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Tender Instincts
Politics and Art? A shotgun marriage, Kerry
Candaele argues, and Mike Weaver
takes it on the chin. Paul Strand,
says Candaele, was more the
son of Emerson
than of Marx,

Twinning
“Erotic, fetishised, seductive,” say critics in Arts and Art in
America. Emanating an “aura of mystery and mythology,” says
Cara De Busk. Are the Starn Twins the plastic surgeons of the
art world, constructing the body of a

body of work?
i
Ceremonies,
Elegies,
Documentaries ,@

MNovelist Olive Hershey

finds a poetic

resonance in the work of
twenty-six Latin American
photographers at I
Houston's Contemporary
Arts Museum.

Shattered
Louis Dobay experienced existential gridiock
reviewing Rick Hock's work.

Wilson on the Beach
When an artist of light accepts earthly attachments, is he at
risk of selling out? James Houlihan reports.

10
A Super War

Hans Staartjes reviews a small group show that made
statements on the television treatment of Operation Desert
Storm as spectacle, censorship, and the art of war.

10
“Tattoos”
by Lynda Schrafnagel
11

A World in Negative
The scorched earth: Diane Bemateath looks at the oibwell fires in Kuwait.
12
Pharmakopia
Cynthia Freeland viewed the Houston Center for Photography's

annual fellowship show and found
muses at work and rumbling.

14

Cameras With Attitudes
SPOT presents the vibrant results of what is arguably the finest
community outreach program of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.

ARLY last summer, the Houston Center for Photog-

raphy presented “Sexuality: Image and Control,” a
show curated by Jim Dozier that originated in St. Paul,
Minnesota, at Film in the Cities and that more
Houstonians attended
than any other in
HCP's history. Two of
the works from that |
show have been in-
cluded in this issue:
Carrie Mae Weems'
Portrait of a Fallen
Woman, right, and |
Ruth Berhard's In the
Box, Horizontal, 1962, ¥
page 22. Because of |
the peculiarly fluent
exchange that can take place between photographs
and poetry, SPOT solicited the work of poets Lynda
Schrafnagel and Leslie Adrienne Miller, pages 10 and
22, as an editorial response—albeit an elliptical one—
to the exhibition. Bill Shackelford's review of the film
Poison, page 17, too, spins some relevant issues.

15

The New Vision and Celebrity Representation
Tim Brookover reflects on the monumental shadows cast
by photographs in the recent MFAH exhibition,

“The New Vision.”

16
Videotics

Continuing the Whitmanian tradition of the Yawp, video artist
Peter Harvey sounds off in response to a new tome on video.

17

Homo-Phobia-Poison
Bill Shackelford finds in Todd Haynes® film, Poison, an effec-
tive marketing tool for queer politics and a gay-culture-specific
visual grammar.
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Three Sixty
Kenneth Snelson’s newest publication rewards the reader who
enters the labyrinth. Maggie Olvey takes a tour.

19
Letter to the Editor
21
Books, Books, Books

A selection of titles recently received by the
Houston Center for Photography.

22

“The Queen of Fortune”
by Leslie Adrienne Miller
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Diane Berna-Heath is an editor at Southwes! Art.

Tim Brookover, former executive editor of Ultra, currently writes for several
Houston publications.,
Kerry Candaele is a Richard Hofstadter fellow at Columbia University

working on a book on the working class intellectual in antebellum
America.

Cara De Busk is a photo-artist working in Houston who is now question-
ing the motivations behind her own painterly approach to antmaking.

Louis Dobay is a freelance art critic based in Houston,

Cynthia Freeland is an associate professor of philosophy and coordina-
tor of Women's Studies at the University of Houston. She is cumrently af
work on a series of articles on hormor films.

Petar Harvey is a video artist working in Houston,

Olive Hershey is a novelist who, though based in Houston, can frequently
be found in the wilds of west Texas.

James Houlihan's most recent book is a translation from the Portuguese
of Jorge de Sena’s poetry in a volume entitled Metamorphoses.

Scottie Kersta-Wilson is a Houston-based photographer,

Leslie Adrienne Miller's books of poems include Staying Up for Love,
and No River. Her poetry has appeared in a number of magazines includ
ing The Antioch Review, Kenyon Review, and American Poetry Raview.

Maggla Olvay works at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and received
a master of fine arts in photography from the University of Houston.
Lynda Schrafnagel died of cancer, at the age of forty, last January.

Across the country, her former colleagues, professors, and friends, who
were firmly in her corner, have been grieving her loss,

Biil Shackelford is in the master of fine arts program at Mason Gross at
Rutgers University.

Hans Staartjes is a freelance photographer and writer of Dutch nationality
residing in Houston,
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Tender Instincts

S 1990 marked the one hundredth anni-
versary of Paul Strand's birth, the art world
auses (0 reflect on this iwentieth-century
photographer now firmly established in the canon.
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, for instance,
will host “Paul Strand“—an exhibition organized
by the National Gallery of Art that contains one
hundred fifty vintage prints—which opens on
November 10, 1991, and runs through January
12, 1992, The accompanying catalogue Paul
Strand: An American Vision is published by the
National Gallery of Art, Washington, in association
with the Aperture Foundation. The recent release
b Aperture Press, Panf Strand: Essays on His
Life and Work, edited by Marcus Strange, offers
many useful essays; those on art and politics,
howeser, are disappointing.

In 1976, near the end of his life, Strand
referred to himself as “an explorer who has
spent his life on a long voyage of discovery,” and
when these words were published, Strand had
wandered, drified, and lived in many countries,
trying through photographs both 1o forge a
solidarity with his subjects and make sense of
their lives. Mexico in the Thirties; New England
in the Forties, France, Italy, and the Hebrides
in the Fifties; all helped spark Strand’s artistic
powers and challenged him to remain ever the
aesthetic explorer.

Strand’s early statements concern “pure” pho-
tography and the “absolute unqualified objectivi-
ty” as the essence of his art, “accomplished
without tricks of process or manipulation through
the use of straight photographic methods” (Strand
3-4). In an era when poststrucialists have left
statements such as those disheveled, dismantled,
and strewn about the critical landscape—for

many critics any “unqualified objectivity” is an
unqualified fax pas—Strand’s words, though
not his works, seem fixed in the ancien régime of
modernism. “Straight” photographic methods, an
ant without “tricks”—ihe very words cinnot be
uttered without tasting the dust of positivism, a
desire for an, science, and technology 1o form a
harmonious frofka. The later Strand was less
naive, but still not the sort 1o be drawn into the
gidddy vacuities of postmodernism.

But tricks were plaved by the history that Strand
lived through: the decades of worldwide depres-
sion, the Spanish Civil War, Eiscism, and the Cold
War. Before many of the catachsmic events of this
century, Strand had already tumed a jaundiced
eve on his own country. Borrowing an image from
Jack London’s dystopian novel, The fron Heel,
Strand sketched a sour view of contemporary civi-

Clockwise from top: Paul Strand’s The
White Fence, Port Kent, New York, 1916;
Lusetti Family, Luzzara, Italy, 1953;

and Cobweb in Rain, Georgetown, Maine, 1927.
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lization confronted with the insidious forces of the
“Machine,” “Materialistic Empiricism,” and
“Science” (Trachtenberg 146). “The present criti-
cal condition of Western civilization,” Strand
insisted, was faced with the “alternatives of being
quickly ground to pieces under the heel of the
new God [the Machine] or with the tremen-
dous task of controlling the heel.” So when
the question was technology, small was
indeed beautiful for Strand; for paradoxically,
the camera, in Strand's view, could transcend
its machine nature by the purity and reality of
the images created—images, moreover, that
could instruct and change people’s lives and
serve political purposes.

But Politics and Art* A couple married by
shotgun, whose strident and horrifving argu-
menis echo loudly through our century, as if
out of the huge mouth in Edvard Munch’s
The Scream. Can politics and ant ever form a
necessary human connection, free from plati-
mche and party uniform? Anyone attempting to
make the connection between Paul Strand’s
arl and his politics, as several writers in
Strange’s collection have recently attempled,
with mixed results, must confront a familiar
dilemma, stated succinctly by Alan
Trachtenberg: “Can art be true to fsell, to its
aesthetic character, and at the same time
serve social justice?” (Strange 6).

Paul Strand thought that it could. And for
those who want 1 establish a superficial connec-
tion hetween Strand’s art and his personal poli-
tics, the task is not difficult, for Strand was a
political person. From the mid-Thirties when a
cycle of reform gripped the country and the rein-
vigorated American Communist Party took the

2 lead in many popular
struggles—from union
organizing to tenants’
rights to civil rights for
black Americans—io the
end of his life, Strand
remained intellectually
committed 1o Marxism,
however vaguely sketch-
ed. He traveled to Mos-
cow in 1935 and earlier
had joined Harold Clur-
man’s Group Theater pro-
ject in New York. Moving
away from photography
for a time, Strand also
joined the Nykino film
group, i splinter organi-
zation formerly aligned
with the radical New York
Film sind Photo League. In
1937 Strand worked with
Leo  Hurwitz, Ben
Maddow, Lionel Berman,
and others to form
Frontier Films. Their
manifesto proclaimed the
“enormous power [of film] 1o mold the mind of
the nation . . . consistently on the side of
progress”—an ominous phrase, this “molding”
of minds, but perhaps a necessary siralegy when
confronted with the more powerful reality of
Hollywood's molding of a different order. From
1937 10 1942, when Frontier Films closed up
shop, Strand produced his most overtly political
and propagandistic work. Heart of Spain (MFA,
Houston, screening December 1), China Strikes
Back (a film that featured the first footage from
Maoist Yenan), Return fo Life, and People of
the Curmberland were wpical agit-prop films of
the Popular Front period, when communist par-
ties worldwide, with explicit orders from the
Cominiern, abandoned their revolutionary strate-
gy and agreed to work with liberals and other left
groups in 2 united front against fascism. [ was
the good guys versus the bad guys; patriotic
themes abounded and the American flag ofien
was feared. Yet Native Land (MFA, Houston,
screening November 29), the one truly innova-
tive film of the lot, with borrowings from Brechi,
Stanislavski, Vertov, and Eisenstein, was cen-

sored by the same American Communist Party
that had paid for its production. When Native
Land opened in 1942, the images of class con-
flict, exploited workers, and massive upheaval
were no longer palatable w the party that had
taken the position (at Soviet behest) that strikes

and disruptions by American workers would hurt
the war effort and weaken the fight against fas-
cists.

So Paul Strand was political. He believed in the
Soviet “experiment.” “The most doctrinaire
Marxist | had ever met,” recalled the film director,
Fred Zinnemann (Strange 199). And yet Paul
Strand's photographs were too smart for his poli-
tics. His provincial American Marxism translated
imio an aesthetic that was more American pastoral
than Marxist realism. He was more the son of
Emerson than of Marx. His imagination was
repulsed by the ersatz comforts of modemity, and
he was never tempted into some Eantastic techno-
cratic place bevond the future.

Unfortunately, when we turn to the political
essnys in Strnge's collection, we find the most dis-
appointing work. Some of the critics in the anthal-
oy want 1o make Strand's photographs and his
political life fit cozly, dialectically, together. Mike
Weaver, for example, manages to see “Marxist”

{
categories everywhere in Strand’s photography
The “reponssofr element” in Strand’s The White
Fence, for example, expresses the “paradox that
the liberty to tike a plot of land implies the exclu-
sion of others from it” (Strange 197). Weaver pulls
in the Hungarian Marxist Gyorgy Lukacs 1o add
theoretical weight o what is otherwise a paltry
examination of Strand’s work; Strand's Workers”
Bicycles, waken in Ialy during the mid-Fifties, “may
have suggested that the vehicles convey the people
collectively in the dark woods not simply for rest
and recretion but for meeting and planning.” In

Cobweb in Rain, we are supposed o see
“Strand's vitalist adaptation of Engel's general the-
ory of dialectical materialism,” complete with the
poignant ohservation that the “buttercup lea, less
crushable than the rain-bejewelled cobweb,
embuodies the second law of dialectics. . . . the

interpenetration of opposites in the same habita.”
If there were any mention of economics in these
passages, we might deservedly call this exegesis
“vulgar Marxism,” but without some economic
dleres ex machina, we can call the description sim-
ply vulgar.

Strand’s Time in New England, a celebration of
New England history and character, while seem-
ingly patriotic in its content, conlains a criticism of
the Cold War, says John Rohrback, “hidden,” of
course, in a “format acceptable to conservatives”
(Strange 162). For Rohrback, Strand’s pho-
tographs provide “lessons” and not just “mes-
sages” but the “real message,” i.e., “political
connotations,” demonsirating once again that if
the critics as apparatchiks do their work with
such heavy-handedness, the rest of us would be
best advised not to make art or to be satisfied with
slogans in the place of ari.

Strand wags radical in a concrete manner that
leaves many of his contemporary critics boxed

4
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in the corner with their messages, their polit-
ical reaching and agonizing. He held close o
what one historian has called the “eloguent
edge of protest,” typical of many American
anti-modernists sickened by corporate hier-
archies, “scientific” managers, “expert” com-
missions, and the general trend toward
uprumud, purpnsr:ll::is. @ ney embedded
in modern American culture. And elogquent
he was. Who cannot see in Strand’s Women
af Santa Ana—Michogean, or in the many
portraits continued on page 21




HE much-written-about constructions of

Doug and Mike Starm, who are thirty-vear-

old identical twins working out of New

York City, are unavoidably provocative. The exhi-
bition “Mike and Doug Starn (1985-1990),"
which was organized by Sarah Rogers-Lafferty of
the Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati, will
be on display at Houston's Blaffer Gallery from
November 2 through December 15. The exhibi-
tion installation will be designed by the Stams. A
major book will accompany the show. Their
pieces are large (some measure up 1o twenty
feet), complex, beautiful. Critics describe them
as a “study in cunning nonchalance . . . sopho-
moric . . . too concerned with surface appear-
ance and posturing” (Littlefield 15), “erotic and
fetishised” (Pincus Witten 72), “startling” (Frick
168), photography’s “most disconcerting and
seductive manifestation”™ (Pincus Winen 72),
“visceral, conceptual and expressive” (Rogers-
Lafferty 13), and “haunting” (Rogers-Lafferty 6).
It is difficult 10 disagree with the descrip-
tions, whether negative or positive. The Starm
Twins' work, and their words about it, are
packed with paradoxes. The Starns claim to
be uninterested in preciousness, et their con-
structions display a careful attention to crafi,
albeit a particular sort of anti-craft craf, The
Starns work collaboratively, vet due to their
twinness, which is almost symbiotic in nature,

N T T

this seems less a collaboration of two minds
than a division of one mind into two bodies.
The Starns convey an attitude that is “naive,”
vet the work itself exhibits a sophistication
and calculated quality that runs counter to the
random approach they claim. The contradic-
tions within the work and in relation to the
Starns as creators, influence the search for
meaning in the work, and establish around it
an aura of mystery and mythology.

The twins work by intricately quilting many
pieces of photo paper into a large single image.
They bend, scratch, tone, tear, and in other
ways mutilate the paper, adding pressure-sen-
sitive tape, ribbon, wood, metal, and other ele-
menis (o enhance the physical presence of
each piece. To the Starns, the most important
dimension of their work is its “body,” its vis-
ceral existence.

One thing bodies do is age. The Stars are
refreshingly aware of the reality of aging and
are willing 1o allow age to evolve their work.
“[The work] will age, the aging process will
continue once it leaves the siudio. The tape
lifting in some areas is part of the work. It's
allowed to come up and it's supposed to in
some areas. Ii's going to change over time;

TWINNING

things curl, It will change, but the ohject will
not go away” (Rogers-Lafferty 9-18). This
thinking shifits radically from the prevalent
attitudes in contemporary art that the art
object must be preserved in its original state
and that any change devalues the work. These
attitudes are unrealistic; the Starns obviously
know that and are exploiting the insistence of
the aging process.

Because they are primarily concerned with
surfaces, the Starns stress the importance of
photo paper as material, with less emphasis
on the image that is placed on the paper. This
is their attempt to counter what they have
observed in conventional photohistory, “When
we got to art school we knew we wanted to
start showing the physical nature of the photo-
graph because we thought this was totally
overlooked. . . . [M]ost often, we don’t care
about the image, we're just making a con-
struction with paper” (Rogers-Lafferty 13-14).

The images that the Starns so cavalierly
choose are from art history: Leonardo's Mona
Lisa, an obscure Picasso, the Madonna’s
tears, paintings of a dead Christ, a Rembrandt
portrait. Other images are equally iconic and

somehow outside the present: horses’ heads,
plant forms, the Louvre floor, self-portraits,
and portraits of friends. Occasionally, they
choose not to use an image at all but rather
to construct an image from chemically
stained photographic paper.

Their particular use of appropriated an-histor-
ical images has produced accusations of roman-
ticism. The Starns claim they are not interested
in the content of the image, only in its ability 1o
excite, to be beautiful. “Some of our pieces are
meant o evoke an emotion, some are symbaolic,
others are just a lure to get you excited about
what's going on. Ofien, the image is an abstract
element just like all the ant elements—ihe frame,
the paper, the process (Rogers-Lafferty 10),

“We certainly have no desire to return to the
art of an earlier time. But we are willing 1o
admit to its beauty and exploit that” (Rogers-
Lafferty 13).

This disregard for the meaning inherent
in choosing certain images may be annoy-
ing. But the result is work that is exciting
and—although limited in meaning—some-
how touching.

The Stam Twins' Double Mona Lisa, 1988.

The wonder of the Starns” work come:
from one particular aspect, nor from an inher-
ent genius of talent. 1t comes from the entire
complex package that allows the viewer to both
question the limitations of photography and
explore the possibilities of image-making. This
ability to excite is important and h Ipact,
although it goes hand in hand with what might
be called a content gap and other Maws.

Why would a photographer want to be more
like a painter? What occurs when photogra-
phers start working in untraditional ways that
makes what they do “Art” instead of “art,”
and what could a photographer gain or lose
by making this shifi? According to the cheer-
leaders of Doug and Mike (Mike and Doug)
Starn, photographers have much 1o gain,
including respectability, wealth, media hype,
fame, and even more creative freedom. But as
Rebecea Solnit remarked in her 1988 review
of the Starn Twins® exhibition at University Ant
Museum, Berkeley, “The real reason for the
Starns' sudden ascent seems to be that they've
made photography more like painting, and
that is of questionable benefit—particularly
since they are supposed to be spearheading a

shift rather than broadening the parameters of
photography. (The real value of photography
becoming more like paimting seems to be akin
1o the value of blacks becoming more like
whites or women becoming more like men: in
adopting the mannerisms one appropriates the
privileges of the dominant group)™ (Solnit 1).
What are the privileges of the dominant
group—painters? The most obvious and tangi-
ble privilege is that if a painting sells, it will
most likely sell for at least twice what an
“equivalent” photographic work will sell for,
This is no minor privilege. This is the heart of
what most art professionals consider the true
value of the work: do the major collectors buy
it, and for what outrageous price? This factor
was integral in establishing the Starns’ hype, as
important collector after collector purchased
a Starn, only months following their “debut.”
Proponents of the Starns’ work seem to be
effectively sighing: “Thank God, here are some
photographers who are making real an, like a
painter makes.” As critic after critic praises
the efforts of these young anists 1o transgress
the boundaries of traditional photographic
approaches, why does so much of the interest
center on the work being painterly? And why

do these twins, who profess to love photogra-
phy and photographic images, seem so content
to let photography continue 1o be demeaned
b this prejudice?

The Starns are not the first photography-
based artists to challenge the photographic
convention of the single, straight primt, exe-
cuted through precise craft with an emphasis
on archival preciousness, In the 152 years
since the “birth” of photography, artists have
transgressed many notions of what photogra-
phy can do and be: artists such as Man Ray,
Hannah Hoch, John Heartfield, Moholy-Nagy,
and, more recently, Christian Boltanski,
Adrian Piper, Barbara Kruger, and many oth-
er photography-based artists who are merg-
ing photography, painting, installation, and
video media into a new form, one less
dependent on categories.

So why does photography still suffer from
the reputation of being less creatively free
than paimting? To some exient this continued
misconception is the fault of the photographic
artists themselves, Many seem 1o believe that
being precious is the only way 1o hold onto
some artistic legitimacy and market value.
One wonderful aspect of the Starns’ work is
that they have, on a much grander scale,
debunked the notions that photagraphy is lim-

‘ited and that it must be precious to be valu-

able. The Starns: “To us
[the] preciousness, [the]
Minor White doctrine of
allowing only lintless gloves
to touch paper and things
like that is absolutely
insane. 1 understand the ar-
chival need, but w confuse
that as an arl aesthetic or a
prevequisite to ar is wrong.
That's not an, that's crafi.
To fight this we had to
abuse the paper. Some peo-
ple started 1o understand
this and a lot of photo peo-
ple were preity mad. But we
loved the beauty it created
and that is what got the
mosi attention” (Rogers-
Lafferty 10)

The Starns claim to he
working against modernist
ideals, yet without the cold-
ness and cynicism of postmo-
dernism. “In the first works
in 1986 we were showing the
physical namre of the paper,
It wats taped together and bean
1o hell, and working against
the modernist concepts of
framing and hanging” (Rogers
-lafferty 12).

The problem with this
approach seems 1o be that
once again only part of the
whole “picture” is being addressed. By con-
cerning themselves primarily with their crafi:
abusing the image surface, insisting that the
work age naturally, and creating carefully
installed spaces, the Starns are participating in
the same kind of thinking that keeps conven-
tional photographers locked into being inter-
ested only in the perfect, archival print. In
each case, the value of the work to communi-
cate meaning is demeaned in order 1o empha-
size the form, the material. Each element is
important, and if a part is ignored, it jeopar-
dizes the whole work. The Starns, unfortunate-
ly, are more like the Minor Whites of the
world than they or their fans would like 1o
admit. @ Cara De Busk
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RED Richtin, curator of “Contem-
Latin American Photog-

raphers,” which was on display from
\ugust 3 through October 13 at the Con-
temporary Aris Muscum in Houston,
describes the work of these twenty-six pho
tographers in terms of “direciness and
rmth,” “an overriding empathy,” and
an ongoing dialogue between photogra-
pher and subject that is very different from
the more critical and self-referential
imagery that has been popular in the United
States for some time.”

He also speaks of his struggle to learn to
read the Latin American work he saw for
the first time in 1984. “The presumption
that photography is merely an extension of
sight, its language universal, is tenable
only when one manages 1o exclude photog

porary

matter as love dwells with death.

In the introduction to his book Other
Amtericans, where several photographs in
the CAM show appear, Salgado says of
Central and South America: “Here, dignity
and poverty ride the same horse. The
struggle for survival is very difficult, and
man, 4 hard beast, faces it from birth till
death. . . ."

In Brazil, 1983, hardship and dignity are
etched into the faces of a family group
gathered under a cactus to read or sing
from a black book. The man standing to
lead the group wears a ragged shirt, but his
hands are clean. The woman might be the
man's sister or his wife. Their long, lean
jaws and high foreheads are similarly
creased, their expressions weary and beau
tiful in their patience,

Ceremonies,

Elegies,
Documentaries

Lois Zamora, Associate Profe

raphy done by members of other, more
distant cultures.”

I was recalling Richtin's somewhat con
tradictory statements when | entered the
CAM and stood before seven photographs
by Sebastido Salgado. In the first, Mexico,
1980, a cemetery scene, 4 dog lies on top
of a concrete crypt. Alert, head raised, he
seems ready to leap from his post whenever
summoned. But is the master he waits for
alive or dead? There was a story here |
wasn't hearing. Although no one
had wld me the setting or the
names of characters, this was
clearly an the elegy

similarly, in Brazil. 1983,
three hovs sprawl on a brick
floor where as many as fifty
smiall animal bones are arranged
in meticulous rows. The boys,
harefoot, bare-chested, slender
as willows, lie at ease. Among
the hones, tiny white horses trot
and gallop, the sun outside the
open door illuminating the
pieces. One boy stretches an arm
1w move one of the bones. What
kind of game do these children
play with demh?

The more 1 think about these
powerful photographs, the more
evocative and mysterions they
seem. For in Latin America people
don't dodge the darker side of

ssor of
English and Comparative Literature at the
University of Houston, reviewed Other
Americans in the Fall 1989 issue of SPOT.
Referring to Salgado’s fascination with
death, Zamora writes: “And when his sub
jects are not corpses, they seem nonethe-
less frozen in their misery and sadness
This is an elegiac record of a world pro-
nounced dead by the photographer.”

I think Zamora has seen only the dark side

of Salgado’s photo-
graphs and missed their
affirmation. To be sure,
the photograph Mexico,
1980, in which four men
carry lumber along :
ridge above the clouds,
suggests crucifixion. It
also speaks elogquently
of endurance, courage,
and the fleeting grace
those qualities can
attain, In another pho-
tograph, two barbers
perform the ritual
Market Day haircut
and shave while their
wives wait for them on
the curb. It's an in-
lensely quiet scene,
evoking the peace to
be found in the cere-
maonies of village life.

1 do not think it is
religious tradition or
history or any of the
obvious cultural differences that might
make it difficult for a North American to
read these pictures. 1 think it is because
they convey a level of .‘-l)l]"illl:]]“‘li and
emolion that is not easily accepted in our
culture; when we recognize their pres-
ence we are startled, almost embarrassed.
In part, Ingrid Sischy's recently published
objections to Salgado’s work (The New
Yorker, September 9, 1991) seems found
ed on her discomfort with these pres-
ences in the work; Sischy calls Salgado’s
photos heavy-handed and
formulate, seeking aura
rather than specificitv. This
is in contrast, she writes, (o
most  photojournalism,
which lacks an insistent
style. Lyrical, romantic, sym-
bolic are words she uses to
describe Salgado’s photo-
graphs, as opposed to the
documentary work of W.
Eugene Smith, in which the
“facts are allowed to sing for
themselves.”

I found Mexican Graciela
Iturbide’s robust portraits of
Oaxacan women presented a
compelling contrast 1o Sal-
pado’s style. These photo-
graphs dramatize narrative
moments whose context
may be amhbiguous, but
whose emotional power is
unmistakable. The deflowered bride await
ing her groom on a white bed strewn with
red flowers embodies the dynamic between
love and death, blood and renewal, With
powerful compression, lturbide shows us a
Toulouse-Lautrec prostitute with twisted
mouth and ancient eves who sits before a
mural depicting the grim progress of her
life: an empty bed, a bed with a man and
woman reclining, a tombstone,

One particularly beautiful photograph
shows a woman, her back to the camera,
carrving a radio across a mountainous
landscape. The woman, scarved in black,
lIIiJ.th be a Latin American siren broadcast-

ing in the desert. The photograph could be
the peripety of a short story that the photog
rapher knows and has selected to capture at
ils most resonant and powerful moment.

Iturbide identifies the Zapotecan Indian
village at Juchitin, where many of her
photographs were taken, as one of the
few matriarchies in Mexico. Juchitin wo-
men in lturhides” ;:|111[1hj.:|';||1|1x like Owur
Lady of the Igwanas loom large, monu
mental, full of vitality and brio. “Much
daily happiness,” Iturbide says, “is to be
found in small towns that is lost in
Mexico City.”

Iturbide believes that establishing a dia-
logue with the people she photographs is
paramount. In an introductory essay to
lturbide's book Jfuchkitdn de las
Wujereslas Muferes, Elena Poniatowska
describes how closely Juchitec society
embraced the photographer.

“With the Zapotecs, Graciela has forged a
blood tie. Tiny, fragile, she stands before
the mole-mountain of lymph, water, and fat
that is the Juchitee women, who take her in
their arms and lead her by the hand to the
river, to wash clothes and hathe.”

The work of the twenty-six photographers
is more various than 1 have suggesied. And
funnier. 1 kept returning to a marvelously
macabre encounter that might have
occurred somewhere in the work of Gabriel
Garcia Marquez. In a photo by Eduardo
Bottario, an Argentine policeman and a
middle-aged man dressed in a suit of pea-
cock feathers glower at one another
across 4 fence. In Incoberence, 1982,
Cuba’s Raul Corral poses a wedding couple

in front of two immaculately tiled toilets. 1
liked seeing these domesticated lovers in
conjunction with the wildly sensuous
Breakfast, 1975 by Mexico's Pedro Meyer,

The most revolutionary work in the show,
that of Peruvian Roberto Fantogzzi, is also
the most abstract. In ene group of five pho-
tographs, the subjects, all without heads,
are posed 151 4 concrete wall, suggest-
ing a firing squad. Instead of human sub-
jects, artifacts such as a piece of cloth and
a prophylactic arranged on the ground
in front of the same wall. Another group of
four sepia-toned photographs shows large
pieces of cloth stretched over wooden s
folding. These structures reminded me of
temporary dwellings. They resonate with
what we have read of war and dissolution
in Latin America and elsewhere, Their
sense of loss and fragility is powerfully
conveved without overt emaotion

For a closer look at photography on the
cutting edge, we will have 1o wait for
FotoFest 1992 which will present eight shows
of the most contemporary Latin American
photographers along with seven historical
shows. Many of the photographers to he
included in the contemporary shows have
not been seen outside of their countries, All
of these shows may be seen at the George
R. Brown Convention Center in Houston from
March 7 to April 5. @ Olive Hershey

Clockwise from top:
Raul Corral's lncoherence, 1982;
Roberto Fantozzi's untitled;
and Sebastido Salgado's Brazil.

life. Orchids grow from decaving =
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ACH of Rick Hock’s codices on dis-

play in the Housten Center for Pho-

tography's Gallery X from September
12 through October 27 is a grid of twenty-
eight or thirty-six images that al first seem
unrelated and that can take the viewer on
an endless number of paths in search of a
unified meaning. Hock has appropriated
his' codex images, ranging from mundane
1o esoteric, from books and periodicals,
photographed them with Polaroid materi-
als, and transferred them to paper, then
arranged them nonpreferentially, nonhier-
archically, and nonsequentially. The very
nature of an art object, its unity, manufac-
ture, and signifving potential is thus decon-

structed. Hock's codex, in that it destroys
traditional form without revealing any per-
sonal intentions as to meaning, also raises
a4 disturbing debate about the artist’s
responsibility for his own art—ultimately,
perhaps, revealing the dangers of a dilet-
tante and a philistine thinker armed with
the tools of deconstruction running around
inside the sacred realm of mystery.
Utilizing personal and archetypal images
laid out like a gvpsy's tarot cards, a colli-
sion of ancient, medieval, and modern
images is enacted in each codex.
Interspersed with archetypal images of
God, woman, man, death, and spirit are
pictures of famous people, headlines from
the National Enguirer, and paintings by
Duchamp and Botticelli, among others.
Some images appear once, others are var-
ied, repeated. Hock selects images that
reflect some idea or quality with intellectu-
al or emotional relevance to him. Utilizing
a4 mystic’s way of “seeing,” the artist cre-
ates i riddle that contains many levels of
meaning but which must be interpreted by
its viewer, In (Cluteh), there are images of
Oliver North, Fidel Castro, Mao, Marx, and
Pee Wee Herman, Also there are the Venus
de Milo, Bouticelli's Venus, Marat from
David's painting Death of Marat, Jupiter

HATTERED

from the classical Greeks, and numerous
images of the crucifixion of Christ.

On first viewing, the number and variety
of images provoke a desire for common-
ality, and the act of viewing becomes an
act of making sense. The title (Cluich)
connotes “grab, grab for power,” per-
haps; Castro, Mao, and Marx are twenti-
eth-century revolutionaries. Broadly,
then, there is a theme of power. Modern
male political figures form a grouping of
images. Playving off this group is Pec Wee
He 1, perhaps a subtle revolutionary
introducing a theme of gender into a con-
sideration of power, and Marat, introduc-
ing what Hock calls a theme of corruption.
The particular meanings in this group are
subjective and depend on the viewer to
expand them. If we include more images
—Jupiter, a figure of male authority from
the past; a man strapped into an electric
chair, an image of one extreme of political
order; and Christ, an image of deliverance
from political oppression—any ordering
system we impose once again must be
expanded

We are presented in this work with a
comparison between an ancient and a
modern formulation of value. The ancient
fertility goddess is in the same field as an
Enguirer headline exclaiming “My Baby
Looks Like a Gorilla™ (Monkey Business/
Trap). Having perceived comparisons, the
viewer can assign specific meanings to
images. In this way, reading the images
becomes a linguistic constructing, with
image groupings forming words and other
components of “language,” thus building a
sentence.” One may read, for example,
the image of “heauty”

and marvel at the continuity of an ideal,
noting its many forms.

The tracing of modern antecedents to the
ancient world is what Michel Foucault
called the “archaeology of knowledge.”
Hock's preference for images from eigh-
teenth-century science—classification
schemes, comparative (Il;jz,:l‘.‘ll11.~i—|‘ut;l|]$
Foucault's view that abstract concepts have
a concrete life. But in these attempts to
provide an archaeology of images there is
an added quality of philosophical reflee-
tion; it is possible to assign good and bad
values to certain images. If we recognize
preferences in the codex for ideals of
“beauty,” as well as the negative images of
abuses, corruptions, and inhumanity in the
name of power, then the codex becomes a
guide for the formation of values, if the
viewer s0 chooses,

There is yet another level of meaning
here, that of wisdom and a kind of mystery
tradition in Western civilization that is per-
haps least familiar to the viewer in its spe-
cific meanings but that nonetheless brings
an evocative quality to the works. Esoteric
symbaols such as that of an archetypal wom-
anfgoddess, various devils, angels, and oth-
er references, such as the Tower of Babel,
while not systematically used, point toward
a theosophical view. In (St Sebastian),
there is this cartoon dialogue between John
on his deathbed and a friend:

“What did vou do, John?"

“1 signed a contract with the devil. . . .
he gets my soul.”

“It doesn’t work that way, John."

This dialogue does not make sense
according to the normative Christian dog-

ma. John holds the

through time as pre
sented in this work

Rick Hock's (Cayce), codex, 1987,

fear of fulfillment of
a Faustian bargain,

but his friend rebukes him, implying a
higher understanding. To say “it doesn’t
work that way™ in this context is either to
refer o an existential or an atheistic |'||1i|-
osophy, or, as is more likely given the num-
ber of religious images, a reference to
reincarnation and the law of karma,
which are Eastern mystical ideas integrat-
ed in Western Christianity under the label
theosophy. The ultimate goal of theoso-
phy is a unification of all religious con
cepts into a universal Christian sysiem,
Whether the artist intends the theism
implied by these symbols or not, their
presence gives the codex an iconographic
feature. In this way, the codex touches on
the highest meanings of Western civiliza-
tion. Therein lies the question of the

codex,

The codex is a Rorshach test for the
viewer, if the artist is to be believed. The
claim that a work of art can be open to
highly subjective readings is understand-
able in the context of abstract art. In this
case, where the artist employs images
almost exclusively as symbols, then the
artist has extended the range of possible
readings but has also determined, albeit a
a distance, how the work is intended 1o be
read. The use of symbols implies an inten-
tional meaning. S0 how is the codex
intended to be read and ultimately what
does it mean?

In its form, the codex is

merely a struc-
ture for the presentation of visual data.
The icon has been smashed, deconstruct
ed. However, in the choice of images by
the artist and in the way they are read by
the viewer a prior state of unity and a
potential reconstruction is reflected.
There is a peculiar contradiction between
the form, which tends to an increasing
reduction, a potentially endless number of
grids, and the '|['[lle'lll,‘!' of the images to
fall into an order, a potentially unified
one, if they

continued on page 21
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OBERT Wilson has often been called a
R visionary who connects all the ans, using
the resources of painting, sculpture, and
mise en seéne W0 create dreamscapes for the-
ater and opera, as in his famous collaboration
with Philip Glass in Einstein on the Beach. His
career of synthesizing the ans seems 1o achieve
whet the Romantics were seeking:
For all the inventive 2ns madnksin, a5 it were, 3 sm-
pathetic connexion between each other, being no
meare than variows expressions. of ane insermal power.

Thus spoke Percy Shelley. The Wilson retrospective
at Houston's Contemporary Arts Museum, this past
summer (on display from June 14 through August
18) wanted us 1o believe that Wilson does. manage
o express “one intermal power,” but 1am not con-
vinced that the vision was truly visionary. Indeed, 1
suspaect that any artist who resists inear narrative,
for whatever reason, is called, for kack of 2 better
word, a “visionary” by the critics.

Before I go on, let me recall the “vision.”

The upper gallery at the CAM had been sculp-
ed into 2 long entrvway—or birth canal—that
led into three roems. The progression was from 2
bright dawnlike light in the first room to the third
room's darkness. The darkness was no doubt
meant 1o conjure up images of spiritual or phys-
ical death and also interstellar space where
humanity will either transform or destroy itself.

The birth canal was my favorite space—who
wouldn't prefer it? On the right-hand wall,
there hung a series of large photographs, the
only ones in the show (from Wilson's The
Golden Window, 1982). The images were all
very similar: in each, a bust was centered in
front of lush foliage. Since all the busts had the
appearance of Roman statues, the wall resem-
bled the entryway to a villa of an ancient Ro-
man noble, where the busts of ancestors
looked superciliously down upon the living, as
guardian spirits and goads to further glory. Yet
the busts in the photographs were impossible
to identify. At first, 1 thought | saw Cicero or
Augustus, but no, it was the German actress
Maria Nicklisch. All the busts seemed to have
been exposed 1o sky, summer heat, rain, not to
mention innumerable generations of pigeons.
And they all seemed 1o be merging back slowly
into the green world they no longer dominated.

As with all symbalic births, the series was a medi-
tation on finding and losing identities in the context
of the cvcles of seasons. When Shelley was meditit-
ing on the ruins of ancient Greece and the birth of
what we miscall the Western tradition (for it can no
longer he geographically placed), he said, “The
wrecks and fragments of those subtle and profound
minds [are] like the nuins of a fine stat-
ue.” This, and the lines quoted above,
come from a piece called “Essay on the
Literature, the Arts, and the Manners of
the Athenians” which, despite the author-
itative title, is a fragment. As with
Shelley, so with Wilson: the urge o
unity, to place ourselves in tradition,
produces only allusive fragments,

Stepping into the first room, 1 real-
ized at once why 1 should write about
this show for a critical journal about
photography, for the first room was
itself 3 meditaion on the birth of pho-
tography. The room was very brightly
lit, and a giant lightbulb, made of glass,
metal, and neon, hung in the center of
the room. The giant light bulb was not
the source of light but was made (o
appear so by the actual lighting.
Various objects were scattered about
the room and each was lit so that beau-
tiful shadows were cast across the floor
and walls. The double bands of wire
that formed a chair made a spectacu-
larly intricate play of darkness on light

Wilson is, as 1 have said, an artist of
light, and it was only in this first
room, unlike the next two, that 1 felt
the presence of something intellectu-
ally interesting and emotionally grip-
ping. Photography is, of course, the
process of recording images of light
on a photosensitive surface. And
standing in this room was like being
at the birth of a photograph as the
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play of light and darkness becomes fixed. This
room also addresses one of the mysteries about
the history of photography, namely why, though
the chemical processes were available, it ok
about one hundred vears for anybody to realize
that the images in a camera obscura could be
mechanically reproduced. The answer is the
brain, where, by a process that is still mysteri-
ous, images are turned into ideas. Photography
is born in vision.

The last two rooms were disappointing o me,
and the progression from light to dark, pre-
dictable. 1 have linle to say of the second room:
it was, perhaps, earthen like the middle years of
a life. The last room was the most ambitious in
the show and attempted 1o be spiritual: the dark
night of the soul as well interstellar space. The
space of science fiction has been used by many
as a metaphorical place of personal transforma-
tion, for instance, Kubrick in 2000 A Space
Odyssey and Philip Glass and Doris Lessing in
their Making of the Representative of Planet
&, which premiered at the Houston Grand
Opera. But in the finale to the Wilson show, the
joining of cosmic and spiritual was utterly
facile, with nothing of the mysterious power of
the last act of the Glass-Lessing opera,

In contrast o the first room, darkness brooded
over evervthing, and, again, scattered objects were
lit in spaots. These separate things, | suppose, sug-
gested our attachments 1o the earth: our materiality
(boots), our sexuality (beds), our illusions (the
empty aquarium where we follow the wake of
non-existent fish). The far wall replicated the set
for Einstein on the Beach, but it was such an
ersalz staging of a famous work, so wrenched
from its performance context, that the secondary
meaning foisted upon the original vision was not
convincing. There it was—a huge rectangular
panel, divided lengthwise down the middle into

twelve squares, six on top and six below. The
squares contained lights flashing sequentially in
the most elementary geometric forms: circles
and lines. Some of the lines formed angles, or,
one could say, if one wanted to be generous, vec-
tors for the possibilities of physics 1o save us, Or
mzybe to destroy us—it all depends on whether
we leave or take with us our earthly attachments,
Here the show was simply vague. | cannot fault
this finale for heing too simplistic; it was, if any-
thing, too empty.

In this room, 1 felt 1 was at the rehearsal for a
show, not at the real thing, and it is an odd feel-
ing to be at the rehearsal for a vision. In fact, it
was more like being at the circus when the
stage comes down and the magic disappears.
Every few minutes, a pathetic toy spaceship, like
the bird in a cuckoo clock, struggled across the
room. 1 watched it with that weariness that we
feel watching a child with his Christmas toy,
trying to force himselfl w find more pleasure
but only finding himsell more overwrought.

As a whole, this retrospective asked us to see
Wilson simply as an artist. But the word “artist”
in this phrase means something foreign to
Wilson. The ease with which we assume that his
work can be seen as if it were meant for the
museum reveals a basic contradiction at the
core of conlemporary an.

The artist since the Sixties—here 1 am lean-
ing on Suxi Gablik's Has Modernism Failed?—
is no longer the marginal repository of values
that the modermn world has forsaken, but is, more
or less, an entreprencur of signs, seeking corpo-
rate and government promoters and knowing
that success is a long dossier of installations in
prestigions museums and high prices at galleries.

The artistic crucible for Wilson's work is the

moment, sometime in the Seventies, when some
artists realized that there was no longer any-

thing, no matter how outrageous—a heap of
bricks—that could be no be hought and sold,
that is, co-opted into the consumerism of Lae
capitalism. Now capitalism is probably more
amenable to real democracy than other eco-
nomic systems. But when artists find valid injus-
tices within a capitalist society, and yet produce
art with no other values than individualism, self-
promotion, and financial prosperity, then art is
open 1o the criticism of being in bad faith, Some
artists, aware of this contradiction, have
attempted o create works that cannot be pos-
sessed, works like Robert Smithson's site sculp-
ture, e.g., his Spiral fedly, a reclamation of land
in the Grean Salt Lake. The advantages of using
earth, rocks, and light are obvious: they remind
us of our ties to the planet, our endangened and
degraded mother. In this context, Wilson can be
seen s an important artist of light.

Art is now a billion-dolkar industry, and there
seem to be only two options for artists: o produce
images to be sent through the Aow chart from
studio to gallery 0 museum, generating capital at
every siage (e.g., Julian Schnabel), or o produce
art that no one will see. The work of Wilson, like
that of John Cage and Merce Cunningham, start-
ed out as a response to this situation.

Wilson will design the sets for the Houston
Grand Opera’s Parsifal, and this may tum out
to be a great work, for the material is right.
Wilson himself started out as a naive seeker,
looking for revelation not in the Grail, but in
the modern version of a holy fool: a brain-dam-
aged young man whose writings Wilson brought
to the stage in his first success, Deafman
Glance, 1970. The famous quip that Wagner's
music is better than it sounds might be proved
true, for Wilson has the ability to sculpt light
imto vision, but it will no doubt be an expensive
vision if you want to sit in the front rows at the
operi house,

In other words, what disturbed me most
about the last room is the loss of any sense of
danger in becoming a corporate-sponsored
media star. (The show was sponsored by AT&T
and organized by the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston and curated by Trevor Fairbrother.) The
great delusion with which the modern world
beclouds itself s that wechnology will not only
correct the problems it has itsell cansed but
will also free us from boring and sweaty labor.
The exploration of space will be the last fron-
tier, and we will all have intellectually exciting
work. Our present “age of information” is
already the heginning of this newest new world.
So the myth runs. But what will prevent the
exploration of space from being dif-
ferent from all previous “ages of
exploration”? Won't it be just anoth-
er age of exploitation, of wiping out
savages and conquering nature? We
will never learn to want something
better if we put our trust in the won-
ders of the machine, the panels of a
spaceship (as the corporate spon-
S0T5 Wani us (o),

The modern tragedy is, [ think, the
longing for ranscendence when all the
models for iranscendence have been
undermined—a longing which leaves
us 50 demoralized that we give in 1o
the myths of the machines. To call our
age postmodern begs all the impaor-
tant questions. What we need from an
is not more ineges o be consumed but
art that somehow gives us a vision.
The word “show’ in Shakespeare’s day

could mean “vision,” but now it seens
every show is show business
and the only vision is revision,

@ James Houlihan

Robert Wilson's. Cowboy Boots, 1973,



A SUPER WAR

AR: Controlling the Image,”
which was on display from May
17 through June 23 at the

Houston Center for Photography's Gallery X,
was a small but by no means insignificant
exhibition, and it was clearly conceived as a
reaction to Operation Desert Storm. The
artisis in it presented perceptive views about
war itsell and information manipulation. The
show’s subheading, “Controlling the Image”
(coined by Clint Willour, former president
of HCP, as a play on words on the show in
the main gallery, “Sexuality: Image and
Control”), stated the most important
theme examined in this show,

Josh Gosfield's photographic collages
on canvas, arguably the most personally
stylized work in  the show, originally illus-
trated a Desert Storm article by Philip
Caputo for The New York Times Magazine
in February, One of the images had carica-
tures of the main participants—Saddam
Hussein (pictured as a devil with a mus-
tache), George Bush, Dick Cheney, Colin
Powell, and Norman Schwarzkopf—sur-
rounding a drawing of a soldier in a helmet
with banners reading “War Torn™ above him
and “Patriot” below. Photographs of soldiers
in Vietnam and men wearing gas masks
were either imbedded or attached to the
main artwork. There was also, notably, a

drawing of a person watching a television
broadcast about war with background
text reading “it's great to be an
American,” “remember Pearl Harbor,”
and “God Bless America.” Another of
Gosfield's images consisted of a welevision
visual of a bemedaled general surrounded
by missiles and text reading, “Live from
Rivadh” and “go USA" The final image
in this series contained references to past
wars through text reading “Iwo Jima
1945, “Gettyshurg 1863," “Dak To 1967
and “Kuwait 1991.” Photos of soldiers in
uniform carrying a flag-draped coffin and
vignettes of anonymous soldiers appeared
in the background, but the image was
dominated by a drawing of a large skull
and a smaller drawing of a sailor with
“our son” written over it. This last image
was a clear reminder of the price of war:
the death of a soldier is the death of a
family member. The repetition of the
coffin-bearing soldiers lent an air of
futility, a reflection of the soldiers’ fate
in the cyeles of revenge perpetuated by
their leaders.

Dawn Dedeaux’s piece, Super Convergeiice,
was the predominant and most striking
plece in this show, All of the images were tak-
en from television during a three-hour peri-
od of Gulf War and Super Bowl coverage in

January. A large grid of television images
of Schwarzkopf, Kuwail, Hussein, football
scenes, and ads suspended on the wall
were juxtaposed against an aerial image of
the Orange Bowl in Miami (where the
Buffalo Bills played the New York Jets) on
the floor directly in front. The viewer was
encouraged to stand on this image while
viewing the wall piece. As the artist
remarked in a May 25 lecture given at the
Houston Center for Photography, “Pulled
together for this three-hour televised event
are the largest worldwide, simultaneous
viewing audience (the media spectacle of
real time), the world's most popular
entertainment event, and the most expen-
sive television commercials of the year.
Add 1o these statistics the interspersed live
coverage of a Super War between civiliza-
tion’s oldest and youngesi cultures, and
you will have the components of a media-
age super convergence.” (An extensive
transcript of this lecture was published in
the Summer 1991 issue of SPOT.)

In one of her pieces, The War Game,
Helen Hoffelt used a grid arrangement sim-
ilar in many ways to Dedeaux’s piece. The
entire image was composed of chesshoard
squares with a composite black-and-white
image of a skeleton in the center. The king
position was filled on one end by Bush,

Tattoos

a line delivered in Sappho’s while, over and over,
the strobe lights stunned us and the music

pumped on, high and tinny like a carnival wne,

pulling me up with his tattooed arms that, earlier,

he had flexed for us: the holy dragon, he called it,

—Lynda Schrafnagel

After she baited me, about straight girls who liked to flirt,

1 was thirteen all over again and suddenly punched
by a girliriend guessing my crush, a blow turning, it seemed
the carrousel we'd been riding on—all the reined-in ponies,

lions and hears—riderless and empty, only the carny

unfurling its tongue, the daggered heart, the lonely mermaid
singing of love, “Forever Yours,” inscribed in the banner

above the rippling waves, the blue-black letters of longing.

with Hussein on the other; images from the
Iraqgi side were poised against those of the
United States, like black-and-white chess
pieces. Most of the images within the
squares were derived from television cov-
erage of the Gulf War, and the board
echoed the square format of the televi-
sion set. Hoffelt suggested not only the
idea of a war game plaved by politicians
and military men but also a more subtle
television and media war game played on
the viewing public. The skeleton in the
middle of the piece had, in this regard,
more significance than a horrible product
of war; it symbolized the result of the
media war game, the death of a sense of
maorality and caring for fellow human
beings. On a similar Desert Storm theme
was one of Esther Parada's works,
Oppositions, a computer-manipulated
collage that included photographs taken
at a Vietnam veterans’ parade in Chicago
and at a veterans' fast at the Capitol in
Washington D.C. A line of text on the bot-
tom read: “Between August 8, 1990 and
January 3, 1991 only 29 out of 2,855 min-
utes of evening network television dealt
with popular opposition to the U.S. mili-
tary buildup in the Gulf.”

Avengers, a clever mixed-media instal-
lation by MANUAL (Ed Hill and Suzanne
Bloom), combined a computer-manipu-
lated Hollywood movie still of two Roman
soldiers engaged in battle with quotations
from Voltaire, Maeterlink, and Mao Tse-
Tung. A small bookshell on one side held
three books—Maeterlink’s The Life of
the Ant, Waldron's Plateon Training,
and Mao Tse-Tung's Quofations—and a
plaque offered this Yoliaire statement:
“What becomes of and what do 1 care
about humanity, benevolence, modesty,
temperance, tenderness, wisdom, piety,
when a half a pound of lead shot from six
hundred paces shatters my body, and |
die at the age of twenty in agony bevond
words, in the midst of five or six thou-
sand dying men.” Three bodies of text in
different type styles (indicating different
authors) were placed above the black-
and-white manipulated photo. One
described in technical terms the best way
to kill a man with a bayonet; the second
similarly explained how modern equip-
ment of warfare is an extension of the
primitive sword and shield; but the last
was perhaps the most pointed. It read:
“Every kind of warfare known to our-
selves will be found in the world of ants;
open warfare, overwhelming assaults,
levies en masse, wars of ambush and
surprise and surreptitious infiltration,
implacable wars of extermination,
incoherent and nerveless campaigns,
sieges and investments as wisely ordered
as our own, magnificent defenses, furi-
ous assaults, desperate sorties, bewil-
dered retreats, strategic withdrawals, and
sometimes brawls between allies.” The
installation was an ironic comment on
the heroic idea of war and killing.

Despite some quite diverse artistic
approaches, this show produced a consis-
tent feeling of deep anxiety about human
tendencies toward problem solving
through death. The problem of war seems
to be exacerbated by deep cultural
schisms and the blind arrogance of
claims of cultural superiority by one
group over another. The aspects of
“Controlling the Image” of war through
media channels seem inextricably linked
to these claims. By freezing the “con-
trolled images™ through still photography,
the machinations of this control are
uncovered, Many a comparison, il seems,
can be drawn between a camera and a
shovel, @ Hans Staartjes

SPOT/FALL 1991



A World in Negative

1LOW placards waming “Slippery When

Salgado” should be placed inside the

Houston Center for Photography. For all
the fiery havoc that Saddam Hussein wreaked
upon the Kuwaiti oil fields, Sebasiifio Salgado’s
thirty black-and-white photographs (borrowed
from the Imermational Center of Photography, New
York) of the same come off slick, both lierally
and figuratively. Trving to catch an emotional hold
onto any of the approximately one hundred pho-
tographs comprising the exhibition “The Scorched
Earth: 0il Well Fires in Kuwait” is nigh impassible.
(Also represented in the show were works by
Bruno Barbey, Roberto Borea, Stephane Com-
point, Steven Lehmian, James Lukoski, Steve
McCurry, Tomas Muscionico, Sylvia Plachy,
and Alan Tannenbaum.) Only a couple of ex-
ceptions imterrupt the complacent beauty of
perfect compositions, beatific lighting, and reg-
ular collodial suspensions.

Sacking of propaganda, the exhibition begins on
a commercial note, The list of sponsors painted in
the entrance of HCP reads ke a who's who among
well-fire continment and service companies. With
the adjacent Net York Times aniche of June 9, 1991,
that describes the material and financial loss from
the: fires, one suspects the exhibit is an illustrated
annual report for the firefighting industry. For many
Houstonians the company names are meaninghess,
andd the statistics, while answering bottom-line ques-
tions, do not spesk to the hea.

The distant tone of the exhibit continues in aeri-
al photographs of Kirwait, Sauci Arabiz, Iran, and
the Persian Gulf taken during Shutile missions
thirty-seven and thirty-nine. As Samuel Johnson
once wrote, “Distance has the same effect on the
mind as on the eve.” Without the orientations of a
horizon line that invariably symbolizes hope and
the fumire, the remote images look as though they

are the viewpoint of a dispassionate God/Goddess
who injected the body of Farth with a black sub-
stance. This black substance clouds portions of
tand and dots the veinous delia of the Tigris River,
but concem for the environment lessens, because
we are reminded by these photographs that the
planet is huge.

Salgado's photographs depant from the Shutle
photographs in that they are taken from close
range and lack color, but neither difference
shrinks the emotional gap. And what else do we
ask of Art with a capital A than to move us or invile
1S 10 reinterpretation?

Looking at the photograph of 4 shiny, slickened,
firefighter wearing a metal helmet, one might recall
the Tin Man in e Wizard of Oz, but whereas a
viewer might engage with that silly, fctional fce, no
parallel eccurs when viewing this man or various
other men in Salgado’s photographs. How does one
rebate, for example, o men walking through steam?
A row of men drageing what looks like a giant
sports-field tarpaulin across the sand? A firefighter
Iving on his hack near the flame-spewing Magwa
Well #1162 A man wiping perspiration and oil from
the side of his Exce? Men hammering a kill spool? A
firefighter fallen backwards into oily muck?

These are merely well-composed pictures of well-
rehearsed men doing dirty, hard work. The aspects
and stages of this work are spelled owt in accompa-
mying tags: “Canadian firefighter from Safety Boss
sprays chemicals over the flames. A bulldozer is firs
used 1o push piles of sand over the biggest fires,
then water is spraved 1o cool the ground.” “Dean
Cabell of OGE inspects 2 burning well behind the
profective tin sheath atached 1o the bulldozer. A
protecting cabin protects the bulldozer operator.”
“A group of men from the Safety Boss team strug-
gling to remove the bolts of wheat is left of an oll well-
head. Working with metal ools produces sparks

Clockwise from top:

Sylvia Plachy; Sebastiao Salgado; Tomas Muscionico; and Steve McCurry.
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which can reset the fire a1 any time. Workers meay be
severely bumned; their lives are always in danger.
Working conditions are extremely painful; there is
oil coming out at very high pressure with the deafen-
ing sound of a wrbine and oil produces txic gases,
Workers have 1o leave the area of the wells to wash

their odl-covened Ewces and take a breath of less-pol-
Tuted air” Salgado’s photographs so perfectly com-
municate the work in the oil fields, our work as
viewers is done for us. Without having to interpret,
our eves slide from one image o the nexst as we
learn well-fire containment, not feel it.

Two of Salgado's photographs, however, distin-
guish themsehves from the rest. About half-way in his
exhibition of works hangs a photogrph of 2 man
wiping the Eace of another man. With this one photo-
graph, the machismo world of firefighting turns
inside out. But Salgado’s photographs, as well as
some by the nine other exhibiting pl'lum;',l‘.lp|1ﬂh
who reconded events in Kuwait in February, March,
and April of 1991, reflect in many ways mirror
images. For instance, in Steve McCurry's i
{bower left) 2 world seen in negative appears on 11-
by-17-inch paper: the tire tracks across the black
sands of the desen are white. In other images, the
normelly blinding sun is shrouded by dense smoke;
men appear wet in an arid environ; the deserted
desert teems; once brilliantly clear skies roil with
fondic gses; some of the men, pushed 1o the brink of
endurance in this topsy-turvy world, act like nurtur-
ing women: Wht caring nean would not wipe the
helezmuered face of another?

One more image by Salgado breaks the slick
veneer of perfection to engage the viewer. A fire-
fighter, slumped in utter exhaustion after a day's
work, leans against the tire of 2 truck. His bloa-
ed faee is white, 3 contrast o this dark, oil-
soaked shirt and suspendered rubber pants. A
faint line around his face suggests that he might
have worn 2 mask or that he is wearing zine
oxide for protection against the heat. With his

legs splayed uselessly and a toriured smile twist-
ing his face, he looks like a sotted mime. Seeing
the wet neckling of his tee shirt stretched and
sagging below one shoulder like 2 woman's
dress, one realizes this world presented by
Salgado's camera is mad. Why else would the

firefighter touch his fingertips together as if for
no other reason than o reassure himself that he
exists and is whole? This one photograph could
easily symbolize the abused state of the earth
Attractive and repellent at the same time, the
image provokes participation and action.

In general, Salgado's Kuwaiti photographs fail
to kindle the imagination and spirit. Given that
Salgado, a member of Magnum Photos, Inc.,
was on assignment for The New York Times
magazine, perhaps his intention was to gather
facts. But what is the relationship between
Salgado's complacent beauty and the facts?
Whose facis? Even if his direct observation of
phenomena satisfies science, science does not
require transcendent meaning, l’|1u1u_|.',|';l|‘a|1! 13
art does, @ Diane Berna-Heath




HE 1990 Fellowship Exhibition at the
Houston Center for Photography from
June 28 to July 28, 1991,
unusually strong show. The three artists, all
women, addressed issues of minority and

wis an

female representation in diverse ways that
reflected a wide range of material and expres
sive options. Each artist’s work acquired new
resonance in juxtaposition to the distinet
choices of the others

In Sonia Yi's series of portraits, Mr. Justice
Unemployed, a surly young white man was
posed and shot with minimal props—hat,

cigarette, and a blindfold that coded him as
the new embodiment of Justice. Not only is this
Mr. Justice blind, he is sneering and arrogant,
a white supremacist hiding behind his shades,
a redneck with chin stubble and a cigaretie
dangling from his mouth. The vaporousness
evoked by Yi's manipulated, solarized prints
suggests that Mr. Justice's power is ephemeral,
only an image that may, like the cloud of
smoke enveloping him in one photo, shudder
and disappear a1 any moment,

In some of the porirails Yi manifesis a cer-
tain sympathy. Mr. Justice is, after all, unem-
ploved and so himself is a victim who looks
out with bleary eyves and appears helplessly
bound. In a particularly strong vertical trip-
tych Yi depicts him as modern martyr.
Portions of his head, torso, legs, and feet
comprise a near life-sized image in which Mr
Justice's feet float against a drapery backdrop,
like those of martvred saints in Renaissance
frescoes. Photographically manipulated
splotches bleed across his body like stigmata.

Playing with positive/negative, surface/
ground, and anger/sympathy, Yi creates
strange dislocations of spatial and emotional
perception that mirror her view of the blurred
vision of American justice. Her stater
which hints at personal experiences of r:
in the operation of the law, cites the
inability of the criminal just
tect victims and its simultaneous oppression of
the people who constitute the new diversity of
our country’s population. Yi works from anger
and with the aim of creating a new, changed
perception. Both desires are realized in the
expressive treatment of her photographic
prints. Despite showing evidence of a desire 1o
destrov and distort, they remain strangely
beautiful, evanescent, and evocative.

Scottie Stapleton's series, titled Ten
Stereotypes of Black Women, grew out of her
desire to deconstruct siereotypes of black
women in contemporary society. Like Cindy
Sherman, Stapleton posed hersell in a variety of
roles o enact various stereotypes, in which she
demonstrated some of Sherman’s chameleon-
like ability 10 wransform hersell as a whole,
using hairstle, pose, and clothing, The viewer
is at first startled and then transported into
thinking about the easy assumptions involved
in a first reading of these photographs.

In Stapleton’s photographs, the backgrounds
that establish the context of the stereotype (a
Gospel church, a motel, a kitchen) are shot in
black and white, while the self-portrait, made
separately and inserted in I)l,‘l“[t'("l scale into
the setting, is in color. This dualitv highlights
the artifice of each image and dramatizes the
issue of our vision of “color” iselfl. All of the

¢ sysiem o pro

images have a brief title, some ironic. In one,
4 church marquee announces “Pray for
Peace,” but the image asks, “Does it help to
prav?” Sometimes, however, the irony geis a
bit heavy-handed, for example, in 2 portrait of
a hag lady that asks, “Whose mother?”

I was struck by an aspect of Stapleton’s
work that is hard 10 pin down but could per-
haps be described as politeness; this is work-
manlike, polished, “cool” art that (lik
of Adrian Piper's) makes its poinis about
racist stereotyping in an intellectual, ironic,
and restrained manner. It runs the risk
often cited in connection with Cindy
sherman's work—aof failin
viable images of the self, instead simply rein-
forcing the stereotypes

some

0 CONSIruct new,

ed for criticism.
I wonder if this work might have had more
power o provoke if it had included some of
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the anger that was evident in Stapleton’s
description of her experiences in her gallery
talk. Some rather similar work by Carrie Mae
Weems, for example, exhibited during
FotoFest at the Women's Caucus for Art sever-
al years ago, also involved .\.u:[l-pnr!r:l'sls of
stereotyped images of black women but
seemed to have a more aggressive, critical
edge—a more wicked sense of humor, partic-
ularly works like her Angela Davis Radical
with Afro. Some of this loss of power has to
do, 1 suspect, with the relatively small size of
Stapleton's photographs, 1 found myself wish-
ing Stapleton would undertake a larger,
messier, meaner vision,

Margo Reece's waork, The Function l}f
Memory, was shown separately in HCP's
Gallery X. Reece's ambitious and massive
installation works focus on matriarchy and
the links between generations of women, They
also touch upon the history of medicine, ill
ness, and healing, and in the end they are

about the healing powers of ant. Photography
appears in a variety of modes, including nega-
tive prints, phmn screenprints, Tl:|r|1||-
tographed nineteenth-century portraits and
medical text pages, and photo etchings on
glass. Allusions w photography are also rife,
as the pieces repeatedly call attention to fram-
ing, looking, lenses, cameras, and the history
of photography.

Reece's installation involved four major,
complex components. PrescriftionPolpharmeacie
Monstrense is built into a charred, arched win
dow frame salvaged from a burned house. It
incorporates split-toned photographic images,
convex lenses, antique medicine bottles, and
photo screenprints, as a whole conjuring up
the sort of arcane assemblage Victor
Frankensiein might have used in his lab. The
large central photographic image focuses
upon the back of a young woman siiting in an
old-fashioned tub. This image alludes to the
time-honored idea of the water cure, but the

patient looks desolate and abandoned. In
Wother Send Sugar, installed in an old-fash
ioned pie safe, the central plm[ugr;lphil'
image again positions the viewer looking
down over @ young woman's shoulder, this
time onto an empty institutional metal tray.
ative print onto which the mes-
‘Mother send sugar™ has been scratched
came upon the messay
chiatric textbook among the case notes of a
female patient). The photograph is bordered
first by a hand-drawn copy of antique gift
wrip with cherubs, then again with a frame of
old broken Christimas lights and ral carcasses.
Like Prescription .
lation and of the torture imposed by archaic,
inhumane methods of “cure.” The pie safe
ensconcing the image hints by contrast at the
“safety,” nurturing, and fragram warmth of
Grandmother’s house. It includes kitchen
items such as antique coffee cans and mea-
suring spoons, their miniature sizes evoking

in an old psy-

this work speaks of iso-
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girlhood play

A third component of the exhibit was
Injuries of Time (for Hannery 0'Connor).
This piece includes a gigantic view camera
{constructed from window frames) in which a
lens and a series of internal glass plates are
all inseribed with photo etchings of the same
scene, a wheelchair in a park. Through the
“eamer,” one sees an actual antique wooden
wheelchair swathed in tendrils of dead kudzu
vines. This disturbing picture of debilitation
and decay is made even more jarring by the
inclusion on the front of the camera of a small
found photograph of a cherubic wddler,

Placed on the back wall of Gallery X was
Victorian Voodoo, a large piece comprising
three parts. The Rest Cure features an iron
bed on a pedestal, its frame covered with
dark-red satiny fabric and dozens of dried
long-stemmed red roses. The Drawing Room
is a1 series of small photographs in elaborae
frames set on easels on the floor. A Case
History for Amna ©. is a triptych wall-hanging
incorporating photo screenprints, found
objects, and oval portraits. (“Anna 0." was

the psendonym given by Freud and his col-
league Brewer 1o the patient they credited with
prompting the discovery of psychoanalysis as
the “talking cure.” This woman, Bertha
Pappenheim, later became an advocate for
social reform and in particular women's suf-
frage.) At the top of the assemblage is an
architectural detail with two small oval

Opposite page
frames. These display, respectively, the image top: Sonia Yi, 1990;
of an ear and a medical portrait of a tongue. bottom: Scottle Stapleton, 1330.
Listening and speaking are heralded as the This page; all photographs by
overall themes of the piece. The side panels of Margo Reece, 1990,

the triptych are painted gold and encrusted
with beads and bits of jewelry. Numerous
small oval openings primarily showcase nine-
teenth-century portraits of women from psy-
chiatric texts, but a few hold objects like

ton, and Sonia Yi—was exhibited at HCP
from June 2B to July 28, 1991. HCP has

locks of hair, teeth, bones, or dolls, and one Arts ‘.Eﬂﬂnli grant
4] (b « 1 0 1] irr The e ¥ w m
features an antique oval mirror. The center b Margo

panel is composed of four photo screen-
prints, the top and bottom halves each made
up of doubled imagery suggestive of the
Rorshach test. In the larger bottom section, a
woman stands, reaching out; her hands in the
two reflected images touch in a wntative ges-
tire of self-discovery.

Reece's work could be described as aggres-
sively feminine: in installing the exhibit she
and her assistant Nicole Frugé created a
dark, smelly, clausirophobic environment. All
of the pieces are exquisitely detailed and
hand-worked to the point of ohsessiveness,
alluding to the hand work/busy work women
did in earlier eras. They also reference wom-
en's possessions and the home environment.
The work is beautiful, vet just when it threat
ens 1o hecome cloying it incorporates ele-
ments of the macabre. Reece explains that
she is rebelling against her graduate-school
training in cool, analytical postmodernism
and secking a distinctively feminine subjec-
tivity more in tune with what she acknowl-
edges as her own streak of Southern
decadent romanticism.

But this is not mere southern Gothic. A

critical posiure is still very much in evi-
dence, as Reece dissects the representations
of women and illness built into structures of

15

disciplinary power like medicine and psy-
chiatry. Photography is also critically exam
ined here as part and parcel of these
disciplinary powers. But then again, photog-
raphy functions “magically,” as Reece capi-
talizes on the photograph's power to evoke

emotions and fix memories. This is especial-
ly clear in The Injuries of Time (for
Flannery O'Connor), which presages the
camera's duality; it compresses time to
speed up the aging process and 1o juxtapose
infancy with old age, but it can also arrest
time, helping to heal what Roland Barthes
described as the “wound” of time, death
Like Flannery O'Connor, who created her
work throughout years of serious illness and
pain, the photographer can use mordant wit
1o stave off mortality while sustaining a cre-
ative vision, @ Cynthia Freeland
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B]uas Tray

N exhibition of photographs by inner-city young-
A.\Iurh. “Houston's New Visions,” which accompa-

nied “The New Vision: Photography Between the
World Wars,” was one of the most exuberant and rele-
vant shows mounted of late by the Museum of Fine Arts.
To create the works in the show, 144 children between
the ages of eleven and eighteen at siv Houston communi-
ty centers learned photographic technique from Ben
DeSoto and Carlos Rios and toured “The New Vision™
show at the MFA. The participants then took pho-
tographs interpreting their urban surroundings and
edited their work with their teachers, creating a panel
for each of the six community centers.

Maost of the six groups (each ook a street moniker—
Third Ward Posse, Mexicans With Cameras, Fresh
Photographers) produced collages from their photos,
although there were striking individual images, including
a still, memento-laden mantelpiece. Collage was a sensi-
ble choice given the varving quality of the photographs,
but at the same time the abundance of pictures helped
convey the considerable imagination and joy behind each
panel. Bart $impson made an appearance in more than
one collage, but the automobile was the more recurrant
image. Street violence also factored in this work; one
group even staged the grisly aftermath of gunplay. The
same panel pictured a magazine rack displaying titles
like Playbay, Pentbouse, Adult Action, and the partially
obscured Oral and Ladies! Nor did the artisis aitempt to
romanticize poverty or spare the viewer from its realities
Simple, lively narratives supplemented some of the work;

one, an environmental allegory, expressed one of the
artisis' concerns: the fate of the planet. But in looking at
the beawiful faces of the bovs and girls who labored over
“Houston's New Vision,” | despaired over the fate of such
talent and ingenuity in a country that only professes to
care about its children.

A fine legacy of the show is an ongoing tour of the
work to the community centers that worked with the
MFA on the project. Through November 7, the exhibi-
tion can be seen at Flores Branch Library, 110 North
Milby. Subsequent locations are the Cliff Tuttle Branch
Library; St. Joseph's Multi-Ethnic Cultural Arts, Inc.; E.
0. Smith Elementary and Middle Shcool; Fifth Ward
Multi-Service Center; Community Artists’ Collective;
Ripley House; and Stenaker Library, Call (713) 639-
7580 for more information. @ Tim Brookover

Clockwise from top left:
Aphrodisiac Vision, LULAC National Educational Service Center;
Twelve Ps, LULAC National Educational Service Center;
Cameras With Attitudes, 5th Ward Enrichment Program;
Third Ward Posse, Community Artists’ Collective;
Mexicans with Cameras, Andrew Jackson Middle School;
The DFC Photographers, Community Artists’ Collective;
| Shot a Person Last Night, Cliff Tuttle Branch Library;
Fresh Photographers, 5th Ward Enrichment Program.

Photography of the collages by Paul Hester
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PHOTOGRAPHER friend of mine,
Au man of strongly held opinions,

sneercd last summer at “The
New Vision: Photography Between the
World Wars” (which was on display at
the Muscum of Fine Arts from June 9
through August 4), deriding it as “pho-
tography's greatest hits.” And it was
true that the show, curated from John
Waddell's previously private collection
by Maria Morris Hambourg (from what
is now called the Ford Motor Company
Collection at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art), did have an unavoidable col-
lege-art-history-text slant, in part
because so many of the images are now
part of the public imagination. A num-
ber of the works in the exhibition have
even been reproduced on greeting
cards and in advertisements, including
Margaret Bourke-White's Fort Peck
L, Montana (1930), Lewis Hine's
Steamfitter (1921), Brassai's fnfro-
ductions al Suzy's (1932-33), and
Charles Hofl's Explosion of the
Hindenburg, Lakeburst, NJ., May 6,
1937, Sill, at least one generation of
museum-goers had not been able to
see the original art, including the
startling work of the Surrealists and
that of seminal Americans like Walker
Evans, Paul Strand, and Alfred Stieglit:
My friend’s jibe was also a bit unfair w
the MFA: Given the innovative nature of
much of the photography department’s
work (“Czech Modernism,” for exam-
|1-|l'3|. a didactic show once in a while
doesn't seem out of line. There is the
related argument that generally conser-
vative corporate dollars may hinder
curatorial freedom, but that is a fight
better left for another article(and
indeed, the collection that ullimately
produced “The New Vision” was
assembled hefore Ford weighed in)

While recently revisiting the splendid |8
catalogue (by Hambourg and Christp- SSSSEE
pher Phillips, from Harry N, Abrams), |
was taken once again by the exquisite images
from the interlocking worlds of fashion and
show business—images that retain their rele-
vance, it seems o me, hecause they are echoed
in the myriad contemporary glamour shots that
confront us everv day, staring out from maga-
#ne covers, billboards, television: Jessica Lange;
Barbra Streisand; Michelle Pleiffer; Sean Penn;
Prince; Jodie Foster, the cast of “Beverly Hills
90210"; Linda Evangelisia; Jeff Bridges; the
Baldwin brothers; Madonna, Madonna,
Madonna.

The spectre of celebrity representation has
also been brought up this month with the publi-
cation of new books by photographer and music-
video antewr Herb Rins and photographer and
filmmaker Bruce Weber, Rits's picture book,
Do (Twin Palms), contains more of his sleck,
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The New Vision

and Celebrity Representation

heroic nudes, this time of bodybuilder Bob Paris
and his spouse, fashion model Rod Jackson.
Weber's self-titled book (Treville) serves up
mare of his distinctively polished-to-a-fault por-
traits: Naomi Campbell and a pre-indictment
Mike Tyson, Robert Mitchum, Siegfried and Rov,
Don King, and others. Annie
Liehovitz, whose brightly lit, animat-
ed photos helped make Bolling
Stone and Vanity Fair famous, is
also promoting her book, Annie
Liebovitz Photographs 19701990,
published by Harper Collins in con-
junction with an exhibition of her
often imitated work at the National
Portrait Gallery in Washington, 1.C.

Do the myriad images that con-
front us at the newsstand measure
up to the classic portraits in “The
New Vision"? For the most part, |
think not—primarily because time
and curators have not winnowed
out the best examples and discard-
ed the minor work. In the cata-
logue, Hambourg and Phillips pose
a central question: “Whereas earli-
er epochs came o know their cast
of characters through ballads, leg-
ends, and serialized novels, the early
modern age was the first to know
itsell from photomechanical repro-
ductions of photographic portraits.
Late in the century, the power of
that first impression still reverber-
ales—nbut is this because the pho-
tographers instinctively know they

were creating lasting archetypes or because the
sitters really inhabited their roles?” This ques-
tion, which is probably unanswerable, is partic-
ularly applicable in the case of James Doolittle’s
circa-1931 portrait of Marlene Dietrich, which
helped define elegance in Depression-era
America. Though not as
familiar, other images
from the portraiture seg-
ment of “The New Vision™
carry a similar mon-
umental weight. In George
Hoyningen-Huene's 1936
portrait of an atypically
languorous Gary Cooper,
Cooper reclines in what
could easily be coital after-
glow. August Sander's
Student, Colagne, [926,
seems 1o be a prototype
for one of Bruce Weber's
Polo boys. Baron Adolph
de Meyer's remarkable
1923 portrait of Josephine
Baker is one of the most
pleasurable in the exhibi-
tion, thanks to the sub-
ject's enormous eyes and
her serpentine pose.

Of course, each one of
these works represents a
collaboration between an
exacling photographer
and a celebrity who was
eminently aware of and
protective of an image,

Clockwise from top:
James Doolittle’s Marlene Dietrich, ca. 1931;
Baron Adolphe De Meyer's Josephine Baker, ca. 1923;
August Sander's Student, Cologne, 1926,

The best magazine photographers
working today understand this artist-
model relationship and exploit the arti-
fice inherent in the celebrity portrait.
Matthew Rolston frankly goes for the
wr in his work, g his sub-
cls appear much younger and whiter
of tooth; his look, at its worst, can be
trite, but there is no doubt that he
knows how to the make people look
great. In his frequent work for Vanity
Fair, Ritts creates similar illusions.

Not long ago, 1 worked for a magazine
here that often displayed Texas-born
television or movie stars on its cover, We
decided to ask Farrah Fawcett to pose
and sit for an inerview, and it fell 1 me
to negotiate with her publicist in Holly-
woid, who tartly informed me thar Ms.
Faweet was only photographed by Herb
Ritts. Well, fine. Ritts's people in London
responded with word that the photogra-
pher was interested but unavailable
because he was shooting an ad cam-
paign. 1 had recently seen magazine pho-
tos of Faweett taken by someone other
than Ritts, but | sparred gamely with the
publicist until it was apparent that no
amount of schmoozing would help me
negotizste another photographer. Thus do
personalities control their image through
the modem media.

(By the way, for an illustration of the
way two photographers address the same
subject and for a lesson in why personal-
ities try to demand control, contrast the
burnished shots of Bob Paris and Rod
Jackson from Rits's Dwe reproduced in
the October Advocate and lrfervien with
the cheesy, brawn-flexing pose of the
same pair, by An Zeller, on the cover of
the December Musclemag Iternationsal.)

The more famous half of the most
notorious star-photographer matchup is
Madonna, who has of ke been working
with Steven Meisel. Madonna is the
queen of control, and Meisel, 2 wuly gift-
ed magazine photographer, is her ideal
portraitist, whether presenting her as a blonde
siren on the cover of the April Vanity Fair (and
as Marilyn Monroe inside) or as a brunette,
leather-clad, fall-of-the-Weimar-Republic sex kit-
ten in a gender-bending photo shoot for Rolfing
Stone. Their photos together are about the joy of
pretending and, naturally, of sex. Madonna's
newest person at of Serious, Lonely Actress,
and who knows if Meisel will continue to be her
Boswell. The mistake lies in thinking these pho-
tographers act independently of their subjects,
whether that is Marlene Dictrich or the latest
international young thing: For as the celebrity
photographer John Engstead is quoted in the
catalogue about Gary Cooper: “The way [he|
handled his face and his six-foot-three frame
led me to surmise that he must have done
considerahle homework.” @ Tim Brookover
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LLUMINATING Video, An Essential Guide to

Video Art (Aperture in association with the

Bay Area Video Coalition, 1991), compiled
by Doug Hall and Sally Jo Fifer, is an informative
arrangement of essays on the history of video as
an art form and its relationship to television. As
a video artist, my initial reaction 1o the idea of a
history of video was negative; 1 saw this book as
a threat to the freedom that video artists have
enjoyed. No longer would we be able to create
our own history, picking and choosing that his-
tory which seemed most germane to the imme-
diate project. Meddling scholars, curators,
critics, and other artist wanna-bees encroaching
on the last frontier of non-historicized an trf
would ruin everything, One of the most precious
aspects of video art has been the fact that there
i no written history, no rule book. 1t has always
been enough to say that Nam June Paik had
done this or that before, and everyone would
nod, trusting that someone had seen a similar
piece somewhere but knowing that since there
was no slide show, no bluehook essay question
to answer, that it didn't really matter who had
done it first. This attiiude has been a positive
force, keeping video as an art form free of all
the_old platindes citing historical precedents
that either make a piece more important or ren-
der it redundant. As the rebellious child of
broadeast television, video's redundancy is a
given.

However, upon further reflection, 1 realized
that it was precisely this lack of a recognized
history that was partly to blame for the fact that,
when I tell people 1 make video an, they often
respond first with a quizzcal look, as if 1 hadn't
finished my sentence. When a moment has
passed, they might say, “You mean vou make
videos of an?” Perhaps, 1 have decided, ths is a
subject in need of some illumination after all.

Hall and Fifer have made it their goal w create
an informed audience: “The book can be used
as a map or conceptual core sample of the field;
its intended purpose is to construct 4 base from
which we can address the issues that are raised
by video™ (p. 27). This map is created by a
comprehensive compilation of essays, divided
into five sections, authored by artists, critics,
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R. QUESTION MAN

VIDEOTICS

and scholars. The first section is entitled
“Histories.” The editors have aptly chosen the
plural here as there is more than one way o
skin a cathode-ray tube. The multifaceted
approach toward issues is one of the book's
greatest sirengths—ithis will not be 2 medium
whose history is written and dictated by one per-
son for its first fifty vears. On the contrary, the
editors present us with “histories” that are obyi-
ously opinions held by the individual anthors
rather than didactic manna emerging from a
preordained curatorial conduit.

It is worth noting that the editors imply that a
hierarchy of objectivity exists within the critical
corpus of video in which the scholar/critic is the
most objective and the artist is the least: “What
differentiates
most of [the ar-
lists’ essavs| is
that they repre-
sent personal
and often idio-
syncratic points
of view (the
voice of the
artist), and es-
tablish a valable
counterpoint
the more schol-
arly writings”
(p. 13). It
seems that the
editors. consider
artists to be less
than scholarly
and/or that crit-
ics and scholars
do not hold
idiosyncratic
points of view,
However irk-
some | may find
this, it is one of
the points within the text that illustrates the
importance of having a varied group of writers.
One can compare the above-cited statement with
another in the book's foreword by David Ross:
“The artist’s word has been the clearest and
most powerful component of video's critical
corpus” (p. 11). The two seemingly antithetical
staiements reveal a strength of this collection of
essays and, indeed, of the medium of video:
diversity. The editors make no attempt to
homogenize viewpoints into one chorus;
instead, the soloists are allowed 1o shine on
their own and create harmony or discord, which
is of paramount importance to any pluralistic
reatise.

In the first essay of the “Histories™ section,

informs us that “video histories are not now
praduced by or for scholars but for potential
funders, for the muscum-going public, and for
others professionally involved in the field, as
well as to form the basis for collections and
shows” (p. 44). It seems that Rossler’s intention
here is 0 point oul a negative aspect of such
histories, but there is a positive side to her state-
ment, i.e., histories by scholars for other schol-
ars would not be as interesting as the broad
scope of the essays found in MWuminating
Video. Later, in her essay in a section entitled
“Myth,” Rossler decanonizes Nam June Paik in a
most informative and amusing homily that 1
found to be worth the price of the book.
Following the book’s spirit of muliplicity, John
Hanhardt, in his
contribution to
the “Histories”
section, writes
that the work of
Paik  created
“genealogies for
the later prac-
tices and think-
ing of video
artists” (p. 71).
Again, the edi-
tors must be
given credit for
their efforts to
include such
opposing view-
points. It is
quite refreshing
to read an art
history  text
compilied by
editors who rec-
ognize the im-
“-’-\ portance  of
S diversity. These
opposing view-

points transcend their immediate arguments; the
reader leamns that what Paik did is a matter of
record. The medium is young enough so that
photographs, reviews, and witnesses of various
video works can be found. As in most art “histo-
ries,” what varies is the importance assigned o
a given work or artist, but in Maminating
Video it is clear that any such assignment is
based on the value judgement of the individual
authors. For example, Hanhardt would have me
believe that it is now genctically impossible 1o
have 2 thought about video that is independent
of Nam June Paik. In contrast, Rossler suggests
that Paik’s preeminence is merely a continua-
tion of the modernist clich¢ of the artist as
super-human hero. In the end, neither essay

Martha
Rossler

Video stills by Michael G. DeVoll from
“Emie Kovacs: TV's Original Genius™ (Vestron).

provides the
“perfect “ans-

wer, but the combination of the two makes for
some excellent questions,

This anthology covers a broad scope of issues
relating to video, making it more than a simple
history of the medium. Many of these pieces
explore video concepts from angles less conven-
tional than the essay format. These works, wril-
ten by artists, add a dimension of immediacy to
the collection. The anthology is not only about
ant, it contains art as well. Some of the writing,
like the Howard Fried and Peter D'Agostine's
contributions, are descriptive examples of video
works. Others, such as the Gary Hill and Tony
Labat pieces, were obviously formulated for this
book’s pages. Some of the essays even deal with
humor, another topic which is rarely found in
maost art-history texts but one that plays a major
role in video art. In the book's third section,
“Syntax and Genre,” Bruce Furguson con-
tributes an informative piece on the work of
video pioneer Ernie Kovacs. Kovacs, with his
vaudevillian use of the new medium of televi-
sion, embodied 2 2est for invention that is a cru-
cial pant of video ant. These varied inputs should
help foster ingenious new videos as well as
informed scholarly debate.

Iurminating Video is a useful start towards a
history of video art, Happily, this “history” does
not threaten the creative anarchy that is a the
heart of the video-art phenomenon.

Instead, the multiplicity of voices (forty-two to
be exact) act to reinforce the notions that there
are still no rules per se, but that there has been
significant activity, which merits attention and
acknowledgement. By advocating different
points of view on identical issues, Hall and Fifer
preserve the right of the artist and viewer (o cre-
are meaning unbridled by a strict formal history,
By the same token, the anthology serves as a
resource for interested parties (o investigate
the medium and to generate the cogent dis-
cussions necessary o expand the audience
for this important medium. As the light of
video art burns brighter through familiarity
with its history, I'll look forward 1o the day
when upon describing myself as a video
artist the response will be “Oh, 1 love video
ar.” @ Peter Harvay
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N ambiguity of meaning, found in the

narrative content of Todd Haynes

self-reflexive film, Poison, may best
summarize a parallel confusion of both
identity and language in gay culture, recon-
firmed over the previous decade of the now
full-blown AIDS crisis. Haynes' cinematic
gesture, with its sell-conscious posimod-
ernism, toward body fluid establishes a
duality painfully acknowledged by gay men
of the paradoxical relationship between
semen and poison, and he locates the com-

plexity of this poison in the surreptitious
labeling by homophobes
Because of this covert messaging of
identity and homophobia, critical
assessment of Poison requires an addi-
tional intertextual reading of structural

form, which compounds meaning
through svstems of encoded messages
but, significantly, locates its text within
second generationist appropriational
strategies. While the complexity of
Poison's text results from the develop-
mental usage of a culture-specific vo
cabulary, its formal structure adheres
to the conflationary tenets of recent
appropriationist pracliioners.

To distinguish between these inter
generational usages of appropriation,
initial strategies concentrated on either
an anachronistic adaptation of stylistics
ar on the commentary of appropriation
al usage itself, as in the dialectics of
authorship, but always within the
grounding of an art-world discourse. In
conirasi, later appropriationists have
shifted this
cality within activist politics, continuing to
rework these issues of or iming
an ethical irrelevance and redi anli-
ence away from a fine-arts comext and towards
an external civil disobedience through identity
awareness. (This theoretical shift in appropria-
tionist grounding is established by Douglas
Crimp in “The Boys in my Bedroom,” Arf in
America, T8, Feb. 1990.)

The exigency of Poison's .\|'rL'g'if1'l.‘ political
agenda allows for this pirating of any available
information, whether methodological, contex
tally referential, or image-specific, that cre-
ates an effective [II;il’kt'ﬂn!.', ool of il|Hr|n!.,"j. for
queer politics, While the political usage of
appropriation was initiated by feminists, whose
strategies have frequently been co-opted in gay
politics, the extension of these definitions are
the result of associative ACT-UP affinities and
anti-homophobia collectives, such as

crounding to one of a radi-

and DIVA TV, which eschew the assin
a previous generation’s invisibility, (For a com-
plete survey of these practitioners, their work-
ing methodologie:

ind their relevance to

DemoGraphics, Bay Press, 1990.)

Visible cultural identity and the develop-
ment of this vocabulary of representation are
pivotal issues in queer politics, providing an
affirmation of self-awareness through cultural
validation. The history of gay representation
limits the resourcing of this identity in litera-
ture, art, and film but distinguishes those
sources of clear representation as crucial o
this affirmation. {(For a historical SUTVey of
gay representation, including erotica and the
use of physiognomy in surveillance, see Doug
Ischar, “Endangered Alibis,” Afterimage,
17:10, May 1990.) Gay sensibility, which aes-
theticizes cultural information for referential
identity, has additionally questioned author-
ship of heterosexual texts for underlying
meaning and has traditionally adopted
aspects of taste and cultural iconography as
relevant to gay culture. While the particulari
ty of this construction of identity is essential-
ist, its usage assists in the development of a
vocabulary of identity and provides the cul

#

The activism of Poison strategizes these
sources for meaning, cor

tently accessing
information that reinforces s political
intention, and consolidates its textuality
through significations respondent to or sym-
pathetic with this gay sensibility. While an
intracultural encoding of preference pro-
vides a vocabulary of this identity, the syn-
tactical messaging in Poison accesses the
marginalized politics of a broader cultural
constituency. As postmodernist artists of
gender, race, and class have additionally
ified themselves through their oppres-
gnificanl aspects
of gay identity through homophobia. By
appropriating the previously encoded mes-
sages of these marginalized groups, a political
affinity is created that identifies the similari-
ties of oppression

To define this identity of homophobia and o
point o its multiplicities, Pofson deconstructs
cultural assumptions about sexuality and
focuses instead on a construction of contin-

iden

sion, Pofson also locaes s

tural visibility neces-
sary for activism.

Film still from Todd Haynes® Poison.

IL{L'I'Il.'! a5 4 means HI
re-encoding the agen-

da of queer politics. By inverting protigonist
identity, a disruption of apriorism reschedules
the leprous burden of risk; the film considers
the adolescent a valid construct of sexuality,
and it adopts the Genetian texts of brutality
and marginality. These image signs collectively
form a vocabulary that disrupts the compla-
cency of gay identity and assimilation while
also redirecting its reading of homophobia.

tension of referential intent is an es-

sential ool of activist appropriation, and its
use in Poison compounds the already unre
mitting assault of image bites. The film’s
adaptations of Genet's Fresnes and
Baton equally embrace the anti-fas-
cist vocabulary of Rainer Fasshinder
and the adolescent sexual construct
of Bernard Faucon, each exiending
the referential frame of gay culture's
language. The appropriation of post-
modernist images (such as Cindy
Sherman's Uniitled Film Still $27)
reinforces the need for political affin
ity with other marginalized power
siructures, while the use of siock
photography of modern architecture
locates the stereotype of our ack
nowledged taste as homosexuals, The
use of siylistics in Pofson, such as the
inherent camp of bathos, or the signi
fying manipulation of film stock,
forms a culture-specific grammar,
validated by gay culture’s previous

reliance on social signifiers as a
means of encoded communication.

The success of Poison's messages lies
in this development and reconstruction
of a vocabulary that provides gay cul
ture a discourse on both itself and homopho-
bia. The impetus of this vocabulary is most
evidenced by the film's detractors and the mir-
rar of homophobia represented. Poison ques-
tions the identity of homosexuality and
redirects the placement of homophobia to the
passive aggression of indifference, which
includes the offense of its own community.
The discomfort of Poison's message-aesthel-
ic confronts the gay community with a pustu
lar vocabulary of memory, desire, and fear in
a community that is now assimilating disease
as a result of this homophobia

The offending matter of Poison is not the
sexuality denoted by its subject, as insisted by
the conservative right, or the displacement of
identity as viewed by the assimilationist left,
but rather the societal disease that permits
death as a valid response to homophob
The kind of misery the whole stinking world
is made of.” The radicality of Poison’s mes-
sage-aesthetic is both its establishment of
this !lull!u]!|11||'|il' identity and its provocation
o response, is incitement o riot, It is to
Cenrage vou. @ Bill Shackelford
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Perhaps your limits as a photographer
stem from the limits of your camera?

HIGH PERFORMANCE. DEFINED.
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# Three meters-Matrix, Center Weighted & Spot ®
Automofic baknced Fill-Flash » Top shutter speed
of 1/8000 sac. » High-speed outofoces with Focus
Tracking * Fost built-in motor—up 1o 3.3 frames
por sec. ® Full Nikon lens and system compotability
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Trade in your old view for a new vision. See Jobar today about
a trade-in, and watch your world come into sharp focus.
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HOUSTON CENTER FOR PHOTOGRAPHY

Houston Center for Photography

COLLECTORS®
PRINT PROGRAM

HCP is offering six photographs i
If you join or renew your membership in one of the Platinum Membership
Categories, you will receive all standard membership benefits and your
choice from the following selection of signed original photographs.

Contributor $200
Vincent Borrelli or Lorie Novak

Sponsor $300
Keith Carter, Robert Dawson, David Graham or George Krause

Benefactor $500
Choice of one from each category

For more information contact Jean Caslin at 713-529-4755
Houston Center for Photography 1441 W Alabama Houston, Tx 77006

the Collectors’ Print Program.
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THREE SIXTY

URING his forty-vear career Kenneth Snelson has been variously described as an atomist,

a sculptor, a theorist, and a photographer. The photographs reproduced in the pages of

his newest publication, Fall Cirele (Aperture, 1990), confirm that these descriptions
apply, but what is most acutely revealed by the 360° panoramas is that Snelson’s keen analytic
eve is tempered by a curious dose of nostalgia linking his photographic activity 1o events and
people in his personal past. In the Sixties, Snelson proposed a model for atomic structure and
secured patents for it, and  his sculpture since the late-Forties has dealt with what Buckminster
Fuller termed fensegrity (lension + integrity)—an approach 1o sculpture that counters the
effects of gravity by using an internally applied system of tension and counter-tension. Without a
doubt, the analysis of structure and its relationship to enveloping space has been central 1o
Snelson's thinking for some time, and his panoramic photographs expand on those ideas. In
these full-circle views, he explores how the structures depicted in the photographs related o and
were defined by the cultures that built them and how these structures influence the present-day
viewer, physically and psychologically.

However, the reader should not be misled into thinking that this book contains magnificent
wilderness vistas such as those produced by the nineteenth-century photographer Carleton
Watking or scenic views of cities phuwgru;!!uﬂ from atop some monument: Snelson’s images are
emphatically distinct from their panorama and travel photography ancestry and, moreaver, are
firmly rooted in late twentieth-century thinking both visually and conceptually. Challenging view-
er perceptions is integral to kate-twentieth-century artistic methodology, and nearly all published
material relating to Snelson’s panoramic photographs deals with this aspect of his work. “The
visual distortions in these panoramic pictures demonstrate that the conventional, “objective’
appearance of reality is of little consequence, while the structure of that reality is paramount,” as
Laurance Wieder states in his introduction to Fufl Circle, adding: “what [Snelson's] camera
records impeaches the authority of both the eye and the still photograph as reliable witnesses 1o
the nature and structure of space, . . . Panoramas [both in situ and photographic] cannot be

s in 2 glance, This raises questions not only about camera vantage, but also the reader’s point
of view.” However, contrary 1o Wieder's suggestion, it is not simply the camera that “impeach-
es.” Snelson challenges preconceptions by his particular choice of sites and his (and the cam-
era’s) position within those spaces. He carefully does not provide clues as 1o how he wanis us to
read the images: his statement at the end of the book refers only 1o the cameras he has used and
how he came to be a photographer of panoramic views. He describes himself (the photogra-
pher) as “a voveur lurking to intrude for a moment with his lens, then fleefing] like a piraie
with the prize of his latest trespass. Our curious need is to capture a piece of the world and
sneak it back home.” The views in the book are taken in a variety of European cities and in a
garden designed for meditation owiside Kyoto. What these images have in common is Snelson’s
interest in manmade constructs—buildings, gardens, or canals—and their accoutre

In Paris, Baron Georges-Eugéne Haussmann, the mid-nineteenth-century landscape architect,
continued to redefine Paris in terms of radiating axial orientations but did not impose the type of
grid system common 0 younger American cities upon the then 1,500-year-old city. The canal
wanderings of Venice and Kyoto's “manmade” gardens are even less orthogonally ordered than
Haussmann's Paris, but likewise are defined by and define the spaces they inhabit. Therefore, the
American viewer, used to the “logical” intersections of two thoroughfares, might expect to find in
a full-circle view a cityscape with four distinct corridors. Such reassurance is not forthcoming in
Snelson's panoramas of these Eastern Hemisphere cities, Corridors are missing or in the “wrong”
place; straight lines become curved, curved lines straight; nearby structures thrust forward
aggressively, more distant monuments become no more than incidental details. Since the rotation
of the full-circle camera captures more than 2 single moment, time is required both in the mak-
ing and the reading of a panoramic photograph. In addition, the unchanging photograph {or its
reproduction) resolutely affirms that the viewer is not actually there at the site but is looking at a
mechanical, albeit humanly-directed, translation of the scene. Thus the viewer, used to the comfort
of reading a photograph as if it were a window onto the world with a certain expected logic and
perspective (and secure in the fact that his or her back is protected), finds these panorams disori-
entating and fascinating, if not disquicting, How should the reader respond? The photograph can be
assessed incrementally, much as the original scene would have been taken in, by focusing atention
on discrete fractions of the site—forward-back, right-left, front-behind. Taking the photographs
as they are and marveling at the ebb and flow of the buildings, the color and the atmosphere of
the spaces certainly helps to assuage wanderlust or to satisfy the armchair traveler. Alernatively,
trying to solve the visual puzzles the panoramas present to us by reconstructing the place literally
on paper or entering into the space with our imaginations is a rewarding exercise for the truly
devoted. Or we may, like Laurance Wieder, read them in terms of musical constructs and poetic
metaphors, seeing them as mnemonics for times and places gone by.

M times, Wieder's introduction seems (o be mismatched 1o Snelson’s photographs. Throughout
his essay the poet and critic provides metaphorical descriptions of individual images, deconstruct-
ing the panoramas in poetic and musical terms, transkating them for s as if they were Japanese
scrolls—an apt comparison for the approximately 9- by 40-inch original phowgraphs, Wieder
relates the imagery to musical compositions more or less faithfully throughout his essay while he
discusses the making and composition of the photographs chronologically, following Snelson’s move
from Paris to ltaly to Japan. By titling his picce “Music Box,” he sets up an analogy between Snelson's
panoramic camera equipment and the nostalgic litde box which when opened plays a repetitions
melody by mechanical means. Although evocative of a certain type of imagery to which Snelson’s
work may be compared, the music box analogy is problematic: it denies authorship, it suggests over-
simplicity, and it takes us back oo far in photographic time. Snelson’s panoramas and arist’s state-
ment are straightforward and unembellished, but not as uncomplicated as a music box melody. His
placement of the camera nearly always results in 2 visually challenging composition—not an casy
accomplishment in the middle of a European city street—that never resorts o formula. Howsoever
the panoramas may serve as a personal link to Snelson’s past, and perhaps provide a link o losi
pasts in readers’ lives, and even though produced by a type of camera first introduced 3 century ago,
these pictures provide a way to see and to come to terms with manmade structures and the spaces
they occupy from a resolutely iwentieth-century perspective. The photographs are at once simple
and complex enough to allow for multiple interpretations. Although Wieder's informative and
idiosyneratic analysis provides one possible pathway o understanding that provides a counter
balance to the dispassionate and analytic photographs, this reader unfortunately got lost along
Wieder's way more than onee. It is much more pleasant to lose vourself in the pathways of
Snelson's making and find vour own way oul, @ Maggie Olvey

Kenneth Snelson’s Pont Neuf with lle de la Cité, 1985.
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LETTER
TO THE
EDITOR

The editors af SPOT were pleased to
receive d lefler epen !'J(_'ﬁm' his fssie came
ol We bape that the letters section becomes
a fornm. Send letters to SPOT, Attention ME.,
HCP, 1441 West Alabama, Houston, Texas
TT00G-4103; please include a phote nimber.
Letters may be edited for space.

LATIN AMERICAN PHOTOGRAPHERS:
A CERTAIN UNGRACIOUSNESS

Although the opportunity 1o see Latin Ameri-
can photography has become less infrequent, it
is still the case that, proportionately, Latin
American photography is vastly under-repre-
sented in Houston. So when a show such as
“Latin American |-‘|1u[u:_:1'4l|'n|u'r.\' (LAP) comes
along, we welcome it. But this most natural
reaction does not preclude us from raising
objections if they are due—and they are. LAP
was organized by the Aperture Foundation and
curated by Fred Ritchin, a frequent writer for
Aperfure magazine. Since 1987 the show has
been seen in different cities of the United States.
Understanding that curating is often an art of
whiat is feasible and not of what is desirable, 1
nevertheless believe that Aperture Foundation
has the resources to make what is desirable
feasible. The problems of LAP are not about
resources but of curatorship. Neither is this
criticism aimed at the Contemporary Art
Museum whose receptiveness to Latin America
can only be commended.

By and large American art institutions can
be credited with confronting curatorial tasks
with scholarly thoroughness. And vet, when it
comes to dealing with anything which may be
found in their files as “Hispanic,” their cura
tors often show a provincialism dangerously
close to ignorance. This is particularly
reproachable given that nowadays special-
ized libraries in this country are endowed
with better information about Latin America
than any Latin American country. Nevertheless,
when it comes (o Latin American matters what
is often common knowledge in the academic
world is slow to reach the art world. LAP
seems to have been put together with the min-
imum of research and an abundance of good
intentions and nescience.

Mthough LAP includes the work of photog
raphers whose talent is above suspicion
Iturbide, Meyer, Salgado, Hava, Eleta and
others—it includes a few whose claim to
excellence is rather weak. Indeed, the show
could be reduced 40 percent with marked
improvement in its appearance. Further
more, the curatorial selection from Meyer's
work is motley and that of Salgado’s is less
than impressive. More importantly, out-
standing photographers are not represent-
ed, and it is obvious that the reason for this
omission is that nobody hothered to find
out wha's who. Had someone bothered, the
cozy generalizations explicitly stated by Mr.
Ritchin in his presentation of the show may
have never occurred.

While in Peru in 1954, Robert Frank
reflected upon the end of exoticism, Today,
echoing that thought, one ought to be con
cerned about two issues arising from the
perception of Latin American photography
outside the cultural borders from which it
wis generaied. The first one is that the
paradigm of Latin American photography—
incarnated in the work of Graciela Iurbide
or Sebastido Salgado—nhas come to be clas
sified by American critics as “documentary”
without much ado. To be sure there are cas-
es of photographs whose main function is
clearly and merely to document. But upon
I|:-;3ring the term one alwavs ought 1o ask

“documentary as opposed to what¥”
Moreover, how important is the distinction
for societies with slightly different social
relations, specifically with a different histo-
rv and sociology of art?

he second issue is that—because of the
strength of the above paradigm—it often
happens that nothing differing from it is rec
ognized as Latin American photography. In
particular, photographic an showing features
such as sell-referentiality, allusions to the act
of photography itself, to representation, to art
history, or other such issues typically found

HOUSTON CENTER FOR PHOTOGRAPHY

in comemporary art is considered 1o be un-
Latin American simply because it falls outside
the paradigm. Many fine photographers from
Latin America have been excluded from
shows as the presemt one because they failed
to conform to the paradigm. And vet, the his-
tory of avant-garde art in Latin America
strongly supports a tradition of a contempo-
rary art with the features described above,

Mr. Ritchin, the curator of LAP, is patently
bhiased in favor of the paradigm. Indeed, his
presentation suggests that his selection was
heavily influenced by what he saw in La
Habana at the Cologuio Lalinoamericano
de Fotograffa. Although that fact may have
already been a selection factor, it is instruc-
tive 1o read his statement presenting the
show in order w0 understand the error of his
ways: “Attending the Third Colloquium of
Latin American Photography in Havana in
1984, 1 was hoth delighted and bewildered
by the hundreds of images that 1 saw by pho-
tographers from throughout the region. | was
attracted by the imagery, intrigued 1o see a
whole body of work that 1 had not known
existed and that, for the most part, seemed
s0 different from the photography that 1 was
accustomed 1o, It was '.Il'i"l 'i(:ll'l:ll".\h:ll "‘l'IIIL'l'\:'
ing for me that, after vears of working as a
picture editor in this country, | was nol sure
I could read the photographs stiffic ntly o
know what they meant, 1 fell that 1 needed 1o
spend much more time with the photographs
because they did not appear 1o have been
written in the same photographic language
that I knew.”

To his curatorial woes, Mr. Ritchin adds
concepiual maladies. He holds the absurd
notion that the images of these Latin
American photographers are coded in a dif-
ferent language which he claims is difficult
for him to interpret, Dyslexias aside, it is
certainly not the case that looking at these
pictures is like hearing machigfiengas con-
verse in their language; or even that they are
incomprehensible to him because his per
ceptual mechanisms are not of the appropri-
ate sorl. Indeed, there are hundreds of
|Ihu[u_1{r;l|1-hl'|'.\' in the U.S. today whose work
is more opaque than are the images in this
show. Il he would not have been led astray
by the naively natural albeit unfortunate
analogy with language barriers, he may have
come 1o the conclusion that what really is at
stake here is values,

Itis a moot point whether the American art
world has tended 1o value less and less art
which documenis; bui this tendency is cer-
tainly not as deeply entrenched in Latin
America. Indeed, many scholars would claim
that even the Latin American avant garde
stubbornly persisted in its more or less
direct reference to actual life or history
Moreover, the rejection of art which docu-
ments is not the rule in the history of art but
the exception. People like Iturbide, Mever,
ado believe they are doing art when
they document as much as Gova believed he
was when he produced the Efecucian de los
insurgenfes or his Caprichos . There is a
sense in which the ari of Goya in Latin
America is still a living paradigm. It is con-
fusing and misleading that images such as
Mever's Annunciation of Graciela (whose
iconographic lineage differs substantially
from that of |'|‘IF[i1il".|| violence in Argentina or
Nicaragua) appear next o other images in a
different vein of the same photographer. In
the context of LAP and curated with the
aforementioned bias, the image is bound to
be imerpreted in such a way that its surreal
character almost vanishes, The connection of
Iturbide’s or Mever's work with twentieth-
century Mexican art and the particular con-
cerns of its avant garde is thereby
camouflaged or lost.

One of the comical stereotypes of the Latin
American mind is that it relates to the world
t‘.lr"{'|_\ in an emotional way and not in an
intellectual fashion. There are plenty of
counter-examples; but Mr. Ritchin, who
seems 1o honestly believe he is compliment-
ing somebody, does nothing to dispel that
sterentype. He savs: “The photographs that |
saw in Havana about them, for the most
part, a directness and warmith, an overriding
empathy, an ongoing dialogue between pho-
tographer and subject that is very different
from the more critical and self-referential
imagery that has been popular in the United

States for some time.”

Now, it may indeed be the case that Latin
Americans have a tendency to acknowledge
their emotions more than Nordic peoples, but
it does not follow that, in the process, we lose
our intellectual faculties, our rational capaci-
ty, our ability to reflect upon ourselves and
the products of our culture. Yet when Mr
Ritchin denies thai photography such as
Mever's or [turbide's is critical and self-ref-
erential and describes it instead as “direct”
and “warm” he is thereby promoting the
above-mentioned stereotype and failing to
understand just how critical and self-referen-
tial the process of understanding one's own
culture through artistic production has been
for those artists.

Let us spell it out plainly for future refer-
ence: Latin Americans are the inheritors of
avante-garde art that subverts traditional
representation and aesthetic values just as
much as ;JI'|3.|1||L|:\ else who is. Modernization
and social revolution plaved a role in forg
ing the Latin American avant garde as much
as it did in Europe. There are notable differ-
ences, of course: (i) Latin American nation-
alism transformed the avante-garde awe of
primitive art into the quest for
autochthonous values which indigenismo
amounted to; (i) modernization in Latin
America came about a bit later and at a
slower pace than in Europe; (iii) modern
life in Europe was often perceived by artists
as alienating whereas in Latin America it was
often yearned for; (iv) whereas World War |
begol pessimism in Europe, it brought pros-
perity 1o many Latin American countries; (v)
the 1917 Bolshevik revolution sugeested the
need to revolutionize art and so did the
1910 Mexican revolution and the movements
for reform in Latin American universities;
and (vi) unlike its European counterparts,
schools and universities plaved a major role
in propitiating the avant-parde movements in
Latin America

Researching photography in Latin America
is always exciting. But vou cannot do it from
an armchair like the Cuban writer, Mr
Edmundo Desnoes, did in the 1987 Winter
issue of Aperture largely based on LAP. 1
mention it, because it has often been quoted
in critigues about LAP. The so-called Six
Stations of the Latin American Via Crucis are
a concoction of Mr. Desnoes. If, as Mr
Desnoes claims, Latin American photography,
is o be classified in the themes of Revolution,
Love, Religion, U.S. penetration, Nature and
Childhood, what are we o do with the more
interesting work of Chambi, Paillet, Obando,
and the thousands of photographs of urban
landscapes? Moreover, where are we going o
come up with important work about nature?
Quite frankly, there is so much in the way of
sociological, historical, conceptual, critical
and archival work to be done for photogra-
phy in Latin America that Mr. Desnoes’ brand
of improvisation is unforgivahble.

An additional motivation of this critique is
the following consideration: Institutions which
have hosted LAP are thereby less likely to
show another exhibit from Latin America in
the near future, even if it is a better one. So
even il LAP opened some doors, it closed
many others. [‘.llr;llur.\hip involves that kind of
responsibility; its predictable consequences
ought to enter into the curatorial decisions.
This is why we are so unsympathetic to this
halfhearted attempt to do a show representa-
tive of Latin American photog y. Mr.
Ritchin says that some of the photographers of
LAP speak of their work as “magical realism.”
Did he try to understand what that means? Is
that also coded in a different language? If he
had fully understood just that one phrase, he
would have done a better show. One of the
great tragedies of the political history of Latin
America is that we have often been denied the
right to make our own mistakes. To avoid
being ungrateful and ungracious we ought o
thank Mr. Ritchin for his well-intended
errors; he has the right to make them.
Hopefully, somebody will find the moral of
this essay—coded in a neutral langua
close to the hearts of the avam garde—exot-
ic enough to interpret it. “Wovon man
nicht sprechen kann, dariber muss man
schuweigen.”

Fernando Castro
Houston, Texas
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Tender Instincts

Continued from page 5 and land-
scapes—dArchie MacDonald, 1954; Lusel!{
Family, ftaly, 1953; Mr. Bennett, Vermoni,
1944; Open Sea, Cape Split, Maine, 1996—peo-
ple making not grand historical gestures by
sneaking off into the woods 1o plan insurrection,
but people making life, ordinary life in mostly
pre-modern, pastoral settings. Srand appeals to
the image of the Jeffersonian garden in the
wilderness where free, independent, and frugal
men and women recreate a Virgilian golden age,
one of the most powerful American ideals and
myths. This explains why there is so linke trbu-
lence in Strand's photographs, so linle strife,
unless it be of a subtle, existential kind, as in the
faces of the Women of Sania Ana, who are pen-
sive but not yet ready to act against those who
persecute them. Mental agitation precedes any
political agitation.

In his search for an authentic culture of
unalienated men and women who live eve-to-eve
in coherent communities, Strand replicated
Emerson’s search for “the Central Man,” self-suf-
ficient, an agent of fraternity, democratic, and
“ready to build therefore [his] own world”
{quoted in Howe 21-22). Strand gave a visual tes-
timaony to Paul Valéry's statement that “the inhabi-
tant of the great urban centers reverts to 4 state of
savagery—that is, of isolation” (quoted in Howe
25). A photographic ant made from such a per-
spective is not the stuff of proletarian self-con-
sciousness, bailing it out with sudied enemies in
the hothouse of finance capitalism. Strand’s
conception of community is utopian, idyllic, a
prodest against, in the words of E. P. Thompson,
the suffering of “those who live and die in unre-
deemed time” (Thompson 1978, 2006).

One should see in Strand’s photographs the
utopian urge to praciice consciously what the
nineteenth-century ntopian socialist William
Morris suggested is the obligation of human-
kind: the education of desire, W “teach desire
o desire, to desire better, 1o desire more, and
above all 1o desire in a different way”
(Thompson 1976, 49}, With a more subtle eve
than some of the “Marxists™ possess who have
heretofore been attracted to his work,, the world
created by Strand’s photographs is a place
where people desire more, desire better, desire
in a different way. 1t is a world tender in its
instincis and therefore both transcends and sub-
verts the less than tender social reality that we
have made. @ Kerry Candaele
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Paul Strand’s Archie MacDonald, 1954.
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Shattered

Continved from page 8 are 1o mean
anything. In providing a structure that would
seem to be relentlessly unordered, the artist
is providing the viewer with a hellish experi-
ence of relentless fracture.

Since, in 2 work of art, the artist subjectively
chooses both the form and the content, Hock
would seem to be creating an order that
describes futility, in which the form endlessly
denies any system the viewer might auempt 1o
impose on the work as a whole. 1f we accept the
premise that a schizophrenic reading is not
Hock's goal (if it is, it is horrific), then we are
forced w ask on what level can the given com-
plexity have any shared quality.

The only unity we can resort o that would
explain all the images taken together is essen-
tially mystical. If the mind that created the
work is not schizophrenic and is not simply
playing around with endless variation of
images that are only about variability (both of
which would make the work revalsive), then
the works must contain an organizing princi-
ple. This knowing vet unrevealed organizing
principle in Hock's work bears more on what
may be his particular spiritwal insight than on
issues of art or language as such.

Standing behind these works is an individu-
al with profound and disturbing views of the
contemporary world, who looks backward 1o
find images of integrity. The underlying desire
for a symbol of spiritual wholeness, likewise,
is backward looking and does not find fulfill-
ment in a conlemporary image. For example,
where Hock has used the image of Christ, the
image is always a part of a picture we may be
familiar with—a crucifision. The closest Hock
comes (o a contemporary parallel 1o these frag-
ments of Christ is his use of portraits of twenti-
eth-century artists or writers.

Though it is possible o see the religious
images as essentially a fond remembrance of
things past or as a simple parallel with con-
temporary figures and conditions, one senses
that the artist is making a moral point. The
use of Christian iconic imagery can be seen
as the expression of a desire for a religious
idea in comemporaneity (or lament of its
lack}. Yet we are presented with a schema, a
grid, which is never altered and that always
stifles the search for a desirable completion
through its unwavering separations.

Each codex would seem to contain images
from a past in which a unified idea existed, but
these images are ordered in the present by a
schema that relentlessly separates them. In
(Things are Symbols of Themselves) we are
presented a codex that carries a nonsensical
title. In a telephone imerview, Hock explained
that in this codex the image of the ghost issu-
ing forth from the dying man (first frame) is
analogous to the process by which the bar
code (fifth frame) robs an object of its life.
This is 2 codex in which an objective svstem of
classification (the bar code) denies differ-
ences, and renders dead all manufactured
objects or things containing subjective quali-
ties. If we liken the bar code to the grid
scheme in which living images are placed
into the codex, then the structure of the
codex robs its individual images of their life.

In similar ways, each codex contains a lev-
el of contradiction, a negation of itself, which
can be resolved only by application of 2 high-
er meaning in that apparent contradictions
or arbitrarily related images seem unified
through something like Zen. Again, in
(Thirgs), six images lead up to a pair of dia-
grams: “Fig. 60. Double Interpretation: Is this
a rabbit or a duck®" and “Fig. 61. The illu-
sionary cubes: How many cubes are there?”
The image of interlinked cubes is deceptive
and indicates the ability of an image (or more
specifically, its form) to convey falsity, This

seems (o suggest that the viewer must not
only passively read the images but must then
negate the form of the work if any meaning
other than separation—f{racture itself—is to
be realized. The codex is self-contradicting
until an act of conscious choice is enacted in
the mind of the viewer.

Effectively, the title and the images describe
a pun, 2 word or phrase that contains both a
mundane and an extraordinary meaning, the
sense intended being revealed upon examina-
tion of context. And the title itsell, (Things
are Symbols of Themselves), provokes in the
viewer the realization that things cannot be
symbals if the work is to be seriously consid-
ered. This negation is the same one that takes
place when the work is considered as a
whole. Though we are presented with a
schema that presents moral values as random
and lacking hierarchy, we must realize that
this is not a valid scheme to escape the
Sisyphean task of endlessly searching
inside the work for coherence amid con-
tinual negation.

I cannot believe that the artist’s goal is 10
express a latently sadistic desire that the
viewer become endlessly frustrated by frag-
ments and equivocations. In the presence of
art equipoised between potential unity and
relentless fracture, we as viewers are forced
to choose one orientation or the other. Since
the content implies a religious ordering if we
reconstruct it, surely the artist could not
have intended a religion of fracture. The
equipoise between a heaven and hell teleolo-
gy is shocking enough. That the artist may
not care which way the viewer goes is evil. 1f
the codex is indeed a formal negation of
meaning at the level of theology, it raises the
spectre of an art, an icon no less, predicated
on negative value—the artist enacting an
entrapment of the viewer in the material,
not for enlightenment but simply to entrap.

If it is possible to view the work in a posi-
tive light, then ultimately, one hopes, the
codex is imtended o be read the way the
artist produced i, as the outward form of
the spiritual vision of an inward-looking
moralist. (The separation between images
may simply be a barrier, rather than a nega-
tion.) In effect, each codex asks the viewer
to make such an inward-looking journey in
order o reconstruct the artist's vision. The
images that the artist and viewer share are
the common language of their souls. Once
the journey through the work is completed,
some positive meaning arrived at, we
return to gaze at the crisis of non-order,
and we must lament the prison in which
each fragment of our whole conception is
rigidly contained.

In the context of a redeeming reading, the
authorship of each image is not central,
because the emphasis is on divine inspiration
and universality. The question of appropria-
tion of images from other artists or from
popular media is rendered moot by the enor-
mous number of such images available to us.
The particular image of any one compart-
ment can be seen as an interpretation, an
analog, one-among many of an ideal that
each artist tried to express or that each fig-
ure attempted to live for.

If acting constructively, Hock assumes
the role of philosopher-scientist, mining
the artifact images of human life over time.
He presents a deconstructed vision, com-
posed of the externalized imaginings of
inward-looking moralists through the
ages. His codices reflect a world trapped
in a wealth of partial signs, hall mean-
ings, yearning for yet unable to connect
the pieces of its own spiritual puzzle. In
the horror of this fragmentation, we can
glimpse the terrible task of reconstructing
God. @ Louis Dobay
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Aperture, ed. Between Past and Fulure; New
German Photography (Aperture Foundation,
Inc., 1991). This issue of Aperture examines
the state of Germany today through pho-
tography and critical writing.
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ness: Images of the Canadian Wild (Rizzoli
International Publications, Inc., 1991).
Portraits of and commentary on the van-
ishing Canadian landscape suggest
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Gollings, John. City of Victory (Aperture
Foundation, Inc., 1991). The historical, cultur-
al, and religious background of Vijayanagara,
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em India, is revealed through eighty pho-
tographs and one hundred illustrations,
affording a fuller understanding of a loca-
tion recently added to UNESCO's World
Heritage List of ancient places of global
significance.,

Hambourg, Maria Morris. The New
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1989). A selection of images produced
between the two world wars charts the
urban, technological, and psychological
revolutions of the modemn age.

Ketchum, Robert Glenn and Callison,
Charles. Overlooked In America (Aperture
Foundation, Inc., 1991). Photographs of
the Cuyahoga Valley National Recreation
Area become a metaphor for the prob-
lems surrounding federal lands.

Louie, Reagan. Toward a Truer Life
{Aperture Foundation, Inc., 1991). Reagan
Louie photographed the native landscape
in China between 1980 and 1990, captur-
ing the customs and traditions of the
country as well as the courage of Chinese
youth embracing democracy.

Mullarkey, Karen, ed. Baseball in America
(Collins Publishers San Francisco, a divi-
sion of HarperColling Publishers, 1991).
From sandlots to stadiums, a portrait of
our national passion by fifty of today’s
leading photographers.

Parsons, Jack. Santa Fe and Northerm
New Mexico (Rizzoli International Pub-
lications, Inc., 1991). Photographs of the
magnificent landscape of northern New
Mexico, which has lured writers and
artists from around the world for decades.

Rice, Leland. Up Against It {University of
Mew Mexico Press, 1991). Photographs
that focus on the brightly colored picto-
graphic art, graffiti, symbols, poetry, slo-
gans, and familiar expletives that
covered the surface of the Berlin Wall,

Roth, Dennis. Rhythm Vision (Intaglio
Press, 19820). An attempt to share with
and instruct in the creative experience of
developing visual imagination.

—eompiled by Scottie Kersta-Wilson
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Ruth Berhard In The Box, Horizontal, 1962 (courtesy of John Cleary Photographs).
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The Queen of Fortune

We must have liked her somewhat
the first time around or we wouldn't
have accorded her so much power.
Onee 4 week she wore bell bottoms
and abused her short hushand

on prime time television.

We coubdn't resist the way she went
after him, poking, goading, she
holding her burden of black hair

as if it weighed so much she couldn’t turn
1o look at him, he looking shifty

and deserving of her toxic remarks,
We liked the way she always won,
and then trotted out the kid,
blessedly blonde, and coached her
in the methods of meanness till she said
yes to some nasty dig at her father,
sweelly resurrecting our Laughter
and relief. Now the tabloids say
Chastity's a lesbian, and are not kind
1o leshians. The hushand, father,

we all know, is now ex and hasn't
aged well since the Lady left

hauling her gili-edged wheel

with its mysterious medieval markings.

No one remembers what it was she carried
when she was still a pagan, but there are
old pictures, occasionally dug up to prove
how much cosmetic work she’s had done

when we weren't looking. You might find

... mo man can ever be secure until be bas once been forsaken by Forlune.

Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy

she appeared first as a Roman with a cornucopia,
a cascade of fruit we thought was good for us,
and sometimes, a ship's rudder to show

how much control she had over the direction

of the journey we were all going to take.

Boethius decided she was good

for all the blame he couldn’t put

on God. Then the Christians got ahold of her,
and Chaucer too, found her useful

a8 4 scapegoat, 2 place to put

the black knight's anger at the death

of his wife. And worse, we put her to work
doing commercials for a local health club,
ranging amaong brawny men who grunt
their approval as she strolls amid

the technology of fitness, flinging

cynical remarks about how we don't

have 1o live with bodies God gave us.

But look into her celebrated face
It is a gorgeous work of iconography.
The eyes are still alluring and accusing,
perfectly returning all human guil
and failure to their rightful owners,
which is why we want them so exquisitely
embodied and printed in magazines. They ask,
what bave [ taken from you that belonged
tor yourt They say, 1 will not be responsible
for your failure 1o be good,
happy, beautiful or kind.

-Lestie Adrienne Miller
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