edited notes by
Cynthia Freeland, in “Scenes
from a Simulated Seduction:
Jean Baudrillard Visits Hous-
ton,” SPOT, Summer 1987,

pp. T-8.

2. Jean Baudrillard, In the
Shadow of the Stlent Majori-
ties, trans. Paul Foss, Paul Pat-
ton, and John Johnston (New
York: Semiotext(e), 1983; the

masses’ passivity towards the
media is a decisive step, a
strategy. They aim at becom-
ing objects, and therefore give
up responsibility as subjects.

Roberto Cofresi is a Houston
photographer who is Operations
Assistant in the Film Department
of the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston.
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Johomnes Birvinger, Body Builders by Poul Kittelson, 1988, Foom rubbar, stesl, spprox. 120", Instollation Mindlass Competition for First
Texas Trionniol Contemperory Arts Museum, Houston, 1988,

INTERSECTIONS

By Johannes Birringer
Five headless figures, body

monsters, lined up along a met-
al wall. The metallic wall, with
its razor-sharp edges, shields
an exhibition of “contemporary
art.”

On the other side of the traffic
intersection, across from the
rush of cars which is a perma-
nent condition of the contempo-
rary city and its systems of
transit and transportation,
stands another museum, its
walls protecting the “fine arts,”
portraits of the old masters,
memories of cultural history.

The museums and the inter-
section are oblivious of each
ather; they belong to different
models of eirculation. Howev-
er, the five headless bodies
which guard the entrance to
the Contemporary Arts Muse-
um inhabit the same space in
which the traffic and the build-
ings function as sereens of con-
sumption, mobility, money and
desire in a society of the mass
market and multinational capi-
tal, of mass media, information
and technological reproduction.

In this space of consumption,
the body and representations of
it are inseparable from the
multiple economies of the city.
At this intersection, perhaps,
the bodies of the headless fig-
ures create a spectacular scene
(“these towering black hunks
glisten seductively in the hot
Texas sun...at night their dis-
torted forms rise from their
pedestals like dense black
smoke from an oil well explo-
sion or apocalyptic nuclear
mushrooms,” writes a reviewer
in the Public News).

But how ean one review such
figures? What do they stand
for? What metaphor: seduc-
tion? explosion? apocalypse?

On the one hand, they are
hardly seductive because the
scene is too familiar and too
transparent: our culture is sat-
urated with images of the pan-
ic body. Fashion and commeodi-
ty industries produce every
imaginable and unimagined
version of the total body or of
the perfection of body parts.

Bodybuilding is only a symp-
tom, albeit an especially ab-
surd one, of the general panic
anxiety within a society driven
by excess and high-intensity
competition. The terror of ru-
ined and contaminated sur-

SPOT

faces increases with every me-
dia image that exploits the
pornographic violence to which
the body can be exposed as the
target of crime, abuse, addie-
tion, and disease. Medical and
military images intersect with
the rhetoric of technology,
fashion and sports to produee
a trajectory of “planned obso-
lescence” which explains the
current obsession with the fate
of the body as precisely a sign
of its redundancy and disinte-
gration.

The pose of the bodybuilder
accurately reflects the cultural
pathology of excess and aceu-
mulation: at the end of its
madern history, the body has
become grotesque. Or, within
the logic of late capitalism, it
has become the model for cyni-
cal consumption (“Discover
how beautiful you can be,”
promises world champion body
builder Rachel McLeish in her
new “Perfect Parts” guide).

On the other hand, if the
headless bodyguards in front of
the CAM were viewed not only
as an image of disfigurement
but as a reminder of the public
funetion of the museum, as a
kind of “writing on the wall,”
then they presumably pose a
maore complex relationship to
the Texas THennial Exhibition
inside. There is nothing un-
usual about the show itself:
the work (abstract, figurative,
conceptual) of 24 artists is
hung on walls, and one of the
curators attempts to shuttle
the art inte our social con-
sciousness when he describes it
as a “mirror” of contemporary
realities (“the full spectrum of
emotional and intellectual re-
sponse ...(to) death, plague, re-
pression and racism, and the
effects of these elements on the
bady™).

Whether or not “these ele-
ments” and their effects can be
perceived in and through the
art (how is art consumed in the
museum?) is a question that is
perhaps more subtly and
provocatively framed by the
configuration of the display. As
you enter the CAM, you face
another wall and a roofless
building eonstructed as a
scaled-down replica of the
Alamo. Its cool white facade is
a postmodern abstraction, a
purely rhetorical reference to
history or to the founding myth
of Texas independence.

As Marilyn Zeitlin has writ-
ten elsewhere, the ruined mis-
sion was the location of a cru-

cial loss in the war. Today the
Alamo is not only an icon, but a
major tourist attraction, “a
monument to the romanticiza-
tion of viclence,” a memorial to
heroicism, death, honor, glory.
Remember the Alamo?

Our contemporary social ex-
perience, however, is far re-
maved from such missions,
from heroieism and romanti-
cism.

History and mythology as
postmodern facade in the mu-
seum will be remembered, if at
all, as posings, as free-floating
signs, or as a parody of the loss

Memory.

The art on the other side of
the facade hangs in a vacuum;
it does not reconstruct any cul-
tural memory, nor does it
transport any reality other
than that of the familiar aes-
thetic practices (abstract, figu-
rative, conceptual) sanctioned
by art institutions and the art
market. None of the works
deals with or questions the his-
torical and material conditions
of its consumptibility.

If the museum can cynically
affirm that the condition of art
is the loss of its critical func-
tion once it enters into the eir-
culation of pure surfaces, then
the headless figures of the body
builder do not stand “outside”
(as a critical commentary on
our culture), but are both total-
ly visible as bodies-in-
ruins and immediately irrele-
vant.

These bodies, like the muse-
um itself, or like other scenar-
ios for the promotion of images
(Olympie games, presidential
debates, corporate advertising),
are caught up in the logic of
the suicidal parody.

The perfection of this logic
will be reached onee it is possi-
ble to design a completely im-
personal, abstract and disem-
bodied body without history
and social relationships. An
exhibition of this body will be
an exhibition where there is
nothing more to see.

Sources: Gregorio Salazar,

Public News, Sept, 28, 1988;
David Ross, juror's statement,
exhibition calalogue of Texas Trien-
nial 1988; Marilyn Zeitlin, "Honor
Roll,” exhibition catalogue for
Francese Torres installation
Belchite/South Bronx, Queens
Mueum 1988,

Johannes Birringer is a theater di-
rector and writer. He has complet-
ed a vides, Inter-Sections of the
Body, which he will show in Hous-
ton later this winter,
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ART &
PHOTOGRAPHY
(AGAIN)

By Cynthia Freeland

The First Texas Triennial
1988 was held at the Contem-
porary Arts Museum, Houston,
from September 24 -November
13, 1988. Curated by Marge
Goldwater, David Ross, and
Marilyn Zeitlin, the exhibit in-
cluded works by 24 Texas
artists; it will travel to various
Texas sites until January,
1990. The 1988 Houston Area
Exhibition was held at the
Sarah D. Blaffer Gallery of the
University of Houston
September 9 - October 23,
1988, The jurors, Alison de
Lima Greene, Edward and
Nancy Reddin Kienholz, and
Richard Koshalek, selected 96
works by 84 Houston artists
for inclusion in the exhibition.
The show Rejected: A Salon de
Refusés was held at Diverse
Works from October 15 -
November 19, 1988 . Accord-
ing to Diverse Works, of the
1000 artists whose works were
refected by the two other area
shows, and who were eligible
for the Rejected shouw, 213
artists parficipated, exhibiting
one work each.

«.But Is It Photography?

This fall two major juried ex-
hibitions in Houston highlight-
ed regional art. In addition
{and in response) to the Con-
temporary Arts Museum's
First Texas Triennial and the
Blaffer Gallery's 1988 Hous-
ton Area Exhibition, Diverse
Waorks hosted a large Rejected:
A Salon de Refusés show. The
representation of photography
in all three exhibits reflects is-
sues raised in a recent New
York Times Magazine article,
"It's Art, but is it Photogra-
phy?" (New York Times, Section
6, Octaber 9, 1988).

In this article, Richard B.
Woodward surveyed work by
such artists as Cindy Sherman,
Barbara Kruger, and the Starn
Twins, who reject the label
"photographer.” He empha-
sized the gulf between "art
photography” and "artists who
use photography,” speaking of
the Starn Twins as representa-
tive of a younger generation of
photographers "impatient with
the tradition of 8-by-10 black-
and-white images intended for
a print room or a book” (p. 30).
Woodward also commented
that "...It isn't clear anymore
how photography should be
valued or looked at, where
within our museums it should
be exhibited--even what is or is
not a photograph” (p. 42).

This comment is directly rele-
vant to classifications in the
two regional shows. For exam-
ple, counting strictly, in the
Blaffer Show perhaps three
artists were "photographers”-
i.e., did "straight” photography:
relatively small-sized, finely-
printed, formally beautiful
work made with a 35 mm or
view camera. Counting a bit
maore broadly, several other
people were also "photogra-
phers”--artists working mainly
in the photographic medium,
perhaps via digitizing, collag-
ing, huge blow-ups with paint,
the incorporation of graffiti and
texts, etc. Counting even more
broadly, I could find seven
more "photographer/

artists"--artists working with
an incorporation of photo-
graphic materials into draw-
ings or paintings, sculptural-
photographic (billboard) instal-
lations, video seulpture, and so
on. And even this last count
does not include the variety of
artists working with photo-
graphically-derived imagery.

Again, in the CAM's smaller,
more fecused (and statewide)
exhibition, only Wendy Watriss
among the photographers did
"straight” photography (the
show included some of her se-
ries done at the Vietnam
Memorial in Washington). In
the Texas Trennial we could
also see Regina Vater's space-
landscape photograph installed
with wildeat and rabbit fur,
Celia Alvarez Mufioz's mixed-
media Cibachrome religious
ritual pieces, Casey Williams'
huge (72" x 83") monotone pho-
tos overlaid with metallic
paints, and Frank Martin's
chemically manipulated "sele-
nium prints.” Here too, this
initial list of artists using pho-
tographic media does not ex-
tend more broadly to include
the photographically-derived
imagery found in Rachel Heck-
er's paintings, Randy Twad-
dle's charcoals, or Rick Lowe's
installation/environmental
structure concerning racism
and the KKK.

A natural preliminary con-
clusion is that to be "art” by
the currently operative muse-
um standards, photography
does indeed have to be "more
than photography.” (And
might the converse follow--if
it’s art it's not photography?
It's tempting to think so, at
least on the basis of Frank
Martin's by now notorious ex-
clusion from the FotoFest "offi-
cial list” last March.) My at-
tempt to use these exhibits to
inguire about "the state's state
of photography” thus begins
from a contradiction: to exam-
ine the way "photography” is
represented in these important
regional exhibitions is already
to separate and categorize
what is in practice fused. Nev-
ertheless, bearing thisin
mind, I pursued my inquiry in
conversations with Alison
Greene (a juror of the Houston
Area Exhibit, and Associate
Curator of 20th Century Art at
the Houston MFA), Marti Mayo
(Blaffer Gallery Directar),
Anne Tucker (Curator of Pho-
tography at the Houston MFA),
and Marilyn Zeitlin (Curator
and Acting Co-Director of the
CAM, and a juror of the Texas
THennial).

Technique and medium

Greene pointed out that even
quite recently photography has
not been included in juried
area exhibitions. But both
Mayo and Zeitlin emphasized
that there was no hestitation
about including photography in
their institution's exhibits.
Zeitlin remarked, "The Tren-
nial was open to all the fine
arts--not erafts. We were look-
ing for work with quality, work
that eould held its own with
the rest of the work in the
show. Other "straight photog-
raphy’ was considered and got
studio visits.”

However, all the people I in-
terviewed agreed that the art-
work selected did reflect the ju-
rors' preferences and the fact
that none of the jurors involved
were "photography people.”
Greene noted, "Often when
there isn't a photography ex-
pert serving as a juror,

WINTER 1988



‘painterly effects’ appeal enor-
mously.” On the other hand,
Tucker thought that a "photog-
raphy specialist” might actual-
ly have ruled cut some of the
color formalist "straight pho-
tography” included in the Blaf-
fer show as dull and derivative.

Again, most of the people [
spoke with viewed photography
as simply one among a variety
of media for artistic explo-
ration. Zeitlin said, "It'sa
technigue, a medium, not an
end in itsell. As far as tech-
nique is concerned, all three of
us [Triennial jurors] have a
preference for well-crafted
work. We weren't looking for
technically-driven work, tour
de force work. I don't think our
choices imply that art photog-
raphy must be "more than pho-
tography”--rather, that photog-
raphy has arrived, and now it
can relax.”

Mayo's view was similar: "I'm
not of the school that believes
art has anything to do with
technical perfection. What I
think is central is the idea or
content--not the subject matter
or iconography, but what can't
be written or spoken. I'm not
the least bit interested in the
media or how it's accomplished.
I think the show reflects the
fact that young people today
are coming to terms with ideas
of the early 1980's, ‘the new
photography.’ It takes time for
ideas to filter down, get used,
and get thrown out. Appropri-
ation, manipulation, blurring
of media have become part of
the vocabulary of artists.”

Tucker also commented gen-
erally on the topic of "art pho-
tography today™: "The 1970's
cm:irtship between painting
and pho phy has definitely
cooled. m remains is a
much more selective embrac-
ing. We see it in photographs
that are conceptual in origin,
large in scale, and rooted in
general art history, rather than
photographie art history. The
aesthetic can be quite differ-
ent--as in works by Nick
Nicosia and Casey Williams,
for instance. The traditional
black and white photograph
may be passé; but [ don't care
what the painting world
thinks--I won't stop collecting
them.”

Regionalism

Regionalism turns out to be
an extremely touchy issue. In
their mmlogue statement for
the 1988 Houston Area Exhi-
bition the jurors confidently
pronounced that they had
found...

...a strong and healthy region-
al style evident. This style is
informed by many elements in-
cluding the often-mentioned
and most obvious reflection of
the city's proximity to Mexico,
its brilliant light and the ever-
present, uninterrupted hori-
zon.

By comparison, jurors for the
Triennial seemed concerned to
dissociate themselves from the
discovery of any regional aes-
thetic. David Ross, Director of
the Boston ICA, probably went
furthest in this direction:

And what about the Texas an-
gle? Quite frankly, in the opin-
ifon of this juror, there

isn't one. Texas is a large
state, affected by various eco-
nomic and social conditions,
that is home to many artists.
Period.  (CAM First Texas
Triennial Cm‘a.frgu.e, p. 11.)
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Zeitlin's view was more quali-
fied: "It's a very strange ques-
tion because it always has a
chip on its shoulder. There's
nothing wrong with regional-
ism. The question of regional-
ism misses one thing: is the
work personal? People work
from their environment; to the
degree they absorb that, they
reflect a region, a locale--geo-
graphie, political, and so0 on.
What exactly would define re-
gionalism? When I was at the
Virginia Museum there was a
show called Painting in the
South. What does this mean--
clichés about the south--hoop
skirts and lynchings? Or just
painting by a ‘southerner™?

But how many generations
back do you have to go to count
as a ‘southerner’? In the Texas
Trennial we defined regional-
ism as “You live here and make
your work here.' To be a Texan,
you have to have a ZIP code in
Texas. And that's it, as far as
I'm concerned. Three people
in the show were born outside
the U.S., and of the people in
the show, few--only 5 of 24--are
natives, and few were educated
in Texas. Mobility is ubiqui-
tous today.

“You run into trouble any-
way if you try to define Texas
imagery. Isit cowboy art? His-
panic imagery? Well, that's
part of it--to try to define
where we are in relation to
Mexico--1 wish we'd had more
of that. We have all been se-
duced to some extent by ‘the
Texas aesthetic’--Texas expres-
sionistic figurative work (as in
John Alexander or Derek
Boshier). But regionalism is
really a eritical convenience;
and we were trying to avoid
this eritical convenience. Any
format that creates a venue for
work should be pursued. It
helps artists get their work toa
publie.”

Mayo complained, "The issue
of regionalism is a tired old is-
sue we've been beating to
death--interminably flaying
this tired old horse. It's virtu-
ally impossible to operate to-
day without an awareness of
the art world. Younger people
are more aware of young Ger-
man art than | am--and they
should be. On the other hand,
it's almost impossible to write,
seulpt or make music without
some awareness of your envi-
ronment. You paint differently
in Houston than in Raleigh,
North Carolina. Certain kinds
of images, a certain physical
presence, may be more sympa-
tl}etjcal]y received in some re-
gions.”

Greene's position was more
critical: "Regionalism lies in
the eye of the beholder, more
than in the artist. There'sa
tendency here only to look at
the work in the context of other
Texas art. So some people are
over-esteemed and look unique
here.” Greene emphasized
that, though both were ina
sense “regional,” there were
important differences in the
approach of the CAM and Blaf-
fer shows. "The Blaffer show
represents a fast take by four
experts within a selective
group of objects. The CAM
Triennial involved long-term
reconsideration, so it resulted
in & more consistent and pol-
ished exhibition. Also, there
were two artists serving as ju-
rors for the Blaffer exhibition,
and they [artists] do have a
distinctly different approach.”

Tucker's reply was brief and
to-the-point: "Is there a region-
al aesthetic? Naaah--people
have come from too many

places and studied with varied
people.”

Installation and Display

An obvious difference between
the CAM and Blaffer shows
concerned methods of in-
stalling the work. In the
Texas Triennial, most photo-
graphic work was exhibited to-
gether in one small space,
while at the Blaffer Gallery,
photography was interspersed
with a variety of other media.
(In fact at the Blaffer show,
works by one artist were some-
times separated and exhibited
in different parts of the
gallery.) Mayo's comment on
this was simply, "I tend not to
separate media when I hang
exhibitions. Otherwise, draw-
ing and photography can be

seen as some sort of ad-
junct.” Both she and Greene
acknowledged that the jurors
had argued about this issue; in
fact they initially tried cut a
plan which would separate all
the photography and put it to-
gether; but in Mayo's words, "It
was awful! We tried for the vi-
sually exciting.”

At least one photographer
complained to me privately
about the categorizing of work
that eecurred in the CAM exhi-
bition. More tactfully, Tucker
and Greene also offered criti-
cisms. Greene said, "I can
imagine certain cross-cuts from
both exhibits of people whose
work in different media would
be related and look well togeth-
er—for instance, Robert Ziebell
and Rachel Hecker."

Tucker said, "There were
probably ways to hang the
work that were more interest-
ingly provocative. Forin-
stanee, you could put together
works with political sensitivity-
-Wendy Watriss' Vietnam se-
ries and Rick Lowe's KKK
piece. Or you could combine
Frank Martin's photographs
with Regina Vater's spiderweb-
by scuptures--they're bath sort
of "swampy” works. This
might have taught you more
about what the artist was do-
ing--or made you think about
why they were hung together.
In the old days, Nathan
[Lyons] and John [Szarkowski]
had to tell people how not to
hang photographs--not to hang
works with one subject matter
together, for instance. When
you simplify associations too
much, you don't make people
question why they were put to-
gether.”

In defense of the CAM's in-
stallation, Zeitlin argued that
grouping is in part an issue of
scale, and that texture differ-
ences are also important. "]
don't like to hang a work be-
hind glass next to a painting.
We tried to group the photogra-
phy and the photography-de-
rived painting--work by Randy
Twaddle and Rachel Hecker--
together. And we also placed
Celia Mufioz's photographic
work near Wendy Watriss' be-
cause of the shared sense of
ritual in the two pieces.” She
also commented it would have
been impractical to juxtapose
Martin's photograph's with
Vater's work because the latter
artist wanted her work to be
shown in a low-light situation
and in a corner.

Ancther important issue
about the hanging of a large ju-
ried exhibit concerns decontex-
tualization. Ben DeSoto's
striking and aggressive series
on Houston's homeless in
downtown shelters, for in-
stance, was sequestered only to
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an extent by its placement on a
separate free-standing wall in
the Blaffer’ second-floor
gallery. It stood out from the
surrounding works, dripping
blood-red painted graffiti.
Both Mayo and Greene seemed
slightly defensive when I asked
whether this work was never-
theless neutralized by its inclu-
sion in a general survey "art”
show, They responded that
this was by the artist's (DeSo-
to's) own choice. (Tucker simi-
larly commented, "That's some-
thing he had to know™).
Greene argued that DeSoto's
work would at least be stronger
in this setting than in the too-
abundant realm of the newspa-
per photo (DeSoto is a Hous-
ton Chronicle staff photogra-
pher). She said, "Every artist's
work would benefit from more
context; but an exhibit like this
can create a new context, with
"answer back” from other art-
work in the show--there's an
"answer back,” for instance, be-
tween Ben's work in this show
and that of Rick Lowe."
Marilyn Zeitlin was more
willing to confront this issue
head-on: "You're touching on a
real problem. Paolitical art in
any medium runs this risk.
Rick Lowe solved this problem,
to some extent, by ereating a
little precinet of his own (in the
Triennial). But everybody's
work gets neutralized by being
in a group show, a smorgas-
bord. What would I change
about the show, then, if
could? Not put it in a museum
at all. The neutralization
you're talking about has more
to do with its presence in a mu-
seum than in an 'art exhibit.”

Future Directions

As the name indicates, the
CAM's First Texas Triennial is
the first in an anticipated se-
ries of future statewide shows.
Zeitlin says that at present
CAM staff members are
mulling over the best future
format--about whether to in-
clude more established artists,
as this show did not, and
whether to whittle the list
down even more, so as to dis-
play more works by each artist.
Mayo has plans for the Blaffer
Gallery to repeat its Housfon
Area Exhibition, but at irregu-
lar intervals, perhaps every
two or three years or “as need-
ed.” Zeitlin is convinced that
the juxtaposition of the two
shows has been very stimulat-
ing for the local art community.
She also thinks, after viewing
Diverse Works' Rejected exhib-
it, that not much good art es-
caped the search process for
the two shows combined.

My own impression of the
photography in the Diverse
Works show was that it includ-
ed a number of examples of the
Ansel Adams aesthetic--
exquisitely printed but rather
clichéd nature imagery that
neither juried show would
grant the rubrie of "art.” It's
hard to look at work in a show
entitled Rejected without focus-
ing on why the work got reject-
ed (one photographer who ex-
hibited in the show referred to
it bluntly as “just another dog
'n pony show”). I saw some
pretentiously overmatted and
glitzy pieces, and some rather
precious "avant-garde” work.
One surprise was the elegantly
composed and clever color for-
malist “Triptych #1° by James
Paster, which I would have
thought certainly at least the
equal of similar pieces by
Stephen Peterson and Ellen

Warren that were included in
the Blaffer show. Two intrigu-
ing works that displayed a
particularly “photographic” in-
ventiveness were the anamaor-
phin pinhole camera photo by
Jeff Fletcher, "Union
Pacifie/Myself,” and Helen
Swetman's beautiful “"Untitled
1988" gum bichromate image.
And of course the casual
gallery-goer might also wonder
at the reason for the absence of
a number of Texas photogra-
phers from all three shows
(names like Linda Aguilar, Gay
Block, Peter Brown, Alain
Clement, Rick Dingus, George
Krause, Nick Nicosia, Kathy
Vargas, and Geoff Winningham
come to mind.)

Tucker commented in sum-
mation, "The juried show is a
funny beast. There are proba-
bly no artists in them whose
work you wouldn't have seen
before if you are religious
about geing to all the galleries
and alternative spaces. Still,
this offers them the impri-
matur of a museum show,
Their work is seen by outside
curators, so there's always a
chance they'll keep track of the
artists and put them in future
shows. It's hard to evaluate
what juried shows do for the
community down the road. I
want to applaud both shows--
they're useful.”

Tucker went on to muse about
whether anyone has done
something similar for photog-
raphy. Both she and Zeitlin
thought it would be a great
idea for HCP, for example, to
undertake plans for a state-
wide juried competition.
Zeitlin suggested getting Tuck-
er herself involved--along with
two other people with a really
different aesthetic ("Get some-
one with an off-the-wall point
of view, and have them really
fight it out!”). Would Anne
Tucker agree to participate?
"Well, it would be curious to
see what's going on across the
state...”

In recent years, HCP has
sponsored two widely different
sorts of area competitions: the
broad, democratically selected
Members Show, and the nar-
row, highly selective Fellows
Show, juried by a panel of "ex-
perts.” A statewide juried
show might offer a stimulating
addition to these offerings by
bringing in a wide range of new
work.

All juried shows have recog-
nizable limits: they reflect ju-
rors personal taste, decontex-
tualize artists” works, and pro-
vide institutional support for
particular views of “art.” An
HCP-sponsored statewide com-
petition might attempt to build
in structures to reveal these
limits in the exhibition itself.
To demystify the selection pro-
cess, the jury's debates might
be incorporated into the show.
Organizers could also seek
non-traditional modes of dis-
play: artists not shown might
be invited to add comments
(verbal or visual) about why
their work was not selected (or
why they did not participate).
In addition, an HCP juried
show should begin by adopting
a conscious approach to the
split between "art photogra-
phy" and "artists who use pho-
tography,” 8o as to encourage
submissions from a wider
range of participants.

Cynthia Freeland, SPOT Editor,
is also Associate Professor of
Philosophy at the University of
Houston.
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PROFILE:
AMY BLAKEMORE

Amy Blakemore's large black
and white photographs of chil-
dren were selected by jurors
from among entries by 64 local
artists as third prize winners
in the Blaffer Gallery's 1988
Houston Area Exhibition.
These photographs look at first
(and even second) glance unre-
markable, fuzzy and haphaz-
ard in their technique and sen-
timental in their content. Yet
juror Alison Greene praises the
work for its “perfect balance
between technique and image.”
And like Greene, MFA Photog-
raphy Curator Anne Tucker
comments that Blakemore's
images represent a very per-
sonal response to the recent
FotoFest Diane Arbus exhibit,
prompting her to move beyond
the more standard photojour-
nalistie format of her earlier
photographs.

Blakemore's previous work,
done for her 1985 M.F.A. pro-
ject at the University of Texas
in Austin, was a photojournal-
istie study of "poor people” in
Austin and San Antonio. In
these medium-format color
photographs, Blakemore used a
straight-on confrontational
style, often adding long de-
seriptive handwritten titles.
She showed various small busi-
nessmen and -women being
pushed out of their San Anto-
nio shops by development, as
well as Austinites displaced
into welfare hotels by "Boom

Anvy Blakemors, untithed

City” changes.

Blakemore found that doing
portraits of people she didn't
know was stressful, and she
began experimenting with a
Diana-style plastic camera "as
a way to relax” from pressures
of her MFA project. Her por-
traits of children in the Blaffer
show are part of an ongoing se-
ries of work using this cheap
($5) plastic camera. All are
street shots of people, mainly
done in New York. Blakemore
finds that shooting strangers
on the streets is also hard, but
says that children are “less in-
timidating.” She is quick to
disassociate herself from a
“street photographer” like Gar-
ry Winogrand: "I wentona
rampage when [ first saw his
book Women are Beautiful.”
She also rejects the label of
"child photographer.” Blake-
more looks for a "scary quality”
in these pictures to "keep them
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Amy Blakemars, umtitied

from being cute.”

Despite eriticisms from "gear-

head photographers,” Blake-
more seems intrigued by the
Diana-type camera's own aes-
thetic challenges: the cameras
are slow and can't be used in
any dim light situations. Also,
they tend to leak light unless
properly taped both inside and
out (Blakemore got only two or
three pictures out of 20 rolls
shot recently due to problems
with fogging). Each camera
has a different optimal focal
length that must be learned by
trial and error; she carries

around three at a time so as to
choose the best one for each
shot. She has also found, to
her surprise, that not all
Diana-style cameras are alike
(the Dorie is actually better
than the Banner).

About the recent Arbus exhib-
it, Blakemore says astonishing-
ly, "That show made me really
happy." She explained that
her unusual reaction was prob-
ably due in part to the fact that
she had worked after college as
a counsellor in a psychiatric
hospital. “I saw it all--I mean,
1 didn't see rapes and murders,
but I saw every kind of human
misery.” With an undergradu-
ate degree in psychology and
sociology, Blakemore admits
feeling at first "like an impos-
tor” teaching at an art school.
She says she has learned much
from her colleagues at the
Glassell School, where she was
a Core Fellow from 1985.7 and

continues now as Instructor in
Photography.

Blakemore sees her new Di-
ana street series as an advance
over the M.F.A. photojournal-
ism project in which she wor-
ried about exploiting her sub-
jects. Butin conecentrating on
the elderly and on children--
the "less intimidating™--Blake-
more could still be accused of
exploiting the powerless. She
seems to be more comfortable
with her new work because of
how the photographs feel. The
moodiness she selects for
through her choice of style and
presentation of subjects can be
read as evoking the subjects’
own intensely private presence
in an alien and mysterious
world--but is it theirs or hers?
In any case, Blakemore does
not pretend to offer any sum-
mary "truths" about these peo-
ple, but instead provides mere
glimpses-- of the concentration
of a child stretching arrow
against bow, or of an elderly
woman preparing to launch
herself into an empty eerie-
looking street.

r completing the Diana
series, Blakemore plans to re-
turn to more standard cameras
and formats; she would like to
develop more journalistic in-
vestigative skills so as to pur-
sue projects concerning the
mentally ill and Houston mi-
nority groups. It is impossible
to predict how her intuitive by-
the-guts approach will serve in
these more complex and ambi-
tious projects, particularly to
resolve important problems
about context and exploitation-
-when she will, presumably,
want to convey more “truths™
about oppressed groups. For

now, at any rate, Blakemaore re-

sists theoretical puzzling or in-
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tellectualizing about her work:
“My pictures are ahead of
where my head is.”

-C.F.

VISIONS OF TEXANS

By Jehn P. Jacoh

Visions of Texans, an exhibit
featuring the work of 25 Texas
documentary photographers,
curafed by Roy Flukinger and
Rick Williams, openetf Sepfem-
ber §, 1988 at the Instituto
Cultural Mexicano in the San
Antonio Hemisfair Plaza. The
exhibition will travel to vari-
ous cultural centers in Mexico.

Visions of Texans is the first in
a series of international photo-
graphic exchanges initiated by
the Austin-based Texas Photo-
graphic Society. Devoted exclu-
sively to documentary photog-
raphy, Visions will, following
the exhibition in San Antonio,
travel to cultural centers in
Mexico. A similar exhibition
of works by Mexican documen-
tary photographers is currently
being assembled to travel with-
in Texas. As stated by Project
Director and eo-curater Rick
Williams in the exhibition cata-
log, “the Visions of Texans pro-
ject was developed ... to stimu-
late cross-cultural communica-
tion and understanding be-
tween the people of Texas and
the people of Mexico.”

Why is such cross-cultural
eommunication necessary? Be-
cause, writes co-curator Roy
Flukinger, “a significant per-
centage of the population with-
in each eulture still views those
on the opposite side of the bor-
der with distrust, disdain, or
fear.™ Without a common lan-
guage, communication between
Texas and Mexico has been, at
best, challenging. In Visions
of Texans, photography is con-
ceptualized as a borderless,
universal ]smg'lm!:e_ capable of
recording the details of every-
day human experience and of
communicating the essential
qualities of everyday life. “In
the hands of effective documen-
tary phetographers,” Flukinger
continues, “cameras can do
much more than reveal these
details; they can also give us a
practical, realistic experience
of what life can be like and
feels like within another cul-
ture.”

The romanticism of its under-
lying concept does not in any
way diminish the fine work in-
cluded in this exhibiton. Vi-
sions of Texans contains an ap-
propriate selection of the sort
of photographs that an outsider
might expect to see in a docu-
ment of Texas, such as Luther
Smith's (Fort Worth) young
adults, most of whom appear to
be growing up to be cowpokes,

April Rapier, Susen and Phowbe, 1987, From Visions of Texows.
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From Visions of Texaws.

and Ashton Thornhill’s (Lub-
bock) stark, expansive land-
scapes of the Northwest Texas
plains. Also included in the ex-
hibition are the works of Meri
Houtchens-Kitchens (Austin),
Mary Lee Edwards (Austin),
and Diane Brubaker (Houston),
whose visions of Texans are de-
cidedly unconventional.
Brubaker's photographs of her
two daughters, representing
moments she recalled from her
own childhood, are distinetly
reminiscent of the work of
Cindy Sherman. Edwards,
who describes herself as “a
good housewife ‘gone bad,™ ac-
companies her photographs
with brief, poetic texts which,
though not as strong as her im-
ages, help the viewer to under-
stand her perspective.

Of particular importance are
the works of several artists
whose visions dramatically ex-
pand the traditional vision of
Texas culture. Among others,
Ave Bonar (Austin), Bill Wright
(Abilene), and Fred Baldwin
and Wendy Watriss (Houston)
work to document the diversity
of cultures in Texas. Baldwin
and Watriss have been collabo-
rating for several years on a
photographic and oral history
of the experiences of Black,
I—Hspani:, and Central Euro-
pean Texans. Bill Wright's
photographs document the cul-
tural transition of the Tigua
Indians, who live in far West
Texas. Ave Bonar's pho-
tographs from the lower Rio
Grande Valley, where the tradi-
tiens of Mexico meet with those
of Anglo Texas, are especially
pertinent to the concerns of
Visions of Texans.

The studio portraits of April
Rapier, mostly printed as dip-
tychs so that more than one
image of the subject is present-
ed, are perhaps the only pho-
tographs in the exhibition
which extend stylistically be-
yond the traditional “people-in-
their-own-settings” conceit of
documentary photography.
Rapier's photographs are por-
traits struggling to break free
of the lifelessness of much stu-
dio portraiture by embracing
the documentary aesthetic.

For their effort to transcend
the rigidly specific categories of
photographic practice (i.e. por-
traiture, landscape, documen-
tary, ete.), Rapier's are among
the most interesting pho-
tographs in the exhibition.

Doecumentary photography is
historically rooted in liberal po-
litical activism. The heyday of
the documentary practice oc-
curred in the 1930's when the
Farm Security Administration
(FSA), in an effort to promote
Roosevelt's New Deal, hired
artists like Dorothea Lange
and Walker Evans, among oth-
ers, to document the cultural
transition then taking place in
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the United States. Many of the
photographers included in Vi-
sions of Texans adhere to the
documentary style practiced by
the FSA photographers. What
is missing from much of their
work, however, is the progres-
sive political commitment that
many of the FSA photogra-
p]'lers shared.

The relationship between
Texas and Mexico, and by ex-
tension the United States and
Mexico, is a profoundly politi-
cal one. Our differences are
the result of a history of com-
plex uses and misuses, ren-
dered only somewhat more
complicated by our lack of a
commeon language. “Visions of
Texans” excellently fulfills its
goal of visually recording the
diverse aspects of Texas cul-
ture. Nevertheless, its inten-
tion of Bt.imu]at.ing eross-cul-
tural understanding is an im-
possibly idealistie goal. Such
understanding will be effected,
if ever, only through works
which deal directly with the
many troubling issues that di-
vide us. Visions of Texans fails
to address these issues. With-
out such an effort, Visions of
Texans satisfies only the liberal
appetite for images of
strangers and their customs
that people of all cultures
share.

Jokn P Jacob is a writer, photog-
rapher and curator who lives in
Austin,

THE HUMAN AND
GEOMETRIC WOUND

By Martin MGovern

Warks by Manuel Carrillo
were on exhibit at the Benteler-
Morgan Gallery from Novem-
ber 10 - December 3.

In Camera Lucida Roland
Barthes describes the differ-
ence between studium and
punctum. Studium is an "aver-
age affect,” the "general enthu-
siastic commitment” to a work,
a photograph. It's by studium
that one is interested in many
photographs, whether one per-
ceives them to be
political testimony or enjoys
them as historical scenes--"the
faces, the gestures, the set-
tings, the actions.” Punctum,
on the other hand, denotes that
"element which rises from the
scene, shoots out of it like an
arrow, and pierces me” (p. 26).
I was mulling over these ele-
ments recently as I viewed the
photographs of Manuel Carillo
at the Benteler-Morgan Gal-
leries. Born in Mexico in 1906,
Carillo first achieved interna-
tional recognition in 1966 when
he won first prize in a photog-
raphy contest held by Satur-
day Review, his winning photo-
graph entitled "Dog on Mas-
ter's Grave.”

What are these photographs
“about™? Mark M. Johnson, Di-
rector of the Musearelle Muse-
um of Art in Virginia, ¢laims in
that museum’s catalogue of a
recent show that "Carillo has
sensitively recorded the nobili-
ty of the common man,” and
Carilla's titles reflect that pre-
sccupation with people, the
people, his people--"Boy on
Sidewalk," “Mother and Child
in Crowd,” "Workers in Line,”
and the wonderfully Hitcheock-
ian "Man on the Ledge.” Caril-
lo's people are the first images
one is taken with or, chez
Barthes, generally committed
to, their faces and gestures and
actions. Many of the faces are,
of eourse, striking: the broad,
flat Indian; the broad Mexican
faces; the children’s black, bot-
tomless eyes; the crones’
ravine-like skin. The pho-
tographs risk sentimentality,
risk becoming mere instru-
ments for proveking a surge of
emotion for its own sake.

A good two thirds of the pho-
tographs avoid that danger.
And what helps Carillo avoid
sentimentality in those is ge-
ometry.

In "Woman Walking and
Shadow" a hunched-over wom-
an walks in an alleyway be-
tween two buildings and anoth-
er building at the end of the al-
ley from which she came. The
woman, both visually and ver-
bnl]y-—in the title--is pﬁmar}-r
and in her carriage and age
evokes sympathy, almost pity.
Yet a shadow draws the eyes
away from her. It slices down
from the top of the photograph
in a dramatic triangle, while
Carillo offTsets this triangle
with a smaller one, a triangle
of light protruding from a
building and overlapping the
lower portion of the woman's
body. Carillo subjects even her
body to geometry, covered as
she is with a black shawl which
divides her body into two al-
most perfect triangles.

Geometry also derails the
evocation of emotion for its own
sake in "Boy on Sidewalk.” In
it, the boy, stretching on a cor-

Manusl Corills, Rebozo Large. Courtasy of 1he Frank B. Cheistopher Collaction.

ner in the very early morning
light, tugs at our sympathy.
Yet Carillo catches him as the
crux of geometric patterns, of
the human, the vertical, inter-
secting with the world: the
she‘n‘p]y accentuated parallel
lines of the street and the top
of a building, the rectangle of
light the building makes, the
semi-circle of light which the
sidewalk shapes as it juts into
the street.

Geometry, it seemed to me,
had become the punctum--the
surprise, the prick, the wound
--which jostles one out of first
impressions, the general but
perhaps complacent commit-
ment to the photograph. In
fact, though, the geometric ele-
ment is so strong in Carillo’s
work, | began to lose sight of
the people. They almost be-
come extranecus. Instead, per-
haps, Carillo underscores that
we are elements of the world's
geometry. In our most daily
and nightly actions we are per-
pendicular lines, parallel lines,
vertical and horizontal ones, all
of course tempered to the
chipped, imperfect lines of the
earth.

I thought back to Barthes;
the geometric had become a
second sfudium really, the first
first, the human, having reced-
ed into it. { I thought briefly of
Paul Ricouer's "deuxiéme
naiveté,” a second najveté, at
least an edified one, with
which we return to a problem
or thought or perception. ) In
thinking back on Barthes, [ re-
callled that for him the punec-
tum arose out of a detail, and 1
realized that Carillo’s geometry
had grown too large a subject.
I returned to the photographs
with that in mind, and it's true
that while the larger human
and geometric forms vied for
predominance, the small detail
proved its mettle. In "Woman
Walking and Shadow,” that de-
tail is an uncovered light above
a door, an “eye” watching the
woman from a distance; in
"Boy on Sidewalk,” it's the in-
tricate ironwork of a street
lamp and the boy's small arm
stretched in the air. In two
photographs playing off the
tug-of-war between the absent
human and the geometric, de-
tails which at first seem extra-

neous indeed become the
punctum. In "Cross and Shad-
ow” a cross without the figure
mounted on it, makes an arch
shadow against a cemetery
wall; yet while the eye moves
back and forth between the
empty cross the shadow, what
really pierces one's perception
are the weeds growing out of
the top of the wall. In "Dog on
Master's Grave” one's eyes
move between the absent--
dead.--master (the master's
grave) and the geometrie pat-
terns of crosses and graves and
the diagonal slash of the dog
across the grave, but one is
caught instead by the dog's ap-
parently sudden glance off to
its left. 'W'hy is he looking
there?

"Rebozo Large” exemplifies
what I'm talking about. This
almost sentimental depiction of
the mother and children look-
ing at us pulls us in, but it
doesn't surprise us, stun us.
The photograph's geometry--
the pyramidal slope of the
blanket leading to the woman's
face and the vertical, cactus-
like part of the blanket on the
right edge--pulls us in as well,
but it does not "bruise” us.
What does is the little girl be-
hind the boy, and not just that
she's there, but that she's look-
ing away, behind them. At
what? The sea, a plain? Some-
one approaching? She's look-
ing at that scene as we look at
hers.

Martin McGovern's poetry and es-
says have appeared in Poetry, The
New Republic, and the Antioch,
Chicage, Kenyon, and Sewance Re-
views. He teaches for the Honors
Program at the University of
Houston and iz a lecturer for the
University of Houston Creative
Writing Program.
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THE INFERNAL
WORLD OF
JOEL-PETER WITKIN

By Joan Seeman Robinson

Selected images by Joel-Peter
Witkin were on display at the
Butler Gallery from October 14
- November 12, 1988.

There is no doubt in our eyes
that Joel-Peter Witkin's the-
ater of the macabre is real. He
is the impressario of the ob-
scene, the procurer for the
porn-prone, the stage manager
of S & M scenarios, whose in-
visible presence permeates his
photographic tableaux. When
Gaya, in his equally appalling
prints of the Disasters of War,'
added the captions, “One can-
not bear to see this,” “This is
worse,” “I saw it myself,” he
was documenting his horror at
actual rapine, dismemberment
and violent death. But Witkin
conceives his subtle barbarities
himself in sketches and nota-
tions, and then directs their
production with flesh and blood
models.

The moral imperative which
drove Goya to record his per-
sonal outrage seems absent in
these scenes. Inits placeisa
cunning connoisseurship, a
savage delectation, a coveting
of transgressions on the human
body itself, and on the classical
ideal of the human form as we
know it perfected in the history
of art. Witkin gives us low life
in the guise of high art and
bores from within with diaboli-
cal intent. He is an iconoclast
with a hard-on.

The Butler Gallery showed
four of his works this fall in a
mini-encore of its large exhibi-
tion of fifteen works, shown in
1986. Throughout them all,
the dramatis personae are
physical freaks or anatomically
gross--transsexuals,
hermaphrodites, amputees,
dwarfs and the malformed. He
masks, wraps, straps, crimps
and barbs them, and in the fi-
nal treatment of the print they
are hybridized, decapitated,
warped, stretched, and eaten
away by manipulative studio
strategies--collage, photomaon-
tage, camera movement and
photochemical staining. The
models themselves are compli-
ant perfnh‘nem, eomplicitous in
their co-mingling, and satanic
in their contexts. What we fi-
nally see is shocking, forbidden
or incredible.

And yet irrefutably real.
These are photographs in
which the models are exhibi-
tionistic, not embarrassed.
Like flashers in the shopping
malls, they and the artist set
up shocking confrontations.
These produce polarized reac-
tions: some dig it and some
don't. Witkin's subjects are not
just clinically interesting
sports of nature but queerness
incarnate, geeks in a sideshow,
deviants by chance and by
choice engaged in mocking rev-
els. And there is a market for
such tastes, on this level alone.

There is also a serious history
for such imaginings. One in
which the mysteries of nature
are regarded as essences and
not aberrations-the androgyne
as the first human, for exam-
ple. Witkin plumbs this dark
region and exploits its rancid
depths, alert to its power to
alarm and offend. Usually cit-
ed for the classically serene art
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historieal sources he aggran-
dizes--elegant Christs and
limpid Venuses--he more greed-
ily plunders an alternative his-
tory based on the vitality and
the viciousness of the grosser
appetites.

This pictorial tradition is both
moralistic and insidiously se-
ductive. It is rooted in Judeo-
Christian doctrine and
culture,’ from the enumera-
tions of martyrdoms (gouged-
out eyes, organs extracted, bod-
ies flayed of skin), to medieval

are not susceptible to assimila-
tion amidst the attributes sur-
rounding them. This is the
source of the critical tension
which animates Witkin's work,
which makes it alluring, objec-
tionable and unnerving.
Witkin is all for the sleep of
reason. He is determined to
disarm us, first with the bodies
and then with the serims he
lays over them. His protago-
nists can't really threaten us
because they are social out-
casts, marginal to society.

scale for this tiny world of frag-
ments.

The image is menacing, de-
spite its almost didactic rigidi-
ty. The horse is cut in two, the
plaster face is destroyed, and
both are claimed by the grip of
the sexless dwarf--masked and
clad mysteriously in female un-
dergarments. He wields a
chain-festooned riding erop, its
black shaft aimed at a metal
ring linking the animal’s two
sections, and echoing the black
line of a strap around the head

Jool-Potor Witkin, Portreit of o Dwarl. Phate courtesy of Butler Gallery.

bestiaries similar in their in-
ventions to elaborate depic-
tions of the Monstrous Races
(heathens); renderings of fabu-
lous Wild Men and of the scro-
fulous, the leprous and the vic-
tims of the Black Death; graph-
ie delineations of the tortures
of the damned and wondrous
explications of the Temptations
of Saint Anthony. This entire
iconography was necessitated
by the denial of the senses and
a fear for the spirit, by a lust
after forbidden fruit and terror
at the weighing of souls. Pro-
scriptions were brought to life
by painters of miniatures and
sculptors on eathedrals, in per-
sonifications of the virtues and
vices--the latter more stimulat-
ing and sensuously familiar.

The naked body, as an object
of desire, an emblem of excess,
and a reminder of mortality, is
central to Witkin's work--ex-
pressively, symbolieally and
structurally. The physical at-
tributes of his models and the
features he adds to them in
costume or re-workings testify
to insatiable appetites, lustful
practices, the pleasures of pun-
ishment, and the penalty of
death. De Sade put it this way:
“There is no better way to
know death than to link it with
some licentious image.™ Their
poses are rhetorical: they
mime past performances in art
history and theater. Like
morality plays they are ar-
ranged on shallow stages--set-
pieces congested with symbelic
props, antiquarian detail and
weird esoterica.

The effect however, in a pho-
tograph, is to sharpen our
awareness of the bodies be-
cause of the artificiality of their
settings: their abnormalities
are heightened; their currency
as freaks, oddballs for hire,
thrust at us in the trappings of
mythological prototypes. They

They never seem to move and
they don’t look at us; their
glances are oblique, self-ab-
sorbed, or deflected with
masks. They are distanced by
quaint arching borders, oval
apertures or snapshot-clip cor-
ners. The print surfaces are
washed, scumbled and
scratched, sugpesting genera-
tiens of handling as if whatever
we see happened back in the
past. And his compositions of-
ten have a classical resolve
which muffles the surcharge of
these wicked engagments.

In “Venus and Cupid,” 1987, a
voluptuous nude lies in a dark,
cave-like bower, encircled by a
black border recalling the peep-
hele view of Duchamp'’s “Etant
Donée,” a crotch-angled view of
a woman lying in a landscape.
The concentric circles are fe-
male symbals, but they veer to
the left eccentrically, where the
woman lies. At her parted legs
hangs a penis.

In a painting this androgyny
might suggest a supreme grati-
fication, male and female undi-
vided and wholly embodied. In
the photograph such harmony
is thwarted; intercourse on any
level is blocked, the cave can-
not be entered. It is either the
onanistie sublime or a genetic
nightmare, Its antecedents are
in the bacchanal, early erotic
photography, and twentieth
century Surrealism, reined in
by a strict formal order, a foil
to the flagrant display of the
dangling organ.

Witkin places a fat lace-clad
dwarf between a severed pony
and a smashed portrait bust, in
“Portrait of a Dwarf,” 1987.
They are lined up on a ledge,
surrounded by the border of a
satin panel which sets them
off, like a theatrieal curtain or
a shop window display. At the
right the tall legs of a man-
nequin establish a normal
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of the sculpture. Heisa
guardian figure, a terrible
child, a ringmaster condueting
games of destruction which
have ended or, worse yet, are
about to begin. These are not
broken toys but remnants of a
ritual from an underworld cult.
Here Witkin explores cubist
fragmentation and reconstrue-
tion as the explosive dynamics
they really were in the evolu-
tion of modern painting and
sculpture.

“Portrait of a Dwarf” was
shown with its preliminary
studies in an exhibition in
Madrid this year.' The distilla-
tion of the photograph from the
sources leading to it is fascinat-
ing. Following academic prac-
tice,* Witkin began with ex-
cerpts from paintings of a
corseted woman and of a child
on a hobby horse—a nineteenth
century American work in
which the boy's clothing resem-
bled a girl's, its skirt and pan-
taloons completely obscuring
the animal's mid-section, “elim-
inating” it. Witkin seribbled on
it a mask and the notation,
“MAD DWARF-BRIDE RID-
ING A HORSE,” and next to it
sketched a male bust with its
eyes blindfolded.

The evolution of the image--
from clippings and sketches to
the selection of models and
props, the arrangement of the
tableau, and the final rework-
ing of the print--is a process
full of chance and deliberation,
each phase having different
reguirements, as he moves
from one medium to another.
But the notoriety of an artist
who uses body parts from the
morgue (like Leonardo, Rem-
brandt, Gericault, Francis Ba-
con and others), who has a
waiting list of walk-ons who
come through referrals, and
who is described in the press as
a “fabulously self-centered

man” still cbscures the range
and richness of Witkin's labor
and goals, and finally, of his
works. As perhaps it is meant
to.
Isn't that the central aspect of
their power? They simulate
conditions of pleasure and pain
most of us will never know and
many of us ean hardly imagine.
They transgress on our need
for security, and on the limits
we set and on which we insist;
those we fight for, arm for, and
would kill for. Witkin titillates
but repels us, but we recognize
somehow everything he propos-
es, what his tradition in art
and iconography has refused to
ignore. The late Joseph Camp-
bell once said that acceptance
of evil didn’t mean approval, it
meant acknowledgement. The
unimaginable is always possi-
ble and really occurs. Witkin is
like a celebrant at the Witches’
Sabbath, a high priest at a mil-
lenial Black Mass, a moralist
enthralled with immorality.
The lies to his truths are har-
mony, equilibrium and classical
restraint.

Two relatively simple images
were also in the gallery but
were not exhibited, one the
back of a seated nude in which
the camera was moved slowly
to the right, stretching the
form like a viscous material.
The breadth of the body recalls
Courbet's hel‘ty mude]ﬁ', more
especially, Ingres’ flaccid
bathers. It flows through, as
well, Lartigue's work, and that
of Kertesz and Brandt, but
sweeps back at the botton to an
optically warped skull, a me-
mento mori, with a perfectly
shaped pomegranate placed
next to its cheek.

And there's a hooded little
girl, reclining on a fauteuil,
that eighteenth century French
chair with the flowing con-
tours, whose upholstered and
plumped surfaces were the
first ever conceived to fit the
shape of the human body. The
hood is a mask, like that of the
executioner or Goya's ass-head-
ed monsters, making the child
satanie, a diabala in the bordel.
lo. So unlike the modesty
wrapping over the eyes of
Eakins' studio nudes, or the
black Mardi Gras taunts of
Bellocg's Storyville prostitutes.
This quieter dimension of
Witkin's work deserves atten-
tion, as well as his studies, in
contrast to the engorged ex-
travagance of his more notori-
ous and popular tableaux.

Footnotes

1.Francisco Goya’s The Disas-
ters of War opened at the Menil
Collection, Houston, October
21, 1988.

2. Witkin's father was Jewish,
his mother Roman Catholic.

3. De Sade, quoted in Con-
stance Sullivan, Ed., Nude
Phatographs 1850-1980 (New
York: Harper and Row), p. 170
{uneredited translation); from
Georges Bataille, L'Erotisme
(n.d.).

4. Joel-Peter Witkin, Centro
de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid,
April-June, 1988. The influ-
ence of Spanish art on Witkin's
imagery is very important and
needs to be investigated in an
English language publication.

5. Witkin was trained as a
sculptor and is a skilled
draughtsman. He also was a
combat photographer in the
army in the early 60’s.

Joan Seeman Robinson isa
Visiting Scholar at the Menil
Collection,
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VANITAS

By Ed Osowskl

Martin Harrison, Beauty Pho-
tography in Vogue. New York:
Stewart Tabori and Chang,
1987, 184 pages. $30.00.

It has not always been true
that looking at one's reflection
in a mirror simply provided the
opportunity to examine how
one “looked.” Perhaps even as
late as 1758, when Francois
Boucher painted “Madame de
Pompadour,” the presence of a
mirror triggered other respons-
es, as well. The viewer knew
that a mirror in a portrait sig-
nified that the portrait could be
traced back, in its iconographic
details, to certain medieval im-
ages of the saints. Such por-
traits, combining the themes of
vanitas and momento mori,
found their fullest expression
in the numerous paintings of
the Magdalen. In his “Penitent
Magdalen” Georges de la Tour
places the saint before a mirror
in which a candle is reflected.
In her lap she holds a human
skull. The message is quite
clear: Magdalen's great beauty
will last as briefly as will the
candle. But the opportunity to
contemplate her reflection in
the mirror will bring with it
the knowledge that this world
passes and another (the spiri-
tual) remains.

De la Tour's saint turns her-
self away from the viewer and
inward to these realizations.
Boucher's sitter, on the other
hand, faces us squarely, eonfi-
dently. Her mirror triggers in
our minds the venitas theme.
But for her it is there only to
guide her as she applies her
cosmetics and jewels. As she
attends to her toilette, prepar-
ing herself to meet her lover,
Louis XV, she prepares us also
for the photographs of women
we will find in Martin Har-
rison's Beauty Photography in

Vogue.

A 1938 photograph by Ed-
ward Steichen (p.56) epito-
mizes the contents of Har-
rison's book. In the Steichen
photograph, a young female
model in evening clothes ap-
plies perfume to herself from a
large crystal atomizer. She
smiles with the confidence that
comes from good looks and ex-
pensive clothes. And she enjoys
the attention she pays to her-
self--as well as the attention
paid her by the camera--as she
completes her preparations to
meet some later-day Louis XV.
The photegraph emphasizes
youth, beauty, elegance and
wealth-- exactly what one
would expect to find empha-
sized in a photograph in Vogue.
But this is only the obvious
"content” of the photograph.

Steichen’s photograph, it
seems, can also be read asa
variation on the portrait of
Madame de Pompadour, or
more accurately, as a subver-
son of the message of the vani-
tas portrait. The props which
surround the model bear icono-
graphic reading. An arrange-
ment of flowers is placed above
her right shoulder, and more
flowers erown the back of her
head and cascade across her
shawl. We know that their
blooms will soon fade. The
flask she carries brings with it
echoes of the flasks Magdalen
carried with her to the tomb of
Christ. Most importantly, Ste-
ichen’'s model turns her back to
the mirror (an opportunity for
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Serch Moen, 1974. From Vogue Beauty.

the photographer to show the
back of the gown). But the
turning away also tells us
something about how the
meaning of the portrait of a
beautiful woman has been
transformed in the pages of
Vogue. If the message of the
Magdalen is one of liberation,
at Jeast from the tyranny of the
flesh, then Steichen and the
ather photographers represent-
ed in Harrison's book offer a
full-scale capitulation to the
controlling power of the search
for youth and beauty. In Ste-
ichen's photograph, "Remem-
ber death” has been replaced
by the advice, as fleeting as the
model's perfume, to “Seize the
day.”
To distinguish it from fashion
photography, with which it
overlaps, Harrison defines
"beauty photography” this way:
"A beauty photograph signifies
a concentration on the appear-
ance of the woman herself, as
opposed to what she might be
wearing (p. 7)." He goes on to
say, "Beauty photography is
primarily concerned with a
woman's bodily well-being.”
Such a definition is, at best,
disingenuous. For the fashion
photographs in Vogue, collected
in Harrison's book, have fune-
tioned first as adjuncts to the
advertising pages in the maga-
zine. These are photographs
which suggest that certain cos-
metics or treatments or
hairstyles (the list goes on) will
give a woman "beauty.” Their
concern has been not with the
"well-being” of the viewer but
with her pocketbook (specifical-
ly, how to extract money from
that pocketbook). Secondly,
these photographs aim to sup-
port the cultural notion that
women are commodities, that
their personhoood is open to
the highest bidder. Irving Pen-
n's 1965 photograph (p.81) of
seven tubes of lipstick replaces
the beautiful models with
beautiful things.

These photographs suggest
that something as elusive as
"beauty” can be obtained by
painting one's nails or cutting
one’s hair. But what must be
remembered is that the women
in the photographs are “beau-
tiful” because they are Vogue
models. Their "beauty”, in a

sense, is a given. The tyranny
of these photographs is that
they foster discontent; they tell
the viewer that beauty is hers
if she will only follow certain
directions.

What are the directions, ac-
cording to Vogue, that will
bring beauty? In a 1968 photo-
graph by Helmut Newton (pp
62-63), beauty involves being
strapped, wired, and bound
into a device that looks vaguely
sci-fi-like, certainly threaten-
ing, possibly sadistic. As the
maodels are irradiated, they
achieve that inner glow of
beauty, one assumes. That
Newton is using irony is fairly

Edword Steichen, 1938, From Voque Boouiy.

certain. But the endless toiling
and primping these pho-
tographs advoeate can only be
supported when the viewer
herself has been trained to feel
discontent towards her own
body.

And if a woman has been
made to feel ill at ease with her
own flesh, then she paints,
plucks, and powders it, inflicts
pain, if necessary, upon it, and
tries to force it into some closer
approximation of what, at that
particular moment, society
calls beautiful. The quest, of
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course, never ends because
those with the power to set the
standards constantly change
them. Cecil Beaton, quoted in
Harrison's book, expressed it
this way: "How imperceptibly,
but quickly, our views on beau-
ty fluctuate! Even in two years
the ideal can undergo complete
change!” To achieve that un-
achievable ideal one is urged,
as Irving Penn does in a 1983
photograph (p.93), to transform
the eye into a target or pin-
wheel, black and white circles
surrounded by slashes of blue,
pink, and green. Or, one is of-
fered a 1972 photograph
(p.172) by Horst in which paint
and lipstick
are applied
to the face
to create a
mask-like
effect. That
these colors
mimic the
shapes and
tones of
bruises is
obvious, but
deserves to
be men-
tioned.
Beaury
hotogra-
phyin
Vogue
draws upon
the past
fifty vears
of Ameri-
can, Italian,
French, and
British edi-
tions of the
magazine
and con-
tains over
180 phg-
tographs.
(From the text it is impossible
to tell in which edition a photo-
graph first appeared.) Of the
maore than fifty photographers
represented in this book, just
six are women. Two whose
waork was published in the for-
ties and fifties, Toni Frissell
and Frances McLaughlin-Gill,
bring a freshness, directness,
and narrative quality to their
images. But whether their
models laugh, move, or sit
pensively, they do so with a
double awareness: they are
aware of their beauty, but they

also know that their beauty de-
pends on a male audience to
confirm it. In the work of the
later four women--Sharon
Moon, Joyee Tenneson, Sheilah
Metzner, and, especially, Debo-
rah Turbeville--it is possible to
detect an aesthetic different
from that which motivates the
male photographers. One finds
here another world, dream-
like, soft and vague. Coated
with white powder or hidden
behind gauzy fabrics, their
models come to resemble stat-
ues or corpses. At other times
they almost seem to vanish, as
if these four were urging wom-
en to vanish to another place
where they will not be used
and discarded.

Harrison’s concern, in his
text and photographs, is with
beauty with a lower case “b,”
not the principle which Robert
Adams in Beauty in Photogra-
phy (1981) says is “a synonym
for the coherence and struc-
ture underlying life.” And
what escapes him is the con-
tent of the works he has
chosen and how they relate to
the eulture of which they are a
part. Harrison is good at de-
seribing how technical ad-
vances in cameras and film
were reflected in changes in
the images printed in Vogue.
But he fails to show how the
warks relate to the anti-femi-
nist (anti-female?) culture of
which they are a part. A Hel-
mut Newton photograph
(p.118), homoerotic and
masochistic in content, is
termed "amusing”. Harrison's
photographers “exploit” (his
word) techniques, never their
madels, to achieve effects.

At the center of the pho-
tographs Harrison has drawn
from Vogue, then, rests a very
disturbing theme. These pho-
tographs aim at creating dis-
satisfaction. But it is not the
political status quo that they
challenge. They are too firmly
grounded in the culture of com-
merce ever to do that. The dis-
satisfaction they create is per-
sonal, not political, and it poses
no threat to the patriarchal
ruling class. They succeed in
channeling the unease with the
self, with one's body, with one's
appearance, into a drive for
new and different products and
styles to shape and alter the
body. In the political content of
these photographs rests the be-
lief that the female body itsell
is just another thing to be
shaped, consumed, manipulat-
ed, cut apart, and pieced back
together (p.178 as Tom Palum-
bo in 1961 and (p.179) Serge
Lutens in 1980 do photographi-
cally), in a never-ending effort
to distract women from those
things which truly demand to
be changed.

Ed Osowski manages the Montrose
Branch Library. A frequent con-
tributor to SPOT, he occasionally
reviews books for the Houston Post,
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A WINDOW
ON THE WORLD

By Stanley Moore

Frank Gohlke, Landscapes
from the Middle of the World.
Photographs 1972-1987; Intro-
duction by Ben Lifson. Unti-
tled 46. Friends of Photogra-
phy, San Franciseo and the
Museum of Contemporary
Photagraphy, Chicago.

The first impression the view-
er gets on leafing through
Gohlke's Landscapes from the
Middle of the World is one of
stasis; a flagrant disregard for
the Golden Mean/Rule of
Thirds school of innumerable
texts on composition. The pic-
tures have for the most part
(with two exceptions, both
pancramas), aspect ratios of
1:1.25 or 1], that is, an
8 x 10 or square format. The
feeling of static sterility is in-
tensified by Gohlke's use of
midpoint horizens and by his
frequent placement of major
picture elements directly at
the center of the frame (see
Plates 6 and 23). Contributing
to the overall effect of bland-
ness is a hard-to-read essay by
Ben Lifson which dampens ini-
tial enthusiasm. Add to all
this the book’s mostly banal
and baring subject matter, and
the reader may simply want to
close the book and watch tele-
vision instead.

This, however, would be a
grave mistake. By discarding
the outworn shibboleths of the
composition texts and actually
looking at the pictures, we can
abtain a filling repast that
nourishes the soul along with
the eye. First and best of all,
many of the photographs depict
Texas. Itis not the Texas of
tourist brochures but a deeply
emotional and idiosyncratic
view of Texas as it is, or should
be, for anyone with a love of
the state. Second, all the pho-
tographs convey a sense of
presence, a feeling of place.
Third, both rural and urban
landscapes show a keen sense
of atmosphere--light and sky
seem almost tangible in these
images. But before exploring
these landscapes, we need to
clear away some of the brush.

The book begins with a one-
page essay by Gohlke. Itis
fully in character with the pho-
tographs, being spare in tone,
and raising questions rather
than putting them to rest. He
explores the problem of the
connection between the image
and reality:

In the case of landscape pho-
tographs, the paradox is
sharpened because the world
represented must have existed
for the picture fo be made, and
yet the existence of the photo-
graph attests undeniably to
that world’s disappearance.!

In keeping with this sense of
paradox, Gohlke ends his essay
with a series of queries that
are essentially unanswerable,
commenting “at that point wis-
dom would suggest silence.”

Following these words we find
ten photographs (Plates 1-5)
arranged two to a page, one
above the other. All appear to
be highly personal pictures of
Gohlke’s childhood home and
environs, and while “ordinary”
they show a love of Texas--of a
past Texas that seems no
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Fronk Gohlks, 1304 N. 8th Streed, Wickita Falls, Texes, 1982,

longer to exist. However, just
as we seem well underway we
come upon Ben Lifson's intro-
duction, “A Figure and a Land-
scape.” Immediately we are
bogged down in a rather turgid
disquisition on Gohlke's work,
the most engaging portions of
which are the personal details
related by Lifson, a close friend
of Gohlke's. Of considerably
less interest is an involved and
contrived discussion of five cat-
egories (and one reject) pro-
posed to organize the pictures
in the book: The Horizon, Sin-
gular Object, Tapestry, Specta-
cle, Ruins, and Darkness into
Light. These categories can
certainly be applied to the pho-
tographs, but the exegesis of
them seems to be so much
filler, sinee the idea of grouping
by category was discarded in
favor of presenting the work as
an organic whole. But ¢his no-
tion is marred by the odd inclu-
sion of four color photographs--
which seem poorly reproduced
in extremely garish colors--
sprinkled willy-nilly among the
black and white photos that
make up the bulk of the work.
The color pictures (with the ex-
ceptions of the cover shot) are
somewhat different in style,
tone, and mood from the oth-
ers. There is also an unfortu-
nate remnant of Lifson’s cate-
gorial scheme in Plates 6-10,
which are meant to exemplify
each of his groupings. These
are square-format pictures in-
explicably reproduced on gray
screened pages, whereas every-
thing else in the book is print-
ed on plain white pages. The
gray background is distracting;
it makes the otherwise excel-
lent reproduction look dingy
and foggy. Since the only ap-
parent point of this choice is to
mode] Lifson's categories, it is
a shame that such strong im-
ages are dulled to no real orga-
nizational or visual purpose.
The transition from Plate 10 on
gray paper to Plate 11 on white
paper is so disconcerting that
this reivewer thought at first
that some bookmaker’s error
had occurred.

Having cleared away a bit of
undergrowth, we can now ex-
amine the terrain of the book
in more detail. By subject mat-
ter the photographs can be
grouped as “personal,” “storm
documentary,” “grain eleva-
tors,” “houses, fields, ete.,” and
“Mount 5t. Helens." But be-
yond these classifications, the
waorks could be tied together by
the broad label of the “emotion-
al.” These pictures strike such
a resonance that they bring
back long-buried memories and
feelings in the viewer, with as-
tonishing force and clarity.

Plate 23, “View down two

streets, Wichita Falls, Texas,
1978" looks static, with a mid-
point horizon line, and the
main subject centered in the
frame. This subject is a pair of
houses at the confluence of two
streets that intersect at an
acute angle. The houses face a
tiny triangle of grass made by
a very short eross street. They
are built in the style of the
1940's, of brick and wood, and
are solidly middle class, con-
ventionally bland. It appears
to be winter, as the sky is
cloudless, the grass dead, and
some trees bare., Thereisa
school nearby and a few cars
on the streets. The pavement,
which takes up almost as much
picture area as the sky (i.e.
half), is very clean and desert-
ed. This is a small town far
from the turmoil of the city; in
fact it is resolutely facing away
from modernity and rush rep-
resented by the high-rise
apartment in the far back-
ground and the auto coming up
from behind. Instead of stasis,
however, the scene is evocative
of a Sunday afternoon; an in-
terlude of rest and a haven
from the world. Thereisa
sense of home, warmth, and
love.

In contrast to this middle
class serenity, Plate 13, “1306
N. 8th Street, Wichita Falls,
Texas, 1982" shows a consider-
ably more modest house. The
simple frame building covered
with asbestos siding surround-
ed by large trees has an ill-kept
yard with unraked leaves and
a pile of dead brush. Itis cen-
tered within the frame, and al-
though the window shades are
down and the door is closed, it
still exudes the feeling of four-
square solidity and the wel-
come of home. Itis the kind of
home that “when you have to
go there they have to take you
in.™ Gohlke has taken
dwelling places in these two
photographs and invested them
with the deep emotions we all
leng to experience: a sense of
belonging, a solid anchor in the
storms of life.

The more literal storms of life
are dealt with in a series of six
photographs (Plates 32-34) ti-
tled “Aftermath: The Wichita
Falls, Texas, Tornado.” The se-
ries consists of prints labelled
“A" and “B. “ The “A"'s were
made within a few days of the
disastrous storm of April 10,
1979, that killed forty-six peo-
ple, injured 3000, and de-
stroyed 2600 homes. The “B™s
were made one year later, in
June of 1980. These pho-
tographs show the continual
play of man and nature on our
planet, first one ahead, then
the other. More than a resur-
rection after a storm, they de-
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pict the essential imperma-
nence of humanity and all its
works. Visually, the clean
bright light lends an atmo-
sphere of unreality to the
storm.

Echoing this theme on a
grander and more awesome
scale are the last photos in the
book, Plates 35-44, showing
Mount St. Helens in the years
after its eruption. Two of these
are panoramas. Plate 35 is
dark, forbidding, very desolate
and dead. Plate 44 is more up-
beat, showing a mudflow and
felled trees bordering a eom-
pletely untouched area that is
alive and well--as if to say that
even the earth herself cannot
vangish life. The pictures in
between these two show the
voleano and its environs, to-
gether with logging operations.
Two of these are worth special
note. Plate 37, “Area clear-cut
before the 1980 eruption sur-
rounded by downed trees,
Clearwater Creek Valley, 9
miles E of Mount St. Helens,
Washington, 1981, is a gray
print (presumably from the vol-
canic ash covering everything.)
Thousands of dead trees are
splayed out in all directions
like jackstraws on a hillside.

In the center of the picture isa
roughly oval area clear-cut by
loggers, within which is a rune-
like triangular shape delineat-
ed by logging roads. We see
devastation by both man and
earth, in a kind of grim one-up-
manship between the two that
seems a metaphor for the bat-
tle between good and evil--with
considerable doubt as to which
is which. The complete ab-
sence of wood in the clear cut
area as opposed to the merely
downed trees might remind the
more fanciful viewer of the Bib-
lieal injunction to “.. fear not
them which kill the body ... but
rather fear him which is able to
destroy both bedy and soul in
hell.” In contrast, Plate 43,
“Inside Mount St. Helens
crater, base of lava domebase of
lava dome on the left, 1953~
has a long tonal range, and,
while totally barren of life, still
contains the presence of the
photographer. The fore and
middle grounds consist of
many volcanic stones embed-
ded in voleanic ash. There is
no horizon, and the sense is of
a sharply limited environment.
The scene is backlit, and lens
flare produces a beam of light
that comes from above and out-
side to point to a small flat
white stone in the exact center
of the frame. While the reli-
gious might again see divine
lessons, the overall effect is of
simple presence. We are pre-
sent in the bowels of the earth,
and the utter desolation seems
nevertheless filled with light
and activity. But the activity is
not one of motion but of sus-
pension--an effect heightened
by the ardent fumarocles on the
background slopes. These
stones and ash were once deep
below us and may be replaced
at any moment by stones deep-
er still. The mood that Gohlke
evokes more than justifies the
great personal risk he took to
make the photograph.

The more conventional land-
scapes also proclaim a pres-
ence. Plate 7, “Grain elevators,
Minneapolis, 1974," and plate
26, “Landscape--cornfield and
approaching thunderstorm
near Plainview, Texas, 1975,
are both about men and na-
ture. Both are square-format
photographs with a stable bal-
ance. Plate 7 shows four grain
elevators in the middle dis-

tance, while the center fore-
ground contains a stanchion
aiming to the center and light
poles gridding the area. The
snow-covered ground obscures
bier-like conerete objects whose
use is unclear. Crisscrossing
the snow are footprints, imply-
ing an activity belied by the
still scene. The elevators are
imposing but seem warm and
inviting despite the still, cold
air, as they hold the fruits of
the earth safe and dry. Most of
Gohlke's grain elevator pho-
tographs are monumental in
nature, but these are not for-
bidding menuments, but com-
fortable, commonplace human
objects. Plate 26 1s divided at
the mid-point by the horizon.
Rows of immature corn stretch
to the ends of the earth. The
foreground shows a weedy bor-
der separated from the corn
rows by a muddy band appar-
ently churned up by a recently
passing vehicle. The presence
of man is clearly implied by the
track and orderly rows; but hu-
mans have fled, and from the
left side of the frame a thun-
derstorm impends. This storm
seems not to threaten but
rather to bless the earth with
rain. There is a tension be-
tween these two photos: after
the joyful growth of food comes
the serene storage of it. Atmeo-
spheric effects are quite visible
in both pictures. The warm
rain and frosty air as seen by
Gohlke are translated beauti-
fu"y to the print.

Gohlke's skill with the camera
gives his viewers a very real
sense of place, a feeling of be-
ing there and of seeing which
we often ignore when we pe-
ruse the world around us. In
his “Thoughts on Landscape™
he expresses the prime
motive behind his photogra-
phy: “... being there made my
pulse speed up, and the mak-
ing of a picture seemed the
only appropriate response.” Au-
thenticity of intent is plainly
visible in his photographs, and
the emotional response he feels
and shares with us makes his
work among the “finest™-at
least if we apply the criterion
stated by Gohlke himself:

... The making of a photo-
graph presupposes distance,
which accounts, I think for the
elegaic tone, the note of long-
ing that suffuses so many of
Eheﬁneﬂt Iﬂnﬂ'ﬂcupe phao-
tographs.*

Landscape photography is dif-
ficult, as an artist must walk
the line between sentimentali-
ty and literalness. The whaole
point of landsecape is to force
the viewer to see in new ways
the surroundings we take for
granted. Gohlke has, by con-
veying emotion without cheap
sentiment, given us his very
personal window on the world.

1. Frank Gohlke, “Thoughts on
Landscape,” Landscapes from
the Middle of the World,
Friends of Photography 1988,

p. 5.

2. Robert Frost, “The Death of
the Hired Man,” A Treasure of
the Familiar, Ralph L. Woods,
ed. Macmillan, 1942,

3. St. Matthew, Chapter 10,
Verse 28, King James Version.
4. Frank Gohlke, p. 5.

Stanley L. Moore is a Houston
chemist and photographer.
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CHARLES SHEELER'S
AMERICA

By Robert Hobbs

Charles Sheeler: The Pho-
tographs, by Theodore E. Steb-
bins, Jr., and Norman Keyes,
Jr. Boston: A New York
Graphic Society Book; Little,
Brown and Cpmpany,

162 + x pages; $45.00

It took the modern artist
Charles Sheeler and a camera
to create a convineing image of
America's past. In 1917 Sheel-
er made a group of twelve pho-
tographs of the rented Bucks
County farmhouse which he
shared with fellow artist Mor-
ton Shamberg. His images are
intimate views of this
Doylestown house, built in
1768 by the Quaker, Jonathan
Worthington. Each image in
this series abstracts an aspect
of the building; the group in-
cludes "Old Kitchen,” "Stair-
way with Chair,” "Open Door,"
and "The Stove.” Disarmingly
simple, these semi-abstract im-
ages look inevitable. Perhaps
their seeming inevitability now
stems from the fact that they
have served as models for a
number of important works
dealing with the ambivalence
of nostalgia in America--and
also as points of departure for
many more mindless spinoffs
that simply revel in the good
old days. And perhaps their in-
evitability develops out of
Sheeler’s special way of ab-
stracting aspects of American
culture.

Charles Sheeles, Doylesiown House, The Siuve, 1917.

Abstraction has recently been
under attack by eritics, Marx-
ists, postmodernists, and oth-
ers, who regard its liberties
with nature as arbitrary, its
ties to French modernism re-
strictive and superficially or-
thodox, and its dependence on
the inherent processes of its
chosen medium a materialistic
bias that glories in techniques,
machines, and materials over
human eoncerns. Yet abstrac-
tion has been of enormous val-
ue to those few artists who
have been persuaded to eschew
unessentials in order to em-
phasize feeling. Like many
other artists of his generation,
Sheeler did not find abstrac-
tion an easy route to the reality
of his own feelings. His exer-
cises in abstraction in the see-
ond decade of this century re-
veal many of the limitations of
this way of radicalizing and re-
stricting the world. In his
paintings he made pastiches of
Cézanne, Demuth, Maurer,
Bluemner, and Picasso. His
imitations are competent
enough in technique, but they
do not prepare viewers for the
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new understanding of abstrac-
tion that appeared in his work
in 1917, when he turned to the
vernacular architecture of
Bucks County. During this
crucial year, when the United
States declared war on Ger-
many, and scon thereafter sent
troops to fight in France,
Sheeler turned to American
subjects, invoking his country's
endurance and strength. He
regarded the photographs of
his Bucks County farmhouse
as "drawings,” and he supple-
mented them with a few tem-
pera studies and conté draw-
ings of vernacular architecture
that recall the formal devices of
Synthetic Cubism, particularly
its reliance on plane and radi-
cal juxtaposition.

It is impossible to know
whether the photographs pre-
cede the works in tempera and
conté; both were created during
the same year. The new inter-
est in America as subject mat-
ter, however, had been well
prepared by Sheeler’s familiar-
ity with Bucks County, and by
his deep appreciation of Ameri-
can folk art. He shared this
appreciation with the eminent
collectors of modern art, Louise
and Walter Arensberg, who
had searched, as had Sheeler,
for an American equivalent to
the African sculpture embraced
by the School of Paris artists.
Although America's more for-
mal eighteenth-century decora-
tive arts had been revived in
Philadelphia at the 1876 Cen-
tennial, and had been impor-
tant to Thomas Eakins, who
painted people in period Chip-
pendale and Windsor chairs,
the rural charm of American
folk traditions was not appreci-
ated until the teens of this cen-
tury, when a few discerning in-
dividuals, such as Sheeler and
the Arensbergs, began to dis-
cover and collect it. American
folk art began to achieve wider
recognition in the 1920's: it
was the subject of an important
exhibition at the Whitney Stu-
dio Club in 1924. A number of
American artists, including
Sheeler, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Peg-
gy Bacon, and Charles De-
muth, lent objects to this exhi-
bition. In the 1930's folk art
began to achieve wide populari-
ty when Holger Cahill of the
Museum of Modern Art (and
later the Federal Arts Project)
embraced it. Cahill's embrace
of folk art was part of a broad
program aimed at giving ordi-
nary people in the United
States a positive historical ac-
count of themselves as indus-
trious and resilient folk who
had managed to make humor-
ous and charming work in the
face of adversity. His exhibi-
tion, American Folk Art | The
Art of the Common Man in
America 1750-1900 (MoMA,
1932), was a landmark in the
appreciation and aceeptance of
folk art in the United States.

Sheeler’s turn to the Ameri-
ean tradition in the pho-
tographs of his rented
Doylestown house is a fortu-
itous mixture of personal inter-
ests and public need. His sub-
ject is predicated on his own
appreciation for the American
vernacular tradition, as well as
on his intuitive grasp of its po-
tential significance at the time
the United States entered
World War [--a time when this
country needed to be reminded
of the power of its own tradi-
tions. Sheeler may or may not
have considered the irony of
taking a Quaker homestead as
an image of America's past,
since it represented, among

other things, a time-honored
tradition of pacifism. But per-
haps, since he had lived in the
house for seven years before
photographing it, he meant de-
liberately to invoke elements of
pacificism and religious toler-
ance within an old homestead,
arranged to look as if it were
only marginally occupied.
These elements may have been
important to a symbolic repre-
sentation of the United States
the year it entered World War
I, if 50, then Sheeler was sym-
pathetic with the isolationist
factions then bemoaning the
United States’ entry into Euro-
pean politics.

Since we have all been sub-
jected in the past few decades
to the waves of country kitsch
that have appeared in furni-
ture, fashions, recipes, restau-
rants, and even hobbies (for
those people who equip them-
selves as frontiersmen or sol-
diers in order to fight Revolu-
tionary or Civil War battles), it
is worth reflecting on Sheeler's
photegraphs, to see exactly
how they characterize the
American past. The image of
the stove in the Doylestown
house provides a key to the se-
ries. Although Sheeler could
have presented the stove as a
genre element similar to those
oceurring the works of the
nineteenth-century painter
William Sidney Mount, he
chose instead to transform it
into an evocative silhouette
that mysteriously shields the
light which he placed behind it.
The convention of a hidden
light source goes back to the
seventeenth century Dutch
painters Honthorst and Rem-
brandt, who used it to drama-
tize the living theater of daily
life. Sheeler's adoption of this
convention for a reom which is
empty except for a stove and a
glass bowl helps to dramatize
the ideas of absence and the ir-
retrievable past. His stove is
neither friendly nor familiar--
instead it resembles a dream
image: a once familiar object
that haunts us because it has
taken on new meaning. The
marks and textures of life are
emphasized in this photograph,
which carefully reflects the
sheen of polished worn floor-
boards, the chalkiness of peel-
ing paint, and the paint around
a door latch which is worn from
generations of use. These
traces of life make the empti-
ness of the room particularly
poignant. And the few enig-
matic props that Sheeler has
placed in these photographs--
the transparent glass bowl
barely discernible on the edge
of the mantle in this image, an
empty mirror in "Stairway,
Open Door,” the same mirror
combined with one leg of a
straight chair in "Stairway
with Chair,” or a h]nﬂming
gloxinia plant in “Open Win-
dow"--make these scenes both
intriguing and haunting, be-
cause they indicate life and its
absence. Sheeler's dreams
were later to afTect the entire
country, when they were picked
up by Edward Hopper and An-
drew Wyeth, who are also con-
cerned with absence and nos-
talgia. The art of these three
people ultimately becomes a
spectrally quiet nightmare
dramatizing America’s insecu-
rity regarding its own past.

In these photographs Sheeler
does not regard the American
tradition as endearing, charm-
ing, and familiar; instead he
makes it strange, alien, dream-
like--and also disturbingly fa-
miliar. Unlike Grant Wood,

Charbes Shasler, New York, Toweards the Woalwerth Building, 1970

whom he probably influenced
through his later paintings,
Sheeler does not view the past
as a cozy storybook realm, a
faneiful never-never land con-
ceived in marzipan hills, toy
houses, and manicured trees.
Instead of streamlining reality,
Sheeler maximizes its felt sur-
faces, as explained earlier, so
that viewers can visually ca-
ress the different textures in
these photographs. His spec-
tral light and strange juxtapo-
sitions make these spaces un-
easy and foreboding, as if we
can't quite figure out, in one
image, why a door is left open,
and in another, why we are
studying a stairway so intently.
And the prominent shadows in
these photographs increase
their mystery: shadows be-
come important protagonists
which peer from behind doors,
loom out of windows, and mul-
tiply such objects as the scythe
that leans uneasily against a
fireplace.

Sheeler's photographs are
both modern and anti-modern
at the same time. And this
ambivalence gives them enor-
mous power, because such tra-
ditional codes of modernism as
cropped images and underlying
abstract, geometric grids look
as if they were the rightful
properties of the house, and
not a manifestation of a twenti-
eth century method which
sometimes reduces objects to
predetermined essences. In
this way, the photographs con-
vince us of their reality, in
much the same way that
Brady's collection of Civil War
images or Atget's early morn-
ing scenes of Paris convey, re-
spectively, the tragedy of war
and the isolation of the modern
city.

It is a pleasure to find this
important series of pho-
tographs thoughtfully repro-
duced, along with a number of
other important works, in the
lavish Charles Sheeler: The
Photographs, by Theodore E.
Stebbins, Jr., and Norman
Keyes, Jr. This book serves as
one of two velumes of the cata-
logue for the Sheeler retrospec-
tive, organized by the Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, and first
shown there, before travelling
to the Whitney Museum of

American Art and the Dallas
Museum of Art. In the volume
on photographs, Sheeler’s vin-
tage prints are beautifully re-
produced in a subtle range of
duotones that approximate the
warmth of the earlier prints
and the slightly cooler tones of
the later work. The valume
has been lovingly conceived as
a testament to Sheeler and his
collector friends Bill and Saun-
dra Lane, who have lent
eighty-nine of the ninety prints
for the exhibition (and who
will, it is hoped, place the en-
tire collection on public trust
with the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, at some future date).
The text, a straightforward cat-
alogue of Sheeler's works, has
attempted to set records
straight regarding proper dates
and sources, as well as to
chronicle the eritical reception
of Sheeler's phou-ngrnphs.
which almost from the begin-
ning were regarded as works of
art. The great attention to the
photographs represented by
this book corrects a common
misunderstanding of the role
photography played in Sheel-
or's work. Unfnrtunat.ely, in
their efforts to provide a
balanced text, the authors have
failed to recognize the signifi-
cant contribution Sheeler's
phot.ographs have made in cre-
ating an enduring myth of
America's unobtainable past,
After his remarkable series
chronicling his Doylestown
house, Sheeler in 1920 made
an equally noteworthy group of
photographs of the New York
skyline that paralleled his film
Manhatta. Unlike the mod-
ernist painter Joseph Stella,
who glorified the power, ener-
gy, and dynamic force of New
York in his Breoklyn Bridge
series, Sheeler makes the city’s
skyline memorable by making
it highly suspect. Instead of
looking up at skyserapers and
delighting in their way of com-
mnndirng the heavens, Sheeler
looks down at the rooftops of
some skyserapers, and across
at the congested slum of others
that block vistas and fill the
city below with smoke and
darkness. These photographs
proved to be of inestimable im-
partance to Edward Hopper,
who used them as a basis for
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Charles Shoolor, Blast Furnace and Dust Catcher, Ford Plont, 1927

his watercolors and paintings
of New York rooftops that ap-
peared later in the twenties.
Sheeler unfortunately did not
always adhere to the critical
rigor evidenced in the Bucks
County farmhouse and New
York skyline series. In the
1920's, many of his pho-
tographs became increasingly
commercial. In 1926 he joined
the staff of Condé Nast, where
he worked for three years, con-
tributing sixty photographs to
Vanity Fair, and more than
ninety to Vogue. Although he
described his job as a “daily
trip to jail," he entered fully
into the spirit of the Condé
Nast publication and began to
glorify the glamour and power
of the modern world. Signifi-
cantly, few of these images are
reproduced in the Stebbing/
Keyes text, which mentions the
need at the time to produce
glamorous photographs of
celebrities, and the require-
ment on cceasion to stoop to
such features as "Ann Penning-
ton Struts a New Step—-A
Dance Up from the Levee--The
Black Bottom.™ Sheeler’s
Condé Nast connection can be
explained in terms of a need for
regular work and pay, even if
the results cannot be lauded.
The commission in 1927 to ad-
vertise Edsel Ford's River
Rouge plant near Dearborn,
Michigan, however, can less
easily be categorized as com-
merical work. In most of his
photographs of the Ford plant,
Sheeler maintains a critical
distance, Some of his images
in this series, in fact, are
among his greatest. They ap-
pear to extoll industrial power
and at the same time present
its dark side. The most suc-
cessful scenes are restricted to
huge machines in action.
These spectral figures--great
leering dinosaurs of the indus-
trial age--heave, sigh, and
spew steam, in what appears to
be a lumbering synchronized
manner. They are spectral and
monstrous robots of automa-
tion. Certainly not friendly
and also not entirely subdued,
they represent the industrial
power of the modern age.
Compared to these great icons
that testify to the mixed bless-
ing of industrialization and
mass production, Sheeler's
1929 interiors of his South
Salem house seem trivial and
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anecdotal, while his scenes of
the Mount Lebanon Shaker
Village (1934) and Williams-
burg interiors in the following
year are pale reflections of the
early series devoted to his
Doylestown house. Only in
1939 when he undertook the
Fortune commission to ereate a
group of paintings commemo-
rating power did he achieve
some of the intensity of his old
manner, maintaining his re-
markable ability to celebrate
and question aspects of Ameri-
can culture in the same work of
art. The photograph “View of
Boulder Dam,” for example,
commands respect for this
man-made wonder at the same
time that it underscores the
dam's role in influencing natu-
ral water courses. The view of
"Boulder Dam, Water Intake
Towers” is science fictional in
its spectral calm, and the fero-
cious harnessed power of
"Wheels" demands respect for
these then ubiquitous mecha-
nized monsters of the modern
world.

By comparison, Sheeler's
paintings lack the conviction
and force of his photographs,
perhaps because painted im-
ages do not impress on viewers
the level of reality that can be
conveyed by the photographs.
As is evident from Sheeler’s
work, a photograph is a select-
ed image of reality, a special
and privileged view that might
differ radically from the way a
scene or an object might ap-
pear to casual ebservers, Still,
in his photographs Sheeler
plays with this medium’s abili-
ty to maintain an apparently
direct relationship with the
perceivable world. His success
can be gauged by the fact that
his photographs are frequently
more evocative than his paint-
ings. Although superbly eraft-
ed, the paintings often appear
prosaic when placed next to
photographs. His photographs
transform reality while affirm-
ing it; they present carefully
selected segments of the world
that look like aceurate records
of external reality, while ex-
hibiting the strange familiarity
of dream images.

Robert Hobbs is Associate Profes-
sor of Art History at Florida State
University. His maost recent book

is Edward Hopper (Abrams),

THE DITLO
EFFECT: AN
ARMCHAIR GUIDE
TO THE GLOBAL
VILLAGE

By Bill Frazler

In 1982 there emerged a new
format for photojournalism
which has since grown into a
large publishing industry. The
series of A Day in the Life
of ... (DITLO) books has be-
come, by the publisher's own
statement, "the most successful
photography series in Ameri-
can publishing history.” These
volumes, which have so far
been devoted to Australia
(1982) , Hawaii (1984), Canada
(1985), Japan (1985), America
(19886), the Soviet Union
(1987), Spain (1988), and Cali-
fornia (1988), have been pro-
duced at a rate of about one
volume a year and have, on oe-
casion, made the New York
Tirmes Best Seller List. Each
volume reproduces an open let-
ter to the participating photog-
raphers which urges them to
"make extraordinary pho-
tographs of ordinary, everyday
events.™ Given the rate of pro-
duction, it would seem that
this directive is easily
achieved.

The format of each volume is
identical, regardless of the
country or culture pictured.
Each book is a collection of im-
ages made within a singe 24-
hour period which commences
after the photographers have
received their assignments and
are in place. While the list of
photographers changes from
project to project, there seems
to be a core group of people
who are hired frequently. This
group is then supplemented
with selections from a larger
international list of photojour-
nalists and photographers from
the host country.

Typiecally, the volumes begin
with images of sunrise and
morning activities, e.g. exercis-
es and breakfast. Daybreak is
followed by photographs of dai-
ly activities--work, school, fac-
tories, financial districts, farm-
ers mothers, soldiers, and vis-
tas of cities and landscapes.
Each picture is accompanied by
a small schematized map
which indicates the approxi-
mate location where the image
was made and a credit line
with the photographer's name.
At dusk our attention is direct-
ed to pictures of sunsets and
nightlife. Allowing for various
customs, fashions, and the
sprinkling of ethnic minorities
indigenous to various locales,
the photos in these photo books
are nearly identical. For in-
stance, the U.5.5R., which
probably has larger and more
varied ethnie sub-groups than
any other country encapsulated
by this process thus far, is
shown simply as another melt-
ing pot--just like America. The
DITLO formula obliterates dif-
ference.

The DITLO process involves
a considerable act of faith by
the photographers, editors,
publishers, and consumers who
purchase the books. All of
these persons seem to believe
that something will be revealed
as a result of the
DITLO process. A collective
portrait, perhaps even some
sort of universal truth about
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Day i the Life of Spoin, 1988.

the human animal or its soci-
ety will inevitably emerge from
studying the collection. This
belief in the truth value of
photography--its ability to con-
vey a human essence--parallels
the views of some influential
antecedents.

In the United States, LIFE
magazine, which was modeled
after earlier prototypes from
Germany and France, began
publishing in 1936. Its popu-
larity continued to grow until
the 1960's when its audience
and advertisers were gradually
pulled away by television.
During its nearly 40 years of
success, LIFE developed the
formula that is used in
DITLO. In both publications,
photographs are accompanied
by three or four brief sentences
which relate, in a rather in-
nocuous way, some slight infor-
mation about the subject, or
perhaps the photographer's ex-
periences while making the im-
age. Like their counterparts in
LIFE, these bland captions
have the role of a text for the

Exra Stollor. lastallation view from the exhibition The Fomily of
Man. Janeary 24, 1955 through May 8, 1955, The Museum of
Moderm Art, New York. Photograph coartesy of The Musewm of

Modern Art, New York.

publication. The DITLO edi-
tors mimic the LIFE magazine
formula by telling us about
specific people in everyday sit-
uations. We are encour-

aged to see these people as typ-
ical.

In the 1940's and 1950's, the
Museum of Modern Art De-
partment of Photography, un-
der the direction of Edward
Steichen, assembled and pre-
sented a series of exhibitions
which reflected, in their instal-
lation design and curatorial
methods, an approach remark-
ably similar to that exercised
by these publishers. In a num-
ber of exhibits, such as Road
to Victory (1942) and Power in
the Pacific (1945), Steichen
used images that had been
culled from many sources to
present vast, elaborate instal-
lations which ultimately gave
patriotism the blessings of in-
stitutionalized high eulture. In
1955, Steichen mounted what
was and remains the most pop-
ular photography exhibit of all
time, The Family of Man.
While these exhibits did little

to advance the public identifi-
eation of photography as an
artistic medium, their populist
appeal was a marked depar-
ture from earlier MOMA ef.
forts.

For these shows, the museum
used an installation design by
Herbert Bayer that had been
adapted from El Lissitzky's
Russian constructivist exhibit
plans. These plans, which had
been further refined in the
Bauhaus, yielded an installa-
tion which was reassuringly fa-
miliar to an audience acquaint-
ed with LIFE magazine.! The
overall look of the galleries was
remarkably similar to a double
page spread from LIFE. Im-
ages were juxtaposed in ways
which suited Steichen's pur-

pose.

In The Family of Man, Stei-
chen placed images of people
from various cultures side by
side. When gallery visitors en-
tered a given room, they were
confronted by a photo mixture
of differing scale, subjects, and
cultures., Steichen’s placement
and selection of imagery suited
his pmpagandistic aims, which
ultimately were to present
America as the social and polit-
ical leader of the post war
world. As Christopher Phillips
has observed, Steichen’s cura-
torial choices of scale and jux-
tapositioning established "new
narrative chains (which were)
consistent with a pre-deter-
mined thesis." While the
DITLO project directors are
not as overtly political, they
are engaged in a more subtle
process which is very similar in
its aims and effects.

Like Steichen's Family of
Man, the DITLO books are di-
rected primarily to the Ameri-
can consumer, and only secon-
darily to the global audience.
If the eight-vol-
ume series is
considered as a
single entity, it
has a remark-
able similarity
to an earlier
nineteenth cen-
tury practice--
the illustrated
book of the
Grand Tour.
These volumes,
which incorpo-
rated pho-
tographs of
most important
historical and
archeological
sites in distant
lands, had an enthusiastic au-
dience in England and France.
They simulated the travel jour-
nal which was popular among
the upper classes, who bought
them as souvenirs of their trav-
els. Those nineteenth century
publications were essentially
symbols of a cultural colonial-
ism being practiced at the time
by France and England, and
replicated now by the United
States. The DITLO volumes
make all cultures knowable,
and to that extent possessible.
‘When the series is expanded,
as is currently planned, to in-
clude some third world coun-
tries (where the average $40.00
cost of these volumes exceeds
the monthly income in many
households), our photo-colonial
impulses will become even
more apparent.

The gender roles which are
seen in the DITLO pho-
tographs generally support tra-
ditional stereotypes. Women
are frequently seen in activi-
ties or portrayed in manners
which are associated with soci-
etal views of femininity. They
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are pictured as mothers, teach-
ers, nurturing children, ¢lean-
ing house, sitting idly, or relat-
ing to men in a way which es-
tablishes the male as the per-
son who is in charge of the sit-
uation. When women face the
camera, they often are laugh-
ing nervously or gleefully.
They are only rarely shown in-
volved in serious purposeful
work which challenges stereo-
types. There are many pic-
tures of young beauties.

When men are pictured, a dis-
tinct difference in editorial
choice is evident. They wark
hard, and their involvement in
their task is a serious matter.
They are nearly always shown
in positions of responsibility
and authority. Men are fre-
quently pictured in instruction-
al roles--with other men or
women; or they are involved in
serious discussions (minus the
hilarity which punctuates pic-
tures of gatherings of women).

Here, there is yet another
similarity with Steichen's
world view. Phillips accurately
observed that The Family of
Man presented "the global pa-
triarchal family...as utopia™
Here the participating photog-
raphers and editors have done
the same thing thirty years lat-
er. The gender roles in these
books are also congruent with
images recycled from another
more contemporary source, ad-
vertising. In commercials and
magazines women are usually
represented as frivolous and
dependent, while men are seri-
ous and independent. These
representational formulas have
long histories.®

There are still many people
who cling to the old ideas about
photography’s pre-theoretical
innocence. Editors and cura-
tars within our phn‘bn culture
invest considerable faith in the
notion of photographic truth.
This belief in the truth poten-
tial of the image is a myth that
has been operative since the in-
vention of photography 150
years ago, despite the fact that
many photographer-writers
have critically challenged it.
Giséle Freund, for example,
has written of the photograph's
dependence upon the written
word.” As an example, she cites
the various captions assigned
to images of rebellion against
Soviet domination in Hungary
in 1956, The truth value--or
information value of images de-
pends entirely upon their cap-
tions and contexts.

More recently, photography
has also entered another dia-
logue which also ascribes to the
image a curious and problem-
atic independence. Formalist
criticism assigns to a given ob-
ject, such as a painting or a
photograph, a mysterious com-
pleteness, apart from any artis-
tic, theoretical or social con-
cerns. [deas about photograph-
ie truth may now be seen as
stemming in part from these
formalist attitudes. About this
issue, Allan Sekula has writ-
ten, for example:

Implicit in this argument is
the quasi-formalist notion that
the phatograph derives its se-
mantic properties from condi-
tions that reside within the im-
age itgelf. But if we accept the
fundamental premise that in-
formation is the outcome of a
culturally determined relation-
ship then we can no longer as-
cribe an intrinsic or universal
meaning to the photographic
image.*

Since nationality is ostensibly

SPOT

the subject of the INTLO
books, we might consider the
nationality of the publisher.
Collins Publishers, an Ameri-
ean coneern, seems to be exer-
cising proprietary rights simi-
lar to those claimed by our gov-
ernment and our citizenry. We
are, after all, the self-appointed
leaders of the free world. The
“eulturally determined rela-
tionship” of the DITLO vol-
umes bespeaks our colonialist
patronizing attitudes toward
the world population in gener-
al

As these books function in our
society, they offer us an image
of the benefits of privilege and
wealth that few outside the
western world can ever hope to
enjoy. The pictures document
the myth of the bourgeaisie,
proposing this class as the
model for global society in gen-
eral. The proletariat is shown
striving eagerly for association
with the moneyed class. The
work ethic is firmly in place.
This bourgeois view is problem-
atic, however, because it de-
picts a mythological state.
Since the western democracies
comprise about 15% of the
world population and control
about 80% of the world's
wealth, we are presented with
a model that is improbable.
These DITLOs promote, to
borrow from Roland Barthes,
the myth of "a perfectible mo-
bile world, [which] produces an
inverted image of an unchang-
ing humanity, characterized by
an indefinite repetition of its
identity.™ We as Americans,
holders of great wealth and
bourgeois privilege, have noth-
ing to lose by perpetuating
these myths. The DITLO
books eodify our position in the
waorld and give our status an
air of respectable attainability

Footnotes

1. A Day in the Life of Califor-
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FALLS THE SHADOW

By Wendy Sterba

Body and Sowl: Ten American
Women, Text by Carolyn Co-
man, Photographs by Judy
Dater, Design by Lance Hidy.
Boston: Hill & Company, 1988,
136 pages, 200 black and white
photographs. Cloth $27.50, pa-
per $14.95.

Ome important aspect of
artistry is making judgement
ealls, including ones about
what to leave out. Good artists
know when to let go of their
original intent in favor of a bet-
ter inspiration, and most of all
they know how to reformulate
their feelings and ideas. Body
and Soul: Ten American Wom-
en, by Carolyn Coman and
Judy Dater? , is full of inspira-
tion, but it suffers from the
lack of adequate reformulation.
Intent and result are at cross
purposes in a work that com-
bines the abilities and efforts of
three talented individuals who
seem to have been unable to
unify their purpose and presen-
tation.

Taken on its own, without ex-
planatory preface, Body and
Soul is surprisingly impres-
sive. Ostensibly it is an unre-
lated collection of self-reflective
essays by women--the kind of
book that might be picked up
out of idle curiosity, and then
read through with increasing
interest. Itis a compelling text
which explores the nature of
women's perceptions and expe-
riences in a male-dominated
world. As Carolyn Coman ex-
plains in the Intreduction, "Is-
n't diversity, after all, a giant
relief, a gift that in the giving
makes room enough for us all?”
(pp. T-8). There is a quiet femi-
nism here--a celebration of the
silent beauty in these women's
struggles to be out of the ordi-
nary. This is a book about
strength through adversity,
telling stories about some
women not typically included
in a feminist pantheon.

Unfortunately, the three-per-
son creative team was not con-
tent to leave it at that. Instead
of allowing the work to speak
for itself, they attempt to ex-
plain their actions, and the re-
sult is an underscoring of the
book’s less visible weaknesses.
The Introduction maintains
that, "Ordinary daily life ulti-
mately made the sensational
story understandable and hu-
man. And it was the drama
within the seemingly ordinary
life that inevitably floored us”
{p. 9). There is nothing ordi-
nary about the lives of any of
the women included in Body
and Soul. The implication is
that, if explored, any woman's
life involves some sort of sensa-
tional story. Yet this iz belied
by the very process Coman and
Dater used to seek out the in-
terviewees. They initially
talked to ten interesting people
who then suggested other sub-
jeets. It is repeatedly stressed
that only one of the original ten
ended up in the book. It would
have been a different book, but
an intriguing one, if Coman
and Dater had accepted the
challenge of detailing ten "ordi-
nary” women in all their ordi-
nariness.

Originally, as conceived by
publisher Tim Hill, the book
was to be a collection of essays
on women doing traditionally
male jobs., Hill envisioned a
joint effort between a writer
and a photographer, and he
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Judy Dater, Celia Alvarer, Tn Body and Soul.

brought Coman and Dater to-
gether for the project, suggest-
ing poster artist Lance Hidy as
designer. Coman and Dater
went out for the interviews,
but began to realize that they
did not want to define these
women purely by their profes-
sion, that they "couldn’t isolate
work without dragging in ev-
erything else” (p. 8). Tentative-
1y, they changed their premise
to "Survivors,” or "What Wom-
en Want.” After more work
they decided that they did not
need a unifying theme; instead
they would choose a variety of
issues and highlight women-re-
lated topics. They wanted to
interview "a woman who
breaks all the rules and gets
away with it" or "a woman
who has worked at a repeti-
tious job for years” (p. 9). This
idea changed again, as they
adopted the new goal of show-
ing "different things from dif-
ferent lives, contrast and con-
nection” (p. 8). The final work
ends up being a hodge-podge of
all of these things, unable to fo-
cus or carry the impact that
any one of the individual pro-
Jects might have yielded.

A further goal, as expressed
by Dater, was to combine text
and image so completely that
neither was subordinated to
the other, to achieve a dynamic
fusion “in which words and pic-
tures carried equal weight” (p.
12). Here again the artists met
with failure, for the written
text earries far more weight
than the images.

Coman did a superior job of
editing the interviews, present-
ing their results as a sort of
monologue delivered by each
subject. The subjects are al-
ways interesting and charac-
teristically revealing. The
visual aspect of the portraits,
however, leaves much to be
desired. The most overwhelm-
ing problem coneerns design
and cheice of materials. No
doubt financial considerations
limited the quality of image re-
production, but there is really
no excusing the substandard
printing in Body and Sowl.
Prints are overly dark and of-
ten lacking in white tones. The
overall mood is one of hectie
photajournalism rather than
pensive examination.

As if this weren't bad enough,
designer Lance Hidy com-
pounds the problem by cutting
out low-contrast subjects and
laying these against stark
white backgrounds, further
emphasizing the grayness of
the prints. The layout in gen-
eral is annoying. Frequently
frames are laid in strips end to
end, proof-sheet style, in an ef-
fort to capture the subject's an-
imation. Unfortunately, the ef-
fect is tiresome. After a couple
of instances, one no longer
wants to bother looking closely
at such small images. It al-
maost suggests that the photog-

rapher or editor did not find
any of the prints impressive
enough to stand on its own.
Many of the photographs are
close-ups trying to get at the
“essence” of the personality, yet
this in combination with Hidy's
design creates an image claus-
trophobia. Even photographs
which are given an entire page
of their own seem to suffer
from a lack of space.

In many instances the shots
themselves don’t seem to be
well thought out. A boy stand-
ing before a wall wears an
antler made by the design of
the mortar between bricks be-
hind him. A shoe factory work-
er floats in her frame because
her dark trousers merge with
the background. Iditarod win-
ner Susan Butcher becomes a
hairless wonder, for the same
reason. This is not the gquality
one expects from the experi-
enced hand of Judy Dater. It
would have been far more im-
pressive to have chosen only
two or three strong images of
each woman, well-printed and
spaced, rather than to subject
readers to this relentless bar-
rage of mediocrity.

Some of the images actually
do succeed. Especially expres-
sive are the images of Maggie
Ross, a free-spirited Episco-
palilan nun who calls herself "a
speculative theologian.” In one
shot she is seen standing out-
side in her over-large home-
made habit, exuding joie de
vivre, arms upwardly out-
stretched, with beneficent
smile. An openness beams
forth, evoking her comment on
her lifestyle, "I just wander
with God, a kind of availabili-
ty” (p. 131). This openness to
life and balance between hu-
mor and contemplation is also
clearly visible in some pictures
taken of her in a treehouse.
Laid out nine to the page, with
bad printing, they still have
much to offer in variety of ex-
pression and emotional play. If
only there were less trechouse
and more nun, fewer images,
and breathing space between
the frames!

The most beautiful portrait in
the book is also quite tradition-
al. It depicts Celia Alvarez,
who describes herself as "a
working-class Puerto Rican
woman.” In the close-up image
of her with eyes closed, hand to
cheek, we seem to see pensive-
ness and humor, a woman rec-
onciled to the uphill struggle of
her life. Texture detail is beau-
tifully rendered, with reflected
light illuminating her curly
dark hair and an engraving in
her ornate bracelet. Oval
shapes are repeated in her
face, hand, and in a string of
beads which dips to the bottom
of the picture. Celia’s images
and story fit in well with the
project as it was initially con-
ceived, and the phnt.ag'rnphs
and text achieve a symbiosis in
this section moreso than in any
other.

Another nice, less traditional
portrait is a close-cropped im-
age of an S&M mistress, show-
ing only her erossed hands on
crossed legs. Patterns made by
her curled pudgy fingers in
gaudy ring and by her studded
bracelet are laid against a
background of leather and sin-
uous arms and legs. Itisan
unfetishized view of a highly
fetishized profession, empha-
sizing work aspects of this ro-
manticized oceupation,

Unfortunately, the most inter-
esting women in Body and
Soul are shown in some of the
least interesting portraits. Pie-
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Judy Dater, Vickie Singer, from Body amd
Soud, 1988,

tures of actress Geraldine
Fitzgerald sitting in a chair do
not begin to reveal the power
and energy shown in her inter-
view. Although there are some
good shots of Susan Butcher,
the dog-sled racer and two-
time Iditarod winner, they are
mostly too contrasty and badly
lit. They do not measure up to
the fascinating depiction of her
life in her interview.

In the same way, the portraits
of Vickie Singer, one of the loy-
al wives of notorious renegade
polygamist John Singer, while
they demonstrate her lifestyle,
do not seem really to convey
the conviction and rage which
were soon to surface in the po-
lice siege at her family’s house
in Marion, Utah. Dater de-
seribed Singer in the San
Francisco Examiner as a "very
bitter woman bent on revenge.”
Yet the best shots of her em-
phasize her family life, show-
ing a smiling Vickie and two
daughters looking out a win-
dow, or a proud Vickie standing
in front of her husband's hand-
made American flag. The in-
terview stressed her strength
and struggles of conscience, her
trouble in dealing with her
husband’s taking a second wife,
and the importance that love
and belief played in her life.

As is frequently the case in
Body and Soul, the written
text here has more depth and
complexity than the pho-
tographs, which seem to have
been chosen for purely pictori-
alformal reasons.

Body and Soul is a mixed bag.
It cannot be recommended for
its images. It is, however, well
worth the reading. A quietly
feminist book, it teaches
through example rather than
rhetoric or theory. The book
suffers from being a group ef-
fort without a clear goal or uni-
fied theme, but it still offers
considerable raw material for
rumination, without either sen-
timentality or demagoguery.

Fooctnotes

1. Body and Soul: Ten Ameri-
can Women; Text h)‘ Cam]yn
Coman, Photographs by Judy
Dater (Boston: Hill & Compa-
ny, 1988). All subsequent quo-
tations in the text are from this
book.

Werndy Sterba is Assistant Profes-
sor of German at the College of St.
Benedici, in Minnesota. She
teaches and publishes in the areas
of film, gender studies, and eritical
theory.
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LETTERS

Priority in the SPOT lelters col-
umn is given {o lelters concerning
recent SPOT articles. Letters may
be edited for reasons of space.

Heinecken on Sekulo

November 9, 1988
To the Editor:

I am writing to clarify two poten-
tially misunderstood points in
“Sekula replies to Kozlofl™ (SPOT,
Letters, Fall 1988).

Near the end of his letter is a sen-
tence that reads: "But [ do get
cranky about my historical re-
search being used to legitimate
work for which I have little re-
spect,

Unfortunately, in our language,
the word "legitimate” can be used
a8 an adjective or as a transitive
verb, and therefore is completely
dependent on its grammatical
and/or syntactical context to insure
accurate meaning. IM "legitimate”
ia und to be an adjective
and is prefaced by the words "used
to” one might interpret his state-
ment to mean: “But [ do get cranky
when my historical research is ac-
customed to being considered as
valid work for which [ have little
respect.” At best this reading pro-
duces confusion, and at worst re-
verses his intention. I think Seku-
la means to say: "But I do get
cranky about my historical re-
scarch being utilized Lo justify
work for which I have little re-
spect.”

Because his writing (and position)
is otherwise precise I feel that we
should make certain that those
subseribers who have followed
Sekula's sequence of exchanges in
SPOT consider the following: A
determination of context is crucial
to an understanding of intended
meaning.

The second (2nd) incident occours
in the third line of Sekula's piece
and is most certainly a typographic
error (typo). We all know the gen-
eral maxim which states: "It does-
n't matter what they write about
you, as long as they spell your
name right.” Il this epigram is
true, I must point out that the cor-
rect spelling of my given name is
“Robert,” not "Rober” as was print-
ed. "Rober,” when pronounced
("Robber™), induces an overtone of
criminality. I am certain that Alla
would not wish to allow this nega-
tive connotation to stand.

Respectfully,
Robert Heinecken
Los Angeles

On Japaness Video

November 3, 1988
Dear SPOT/Wendy Sterba:

Regarding your review of WAVE-
FORMS: Video/Japan, entitled,
“Boundaries of the Wave:
Japanese Avant-Garde Video,” I'd
like to make the following correc-
tions and clarifications:

WAVEFORMS: Video/ Japan
was organized by Carl, not Carol,
Loeffler and Beau Takahara.

WAVEFORMS is designed to be a
survey to present viewers with a
broad perspective of video art ac-
tivity in Japan. The two programs
are not arranged in chronological
order, but in contextual order, with
each program comprising a totality
on its own as well. The eentral me-
tif of the entire program is the per-
sistence of tradition and the em-
bracing of new technology in
Japanese culture.

Regarding technically primitive:
How much American experimental
video art is of equivalent technical
sophistication to Hollywoed or

MTV?

WAVEFORMS includes works em-
ploying both low end and high end
technology. Such works as Ko
Nakajima's Mt. Fuji, Runosuke Ka-
to's What!, and the pieces by Radi-
cal TV are state-of-the-art by
American and European stan-
dards, even today! Kiri Miyagaki's

Chasing the Rainbow received a
standing ovation at SIGGRAPH for
its technical sophistication.

Terminology: Flease note, these
are video tapes, NOT film.

Cultural alienation: Yes, Japan is
a different culture than eurs, as
this video program indicates. And
“difference that opens up possibili-
ties of meaning” cannot be ade-
quately judged by the standards of
a culture which have not informed
it.

The program: Alley of Alley may
be seen differently by Americans
and Japanese, but stands up on
both fronts. It is a subjoctive
record of the artist's boyhood im-
pressions (the camera view is held
waist high by the artist to capture
his perspective as a child). Objec-
tively, Alley of Alley exposes a
Japanese sham.

In GI Joe, Radical TV holds a mir-
ror to Americans of what they see
of us; what we've directly exported.
Seeing the “Lilliputian toy service-
man doing a jerky dance number”
also provides a provocative com-
mentary of U.S. military stance.

Koto Buki is not a music video,
but decumentation of a ritualized
performance. The artist comes
from a fishing village, hence his
“poctic inspiration” of seeing the
blue sea water reflected in his par.
ents’ faces. The music recalls
seabirds; the artist's costume is
based on Japanese symbols; red for
the soul, white for purity.

Narrative: Even in the U.S., nar-
rative is not an imperative for
video art. However, WAVE-
FORMS includes both narrative
and non-narrative works,

Innocent? Tentative? Look a lit-
tle deeper. By inquiring into the
technology utilized, and Japan's
cultural roots, it IS possible for the
difference of Japanese culture to
have insight and meaning as it
comp]cments ourown,

Sineerely,

Carl LoeMer
Director, ART COM
San Francisco

Wendy Sterba replies:

Thank you for your concern with
the review of WAVEFORMS. It

seams we both have in mind the
sime gonl: the dissemination of
new insight via the experience of
another cultural perspective. You
have expressed my views precisely
in your explanation of "G.1 Joe" by
Radical TV, and I hope it is very
clear that I certainly had no inten-
tion of judging Japan by American
cultural standards. My review was
aimed more at an American cultur-
al bias and at the ways in which
acquaintance with Japanese video
might speak to a group unfamiliar
with Japanese culture. As a long-
time student of Japanese language
and culture, [ was very interested
in your analyses of the individual
works, and can only say that [ re-
gret no additional material was
available to the less informed
American audience. [ spoke with
several Japanese friends about
"Koto Buki” and they were as con-
fused about the eolor symbelism as
L. It would be helpful to American
audiences if there were some writ-
ten explanation of the persisting
traditional roots to which these
videos refer, or if a short descrip-
tion explaining subject and order
cholees were to be made available.
My hope is that such programs will
continue to be made available to
American audiences, with sufTi-
cient secondary material to allow
them to step beyond the limits of
their narmow cultural perimeters. 1
however also reserve the right as
critic to comment on aspects of art
which I find pleasing as well as
those which are displensing. With
regard to WAVEFORMS, 1 believe 1
have succeeded at elucidating both.

Sincerely,
Wendy Sterba

CLUBS

The Houston Camera Club mects at
6 q'g.m. on the first and third
Tueesdays of each month at Bay-
land Park Community Center,
G400 Bissonet. Contact Jane Ash-
Icél'maidcnl.. ot 984-2125 (h) or
G22-2330 (o

)
The Houston Photographic Club
mcets at 7:30 p.m. on the second
and fourth Teesdays of each
month at The Camera Doctor, 3211
Edlee. Contact Ed Borgman, Pres-
ident, at 777-7255.

NEWS

Conferances
Wemen In Photojournalism

A two day conference entitled
"Ansther Point of View—Women in
Photojournalism” will be held in
Austin on February 25-28, 1989. A
faculty of ten women, all leaders in
their respective fields, will head-
line this conference designed for
working photojournalists, editors,
news directors, graphic designers,
and media students. The speakers
will include internationally known
photographer Susan Meizelas, Los
Angeles Times colomnist and au-
thor Kay Mills, and Houston photo-
journalist Wendy Watriss. Hosted
by the Region B Women's Commit-
tee of the National Press Photogra-
pher's Association, the conference
will address important issues that
affect women, ag well as men, in
the field of photojournalism. For
maore information about the confer-
ence, please contact: Michelle
Bridwell, 1402 Galvesten, Laredo,
TX 78040, (512) T27-7487 (H),
(512) 723.2901 (0), or Joyee Mar-
shall, 1700 Sunset Terrace #6, Ft.
Worth, TX 76102, (817) 336-4309
(H), (817) 320-7650 (W),

SPE Naotlonal Meetings

The Society for Photographic Edu-
cation will convene its 26th annual
conference in Rochester, NY, March
16-189, 1989, With a theme of “Me-
dia and Society,” the event will ex-
amine the many ways that photo-
graphically derived media have
come to affect human experience in
cultural, economie, and political
terms. Programming for this
year's conference has been selected
by a ten-member national jury rep-
resenting the field’s diversity--in
racial, sexual, occupational, and
geographical terms.

For further information, contact:
1989 SPE National Conference,
P.0. Box BBB, Albuquerque, NM
87196, or call (505) 268-4073.
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Quality everytime
Professional photographers expect 8kl . .

aspecially when they depend on HOUSTON

PHOTOLAB. Our reputation as Houston's
pramiere cihachrome specialist is a clear
resull of our quality. That quality is backed
by professional grade Service . fast, know-
ledgeable, responsive and responsible.

The pros call us home

Come in and see why the pros call us home

tor all their pholographic needs. From in-
house cibachromas and type-R prints, to

continuous E-6 film runs and special propct

assistance, HOUSTON PHOTOLAB stands
for quality everylime.

Open Saturday 9:00 AM - 1:00 PM

CIBACHROME
CIBACHROME

CIBACHROME

HOUSTON PHOTOLAB

5250 Guition, Bldg. 3 Swibe D. Housion Tmas TT081 (713) 6650282
353 Greens Foad, Houston, Texs 77060 (T13) 8762188
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Empathy: Contemporary
Japanese Photography

was exhibited in the 1600
Smith lobby gallery from
September 22 to November 17,
1988, The exhibition, con-
ceived and assembled by Akira
Matsumura, was un:nm_pﬂm'ed
by a newspaper-format cata-
logue published by the Visual
Studies Workshop.

From Akira Matsumura’s cat-
alogue statement:

Japanese people are often
quick to poeticize their emo-
tions and render them into lit-
erature or art.... Unlike West-
ern photographers who faver
predetermined conceptual for-
mats, Japanese imagemakers
are more likely to approach
their subjects intuitively.
Thus, Japanese photographers
express themselves through
their subjects--by a process
that can best be described as
“empathy." The final result
may be a forward plunge into
the depths of joy or despair, a
rhythmical sense of playful-
ness, or a recreation of the
senses. Butin the end, the pie-
tures leave one with an impact
that is raw and powerful.

Katherine Guild responds here lo
two images from this exhibition in
the spirit of Empathy. Guild is
Senior Editor at Houston
Metropolitan Magazine.

seor

From “Light and Shedaw™ (1981) by Daido Meriyoma

As we are weightless ants journeying up and down the surface of this city, Moriyama's hatis a
landscape. I will swim to the beach of its brim and find my way to its recessed center--the perfect
spot to lie hidden from view and look up at the sky. From this perspective, | come to know the hat as
a lover, with the skin of my belly, eyes inches away, moved, suddenly, to press my cheek against...
And then [ step back, away.

From "Kekenodate” by Ryoji Akiyome

Unbeknownst to the priest, he earries the self-condemnation of hopelessness over his head. All the
utterances of despair dispersed on anonymous individual white rectangles of paper for the new year.
My newly lightened inner life a paper parasol, along with, I am sure, the prayer from a woman [ do
not know and will never meet who cannot conceive and the many prayers for all the only sons.

I am disinclined to share with anybedy the relief I feel, indeed devotion, to the happy priest, who
will always be here, bright with purpose, celebrating, unknowingly, shame's hideous toenails, every-
one's dry croaking pleas for prosperity, death wishes.

Faithfully, excitedly, he bears these paper slips, encoded stars and invisible boulders all, to a place
where there is no word for permission, where mothers don't live in their ears, where men don't shoot
their wives, where the boss doesn't spy on you, where the medicine chest isn't filled with prescrip-
tions, where your friends are happy, where, in fact, your lover sucks your tit.
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Lea Friedlander, Canyon de Chelly, 1983

HOUSTON CENTER FOR PHOTOGRAPHY
1989 PRINT AUCTION

The Houston Center for Photography announces its fifth print auction
to take place on Sunday, March 12,1989. An illustrated auction catalogue
will be available in early February 1989 for $7.00. This auction will
feature photographs by approximately 150 regionally, nationally and
internationally known contemporary photographers. Mail and phone bids
are encouraged. To order a catalogue, send your name, address and check
or MC/VISA card number to:

PRINT AUCTION

Houston Center for Photography

1441 West Alabama

Houston, Texas 77006

(713)529-4755
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