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EXHIBITIONS

Shalby Lee Adams, The Newsome Children, 1997

PHOTOGRAPHS DO NOT BEND
8, TEXAS
IBER 4, 1998=JANUARY 16, 1999

Gregory Spaid

* * I E G A C i * * Shelby Lee Adams makes hard photo-
graphs. Even his subjects occasionally

tell him that: “You sure show it like it is:

= you show what it’s like to be up against it !
P HOTOG RAPHS BY sH E LBY LE E ADAMS These photographs are hard to look at
and even harder to understand, because
they are curiously deceptive images
o ) about much more than they seem to be.
Shelby Lee Adams, Hori's Corner, 1333 For the past 25 years Adams has been
returning each summer to a small, six

county pocket of Eastern Kentucky to
photograph the people he calls “moun-
tain people” or “country people.” These
are the inhabitants of those mountains
who still reveal in their faces and in their
lives aspects of the traditional mountain
culture that is rapidly disappearing. One
of Adams’ goals is to preserve an under-
standing of that threatened culture, both
in its harshness and its grace. He is espe

lly well-positioned to do that, because
he was born there, in Hazard, Kentucky,
and grew up there, near Whitesburg on
Jlohnson's Fork in the community of Hot-
spot (now called Premium). *I know my
world,” 2 he told me in a recent interview,
referring to the Appalachian culture that
produced him and that he has been
photographing with such commitment
and passion over so many years.

Yet it is the harshness that first we see
in his work. Some of his critics (both in
and out of Kentucky) have had problems
getting beyond that. This has led them to
charge that Adams is practicing a form
of stereotyping that has become all too

familiar in representations of Appalachian
people. Those critics, it seems to me, are
working with a misconception of what

Adams is doing, perhaps because they are

responding only to the undeniably power-

* Houston Center for Photography =
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Shelby Lee Adams, Brothers Praying. 1993

ful content of his photographs and over-
looking his process in making them.

In Adams’ current body of work from
Appalachia recently exhibited at the
Photographs Do Not Bend Gallery in
Dallas and published in his second book,
Appalachian Legacy, E\:r the University
Press of Mississippi (1998) — the process

by which he has made these photographs

becomes more clear. This is so, in part,

because of the excellent text he has writ-
ten for the book that enlarges our under
standing of the photographs with signifi

cant — and sometimes po

Shely Lee Adams, The Home Funeral, 1990
o =

details about his life, his subjects” lives,

and the intertwining of all their lives.

The structure of the book is also help-
ful, L'.\PL'L'LI”.\' the decision to divide the
photographs into sections on one family
or individual. Much of the power of the
work comes from seeing Adams’ engage
ment with a subject revealed in several
photographs taken over many years. The
section titled Brice and Crow, for instance,
includes one portrait of Brice Caudill
taken in 1974, one from 1982, and the
most recent one from 1997, In the text
that accompanies this section, Adams tells

of the curiosity he had about the Caudill
family from the time he was a small boy
waltching them walk by his house (they

had no car). *
one side of their jaws or the other” Adams

hey chewed tobacco on

writes, “and they would spit juice on the
dirt road as they walked by. As a little boy,
I would run out and stare at the tobacco
juice in the dry dirt as it beaded up,
popped, and disappeared into the earth;

it with a stick,
wondering what the stuff was” 3 It is re
vealing, I think, that Brice has a large wad
of chewing tobacco puffing out his cheek
in three of the portraits of him in the
book. In another photograph Brice with
Prince Albert Cans, 1982, he stands in front
of a log wall covered with flattened tobac-

sometimes | would poke ;

co tins, The significance here for me has

to do with the role memory plays in this
work
photographs

Adams’ memory. Many of these

a reenactment of images
that have been in Adams’ head since his
youth. This is what | mean when I say
these are deceptively complex images
that reveal their meaning only slowly
and only to those who can get beyond
a conventional reaction to the power
of their subject matter.

Before moving on from Brice and
Crow Caudill, there is one more image
in this section that I would like to discuss.
It is the most recent photograph of them
lugﬂ[hl‘l' titled, Brice ard Crow at Trailer,
1997 In this image Brice leans against the
corrugated metal wall of a double-wide
trailer; again his jaw is stuffed with tobac-
co. Crow sits in a plastic lawn chair hold-
ing a plastic cup for collecting his tobacco
juice. Both are dressed in what Adams
calls their “Wal-Mart clothes;” no longer
do they wear the overalls he associates
with them from his youth, For Adams
they now represent the new Appalachia,
a place dotted with its share of discount
department stores, fast food restaurants
and the inadequate jobs associated with
them. And there is another significant
change that this photograph records. It
was made on the farm where Adams grew
up, on the site of the house the Caudills’
used to walk by. That house burned to the

s Houston Center for Photography #
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ground recently and was replaced with
the double-wide trailer by Adams’ father
before he sold the farm and the trailer
to Helen Caudill, the sister of Crow.,
Today, when Adams makes his annual
portraits of the Caudills, he makes them
on what remains of the place where he
grew up and where his curiosity began
to form about “mountain people” like
the Caudills. This photograph, Brice
and Crow at Trailer, 1997, is about more
than it seems to be. It is not only the lat-
est “chapter” in Adams’ chronicle of the

Caudill family, it 50, 1N SOME way,

a personal record of his own evolving

relationship to the place of his youth.
There is a photograph by Adams,

Hort's Corner, 1993, that may help to illus-

trate further the complex dynamics at play

in Adams’ photography. This photograph
also

1 good one to support a major

point | would like to make about Adams,
which is that he is not a documentary
y traditional sense
1

photographer in
of that term. It is true that he is oft
compared with famous documentary

photographers such as Doris Ulmann,
Diane Arbus, Mary Ellen Mark, and the
Farm Security Administration photog-
raphers, especially Walker Evans, but his
work is considerably more internal, more
constructed, more cyclical and certainly
maore autobiographical, than theirs. His
work shares as much with certain well-
known “post-modern” fine art photog-
raphers, especially those that construct
elaborate narrative tableaux, like Sandy
Skogland, Ellen Cowin and Joel Peter
Witkin, than it does with exemplars of
“straight” documentary photography
like Evans and Dorothea Lange.

In Hort's Corner, 1993, the subject,
Hort Collins, appears three times: twice
reflected in mirrors to the right of the
photograph and once barely seen at the
extreme left. His face and body language

seem Lo suggest he is having a good time

being photographed. Around and between
these three views of Mr. Collins are some
v and habit that

of the objects of necess

have been collected over the years in the
bedroom of his house in Hooterville,
Kentucky. There is an old coffee pot, a
fancy glass oil lamp, a fairly new electric
fan and packages of Beech Mut chewing
tobacco, In the lower right is a picture of
Jesus dressed in a white robe that is set
in opposition to a murky reflection in the
upper left of a toy flying bat. Mr. Collins
referred to this bat as a representation

of the devil, according to Adams. And,
pinned up to one mirror, are two small
photographs. One is of an infant with

a broad smile; the other is of a light

colored van up on blocks and without
wheels. This second photograph is one
made by Adams on a previous visit with
Mr. Collins, The Holy Van, 1993. It appears
in Appalachian L
lowing Hort's Corner, 1993, the photo-
graph I've just described.

acy immediately fol-

I have described this photograph in
some detail because the details martter
in Adams’ work. They are not random or
casual, and they can be clues to meaning.
Take, for instance, the old coffee pot. It
was placed in the scene by Mr. Collins
because he wanted it in the photograph
for his own personal reasons. He had
looked at some of the earlier Polaroids
of the scene that Adams routinely makes
and decided to add it. This is typical of
the type of collaboration that goes on be
tween Adams and his subjects. Together,
for periods as long as several hours, they
carefully construct and revise an image,
taking Polaroids as they go. Adams uses



these Polaroids both to preview his
work and to give away to his subjec

Later, usually when he returns the follow-
ing summer, he brings boxes of 8" x 10"
enlargements to give away as well.
Look closely at Adams’ photo
graphs and you will occasionally find

other photographs that he has given his
subjects on previous visits, sometimes
framed and hung with pride, or stuck

to a mirror, like the Polaroid of the van
in Hert's Corner, 1993. These “re-photo-
graphed” images play a curious role in
the body of Adams’ work. Not only do
they declare the pride and pleasure his
subjects take in lH."tlll.‘_ part of his project,
th
of his photography. Like the seasons,
Adams has been returning to the moun-
tains of Eastern Kentucky each summer
since 1974 to make photographs. He rents
a small house in the mountains where he
stays for two months before returning to

also make tangible the cyclical nature

his permanent home in western Massa-
chusetts. Year after year he has photo-
graphed the same people, growing up
and growing older. For many of them he
has been their family photographer. In
return they have welcomed him, cooked
meals for him, celebrated his birthdays
and book releases, and they have invited
him to enter some of the most difficult
and intimate moments of their lives —

as a friend. When one of Adams’ carlier
photographs appears in a later photo-
graph — as in Tilda, 1995, — it is a strong
reminder that Adams is a part of the lives
he is photographing. It is only a bit of a
stretch to say that he is both behind the
camera and in front of it.

Adams’ photograph, Brothers Praying,
19493, is another example of the autobio-
graphical nature of his work. The power-
ful intimacy in this images comes not so
much from the photographer being at
the right place at the right time as it does
from the photographer creating the cir-
cumstances before the camera, much like
a movie director trying to realize an image
in his head. In Adams' case, this is another
nage he has carried around in his mem-
ory since his youth, like the Caudills walk-
ing by his home. Here is what he writes
about creating Brothers Praying, 1993

“Before making the photograph Broth-
ers Praying, | talked with Hort and his
brother Henry for some time. [ explained
to them that as a child [ used to go with
my grandparents to visit the sick. | had
seen Hort and Henry kneel and read
from the Bible and pray for their ill
mother many times. | asked them if we
could set up a picture that would show

this ritual carried out by mountain people
for their loved ones who are sick and
dying. Hort told Minnie (their mother,
who appears dimly in the upper left of
the photograph) what I wanted to do,
and she liked the idea. This praying, read-
ing, and singing to comfort the sick is a

disappearing custom. For the Collins
ily, the photograph is a personal testament
of love for their mother, and all of the
sons have it displayed in their homes.™
Again, Adams’ memory of a childhood
event is the genesis of the photograph.

“If I hadn't had a lot of these childhood

experiences, these pictures wouldn't exit,”

he said,

Lighting is a hallmark of Adams’
photographs. It is almaost always a mix
of natural ambient light with el
flash generated by several flash units that
he carcfully arranges. This artificial light
often comes from unexpected angles and
e certain parts of the

Cctronic

serves to empha

scene. Adams' lighting style developed out

LR

Shetly Lee Adams, Brice and Crow at Traller, 1987

of necessity. He often found himself, after
a long afterncon of visiting with his sub-
jects, trying to make a photograph in the
waning light of evening. At those evening
hours in the mountains it became impos-
sible for him to make the photographs he
wanted with his 4" x 5" view camera with-
out bringing along the light he needed.
Ovwer many years
mients have evolved from pure necessity
to a unique element of his style. This is
not the type of lighting we gener:

lighting arrange-

Iy

associate with traditional documentary
photography, but, rather, it is more the-
atrical. This “unnatural” lighting now
serves as a clue to tell us that we are
seeing art that consciously reveals its
own artifice.

Adams is at his best, I think, when
making a group portrait of three
persons — undoubtedly, a challenging
photographic form. Too often the subjects
in a group portrait look wooden and the
image seems to be about nothing more
than the self-conscious process of making
a photograph. This is not true of most
of Adams’ group portraits, such as, The
Newsome Children, 1997, and Burchal and
Farily, 1994, or, fior that

r More

ter, two of

e -
Andy Hyslop, 4 7th Birthday Dinner with Josephs, 1997, Shelby Lee Adams (right) with the Jesephs

Adams mu

famous photographs, The
Home Funeral, Leatherwood, Kentucky,
1990 (from his first book, Appalachia
Fortrait) and Brothers Praying. 1993, that

I discussed earlier. In these images Adams
is able to exercise fully his talent for en-
gaging his subjects and winning their
cooperation in the collaborative process
of cor structing the photograph. Together
they view the Polaroids and refine the
arrangement before the camera. In these
group portraits he is able also to exploit

his unique lighting style to emphasize

and de-emphasize aspects of the story

he is trying to tell in the photograph.

For instance, in Burchal and Family, 1994,
the boy on the bike, B.J., is lighted most
strongly because the photograph is in-
tended to be about his life. B.]. is pictured
between his father, Burchal, in the fore-
ground, and his mother, Esther, in the
background. They are divorced, yet they
continue to live side bry side in separate
homes. “I'm trying to tell a story without
writing a story,” Adams told me. “I'm try-
ing to show this boy’s life of going back
and forth between his mother’s home and
his father’s home.” The welcome mat that
h

angs from the line in front of Esther in
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this ;‘!-|‘I:'|[u1.’,ri]}'lh is, as Adams points out,
a particularly meaningful and fortuitous

detail. There is often much more going
on in the arrangement of Adams’ group
portraits than merely a successful formal
composition.

Adams’ photographs are often the
ch and curious mix of nostal
giL' MEmMory, :.[;11_.:&'-|11;l||;15u:| story-telling,

result of a ri

direct observation of a sometimes-harsh
reality, and skillful photographic tech-
nique. Part of the strength of Adams’
work rests on the fact that his mix of these
elements is as fresh and compelling as it is
disconcerting. | know of no other photog-
rapher who does it in quite the same way.
This is a hybrid form of photographic
practice that departs sharply from notions
of documentary photography as an objec-
tive witness to events. Adams has no illu-
sions about making a true or objective
record, nor a definitive survey of Appala-
chian culture. He does, however, say that
he wants his work to be “authentic” to the
culture, which is part of the reason he
does not shy away from the darker reali-
ties of his subjects’ lives. His goal is nei-
ther to romanticize their lives nor to exag-
gerate the harshness of life that he sees.

As a photographer myself, | am ex-
tremely impressed by the depth of Adams’
commitment to his subject. Twenty-five
years of work on one theme. Twenty-five
years of returning each summer to the
same people in the same place is an as-
tounding record of dedication for a con-
temporary photographer. Perhaps, his
dedication {and his work) can be more
easily understood if we see it, not just as
the desire to make a photographic record
of a particular time and place, but as a
powerful urge to make sense of his own
¢ through his art,

My interview with Adams ended with
a quote he wanted to read to me written
by the Eastern Kentucky writer, Chris
Offutt, whose latest novel is The Good
Brother. It is a quote Adams says he cer-
tainly identifies with as a photographer
and artist:

“I think it's a mistake to make me or
any writer a representative of a culture.
Ralph Ellison did not speak for all black
people. Louise Erdrich doesn't speak for
all Indians. | don't speak for all Eastern
ns. | speak for me. My writing
is more about me and my problems than
it is about Appalachia, I'm not a sociolo-
gist, ethnographer or historian. [ just use
the hill country 2

Kentuc

§ a canvas o }I..Ii nt my

difficulties on. I'm trying to make art.”

Despite the powerful subject matter
of these plmlngruphs. we have to remem-
ber that Adam’s work is as much about
his life, his memory, even his love of his
subjects, as it is about the lives “mountain
people” who come before his lens. Whose
legacy is it that Adams is photographing
in Appalachian Legacy? The answer is, at
least in part, his own.

Gregory Spaid is a photographer working on a
project on rural America, a writer and professor of
art at Kenyon College. His work is in variows public
and private collecti Including the M of
Modern Art, the Smithsonian Institution and the

J. Paul Getty Museum.

FOOTNOTES

1. Shelby Lee Adams, Introduction, Appalachian
Legacy (Jackson Mississippi: University Press of
Mississippi, 19488). p. 18.

2. Much of the background material for this article
comes from a two and a half hour, tape-recorded
telephone imerview | conducted with Shelby Lee
Adams on lanuary 6. 1999,

3. Adarns, p. 63,

4, Adams p. 25,
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Mois de 1a Photo

Paris, November '98

Carolyn Richards =

The 1998 version of Mois de la Photo in-
cluded very powerful exhibitions within
its confinement theme and some strong,
though predictable shows in its event
theme. The Intimacy theme included
some charming, though mostly unstim-
ulating offerings. While the organizers
of the Mo
the exhibitions to be included, there was

de la Photo carefully chose

not a guiding curatorial force uniting
the exhibitions. There were no ground-
breaking, thought-provoking exhibitions
curated by festival organizers who also
serve as leadership at the Maison Euro-
péenne de la Photographie (MEP).

Omne of the successful exhibitions at
the MEP for this Muis de la Photo made
a beautiful statement on the confinement
theme, Klavdij Sluban, a Czech-born
photographer living in France, spent sev-
cral years working with youths in juvenile
detention centers on the outskirts of
Paris. He set up darkrooms in the prisons,
taught photographic skills and encour-
aged photographic expression by the
youths in detention. He collected their

work and organized exhibitions. After

working for seven years on the project,
he also began photographing within the

iﬁ
?‘.

Jane-Evelyn Atwood. Le “Padloir infdrior,

1991

walls of these centers, The exhibition

seen at the MEP is a series of introspective
black-and-white photos |1:\. several of the
young people and some of Sluban’s work
It is as much an expression of confine
ment as it is intimacy, especially in view
of the time and effort Sluban invested in
the lives of these young people.

The most powerful exhibitions were
found, without a doubt, within the Con-
finement heading. The star exhibition of
the festival was well worth the trip out to
La Vilette on the edge of Paris. Jane Evelyn
Atwood, with her exhibition, Too Much

Time Women in Prison, demonstrates

extraordinary
dedication to
her photograph
ic project. The
photographer
spent ten years
on the project
and photo-
graphed in
more than 40
WOIMEN's prisons
throughout the
United States,
Europe and the
former Soviet
She
often lived in

Unic

the prisons,
was on the
scene for
several inci-
dents and
worked
extremely hard to get to know the women
and their stories. The photos mirror the
photographer’s compassion for her sub-
jects and her knowledge of their plight.

The large format of the black-and-
white photographs effectively accentuates
the harsh nature of the women'’s lives.
Letters, newspaper articles and other arti-
facts enhance the exhibition in a subtle
way. The show is accompanied by thought-
ful introductions by exhibition curators
Gabriel Bauret and
Robert Pledge. In-
formative text high-
lights a startling fact

85 percent of the
WOImEn in prison are
there for killing or
assaulting an abusive
partner.

Another exhibition
dealing with prisons
sufffered greatly in com-
;hll‘i\uu to Atwood's.
Andrew Lichtenstein
was one of two photog-
raphers exhibited un-
der a carte blanche
given by Mois de la
Photo 1o organizers
of Visa Pour I'lmage,

a photojournalism
festival in Perpignan,
France. Lichtenstein’s
portrait of American
prisons was weak and
superficial. He begins
his artistic statement by
making excuses for this
lack of depth — con-
stant surveillance by
guards, difficulty in
getting permission to photograph interi
ors, lack of contact with prisoners, editor
ial control by wardens. One wonders why
he bathered at all. The emissaries from
Perpignan were redeemed, in a visual
sense, by Christopher Morris’ photos of
war and conflict throughout the world.
He circles the globe jumping into many of
the most intense conflicts and comes away
with powerful, classic war photographs.
However, one must examine his motiva-
tion, perspective and the actual message
behind his photographs. [s he trying to
push the horror of war into our con-

sciousness in a new and creative way?

‘Weegee (Arthur Felligl, Bowery Entertainers, c. 1944

Does he have
a responsibil-
ity to inform
himself and
us about the
SOUrce or
history of the
conflict? Is he
making judg-
ments about
the opposing
political
forces driving
the conflict?
Or is he sim-
ply trying to
fTIiIkL' ]NJ\'\.’\'I'
ful pictures?
He succeeds
at the latter
but one is left
to wonder
about the rest.
Confinement was also disturbingly
explored in a strong exhibition by Span-
iard David Nebrada. Perhaps this exhibi-
tion was presented in the Confimement
theme instead of the
Intimacy theme be-
cause Nebrada pur-
sued his work in
isolation for over
20 years due to
schizophrenia that
has plagued him
since adolescence.
He carefully docu-
mented in a forth
right way his ten-
dency for self-muti-
lation, Knive

ropes,
needles and self-
starvation all figure
in these carefully

compaosed photo-

graphs. These gen

tection, 1955,

images are difficult
Center for Creativ
Arizona, Tue:

to view and one feels =

unwillingly drawn

into a suffocating relationship with them.
Another Spanish exhibition was a

second carte blanche given by the Mois

Fillawedi]
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 Smith. Ouier portant de:
ve Heirs of Eugene Smith/Coll
@ Photogr

de la Photo directors to the Primavera
Fotogrifica festival of Barcelona. A great
public relations opportunity for the
Spanish festival was wasted in exhibiting
photograms by Antoni Clavé at the Cat-

Ti-

en Joel Brar, €
munications Director for Mois de la Photo,

alan cultural center.

expressed his regrets concerning the ex

hibition and the liberties given to the

Primavera Fotogrdfica. He s it was

not photography but painting. This is

not :||tu|‘.;cl'hL'l accurate as they are photo
grams, on a base of phntngr.lp]!it paper,
with recognizable photographic elements
(and some overused photogram clichés).
They have been manipulated to the extent
that the photographic chemicals have
been masked off in places and swished
around a bit, but not in such a manner as
to have the profound impact described by
exhibition curator Josep Miquel Garcia.
He rather overstates his case in describing
Clavd'’s work as “closer to Dada than to
Constructivism — unwittingly connecting
Man Ray's Champs Délicienx with his own
‘Rayogrammes.”

Other over-intellectualized concepts
were |‘.'J't"-L'ﬂ[L'{! at
twio commeercial
galleries, The
Galerie Baudoin
Lebon, which is
known for that sort
of thing, exhibited
photographer
Patrick Bailly
Maitre-Grand’s
positive and nega-
tive photographs
of antique mirrors
side by side. [s this
not a subtle way
to reflect an the
nature of intimacy?
- The Galerie Jean

tes o pro Pierre Lambert

usually does small,
The Unineersity of =

insightful and care-
fully conceived
solo shows of emerging international
artists. Their choice for the festival’s inti-

macy theme was particularly surprising.

Roselyne Pelaguier exhibits
graphic black-and-white
photograms of broken pieces
of human skulls. The forms,

resembling Japanese calligra-

phy, were monotonous and
uninteresting.

Apart from Pelaquier’s
work, the intimacy theme
yielded some predictable
results. Lovers by Carole
Bellaiche presented a couple
in an intimate sexual context.
The photographer took care
to explain that nothing too
graphic is shown and that
the participants are photo
graphed in low light condi
tions. This, in her view,
makes for a much more
“artistic” representation.

Continuing along this
predictable trajectory, the
intimacy theme included
homages to muses/lovers,
Edourd Boubat’s Lella and
Bernard Plossu’s Francoise,
both at the MEP. The MEP
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Jane-Evelyn Atwood, Le sauna, Colonie pénale pow fermmes, 1990

also presented a |.ll’1.',L' exhibition of the
work of Yves Guillot. It included quiet,
contemplative still lives and interiors that

failed 1o make a stimula

ing statement
about intimacy. The same ideas were
presented more effectively in the work of
Luigi Ghirri in an exhibition at the FNAC

superstore. The installation was claustro-

phobic

d glaringly lighted, but the color
photas of interiors of Ghirri's residences
and studios were warm and full of subtle
emolion.

As might be expected, there were also
nude studies within the Intimacy theme,
including exhibitions of work by Yvonne
le Marlec and Aurore de Sousa. Also, the

Mabil, Jeune Ddélenu de Fleury-Mérog

Belgian cultural center hosted a beautiful
exhibition, 'uhh:ding some nudes, of
Belgian pictorialist Gustave Marissaux.
These small images of melancholy young
women, twilit landscapes and Italian
atmosphere injected a note of nostalgic
Illlil'l'iii('fr' into a much more Contempo-
rarily oriented festival.

Intisrrate Fictions was a l;!rgc. ambitious
exhibition curated from the collections
of the Centre Georges Pompidou, which
is presenting exhibitions in alternative
spaces during its renovation. This exhibi-
tion at the Espace Electra began extremely
well with a M:lf—pnrlr;lil aof Bayard, ﬂunlillg

in water, posing as a drowned man. Un-

covering creativity of this kind so early

in photographic history promised great
things for the show. The exhibition did
not quite live up to this promise, although
there were many strong images.

The exhibition would have fared bet-
ter had it not detoured from the strong
fictional intimacy theme merely to show-
case several impressively trendy picces
in the museum’s permanent collection.
Especially off the mark in this way were
some staged photographs of Sandy Skog-
lund and William Wegman, banal images
by Bettina Rheims and a perplexing
piece by Mike and Doug Starn.

Intimate fiction failed to materialize
in another exhibition, It was especially
disappointing as it came from Duane
Michals, an established master of inti-
mate serial explorations. Adding wistful,
enigmatic text from Walt Whitman to
sensually photographed young men
does nothing to enhance impact or
relieve repetitiveness when the same
series is shot 20 times over.

As might be expected, families were
also explored. “You said families?”, one of
two exhibitions curated by independent
curater/auction consultant Vivianne
Esders, was a thoughtful collection of
work by art photographers examining the
family concept from many angles. While
this exhibition does not
quite measure up to some
of the great shows she has
curated in the past, in-
cluding a well-researched
look at contemporary
Soviet photography, it
does well in providing
diverse ways of studying
families. Her other exhibi-
tion is more of a historical
waltz down memory lane
for her and highlights her
talent in spotting great
work before it becomes
widely known. She was

ane of the first to

promote the work of
Sandy Skoglund and
Laurie Simmons and
exhibited William Wegman's first color
Palaroids in 1981, The show also included
works by Toni Catany, Larry Fink and
Gabrielle Basilico. While not very cohe:
sive, the show made a statement about the
quality of work with which she associates
her-self and her long history of succes

exhibition choices.

A delightful surprise
came with The Intirute
Lebanon, Photographs
1850—1960, presented at the
Arab cultural institute,
This large exhibition of
vintage photos by local
professional and amateur
photegraphers presents a
casual view of the evolu-
tion of Lebanese society
through family portraits,
snapshots, news photo-
graphs and studio por-
traits. Each carefully
chosen image radiated
humanity and emotion
and sometimes fun and
frivolity, too,

Two other countries
were examined through
exhibitions in the Event
category of the festival.
These were decidedly
less successful than the
Lebanese exhibition. From
a Glance, A Photochronicle

* Houston Center for Photography
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Marianne Cook, Nancy ef Jessica Katz, Leah Posner,
Pasternak, Los Angeles, CA, 1994

of Switzerland 1848-1998 included an
image from each of the 150 years in the
title. Presented at the Swiss cultural insti
tute, this overwhelming exhibition evoked
reveries about what statement or point
of view was being presented about the
nation. Was this a public relations effort
by the Swiss, with respect-able family por
traits, efficient factories and heroic states-
men? Perhaps they threw in a few photos
of civil unrest to mask the PR effort.
Perhaps they had to also throw in a few
luckless workers to balance out the idyllic
mountain scenery. There were many fasci-
nating images, but if the images had been
chosen on a visual basis alone (and not
according to this elusive conceptual crite-
ria} it would have been more successful.
The second look at a national iden-
tity proved that the Soviet propaganda
machine has not vet run out of steam.
The exhibition, i9i7—i991, Soviet Photog-
raphy Mirrors Its Time, at the Pavilion
des Arts was described as “a first attempt
at a reconstitution of the great events
of Russian and Soviet history through
photographic images." [t was co-curated
by a Russian and a French curator and
what goes unsaid is that the Russian
curator only pulled photos out of the
archives that toed the Communist party

line. We have images of fiery oratorical

Susan et Rachel

Lenin, gleaming war machinery, proud
soldiers and workers, functional well-
maintained buildings and assorted U, 5,
presidents shaking hands with Soviet lead
ers. The quality of the

nages is substan-
dard, understandable since “undesirables™
were systematically removed from histor-
ical photos. Moscow looked much better
in the historical show Old Moscow in
Phatos at the Musée Carmavaler. It includ-
ed appealing hand-tinted vintage archi-
tectural and street scenes,

The Event suite of exhibitions also pro-
vided an in-depth look at a greatly under
An exhibition of

reported armed conflic
clandestine photos by Swiss photographer
Michaél von Graffenreid, Algeria, Photo
graphs u_ih War Withour Images, was a very
ambitious project that included over one
hundred photos taken over a period of
seven years in Algeria. It did not graphi-

cally document massacres or some of the
more horrific incidents in Algeria’s civil
war so much as it documented the lives
of the people affected by the conflict. In
order to fully comprehend the impact of
the exhibition, it was necessary to study
an exhaustive timeline and text at the
beginning of the exhibition, with numer-
ous trips back to the text for reference.
(Text interspersed with the images would
have made more sense.) Given the lack of
images concerning this ongoing conflict,
the exhibition offered a rare opportunity
for better understanding the political sit-
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uation, and bringing more international
attention to the frequent violence and
civil unrest. The photographs were taken
clandestinely because photographs or
photographic equipment are forbidden
in Algeria with unpleasant or even fatal
consequences if discovered.

The Event theme also included a com-
prehensive, evocative, if not groundbreak-
ing exhibition at the Hotel Sully of the

work of W, Eugene Smith. The exhibition
ostensibly focused on his “personal” es-
says, many never before exhibited. How-

ever, many of the images were in fact

lane-Evelyn Atwood, Le couffin du bébé o'une prisonmidre devand les portes des cellules, Centre Pénitentiaire de femr

familiar from previous exhibitions and
books on his work, Another predictable
(but comprehensive and well-presented)
inclusion in the Fvent category was a large
exhibition at the MEP of the work of Wee-
gee. This show, organized by the ICP, was
also very comprehensive and nicely pre-
sented, These shows, well known to Amer-
icans as part of the American photograph-
ic legacy, are perhaps not so well known
to the rest of the world so their inclusion

could be considered more insightful in
the French context.
An inexplicably strong presence at the

Eugene Smith, Maud dans 'atfente de sa défivrance, 1951, The Heirs of Eugene Smith/Coll. Center for

Creative Photography, The University of Arizona, Tucson,

o, 1991

festival was Johan van der Keuken, a guest
of honor. He had three disparate installa-
tions in a retrospective exhibition at the
Metherlands institute; films showing at
the national gallery Jeu de Paume; three
installations at the MEP; and one large
piece installed at the Maison de I'Amer-
ique latine. The work was so diverse as to
make it difficult to evaluate his supposed
contribution to the photographic osuvre,
The most successful piece, installed at
the Maison de I'Amerique Latine, was a
black-and-white photo collage frieze of
images from La Paz, Bolivia. This piece
caught some of the chaotic movement on
the streets of this Latin American city. How-
ever, it is difficult to discern any connec-

tion to the city other tha
at the MEP were
not as visually stimulating. Amsterdam —
Two Streers attempted a similar contrast-
ing jumble of images as the La Paz piece
but because it deals with a modern city,

tours

one.

Van der Keuken's piece:

it comes across as a lesser imitation of
William Klein's work in New York. The
exhibition, Sarajeva/Ne
November 1993, had an interesting

premise. One young woman in Sarajevo

rwermber 1983

made a point to see all of the filr
jected during a film festival hosted there
during the war. This task involved all
sorts of adventures involving gullli!c.
lack of transport and checkpoints,

Van der Keuken's way of presenting this
experience was totally ineffective. Simul-
taneous videos of the young woman

5 Pro-

droning on about her philosophy of life
(as opposed to her experiences of the
film festival) and film of the streets of
Sarajevo during the war competed for
attention with an elaborate metal grid-
work that had large photos of bombed
out buildings on it. The tragedy of the
war was lost in the confusion of the in-
stallation. Van der Keuken's third piece
at the MEP was a film made of his sister,
Jake, in the week preceding her death
from cancer. It also included st

still photos
of her. The installation provided a rela-
tively effective vehicle for contemplation
of one’s own mortality, yet the unrealized,
stated gl‘ujl of the installation was a com-
ment on moving images and still photos
as metaphor for life and death.

» Houston Center for Photography
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Another unexplained event was the
exclusion of a very well-attended histori-
cal exhibition on the building of the first
line of the Paris Metro. This exhibition
at the Bibliothéque de I'Arsenal carefully
documented progress and the construc
tion methods that used an extraordinary
amount of ingenuity, manpower and
sometimes draft horses. Each contem
t print from the original

porary co Nl

glass negative had a carefully composed
explanatory text that the crowds were

studying with great interest. One can

only assume politics kept this event

out of the Mois de la Phoro literature.
The festival was an

ambitious under-

taking and provided inspiration and
stimulati

The organizers are to be
applauded. However, a stronger curatorial
voice could have been heard. The curator-
1al view of the MEPR, which serves as the
center for the Mois de la Photo, set the

tone for the festival. The mission of the

MEP is stated in its distribution of gallery
space. A full 78 percent is devoted to ex-
hibition of their permanent collections
and exhibitions organized by the MEP,
The exhibitions organized by the MEP
tend in large part to be the “big names”
in French photography such as Bernard
Plossu and Edouard Boubat presented
for this Mois de la Photo. There is eight
percent devoted to “historic and scientific
exhibitions.” That leaves 13 percent for
“the most current research in contempo-
rary pllilli‘f‘_-'.l'il}lh!'““l space not I.].‘xl.'d [‘IT[
its intended purpose this time with the
homage to Johann van der Keuken).
There is only one percent of the space for

s o o an e
El Khoury-Pharaoh/FAl, El Hadath, ca. 1925, Fouad
El Khoury,/Coll

“young artists” who must use the space
alternately with current work by photo
journalists. This small space was used
Mois de la Photo for a
of work by lim Dine, who is not exactly
youthful. With this heavy emphasis on
well-established photographers, there is
not a lot of support for exploration of

for thi exhibition

more contemporary themes or of work

by younger or more experimental artists.
With the remarkable facility, large staff

and budget of the MEP, great things are

bound to happen. Perhaps future Mois

de la Photo festivals will follow a different,

bolder course charted by leadership at the

MEP.

Carolyn Richards, formar stalf momber at HCP,
now lives in the South of France with her husband

and daughter.
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A Conversation
with Fernando
Castro

REASONS OF STATE
SICARDI-SANDERS GALLERY
SEPTEMBER 10-0CTOBER 18, 1998

Johannes Birringer

The Berlin Wall came tumbling down in
1989, triggering a whole series of uprisings
and revolutions that changed our political
landscape. In the same year, the democra-
cy movement in China was crushed by
governmental force, As the whole world
was watching, we consumed numerous
media images that crystallized political or
racial conflict in contemporary societies.
Naot all of them linger in our subcon-
scious, but some stand out because thl.'y

capture our imagination like the masked
fac

of subcomandante Marcos or the

Chinese man who blocked with
1 body the march of the tanks
men Square.

Fernando Castro’s new exhibition of
photographic works-in-progress, Reasons
of State, is both an artistic and a philo-
sophical meditation on precisely this
dilemma of the (anonymous) individual
facing larger, often equally anonymous
or irrefutable forces of “rationality
ploved in the name and service of state
interests,

Citizens of the rational state can claim

"em-

the protection of their civil and human
rights, but transgressions of these rights
acour i."\.'l.‘l'!-'\\'l'll.'lf_', '.I'I'El'j il'l mst cases \'il’-
lence and victimization are neither ran-
dom nor irrational. Castro’s Reasons ﬁ.f'
State is a profoundly disturbing exhibition
that offers no answers or explanations —
it does not document the dialectic of state
terror and individual acts of resistance,
nor does it simply illustrate the antago-
nisms between normative rationality and
individual freedom, public and private in-
terests, law-enforcement and violence in
law. Rather, it prabes the philosophical
and existential quandary of the opposition
between state power and the individual,
with either side claiming acts of legit-
imization that could be interpreted as
erroncous. Interpretation, in fact, matters,
because photography in this case neither
reveals nor indicts — it exposes a certain
futility. Futility is a predictable cliché that
photography has trouble admitting.

[
removed from documentary and realist
representation. Beautifully composed and
executed, the Wang Series and the Kotosli-
kotosh Series, together with three separate
prints titled in Spanish (El Desernmasca-
ramiento, La Leyenda Negra and Padre ¢
Hijo, Identificados) and obliquely referring
to issues of identity/identification, are
carefully manipulated photographic prints
or installation works, as in the case of No

ro's photographs are several steps

Conocian La Rueda Ni La Escritura and
The Red Carpet. The Wang Series, in par-
ticular, offers a multifaceted examination
of the point of view of the man who faced
the tanks on Tiananmen Square. All the
images in the exhibition are staged, and
they provocatively reframe the question
of the mask/identity of power (in a global
iemporary political context) by repeat-
ing the standpoint of the questioner —

Femando Casteo, Black Hole, from the Wang Sedes, 1998

the increasingly diminished space of the
body. The body is faced with a violent en-
croachment upon its space, the space of
the impotent gaze, hands bound. The
powerless witness, of course, becomes

an icon: “Wang” is the icon of the
imponderable question,

The ﬁ:llﬁwing is a conversation with
Fernando Castro in November 1998, at
Sicardi-Sanders Gallery.

Birringer: How do you see your work's
direction at this point in your career as a
photographer and writer?

Castro: My role as a curator and critic
has made me more self-conscious and
demanding of myself. It has also turned
me into a learner. My training as a pho-
tographer is almost exclusively the result
of trying to understand and interpret
other photographers’ work. | have also
learned from printing the work of others
and from the exhibits [ have curated.

Here at Sicardi-Sanders | curated a
show of Geraldo de Barros, the Brazilian
photographer, who in the late 19405 had
manipulated negatives, cut them, pasted
them, scraped them — his work touched
me very deeply. It taught me to stop
regarding the photographic print and
negative as something immaculate,
not o be touched.

When I saw this man’s work who had
done all this manipulation in the 19408,
he liberated me and encouraged me to
go back to my instincts to manipulate
and to bring different realities back into
the image.

Reasons of State also marks another
position | take with regard to Latin
American photography specifically. A lot
of Latin American photography is very
successful because it is exotic in this coun-
try which is the main market for it. There
has always been this hunger for the exotic
object, and | take distance. [ feel uncom-
fortable with certain images of indigenous
people; they are not only not in the best
interest of the people being photo-

graphed, but also they do ill service to
many Latin American photographers
whose work does not pursue exotic
imagery. The success of ethnic imagery
isa pln_rlric victory, because the photog-
rapher as thinker is dismantled. The pro-
ducer of that imagery becomes a smug-
gler. like pﬂ:p]l: who smiggle pre-Colum-
bian art or species of tropical fish or
plants from the Amazon.

Birringer: How does your self-distancing
translate inte the political comtent of your
current work?

Castro: Reasons of State alludes to the
justifications that people in power use to
perpetrate violations of human rights. For
“reasons of state,” we are obliged to close
down your newspaper; we cannot allow
you to show this movie; for “reasons of
state” we will execute you. Reason is a
malleable substance; as a philosopher, of
course | have to be committed to reason
— but not as something unalterable but
as a principle. When you commit to it,

e going to think about matters in
certain ways that are truthful and persua-
sive, you will not seek obscurity but try to
regard the natural world and the human
world with the respect they deserve.

In Reasons of State, "reason” is meant
in a narrow use “as means to an end.” In
this case the state uses violence as means
to secure itself, and this is a leitmotif of
the whole exhibit, whether we are dealing
with indigenous issues, as is the Kotosh-
kotosh Series or the Wang Series about the
image of a man standing before the tanks
during the Tiananmen revolt. They are
connected. The theme is the individual
whenever he confronts a tyrannical orga-
nization, whether it is the state, a corpor-
ation or peer pressure and social conven-
tions. The individual has to confront the
power of organized human beings, at
whatever cost,

Kotosh-kotosh takes stance against this
issue of exoticism | mentioned. The name
refers to an archaeological site discovered
in Peru some 30 years ago by a Japanese
archacological expedition investigating the

you
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Eastern .\lnp&: of the Andes, an unexplored
region also believed to have some of the
oldest sites in Peru. They discovered a tem-
ple with very few vestiges; but they did
find these bas-relief:
ufpl:mlur and there were these two sets of
hands at each side of the entrance, [ was
fascinated by these hands.

OFf course, [ didn't h access to the
real plaster hands, so [ staged them. |
painted hands white like plaster, put
them on a white background, again
like plaster to imitate the bas-relief,
and photographed them, one set in very
strong sunlight, the other in subdued
light. I titled them contrary to expecta-
tion: Sumimer and Winter, Summer is the
one with the subdued light because in the
Andean region, where the plaster hands
wWere ;:u.'tu:all:,' found, people do not call
summer or winter according to the posi-
tion of the sun but rather according to
whether it rains or doesn’t rain, It rains
when the sun is in the southern hemi-
sphere, and so they call it winter. Summer
and Winter take a stance against the exotic
imagery by showing how the facts about
the world they purport to depict may be
exactly the up;‘rusi[c of what lhcy ASSLME
in their representation.

made out of a kind

Birringer: What does No Conocian
La Rueda Ni La Escritura actially mean?

Castro: No Conocian La Rueda Ni La
Escritura. It represents an event that
occurs about 3,700 years after the plaster
hands of Kotosh-kotosh were made: the
execution of José Gabriel Condorcanqui
better known as Tupac Amaru. This man
was a kind of Ghandi. In fact, he was try-
ing to tell the Spanish authorities to
respect the laws that were in effect. Iron-
ically, the Spanish, who were very brutal
in the treatment of indigenous people in
the Latin continent, were also the people
who produced some of the first philoso-
phers like Vittoria who conceived that
people throughout the world had some-
thing like human rights, regardless of
their race or r|:|igiun_ It is one of those
ironies of Humanism, and later of the
Enlightenment, which I try to pursue
in my imagery. | didn’t want to title the
work directly after Tupac Amaru; 1 chose
a title from the story we were often told
in school as part of the learning of official
history, We were told that the Incas built
powerful fortresses; they built the plat-
forms where they cultivated corn and
other foodstuffs around the Andes; they
discovered metallurg
ever, we were taught that they didn’t have
a written language and they didn't know
the wheel.

L and so on. How-

Birringer: Why would they need wheels?

Castro: Exactly, they had to climb
mountains with no flat roads. If vou travel
across the Andes, you realize how useless
the wheel is. But the centerpiece of the
installation is a circle, the city of Cusco,
Qosgo in the Quechua language, which
means navel. The city of Qosqo was the
center of the Inca empire. I took the wheel
asa S}'mhnﬂ of what 1|'|1:}' didn't know, and
that circle is also on other images. It’s a
circular image inscribed in a rectangle,
and it is called The Black Legend (La Ley-
enda Negra), In the oral history of the
Conquest there are two lines of interpre-
tation: the white legend says how good
the Spanish were bringing civilization to
the continent and how bad the indigenous
pEchlL' were. The black legend says the
opposite, Anyway, those hands called
La Leyenda Negra continue the series of
Kotosh-kotosh, and another image is called
Entrance to the Valley of Lima. Lima is the
city the Spanish founded, now the capital



of Peru. My photograph shows the en-

trance from the mountains, where most
indigenous people in Peru live, It shows
makeshift houses of interwoven hay, as
maost shanty towns in Lima are made.

One of the things | am doing in this
exhibit is to appeal to different sources
of contermporary life or to historical texts,
rather than to the typical sources of exotic
imagery, like folk life or peculiar religions.
I think those images have their place only
as ethnography rather than art, My sources
are different, they are the media, and they
are historical images.

I was in Peru in 1989 when the image
of the man facing the tanks was broadcast
all over the world. Peru at the time was in
the grip of the Shining Path, and here |
in a place where this Maoist terrorist

Wil

group was "’}'il'lp. to impose in Peru the
kind of ideology which the Chinese man
who stood in front of the tanks in Tianan-
men Square was directly opposing. The
nriginul image was taken by photographer
Swart Franklin, it was actually a video at
first, It fascinated me; the video footage is
like a dance. At that time in Peru, another
version of a dance was broadcast, a dance

St
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Birringer: Can photography actually make
commenls on r'mi{.la'm.fr'!'l'r ot state pdfi!r'rs?
Can photography reveal anything or appeal
anything? How large is the gap? Now some-
one might ask why are you appropriating
this particular American media image
fromfabout China, why are you doing

a Wang series?

Castro: It addresses the issues of exoti-
cism. Wang does not only belong to the
Chinese but to ;111}'|)ud:f' for whom he is
a symbol. Wang is the symbol of a uni-
versally shared value against tyranny.

Birringer: You consider ymirﬁ'l'fml
international artist. You don’t consider
yourself limited to an ethnic particularity.

Castro: No, | wouldn't say that there
are not certain ethnic traits in my work, 1
am aware of them, follow them, for better
or worse. | suppose my contact with the
world has not only been from the town
or the city. | cross borders, and [ have
been across languages, through literature,
through exposure to the media. One of
the projects | have in mind is a series
about the Berlin wall — I have never
been in Germany, but the Berlin wall,
like the Wall of China, is a universal icon,

/

Feernando Castro, Merano (Surmner), from the Hotosh-kotosh Senes, 1987

by the cohorts of Guzmin, dressed in mil-
itary outfits. I don't know whether they
were dancing to street music or whether
the music was added afterwards, but here
they were dancing to the music of Zorba
the Greek. In the meantime, they were per-
petrating all kinds of hideous crimes.

I am working on some of these images
of Shining Fath. | want to take a stance as
an individual against this terror, because
s not only the dissenter that is in the

right, sometimes it is also the
is in the right. | am taking a stance against
these dissenters, as terrorists, against sub-
version, which in many cases 1 am sym-
pathetic to, and this is wh
usually illuminates, namely, the ambiva-
lent nature of subwversion. For example, if
you are a member of Baader-Meinhof, [
am against ¥
apartheid, 1 may very well be on your side.
In the case of Wiang, this person who
stood before the tank (1 call him Wang

philosophy

if you are fighting against

because my Chinese source told me his
name was Wang, whereas Time Magazine
.:rguud the person was unknown), the
stories about what happened to him also
conflict. Some say he was executed shortly
afterwards; some Sy that 1|1|.‘"f don't know
who he was and what happened to himg
oldier in the tank that
stopped was also executed. | am trying

1 side, all the victims;

SOIMC say |h(.'

to show the hur

the man in the tank may also have been
a victim of the reasons of state.

Birringer: What is the power 1?:{.]’:!11:-4’03"
raphy vis-i-vis the power of the state?

Castro: Of course it is not much, but
certainly it is troubling to some states that
the Stuart Franklin image went around
the world. The original performance of
Wang, its image, has become an icon, like
many other famous images that photog-
produced, and perhaps [ have
become sensitive to many such icons,
and want to explore them, without
hurting anyone.

raphy

Birringer: And the model?

Castro: Well, there is a whole story
about the man, in fact the relationship 1
had with the model ended up generating
ather branches of this exhibition. Orig-
inally, a woman friend had told me her
brother was coming to Houston from
China.

Birringer: And he'd love to model.
Castro: Yes, and he'd love to do that,
and he would bring me the bag that Wang
was carrying, because it is a particular bag
from the Chinese army, my only piece of

authentic material in the restaging. But
when he came here, his Chinese friends
told him, “Oh no, don't do this, it's da
gerous.” Mind you, I was only trying to
photograph his back. Then I thought,
well, the Chinese have all these different
krm\rludgr_'s. like acupuncture, |'I1.l!.'h|.' t|'|L‘“|.'
have a way to identify people by the pat-
tern of their hair or maybe by their ears.
So | unde

1d that this person may be

reluctant and I respect that, It was very
hard to find another model though.
Finally one day I met a man in a book-

12,
and although he was reluctant, he agreed
to help me.

It led me to think about the issue of
being identified by the state or by anyone
who uses that knowledge of identifying
an individual to do harm to him or her.

I made these other images, like the one
about subcomandante Marcos, When
the Mexican media claimed they had
incredible

store who was a Chinese from Malay

identified him, there was th
image, where they had this mask overlaid
on a man’s face and they flip the mask
back and forth. It is weird, because you
don't identify people putting a mask back
on them. The logic seemed reversed, so 1
made this image (Desenmascaramiento),
and I also used my dental X-ray in one
image, because that is what is used for
idl:mifying people whose bodies are
found.

Birringer: Yes, I saw this in a film on
the desaparecidos in Argentina, it seemed a
macabre process that they are building this
archive of X-rays to identify bodies, to have

Fernando Castro, Padre v Hijo, identificados, 1938

a computer file with dental registers.

Castro: Political imagery does have
consequendces for those who participate
in the imagery. People can make you
responsible as a producer of the images.

Birringer: How do you understand
the notion of photography as testimony?
O is your work more conceptual, as it
stages reality, fabricates traces?

Castro: One of the things 1 have real-
ized in my voyage as a photographer or
researcher is that the borderlines between
styles and modes of photography are not
that important. What is important is what
you want to do with them. For example,

I was conscious that I wanted to restage

this image of Stuart Franklin; it had been
in my mind, like Ketosh-kotosh, for many
years. | had drawn it; | had done all the
variations; and then [ had to face the fact
that in Houston there are no tanks. | went
to an army base, and the captain told me,
“Sorry, there are no tanks.”

Some people said, your images remind
me of Levinthal's wark, the artist who did
the images of the Holocaust using small
toys. Well, ves, but only by accident. I real-
1‘.\' wanted to phu'lugralﬂ'l real tanks, but
I couldn’; so | ended up having to look
for model tanks. The first I found is act-

ually a model of a Soviet tank. | found it
very appealing in the blurred way it was

photographed; it is actually more threat-
ening as it becomes abstract. [ also found
a UN rank, which was white. So | envi-

+* Houston Center for Photography »
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sioned people might think of it as a nega-
tive image, because seldom do you think
of tanks as white. All of that interested
me, | wanted to have a tank as a .\}'mhu|
of power, of violence, as something that
would threaten you, threaten this particu-
lar man and anyone who would look at
this image. S0 vou can say, well these
images are staged. | use actors in some
cases, and in others, | use toys, F.\.'r.'nlu:t[ly.
I found a real Sherman tank in San Fran-
cisco and photographed it. But [ like the
negative-looking image; it allowed me

to focus directly on the image at hand,
manipulate the imag
tives, paint them,

Birringer: What was your conceptual
plan af creating these repeated mirror rela-
tionships? There is the man in the landscape
of traces of power, but in Reality Gap the
actor is facing his own icon, so to speak.

Castro: This is the reality gap. These
issues that go beyond the Wang Series.
It is not Wang viewing himself; no, it is
the actor viewing whomever that was.
This is an image created by the media.

Birringer: It has become hyperreal,
although it is anthentic.

Castro: It lives in the world of media.

Birringer: The actor is more real than
that image.

Castro: Well, in a sense, but then again
the other one is more real because he is
not acting.

Birringer: The model is looking at a
ﬁmms;'. Decause the media operate it the
US as an entertainment industry, right?

Castro: Yes, in a way, but there are
impaortant i <; think of those we got
of the Vietnam War at the time

, scrape the nega-

en the
recent Gulf War, it wasn't real except for
what the media gave us. If you talk about
real in terms of wh real in a tangible
way that affects your life, images in the
media in this country are what makes
you feel, what makes you react, modify
your behavior according to them, so how
more real can something be? They have

te be ontologically important.

Birringer: How have Chinese viewers
reacted to your exhibition?

Castro: A Chinese journalist wrote
a review for a Chinese-American news-
paper specifically noticed this small work
because Quotations of Chairman Mao was
the most influential book in China. 1
designed this box with mirrors, so that
there would be infinite reflections; it is
also illuminated with neon light. | was
interested in this quality of light that
would make it look like a coffin, like a
mausoleum, 1 also wanted it to be am-
bivalent: it can look like an altar. 1 used
to have the book in English — it disap-
peared. My mother threw it away when
I was arrested in Peru, because one of the
things they threatened me with was that
they would go to my house and look at
the books [ read. I had a lot of Marx,
Lenin, Mao, Che Guevara, the whole deal.
I was reading them, in fact [ believed in
some of these ideals. | no longer believe
in many of them. | still believe in some.

Johannes Birringer is a Houston-based choreogra-
phar,/ fllm and artistic di of AllenNation
Co.
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BRASSAI: THE EYE OF PARIS
DECEMBER 6, 1998 -
FEBRUARY 28, 1999,

THE MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS,
HOUSTON

Celeste Roberts Lewis

Much like a talented actor who gets type-
cast into one role, Brassai is known almost
exclusively as a photographer of the Pari-
sian night and demimonde of the 1930s.
However, Brassai never intended to spend
hi:

less a photographer of such limited vision,

artistic career as a photographer, much

and his range as both an artist and photog-
rapher is much broader than is generally
known. Brassai was a true polymath with
endless ideas and unlimited ambition.

He was, in turn, a painter, a draftsman,

a journalist, a set RlL‘.\il_:Il\'I\ a chronicler,

a poet, a writer, a director and a sculptor,

His working methods — especially in his

various photographic series — were method-

ical: carefully planned, documented and
interrelated. Be
of

| Paris, 19490 © Gilberte Brasss Brassai, Saini-Ge

These little-celebrated aspects

Brassai are the focus of Brassai: The

Eye of Paris, his first retrospective in this . on
country since John Szarkowski's at the

Museum of Modern Art in 1968, In its .
various venues and incarnations, the

event will span the year that marks

the centennial of the artist’s birth. The

version that closed at the Museum of .

Fine Arts, Houston on February 28, 1999,

featured 138 photographs, several exam-
ples of drawings and sculptures and

first editions of the 17 books Brassai pub-
lished. Brassai: The Eye of Paris reopened,
in an edited form (25-30 photos were

cut and all 17 books), at the |, Paul Getty

Museum, Los Angeles from April 13

to July 4, 1999, and, in its entirety, at the
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC

from October 17, 1999, to January 16,
2000, Some of the photographs in the
show have not been exhibited since
Brassai’s last retrospective, have not been

published since the 19505, and are now
effectively unknown. Although many of
Brassai’s books are still in print, the edi-
tions in the exhibition are extremely rare, Brassal. Napaleon in Frant of an Antique Shap, French Quarler, New Oveans, Lowisians, 1957
Ficasso and Company, originally published & Gilborte Brs
in French as Conversations avee Picasso,
is being republished by the University of
Chicago, 35 years after its first appearance.
Brassai: The Eye of Paris is accompa-
nied by a catalogue of the same title, to be
published in the fall of 1999. The catalogue
Brassai: Man
Anne Tucker, the Houston

= Pl
Serge Hambowrg, LY rde Brassal, 1985 © Gilbarte Brassa

mcludes a substantial es: with funds provided by members of the Photography Subcommitt
of the World, |1!'

museum'’s curator of photography, who

Brassai, Parisian, Masked Ball at Pré Cal
19456 © Gilberte Brassal

Bols de Bouwlogne

has devoted much of the last 15 years to

rescarching Brassai. Tucker’s essay is filled

with new research and insights into the

artist, In addition, the catalogue contains

an interview with Brassai by art historian
Avis Berman, never before published in
this unedited version, and an essay by Pul
itzer Prize winning poet, Richard Howard,
surveying Brassai’s work as a writer.
Gyula Haldse was born in Brassow,

Hungary (now Romania) in 1899. He was
raised by a literary francophile and the
influence, on both counts, never left him.
His ambitions to become a great painter
were bolstered by art schools in both
Budapest and Berlin while he scratched
out a living — supplemented by a \l.'ipcnd
from home — as a reporter for Hun-
garian, and later, German illustrated mag
azines, When he was able to move to Paris
in 1924, he added French magazines to his
list of clients but was still determined to

glorify his family name in oil on canvas,

Believing himself a hack, he often used

* Houston Center for Photography =
12



n-des-Prds Church, Paris, 1939 © Gilbere Brassai

y Museum Or_FII'h: Arts, Houston; Museumn purchase
1y honor of 5.1, Maorris.
Mither in My Doorway,

pseudonyms for his articles and eventually
stuck with Brassai,

a generic and anony-
maous term meaning “from Brassov.”

By 1929, he had spent four years in the
bohemian milieu of Montparnasse and
had not touched a paintbrush since his
arrival. Instead, he had wandered from
dusk till dawn through every boulevard
and back street of Paris. With fellow night
mong others, he ab-
sorbed images of cafes and cabarets, pros-
titutes and policemen, monuments and
bridges, cemeteries and cathedral
icated by the activities of les anndes folles
(the roaring 20s and perhaps a cocktail
or two, he scarcely evaded destitution with
his checks from home and his journalism.

owl Henry Miller,

miox-

Gilberte Brassal, Brassal Pholographing the Parisian Night on the Boulévard Saint-Jacques,

of 30, Brassai began to take the photo-
graphs himself.
Brass.

intentions as a photogra-
pher were not drawn from the history

of photography nor from the technical
aspects of the medium. Instead, he
claimed as his forefathers draftsmen

and painters: Constantin Guys, Henri

de Toulouse-Lautree, Edgar Degas, Rem
brandt van Rijn, Katsushika Hokusai,

1 and Honoré Daumier.

Francisco de Go
Brassal traced h
great chroniclers, artists who were able
to distill the essence of their times. Art-

neage through these

ists who could be described as re:
but realists with the gift of seeing the
poetic in the everyday. Brassaf felt that

L5,

with his & x 9 Voigtlander, 1931-32 © Gilberte Brassai

Hotel des Terrasses, Paris, 1931-1932 © Gilberte Brassai

The many ye
as a journalist served as

5 Li]"-l"nl

Brassai's introduction to
photography. To make
extra money, he collected
and sold photographs and
directed other photogra-
phers to take pictures for
his articles, often pictures
1I'Ic'lt ht' set IIP OF even
posed for himself, One

of these photographers
was Andre Kertész, a fellow
Hungarian and a veteran
photographer. Kertész's
photography helped
Brassai to overcome his
distaste for the medium:
“I discovered how much
this ‘spiritless and soulless
mechanism, this “technical

process, had enriched

man’s means of expres-
sion.” Finally, at the age

by picking up the camera he was carrying
on this great tradition in an appropriately
modern medium.

In 1932 he published his first book,
Paris de Nuit { Paris by Night), a watershed
book in the history of photography. This
famous series had resulted from years of
nighttime wanderings through the recent-
Iy electrified, “City of Lights.” During
this time he also began work on another
series eventually titled, Le Paris Secret

des Années 305 ( The Secret Paris of the 30s),
published as a book in 1976, Apart from
arguments concerning Surrealist aspects
of Brassai's work, these two series — the
former of nocturnal Paris, the latter, of
the city’s demimonde — have been the

ai scholarship. Tucker,
however, devotes less than a third of her
show to these, '.\11L"n'|.p[ing instead to pre-
sent the whole artist and to return to his

focus of Bras:

own intentions.
As Tucker points out in her essay, the

two greatest influences on Brassai we

* Houston Center for Photography
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not visual artists at all, but the great
writers, Johann von Goethe and Marcel
Proust. He did as Goethe had done before
himm, .\|n_'clding his romantic self in favor
of a more enduring classicism. Through-
out Brassais eenvre there is one commaon
strand: form. Brassai was a true formalist
with a classical bent. Many scholars have
positioned Brassai among the Surrealists.
Tucker argues against this narrowing of
Brassai’s intentions. Certainly the Surreal-

ists were attracted to many of Brassai's
photographs and Brassai did turn up in
their publications — as he did in innu-
merable others. Still, the cl:

of Brassai's photographs allow them to

cal stabil

hold up to numerous interpretations,
This is proved, not only by the
ng captions d ifferent maga-

vary

zines applied to the same photo-

graph, but also by their ability to
stand alone, without explication.
Also like Goethe, Brassai knew
that, “it would be useless — to try
to express in words the being of
any phenomenon. But what can
be observed is the way it behaves,
and a complete account of this
e IS

would presumably descr

being. Make a survey of all of
man’s activities, and a picture of
his character will emerge.” This
shared conviction may, in part,
explain Brassai’s working meth-
ods. Having acquired his camera,
Brassai did not wander the streets
looking for subjects, but rather
planned in advance where and

he would be photograph

W
ing. When his envisioned image
could not be found, he set it up,
and often had friends pose in

wh

appear to be — and are

often mistaken for — VOVEuristic
or spontaneous shots. Many of
Bra
matic in the sense that he directed
and posed them. As Tucker writes:
“He considered his photographs
to be unsuccessful only if they

s photographs are cine-

were unconvincing. His attitude
was similar to that of a novelist
or a filmmaker who is seeking to
create convincing characters in a
fictional setting.” Or as Brassai
put it: “I invent nothing. I imag-
ine everything.” Thus his empha-
sis on realism was tempered by
his fiocus on poetic and artistic
form.

These preconceived images
were executed with the idea that
they would become part of a specific
series. In turn, each of these series were
part of yet a larger plan — a work in
progress — which, at the time of his
death, included 44 separate series of
pictures containing untold subseries

s Tucker

and individual photographs. ;
explains it: “His goal was not only to
make great individual pictures — but

to produce a cohesive project, which

was itself part of a grander plan.”

To this end, the exhibition is arranged
according to Brassai’s own categorical
classifications of these series. Under
French law, scholars have limited access
to certain photographs and archives and,
because of French copyright laws, getting
permission for their reproduction and
use is difficult at best. Considering these
limitations, Ms. Tucker has done
exceptional job in both her exhibition
and catalogue of showing Brassai’s range

and methods as a creator.
The viewer passes through Paris,
Night and Secret Paris and then on to
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the lesser known series, Fx amples of
Brassai’s drawings and sculpture accent
Nudes. Society highlights Brassai’s classical
compositions of which the statuesque
Parisienne is a good example. Porrrairs
contains a majority of full-faced shots

of writers and artists,
meeting the glare ¢

the sitters’ eyes

the camera’s lens,
a glimpse of the sitters’ soul, for better

OF WOrse.

sso was photographed so oft

that he merited his own category, His

section also contains pictures of his
sculpture, a series that Brassai published
as a book in 1949, The last photo in this
section is a skull-like object, pock-marked
by naturally occurring divots in the rock
from which it was carved. It has
tively hacked mouth and gouged-out eyes,

1 primi-

its nose a ditch. This piece creates a inter-

esting segue into the Graffiti section with
its primitive mask-like carvings from the
walls of Paris. The first to greet usis a
s0's Dearl's
Head from the Birth of Man subseries.
The same gouged-out eyes testify to the

primitive cousin of Pi

kinship and underscore Brassai's argu-
ment that these graffiti were indeed ex-
amples of urban sculpture. Similarly the
Arts, section shows examples of Brassai’s
found sculptures including objects that
range from shoelaces to loaves of bread
o giant stone carvings,

Often it is what cannot be seen that
is most intriguing. An example is the
untitled nude from 1931-1932. Fully
half the picture is of a black curtain that
conceals the right breast of the model’s
“Lolita” body, satin-trimmed panties
shining. Her left breast is barely revealed
by a raised hand pulling the curtain to
hide her face and to reveal only a few
curls at the back of her head. This “hid-
Iso found in My News-

den” quality
paper Vendor 1948 from Paris, Day. The
vendor appears to be a kindly old man,
but Bri

sai does not allow his eyes tell his

story: they are completely obscured by the

reflection of his round glasses. This effect,
not only leaves one guessing about the

1, but also relates the picture formally
to the circular, vacant-eyed faces of the
Graffiis series,

Brassai’s “survey of all man's activities”
was not limited to his observations with
the camera. It is said that Brassai had a
|1|1ul:'u1__:|';jphi{ memory and began to take
“photographs” long before aided by the
ft in other

camera. He also app

areas. His famous book on Picasso is not
a biography in the traditional sense, but
rather a collection of what Brassai ob-
served and heard in Picasso's presence.
The two were good friends from 1932
cinated

until Picasso's death in 1973. Fo
i must have begun to
make notes of their conversations short

Iy Picasso, Brass:

after they met. Thirty years later, Brassai

showed Picasso a box labeled, Conversa-

tions avee Picasso (Conversations with
Picasso), and upon Picasso’s insistence
Brassai published his notes as a book,
Scholars of both Brassai and Picasso will
tell you that this book is invaluable and
Picasso himself said, “If you want to
understand me, read Brassai's book”
Brassai published many types of books,
including two books of poetry, the above-
mentioned chronicle of Picasso, and two

similarly-styled books about Henry Miller.,
Some of his books contain only photo-
glilph.\. like Paris de Nuit, for example,

but more often they contain text by
Brassai that complements the images

and illuminate his subjects. These books

SP@

e
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Brassai, Shop Window, Paris, 1931-1932 © Gilbere Brassai

Brassai, isere Valley, French Alps, 1337 © Gilberte Brassal
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include: Séville en Féte ( Fiesta in
Seville), Graffiti, Le Paris Secret des
Anndes 30 and Les Artistes de Ma
Vie (The Artists of My Life), the last
book Brassai published before his
death in 1984. Recently, however,
another Brassai book appeared,
Marcel Proust: Sous Uemprise de la
Photagraphie ( Marcel Prousi: Under
the Influence of P.rmfugmlrrhy] and
perhaps Brassai's widow, Gilberte,
is hoarding other surprises.

During World War [T when it
was difficult to get supplies, Brassai
began to draw again. He also tried
his hand at set design for the ballet
and theater. Between 1945 and 1950,

he designed sets for two plays and
two ballets. Later, in 1956, he won
a special prize at the Cannes Film
Festival for his only film, Tam Qu'il
¥ Aura les Bétes,

a-minute short
al score by Louis

with an or
Bessi¢re. The stars of his film are
imals of the Vincennes Zoo,
but he makes no commenta
does he subject them to Disney-
fication. Rather, like all his sub

”‘!t.‘-'

nor

jects, he allows the animals to just
be, adding only form and poetry

to what is already innate in their
characters. Tucker suggests that
Brassai made only one film because
he “had wanted to prove to himself
that he could make a film. That
done, there was a long list of

other challenges to address.”

Late in life, when Brassai was
no longer able to tote his heavy
photographic equipment around
the city and world, he focused on
other activities. He beg:
ars of his life
writing. In a recent article about

1 sculpting

and spent the last 17

Brassaf, Vicki Goldberg retells a
story of a party where Jacques
[...‘lllti. the French Minister of Cul-
ture, comments, “Brassai is a very
great photographer.” And Frangois
Mirt
all, a ve
Rumanian historian Andor
Horvith has pointed out that
Brassai “did not become an artist
as a photographer, but chose pho-
tography as an artist.” For Tucker,
“This explains why he readily
shifted from photography to draw-
ing to sculpture to writing to film
when he felt one particular medi-
um was better suited to what he

rrand replies, "He is, above

¢ fine writer.”

had to say. Brassai does not fit eas-
ily into the history of photography
in part because he never consid-
ered himself a photographer.”

Early on, Brassal received ac-
claim for his photographs of Paris
at 11i|g|hl, at the time an elective
means to an end. He had intended
to immortalize his family name
nstead he im-
mortalized his pseudonym with
his photographs., I-’Imtugmi_hhy

with his paintings

may have turned out to be what
Brassai is remembered for, and
perhaps rightly so. But to truly
understand his intentions as a
both a photographer and an artist
it is necessary to consider his
entire output as a creator. This
exhibition and catalogue are terrif-
ic places to start.

Coleste Roberts Lewis is a freelance
writer on sabbatical from graduate

studies in art history st Rice University.



Photographs by Sally Mann

AUSTIN MUSEUM OF ART -
LAGUNA GLORIA,; AUSTIN, TEXAS
SEPTEMBER 6—NOVEMBER 8, 1998

Louis Dobay

One of the hallmarks of the postmodern
sensibility is the mixing of previously
disparate elements into a new, seemingly
unified whaole that temporizes the image,
marking it as contemporary, but that
nonetheless defies specific time.

In one carly photograph in the exhibi-
tion, Still Timre, of photographs by Sally
Mann, the rudiments of this sensibility,
that is a quality found in pictures of her
family in later work, is dominant. A low
stone wall bisects the picture plane hori
zontally and is the primary image in the
frame. Crossing this line is an electrical
power line pole support that is covered
with a white collar and that is connected
to the ground and ascends to the top

of the frame at an indeterminate angle.
Layering our reading of this seemingly
simple picture is the cemetery statuary
behind the wall and in shadow, the dark
tree trunks thrusting vertically and the
mist of the central lighted area in the
back. Thus in this one picture we see
the interplay of classical sensibility, a
kind of antique backdrop onto which
is seen an intrusive, yet somehow central
image of stark ugly modernity.
In another photograph of two trees in
winter over a river, the picture presents
a bifocal focus, and figures two things
that grow together. The beauty of winter
is harsh rather than lush and perhaps
reveals more of the underlying structure
of the branches as they intertwine, and
this is perhaps Mann’s instinctual vis
In yet other pictures, the landscape

LA

is blurry, which defies any strictly phe-

nomenological examination. The surface

is viewed, but is not important; indeed it
is disempowered. There is another realm
we are invited into. Combined with the

use of an antique camera, with its vig-

netted image, we are grounded in a time-
less and surfaceless domain, one which
can be called metaphoric and psycho
logical, as in later figurative work, where

Mann's interest in the structure of identity
becomes fully realized in images of her

children. It is in this way archeological in

the way that Foucault would have used
the term. The images hearken the viewer
into a metaphysical feeling, a quality of
mind in which the structure of metaphor
is evoked, and as in her pictures of her
children at such a vulnerable age and in
stark nakedness, In those photographs
the children are posed =0 as to represent
issues of identity and intentionality and
self-conception. They almost defy our civ-
ilizationally pervasive subject-object dual-
ities. We are challenged in viewing this
mother’s depiction of her children to play
a child’s game, but one which adults also
play, of negotiating the world and insist-

ing on some image of self to guide us.

In a self-portrait Mann is photo-
graphed off center wearing a black dress
and a string of baubles, while out of focus
in the back float porcelain child’s heads.
Mann's empathic gaze is perhaps best seen
here, where she is 50 conscious of the role
of motherhood, while at the same time
she is a young woman living in a time in
which fundamental and erucial questions
of identity are so confusi
in which identity itself is so often under
assaull. In the 19th century such art would

nd in a time

be considered decadent because it called
into question static, fixed roles and
touched upon experiences which only
marginalized people experienced, Cer-
tainly no aristocrat or haute bourgeoisie

|

would be concerned with self-identity;
those roles would be pre-determined
and static, unchanging and unassailable.
In this portrait we perhaps recall the
mythic Jackie Kennedy facing the role of
maother after the events of 1963. The use
of stony children’s heads skirts the issue
of narcissism that was the metaphor for
the Greek decline. To see people as ob

jects, but moreover to represent them

in stone is, in the golden age uplifting
and noble, but representation degenerates

in the later period into images of objects

which have no soul, no inner life, no
concept outside themselves, and no
organic sense of self which can extrap
olate “otherness” or “outside.”

Thus Mann instinctively figures that
she is conscious of the need to allow her
children to develop an organic and living
self identity, while she exists in a social
context which may not provide, and no
longer intrinsically generates any positive
notion of self in the world. We see in
another picture a mother with her real
baby and in the background an over-
turned chair lying at the bottom of the
stairs, This is the lost scat of personality
and personhood, which as a mother,
Mann is so conscious of the need to
generate and protect.

In her platinum prints and in the
Cibachromes the images are in focus and

feature beautiful abstracted iconographic
vignettes and small, tightly defined scenes.
They are concerned with the variety and
depth of beauty to be found in the out-
ward world. But again, the symbaolic as-
pect is undone, so that they are intimate
in scale and feeling. In the Polaroids, color
and variation of edges and line figure ob-
jects in wi
and intermingling of forms which may
have lost their shape, or are simply not

r, with the inherent fluidity

rigid, which are capable perhaps, of
emotion, of fecling, of interaction.

In At Twelve, Immediate Family and
Fr.'ml'f;' Color, we view life at a measured,
liscreet distance which is at the same time
close to the photographer in mind, but

i

also removed in representation. There
is balance in these pictures between the

inherent intimacy of the subject fi

and the dispassionate gaze of the ci
The undiluted life of the subjects is prom
inent, as in the scene of a woman bearing

IMETA.

her pregi stomach, calling the viewer
to an even more profound realization of
the fundament of womanhood as Mann
finds it being lived.

In the latest self-portrait done in 1994,
an older, almost wizened Mann is photo-

graphed with a shadow crossing her face,

* Houston Center for Photography =
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Perhaps she is looking towards the next
phase of her life, one in which the sensual
and maternal identity gives way to the
indignities of later life for women in this

civilization. Women, it seems, can be

shaman too, even though this is usually
called witch. There is a shadow of some-
thing which looks like a fork with three
prongs at her neck, some omen of the
threat of time, a threat which having chil-
dren temporarily suspends. Mann should
perhaps be written about by a woman, |

wess at the clichéd associations
I hold in this area. But I think my outline
is not so far gone.

can only

Some people have found some of the
images of her children shocking, and 1
think that perhaps Mann does, by putting
them on display, capitulate to the vora
cious voyeuristic appetite of the public
for sensation. To publicize such personal
images as art can only be understood at
the metaphoric level. For at the common
sense level, they engage in a kind of denial
which is the other province of mother-
hood, which is to reserve to the mother
alone the idyllic gaze, and to be unaware
of any other. To deny that these images
can be viewed in other ways, can even be
exploitative, is perhaps reckless disregard
for the role of protector, guardian of the
innocent. For do we need to see art that

thrusts the young into the public gaze,

whether their mother sanctions it or not?
Mann, it appears in hindsight, it seems,
validated the use of children in advertising
and served another erosion, finally, of the
sensibility that tells us that while our soci-
ety readily and pervasively exploits adults
for any purpose which will make money.
While advertising assaults dignity as
e, children, up to recent
times, have been exempt. Mann may have
been the person who crossed the cultural
Rubicon for children. Having said that,

matter of coul

these photographs require a profundity
on the part of the viewer to be appreci-
ated, and they seem to insist on a deeper

content, which, as in her other work,

dcr'y the exploitation inherent in the rep-
resentation, In this way, Mann counters
the direct but facile presentation often
found in photography. Mann somehow
dares her viewers to comprehend her psy-
cho-spiritual condition as mother and as
woman in the contemporary world,

This ks Louls Dobay’s first review in five years.
Dobay llves In Marfa, Texas.

Ml photographs
wersion of a
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Paul Hester, Main Street, 1978

Telling the
Story of
Houston

THE ELUSIVE CITY
OCTOBER 16, 1998-JANUARY 23, 1999
RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE, MENIL
COLLECTION, HOUSTON, TEXAS

Peter Brown

Like Atget’s work in Paris, Paul Hester's
photographs of Houston seem transpar-
ent: filled with light, with a formal struc-
ture that is revealed rather than imposed,
and with a ce both historically ground
ed and fleeting. Like Atget’s they also rep

resent moments in time that have been
recognized by a particular sensibility, a
sensibility as compelled by its own inner
workings as by the Tl';liil‘.r of the subject
matter it confronts, Each photographer
also dealt with architectural themes, and
clearly both photographers were in love
with the medium. But here the compari-
son can end. Atget had Paris at the turn
of one century; Hester has Houston at the
turn of another, And if Atget was interest-
ed in old Paris and worked for decades to
reveal it, such a compulsion on Hester’s
part would entail no more than a few
weeks of travel around Harris County.
There is simply not much of the old left.
Heuston is a city in perpetual transi-
tion, one in constant need of approval —
precocious and energetic, always on the
prowl for that regionally self-defining
waorld-class status. It is a city which con-
sequently looks with a nervous tic to the
outside, more than to its own past, for its

sense of visual identity. It is a remarkable

gumbwo of a place — savory, sloppy, funky

with

and, at times, wonderful. It is a city
little zoning, grand aspirations, distin-
ed sense

guished buildings and a Texas
of entitlement to land and development.
Here one finds pleasant neighborhoods
with beautiful trees, colorful flowers and
drifting clouds, a bright but sterile down-
town (about to undergo yet another face-
lift}; tract mansions and true mansions;

the most carcinogenic air in the nation,
the remains of a ward system that still
tends to segregate; and manic-depressive
sprawl onto the prairies and into what's
left of the piney woods. It is a city with
oddly situated clumps of towers, strip
malls that run for miles, roaring air con-
ditioners and residential developments
and geographically
inappropriate names that one feels, at

s though one inhabits a cartoon,

of 50 many sorts, sizes

time

And Hester's photography encompasses
an interlocking thought on all this.

He celebrates what remains of the old,
through elegiac photographs of buildings
downtown and elsewhere; he is in touch
with the can-do spirit that produces such
structures as the Astrodome and the vast
(lL‘\'l.‘I{BpIE'I{.‘[I'l.‘i to the southwest; he loves
the clean lines of many buildings and
the vernacular energy of others, and he
is outraged by the wholesale elimination
of city landmarks and established neigh-
borhoods.

Walker Evans, toward the end of his
life, spoke of his attempt to photograph
in a style that he termed the lyrical docu-

Paul Hester, Main Streel, 1996

Paul Hester, Greenway Plaza Expansion. 1979

mentary. It is a phrase that while close
to oxymoronic becomes, on reflection,
a description of a photography that tries,
both objectively and passionately, to
define a cultural truth. It is a style that
works to winnow plainness out of con-
temporary complexity, from a point of
view that is personal. Hester's work on
Houston might be described in this way.
The exhibition of his work at the Menil
Caollection, The Elusive City: Photographs
of Houston, was sponsored by the Rice
Design Alliance in celebration of its 25th
anniversary. The RDA is a non-profit or-
ganization dedicated to the promotion of
architecture, urban design and the “built

environment” in the Houston region.

The show, which was conceived by

Drexel Turner and curated by the RDA

in conjunction with the Menil, included
41 images of Houston taken over a span
of 20 years. The photographs were black
and white, relatively small (none larger
than 11" x 147} and were printed in classic
. They were exhibited in

a single room, and as one followed the

full-toned way

bouncing line of images through this

gallery, one was directed, by the flow
of the work, 1o grouped aspects of the
city: contemporary architecture, neigh-
borhoods, downtown, demaoliti

ns, free-
way strips, odd small buildings and the ,
like. A small but well printed and afford-
able catalogue of the show has been pub-
lished, which reproduces the phntup_mphs
in variant order and includes a perceptive
essay by Douglas Milburn.

The primary subject of the show, apart
from Houston, is architecture. Hester is a

superh arcl
his work pres

ural photographer, and
nts both buildings and their
contexts in intimate ways, He is also an

artist in his own right, and while the show
is composed of a mix of work that was

done on assignment for Cite, the journal
of the RDA, or on commission from the

Houston Public Library or the National

Endowment for the Humanities, many
photographs were taken for Hester’s
own pleasure,

His work shows Houston in multi
plicity
photographs are fine, 1 finished the show
wanting more, One hundred and fifty

and while 41 rigorously chosen
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Paul Hester, Escafator Man, 1100 Milam, 1978

images might begin to reveal the city in
its depth, complexity and contradiction.
These 41 function in immediate ways, but

also must work symbaolically — with one
photograph standing in for many. Hester
has, [ am sure, almost all of those that
vht be added, in his files. For he, more
than any photographer, has kept a vigil
with Houston over the years. Given the

nanosecond reconfiguration of our town
an ability to know where we have come
from, where we are, what we are losing
and what we might rebuild is important.
The city would benefit from a larger
show of his work in the near future.
What we were given, however, 1 found
fascinating. First, apart from revisiting
the city photographically, it is a pleasure
to watch what Hester can do to make a
moment come to life. Though the photo-
graphs appear seamless when fi

i expe-
rienced, their inner workings emerge as
one examines edges, oblique angles, small
figures in movement, the configuration

of cars and stopped action of one sort

or another that many of these seemingly
still images contain.

SP@T
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All photographs deal with time, the
molten bedrock of the medium, if you

will, and it is an element that is particu-
larly important in photographs, such as
Hester’s, which are made with the histor-
ical record in mind.

The initial scene his camera generally
engages is that of a static but historically
the building,
or the parking lot or the h}'dl'upt)ﬂif
plant stand — the photographed space.
A considered surface record is made of
this space’s present and, if the site is rich
enough, of its slow configuration and

involved environment

change over the years, We read the image's

surface, looking for clues, recognizing
things that may be particular to a defined
cultural time, and place: details in signs
and lettering, the juxtaposition of archi-
tectural eras, prices, the scraped surfaces
of development and demolition, the
vacancy of certain buildings. One is also
simultaneously confronted by the photo-
graphic present — the motion of people,

of cars, of a smile, the clouds, light and
shadow, a young man in a suit striding
off an escalator. In Hester's work these

Paul Hester, Party on the Plaza, Jones Hall Plaza, 1996

]

Paul Hester, US Highway 53, 1978

things are carefully placed, or more
photographically speaking, these events
are anticipated. There is a patience to

the work that is admirable. Through both
the structure of the photographs, and the
small events that cluster around what is
apparently, but not necessarily, central, we
are tempted to look again — at the image
and then, within the context of the show,
to the city itself,

Finally, while self-evident, it is clear
that we are viewing these photographs in
yet another time — in some cases, up to
20 years after Hester _-.n.‘lp]JL‘-d the shutter.
Given the historical intent of the work,
this is an important impression. The con-
tent of the work, in a way, will continue to
change as time moves on, and our percep-
tion of the meaning of the photograph
will move with it.

The best photographs, Hester’s includ-
ed, seem given — an instant recognition
of variety: layers of time, s:.'m'lml and
shape, and of cultural and personal
content. In Hester’s case, some of these
maoments are recognized, and some are
constructed or posed out of an inner

NN RS PN [T R I
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vision of what the scene might contain.
His line-up of African-American ele-
mentary school kids at the back of the

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, might

be an example of the latter. Each child ¥
is carefully arranged before the camera,
tiny but generating good will beneath live
oaks, a neoclassical frieze with the names
of the MFA’s enshrined artists above
them — Titian, Raphael, Velasquez, et al.
Another might be a portrait of the old
Glatzmaier's Seafood Restaurant down-
town, with a menu as information-laden
as any documented by Bernice Abbott,

a wonderful smile on a woman's face

that brightens an already brilliant day.
Simply recognized by Hester are three
gorgeous, plaintive photographs of indi-
vidual homes just razed, in a neighbor-
hood designated to become Greenway
Plaza. The images are filled with light,
grace and movement, smashed homes

as beautiful as angels. There is also a
remarkable street photograph of people,
architecture and Port-A-Cans, a Party on
the Plaza, the whole seemingly choreo-
graphed, yet grounded by a precise image
of the Alley Theater and a photograph of
the Houston skyline taken from the top
of the University of Houston School of
Architecture, with columns everywhere
and a hard-hatted worker and small lad-
der, grace-noting the already light-filled
scene; and, finally, two photographs from
the edges of freeways — pictures of trash,
of a construction sight and of the begin-
nings of a parking lot with not much on it
but tire track, shadow and oddly designed
sign poles. Yet each locks into place with
the precision of poetic line. And I could
EO On.

At Hester’s best, there is no question.
His work is full, graceful and engaging.
Collectively, the photographs roll out
vignettes that begin to tell the story of
contemporary Houston, Hester tells
these stories ;1il||1'u||:,'. with imaginuu‘w
structure, with pertinent detail and with
enough room for the viewer to move easi-
ly on his or her own. Hester personalizes,
humanizes and makes magical those
things that in clumsier hands would
be no more than simple fact.

Peter Brown is a Houston-based photographer and

writer, His book, On The Plains, was published this
spring as a DoubleTake Book by W.W. Norton.
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Ann Stautbeng, 8.23.98, AM. Texas Coast., 1999, Original in color

Clouds and Atmospherics

ANN STAUTBERG:
TEXAS COAST, 1998-99

JANUARY 23-FEBRUARY 27, 1999
JAMES GALLERY, HOUSTON, TEXAS

lleana Marcoulesco

s nine large
photographs in all, dated, with mention
of the time of day — a.m. or p.m. — of
landscapes in or around the Gulf Coast
and Galveston Bay.

Each atmospheric region on the globe

This exhibition compris

boasts of the beauty of its clouds, even
though clouds come everywhere in limit-
ed morphological varieties: cirrus, cumu-
lus, cumulo cirrus, stratus, alto stratus,
ibus and all the combinations thereof:
the terminology matters less in Ann Staut-
berg’s rendition than the color: color of

the air as it were, due, mostly to a combi-
nation of particle suspensions produced
by the eolian erosion of soils, the reflec-
tion and refraction of light in the water,
as well as by locally man-made pollution;
this latter, | am told, sometimes enhances
the sui generis aesthetic outlook of the
Texan clouds. Ann Stautberg, by the way,
avoided hackneyed tornadic funnels as
well as the lightning scenes so essential
ol
in photography, Ce
tion of the land, its flatness, the sp.

tern Texas but also overexploited

inly the configur:

subtropical vegetation, the proximity
of the erratically surging Gulf waters’
ensures their galloping dynamic.

To try and describe this quality
in words is futile. Let us say only
that it is of an Atlantic Northern
type, with a predominance of cool
blues, blueish greens and grays,
rather than a tropical, Southern or

Mexican one where red or orange
dominate. The contrast between
this light and the lu
:al vegetation in the landscape
is even more striking, as in these

ious subtrop-

pre-storm clouds over an ancient
pier flanked by a palm writhing in
turmail,

There is a symmetrical, fore-
shortened scene of a pier and an
asymmetrical bunch of clouds
running from top right to bottom
left at the menacing speed of a
descending storm. She is a master
at catching stillness and storminess
at once or in succession. Her clouds
are refined to the point of abstrac-
tion where she does not yield to
the temptation of human, anirmal

wp
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or architectural shapes, as if on purpose
avoiding this facile effect, but simply
makes them an essential component

of the landscape’s moods.

Magritte’s clouds were certainly
abstract; vet they connoted invariably
lightness, being designed in ethereal,
immutable,
natural dynamic involved there, no
hint at their real presence in a real

most angelic shapes. No

landscape; those were symbaolic
clouds which became emblematic

of their genitor; and also of the kind
of humoristic paintings Magritte
would produce serially for money

in his times of financial distress.

For S[uutl\crgr on the contrary,
clouds are real, a stabilizing lever in
the fragile economy of light between
beach and sea.

The closest photographic com-
parison of manner and mood that
comes to mind is the resemblance
with the Open Skies series by Cana-
dian Don McCullin. It is also focus-
ing on the tension between rural
environment and modern demands;
we see in McCullin the same alter-
nance of stripped, barren vast landscapes,
and interiors with fruit and vases;
McCullin, however, leaves c\'ur}'ﬂ‘ling in
black and white and his still lifes, unlike
Stautberg’s, are preciously brilliant and
lavish on period detail.

The artist herself lives with her painter
husband on the bay side of the island of
Galveston in a charming gray house sur-
rounded by lacy vegetation overlooking
the water crisscrossed with older and

Ann Stautberg, 524,97, AM. Texas Coast, 1988, Oviginal in color

] newer wood structures. Daughter
of photographers, trained as
painter and printmaker, Ann
Stautberg starts with very large
{as a rule, a meter by a meter and
a half) black-and-white gelatin sil-
ver prints. Subsequently, she colors
them by hand with an emulsion of
translucent oils. She does not pur-
sue here a painterly project of dra-
matization of nature; rather she
intends to render the “atmosphere”
as she feels it in its full emotional
impact. She tries to analyze, as if
for herself, the enigma of light
in this ecological area — a light
that yields a charm so subtle as to
escape many a first-time visitor and
may remain unremarkable even on
second sight. She uses the palest
of huesin the ]-'ll)ll!i(.':lpt!!-., méant
to capture the almost invisible yet
indisputably Texan quality of light

on and around the Gulf Coast.

Curiously enough, there is no explicit
human presence! in these landscapes,
except the constantly impli
idental and eter-
nally variable personality of each viewer,

What a lover of the Gulf Coast sees in

Stautberg’s work, a despiser of the “pover-
l:f'," "nmnulun‘.r." “uglin 1d the exces-

sive horizontality of Galveston Island will

authorial

one, and the variable

Ann Stautberg, 9.6.98, AM, Texas (_?;o‘élsr:_i‘BTJS. Gﬂélnal in cobor

never be able to see, Still, some visitors
from places afar, whose sensibilities are
maore upcllly attuned to the hidden, the
discreet and the understated (like a Baud-
rillard, for example, a Martian of sorts
in America) would probably enjoy it to
the max.

The subjects of Gulf Coast se

e

m

1es in brilliant silver light or shaded
by fantastic matte clouds, piers and jetties
underscoring the grace and extreme sim-
plicity of

ncient

traces of marine

waoodwork. All are

visions of peace and
irresistible spirituali-
ty, while at the same
time rooted in the
earthiness of old
lumber, relishing in
the wild grasses bent
by the cutting asper-
ity of the wind. The
interplay of symmet-
ric and asymmetric
structures, the musi-
cal silhouette of the
piers, the floating
wood surfaces im-
mersed in the after-
noon sun; either
water or sand in
numerous hues of
blues, greens or grays
forming the back-
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ground for the man-made recognizable
in the vocabulary of landscapers yet
verging on the abstract and the minimal.
I was arrested by the strange beauty
of two kitchen still-lifes. One presents
with a dominant vellow of lemons that
immediately brought to mind Flemish
Masters like seventeenth century Jan Fyt
of Antwerp. The other produced an art-
fully orchestrated effect from the combi-
nation of half a rusty-orangey bell-pepper
with a broccoli stem, and two onions (one
white, one red) in stark contrast with the
gray of a stainless steel knife (used to cut
the pepper, judging by the seeds on its
blade), p] us a pewter I]'lL".'!!-LII'iI'It." Sproorn;
all these objects arranged diagonally on
a kitchen counter. These colors reminded
me of Rubens, even though the subject-
matter had neither roundness nor sen-
suality. Both still-lifes were a smaller
size (24" x 24" and 39%4" x 31") poignant
in their uncounterfeited everydayness.
The hand painting in translucent color
oils achieved an eerie effect of blush com-

bined with gray hall-tones, impossible to
achieve with even the most refined of col-
ored film. Sometimes the oil was painted
over with a minimal brush, other times
smeared with the fingers or the back of
the hand, then scratched, smoothed over
or simply effaced until only the barest
intimation of color would linger. Thus,
you have hues of
pink in the sky, and
sil

ply yellows for
limestone walls while
the cypress or cedar
wood most of the
time remains silver
gray as in the initial
photograph.

Reality here, by
choice of frame and
color, takes on the
unreal connotation
of a dream,

It is a classical
example of what
arfe rﬂl’]ll’nl can
achieve, if this
term, applied now to
every other art form including opera, has
not already fallen to the rank of cliché,

In a tentative and perforce subjective
conclusion, | might say that, in her frontal
objectual approach, and explicit taste, Ann
Stautberg embodies something quintes-
sentially American, whose roots, however,
are obviously of North European inheri-
tance, By the directness and authenticity
with which the artist relates to her imme
diate life-world in resonance with the “old

values” of humble domesticity and the

observance of contemplative stance, her
work touched a most sensitive fiber in my
being. She revealed to me exactly whar 1,
a relatively recent resident of these parts,
most deeply enjoy in the Texas Gulf Coast
area, which now I see elevated through
her art 1o a true level of universality.

Heans Is & fr
and art critic in Houston, Texas.

FOOTNOTE i } =
1. In other senes, Stautberg had let the absence of
a human pierce through the image of a shirt hang
ing ot 10 dry in the wind: closer even, came the
scene of flamas consuming salf-rajectad photo-
graphs, titled Art Bonfire, was: an auto-dalé which
became a tradition on Gatveston Island; every year
@ number of artists’ obsolele works are burned in
the open.



Cindy Sherman. Uniitied Fim St £21, 1978, Gelatin silver print, 19.05 x 24.13 cm

CINDY S

The Complete Untitled Film Stills

AUSTIN MUSEUM OF ART-
DOWNTOWN, AUSTIN, TEXAS
NOVEMBER 7, 1998—

JANUARY 22, 1999

ORGANIZED BY THE MUSEUM OF
MODERN ART, NEW YORK

Amanda Shagrin

Almost twenty years after the comple-
tion of her Unvitled Film Stills series
(19771981}, Cindy Sherman's complete
body of work was

1 view for public
audiences at the Austin Museum of Art,
Downtown [ November 7, 1998-]anuary 22,
1999). Seeing the series in its entirety,
approximately 7o 8" x 10" photographs,
impacts the viewer with striking, thought-
provoking images. Sherman's ironic
tongue-in-cheek photographs are amusing
at first glance. Yet, the sheer volume of the

series creates the impression that there are

more to th the eye.

images than me
After closer look, one realizes that
there are stories behind the faces. Stories
that draw the viewer into uncovering and
making conclusions about the situations
and expressions exhibited by the women
in the photographs, Sherman creates
B
terious enough to leave

SOCTe erage t'llllllt.'.ll at rll'l' ince

but my viewers
questioning and wanting more,

‘vanescent movements such as site-

specific Land, Body, Performance and
Conceptual Art dominated the art scene
during the 1970'%, and artists began to
document their work through the camera.
Through this documentation, the photo-
graph became extremely important for it
was the only way to permanently record

these “artwork” events. In using the pho-
tograph as the medium for her own art,
Cindy Sherman creates images that set her
apart from her contemporaries. The many
layers of Sherman's work are fascinating,
yet frightening. Through self-portrait
photographic images, Sherman explores
and challenges notions of media represen-
tation and prototypes and the idea that

HERMAN

the photograph is an indicator not of real-
ism, but constructed idealism.

Beginning as a painter, Sherman soon
teok up photography. She found that
through the camera she could convey her
ideas much easier, and more importantly,
much faster than by laboriously using a
brush and paint. She was never formally
trained in p||:JlUgruph:\-‘. yet ecause of her
previous artistic training, formal art and
design elements are present in her work.
She does not use the medium to raise
significant questions regarding the art or
tradition of photography itself, like other
art photographers such as Sherrie Levine;
rather she uses the medium as the tool in
which to comment on stereotypes, social
15%

s and practices.

With this series, Sherman broke from
convention, The art produced by her con-
temporaries was, essentially, anti-object
art, and the removal of the artist from the
physical work itself became a revolution-
ary accomplishment. Sherman wanted to
revive the art object and its corporeal

presence, as well as its aesthetic quality,
In doing so, she strove to create a novel
way of integrating both artist and work,
as well as the self and culture. As art
historian Craig Owens states, “In Sher-
man’s images, disguise functions as
parody; it works to expose the identifi-
on of the self with an image as its

dispossession.”

In 1977, at age 23, Sherman began her
first series, which would become known
as Untitled Film Stills, She had recently
arrived in New York City, the Mecca for
avant-garde artists. Despite her similari-
ties with other artists, Sherman felt lonely
and isolated in a city that thrived on
anonymity among the masses, She locked
herself in her studio with her trunks of
makeup and full-length mirror. With soli-

tude, comfort and security, she began to
make art out of her girlhood fondness for
playing dress-up. She would don a cos-
tume, strike a pose and photograph her
invented self. Whatever her inspiration
may have been, it worked out, because for
the next several years she developed her

work into something
that is now considered a
milestone in art history
today.

Sherman's photo-
graphs are not about
photography; they are
about the images within
the square. Her work
concentrates on univer-
sal sitwations and lan-
guages of the media

(adverti , Movies

and TV),
camera as a tool and
nexus for revealing the
reinforcing nature of
cultural myths of power
and control. In portray-
ing the universal woman
as the stereotypes and
clichés that the media
has associated with
women, the characters
iil the photographs
become devoid of
identity and self.

The decision to pre-

sent these images in black and white car-

ries great significance, In doing so, she
refers back to and scrutinizes the original
film stills done by the studios. These "film
5" allude primarily to the Hollywood
B-mowvie style of the late 19505 and early
1960s and presents a glimpse of the artist

gl

in costumes that project diverse proto-
typical characters (i.e. woman crying in
bar, woman in lingerie/scantily dressed,
woman in apron, etc. ).

In all scenes the gesture or look eludes
the direct gaze of the viewer, as though
precccupied in thought or action at some
point outside the frame, suggesting a nar-
rative. As a result, her work invokes issues
of voyeurism and exhibitionism. Sherman
also uses the idea of nostalgia, characteris-
tic of postmodern art, first with the use of
the film stills and again in the reminiscent
depictions of the constructed images
themselves. The artist presents an ambigu-
ity with her characters, illustrative of her

work, which oscillates between sex and
violence. Moreover, the protagonists’
exude a feminine vulnerability, typically
associated with the females in the low-

budget slasher/gore films, whe 1K

is perceived as a mixture of desire, antici-
pation, anguish and victimization.

The cast of characters in this series is
vast but finite, limited to females. The
masculine presence is evident, although
hardly apparent. Each self-posed image
caught on film is entirely masculine, and
the printed image satisfies the male view-
er. This aspect of her work coincides with
her portrayal of images (subtl rical,
allegorical and narrative) depicting vul-
clichés
in which women have been portrayed
and confined by the male-dominated
mass media (which presents ideal meth-

nerable and domestic women -

ods of behavior and beauty) and patri-
archal conceptions of desire.

The protagonists are devoid of self,
where a single snapshot defines their
whole essence, They are defined by their
clothes, their environment, and most im-
portantly, by their castaway glances and
vague, yet defined, EXPressions, Selfless,
soulless, mindless, these women suppos-
edly define who we are as women.
Sherman's project is connected to the
question of identity — female identity
and gender roles originally defined by

# Houston Center for Photography
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males through the media and instilled
into the minds of Middle America.
Furthermore, Sherman uses herself
as the mirror in which to reflect desires,
wishes and fantasies, She achieves this first
through the male gaze, then uses that to
reflect and contradict women's notions
of how :hcy should look, feel and act.
Women sometimes wish their lives
could be like the lives of the women in
the photograph — the dramatic, the trag-
ic, the perverse and the solemnly beauti
ful. Lives so full of drama, yet s0 empty
and withdrawn. Each created with such
precision that they look and seem like an
actual snapshot, were it not for its almost
too perfect construction. This makes the

images feminist — herein lies the distine-
tion between soft-porn and feminist ide-
ology — the fact that you know what you
are seeing is not to be taken at face value.
There is a deeper level to the artist’s
work, which can neither be ignored nor
denied. The cynicism, the irony and the
sarcasm discreetly whispers from each
and every image. Beyond the faces that
look away with utter emptiness are faces,
females, who are everywoman and no-
woman at the same time. They exist,
vet are nonexistent. They exist in the
mind of the artist, who has become them
all, but she is — we are — none of them.
We respond not to the individuals she
portrays but to the roles themselves,
which are readily, easily and unmistakably
recognizable. Only by seducing us with
straight-laced images, with no blatant
irony or kitsch, is Sherman able to capti-
vate and hold her audience. Otherwise,
:h:"y would just seem like a woman pl:

=

ing dress up, someone wishing they were
living other people’s lives but her own.
Sherman attempts to mimic with the
direct intention to critique. She repro-
duces imagery and thought from another
medium (film) and uses
social commentary, Essentially, by depict-
ing and emulating particular characters
and scenes, Sherman uses each situation

it as a means of

o question assumptions and attitudes
toward the status of women in the mass
and, by extension, society. She
questions the real versus the constructed,
and ultimately, do these images typify
women or do we just think they do be-

cause they have been repeatedly depicted.
Behind the universal female guises seen
are not broken souls of capitulation, vul-
nerability or submission, but souls behind
one artist’s quiet defiance to expose the

stereotype, break the mold and eradicate

the fictions of femininity.

Amarnda Shagrin is HCP's Program Coordinator.
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Micha BarAm, Prime Minister Golda Meir and Chief of Staff Haim Bar-Lev in the air force helicopter,

Sinal, 1970

ISRAEL: A PHOTOBIOGRAPHY
THE FIRST FIFTY YEARS
MICHA BAR-AM

SIMON & SCHUSTER, 1998,

Dick Doughty

Micha Bar-Am has been a Jerusalem-
based news photographer for much of
Israel’s half century of statehood. As a
founding member of New York's Inter-
national Center of Photography, a mem-
ber of Magnum Photos and a New York
Times bureau photographer for 22 years,
he is his nation’s best-known photojour-
nalist. Born in Berlin in 1930 to Russian
émigré parents, he came with his family
to Palestine, then under the British Man-
date, at the age of six. He began photo-
graphing in his teens (1 needed the
camera because | was I'urgclfnl," he savs).,
Shortly after Israel’s 1948 declaration of
statehood, his phulu:s l]cgun to be pub-

lished, Since then, he has been a witness
to nearly every significant news event in
the Country, as well as countless more
homey moments that today, in this clo-
quently edited book, speak deeply about
what it has felt like to be part of that
history.

Bar-Am's career has covered Israel
exclusively, and he calls this his “lifelong
assignment.” His country has been good
o him — it gave him not only a haven
at an carly age but as a photojournalist it
has showered him with an abundance of
events that people around the world want
to sec. It is only in a small way that Israel
seems to have also become Bar-Am's bur-
den. In image after image he shows him-
self to be one of the great photojournalists
of the 2oth century. Yet, in the world of
publishing and photography that does
much to shape public perceptic
mains identified primarily by his nation-
ality rather than his own name. Unlike
many of his American and European
peers — Cartier-Bresson, Capa, Smith,
Frank, Meiselas — he didn’t globetrot,
because he didn’t have to. As a result, his
professional identity remains dispropor-

he re-

tionately home-grown,

Publishers Simon & Schuster only
exacerbate this by publishing this book
under the guise of a national birthday
card — to their credit a fairly sober one
is¢ it really is a major coffee-table
retrospective, perhaps the biggest one that
Bar-Am will receive. In bookstores, it will
be shelved under “Photography/lsrael”
rather than “Photographers/Monographs.”

— bec:

(I looked for it in one; it is.) Some may

say this is a L]uihl'bling point, but [ think
Bar-Am's work deserves to be on the shelf
next to the best of 2oth century photo-
journalism. Bar-Am is a humanist of

the first order, a man who has shrewdly
and with deep insight gazed upon home
Sapiens Israelis. He has done so with a
love fierce enough to be both critical and
compassionate. He has made pictures
whose value will only grow with time.

“I keep my internal eye open for that
other, metaphorical image that transcends
illustration to achieve a wholeness of its
own,” he writes in the introduction, “for
the elusive entity that is both evidence
and evocation, public record and per-

sonal vision.”

When he spoke on November 1, 1998,
in Houston, Bar-Am explained that in
selecting the photos, which he did under
the guidance of his wife, Orna, the book’s
plmlu editor, he “tried to find ways to
understand both myself and my country
through the images. I do not claim to be

an objective observer. But I always try

ter be sincere and do an honest job.” He
spoke to a full auditorium at the Jewish
Community Center, that hosted Bar-Am’s
exhibit through December 24. His exhibit
first showed at the International Center of

Photography in New York.

b
Valentin Gertsman, BavAm o a Booksigning at the
Jewish Communily Center, 1998

Throughout the book, the photographs
bear out Bar-Am’s search for both “evi-
dence and evocation.” An carly photo of a
1957 street demonstration (p. 40) appears
to be mostly a compositional study domi-
nated by long shadows and an off-level
horizon, Bar-Am calls the photo “my
Rodchenko.” In such moments, his vocab-

ulary is expressionist. Yet those dominant
formal elements communicate, in a man-
ner immediate enough for a news wire,
precisely the instability and imminent
chaos of the event that was otherwise
only implicit at the moment the shutter
was released.

Another image of another Jerusalem
street demonstration (p. 115), taken 10
years later, relies on a very different, post-
modern vocabulary (well before it was
fashionable). Aside from the hand that
appears to rise to block Bar-Am's shot,
the photo lacks a dominant center of in-
terest, and it relies for its effect on layers
caused by an accidental double exposure
and the resulting relationships among ob-
jects in the frame. This approach is anti-
thetical to news photography, the gram-
mar of which overwhelmingly favors the
simplicity of the-object-itself.

Yet Bar-Am is also no less comfortable,
nor less skilled, with such simplicity. His
p]miu from the Tel Aviv zoo {p. no) visu-
ally rhymes a visitor’s nose — slightly
elongated by the distortion of a wide lens

with a parallel beak of a pelican, Under
in making his
wartime images he also relied, out of
necessity, on simplicity. For example, in

far different circumstanc

A
Micha Bar-Am, Forward position on the Suez Canal,
October T, 1973 (detail)

a blurred image two men seek cover dur-
ing a firefight in the Golan (p. 36—37). In
another, the Israeli soldiers and Egyptian
prisoners as one grind their heads into
the dirt during an artillery barrage in
Sinai (140—141). "You cannot plan such
photos. You have to cover your head and
pray that you will be spared,” he said of
the latter image.

Some of the most insightful images in
the book are his portraits of Israel’s lead-
ers, who are all photographed in private
moments that speak to what it may have
felt like to be that person at that time.
Golda Meir, former prime minister,
appears only once in the book, and she
is seated in a military helicopt
resting on one hand. Although taken in
1970, her tired, most un-prime-minister-

like gesture presages the collapse of her
government four years later. Also photo-
graphed on a helicopter, in postures that

mirror each other, are Yitzak Shamir and

Shimon Peres, whose political lives later
found unexpected commonalities despite
their |'tﬁ:|nng rivalry. In |lhmngr.1phiug
Moshe Dayan, Bar-Am used Dayan’s
trademark eyepatch a
and left Dayan's one
forgettable. For David Ben-Gu

a design element

/¢ central and un-

o, lsrael’s
several
photos, one of which shows him seated at
a desk in his library — but his fists are
raised head-high, clenched.

It is quickly clear that Bar-Am is not
out to pass judgment on any of his sub-
jects, all of which inhabited — and whose
photos now continue to inhabit — highly
politicized terrain. He is neither an icono-
clast nor a flack, and the book will garner
criticism from both of these ranks. In

first prime minister, Bar-Am chos
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news and publishing terms, he is clearly
seeking “balance,” an exercise not with-
out its own politics, but carried out here,
by for example, showing a photo of a
Palestinian youth throwing a stone and
following it on the next page with one
showing an Orthodox Jew in a similar
posture throwing a tear gas canister.

is part of what makes Bar-Am’s point of
view both publishable and widely palat-
able. In a land where far more partisan
points of view abound, Bar-Am has come
as close to finding common touchstones
as perhaps any Isracli photographer could.
But it is not only from individual
photographs that this book achieves its
grace, The sequencing and resulting syn-
ergies, the pacing and flow of the book-
as-a-whaole, is brilliantly visually literate,
as intricate and artful as music. From page
to page, the Bar-Ams — Orna’s hand was
eloquently exploit
the “third effect” (that which happens to
mes

strong in this regard

1ing when images are paired and

sequenced). They have loaded this book
with interconnections, impli
symbols, metaphors and metonyms

ations,

AMONE events, forms, texts and image
ything in Israel is

placemen
about its

If and something else,” writes
Thomas Friedman in his foreword essay
(which is otherwise disappointingly
hagiographic). The book has been exe-
cuted carefully, with these layers of
meaning in mind.

Photos of the early years of the
country are interspersed with g
photos from “the Sinai campaign” (an

ty

early reminder that Bar-Am writes as
an Israeli, for this event is remembered
in the West as “the Suez crisis”). These
are followed by coming to terms with
the Holocaust through memory and the

famous Eichmann trial; then came the

Six-Day War of 1967, the ant
campaigns along the Jordanian border
and the military occupation of Palestin-
ians that, as he writes in a later

guerrilla

caption,

ng to both sides.” There
then follows a section

is "dehumani
the book isn't
really divided into chapters — titled

Daily Bread, where images of ordinary

life offer a respite from the adrenaline

of conflict. This in turn is followed by

its opposite: demagogues, racists, self-
declared pmphl.‘l.\, protesters and refugees
— but this, too, softens after a few pages
into a wedding, an (armed) lawn party
and the birth of Bar-Am’s own son. War
follows again, in harrowingly intimate
shots from 1973 in the Sin
the most memorable sequences of the
book, the quitting of the north Sinai
settlement of Yamit in 1982 in fulfillment
of the Camp David Accords. The near-
civil-war passions that boiled up when

ind one of

the Israeli government forcibly removed
settlers from this outpost community is
especially haunting today, when the issue
of Jewish-on ly settlements on Arab land
are one of the most divisive regional is-
sues. Although the book finishes with Bar-
Am’s own family portrait with gas masks
during the Gulf War and the assassination
of Yitzak Rabin, the final photograph —
after the index — shows a tiny figure of

a girl gazing up at kite-tails curling across
a huge summer-blue sky.

It is a book that reads like a life lived
richly, to the point of exhaustion. It is a
rare volume that has the power to make
us look carefully, beyond surfaces, to
the flesh and blood of our times.

Houston photojournalist Dick Doughty is co-author
of Gaza: Legacy of Occupation — A Photographer's
Journey [Kumarian Press, 1995).



Family Albums

WHEN WE WERE THREE: THE TRAVEL
ALBUMS OF GEORGE PLATT LYNES,
MONROE WHEELER, AND

GLENWAY WESCOTT, 1925-1935

TEXT BY ANATOLE POHORILENKO
AND JAMES CRUMP

ARENA EDITIONS, 1908

Bill Thompson

The history of arts and letters is filled
with tales of passiomate affairs, ﬂL'L'ling
romances and durable marriages that
fostered influential creative partnerships,
from Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera to
Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg,
Amaong these fervent unions, surely one
of the most intriguing was the complicat-
ed triangle comprised of George Plant
Lynes, Monroe Wheeler and Glenway
Wescott, three gay men, each bright and
gifted, who first met in 1927 and who
ing marks on the visual

would leave la
and literary arts of this century — Lynes
as a celebrated portrait and fashion pho-
tographer, Wheeler as a skilled publisher
and editor and Wescott as a distinguished
70 s after the trio
began their unique relationship and
embarked on individual careers, their

re the subject of an

author. More t 70 ye

private albums
elegant, thoughtful book published by
Arena Editions.

When We Were Three: The Travel
Albums of George Platt Lynes, Monroe
Wiheeler, and Glenway Wescott, 1925-1935

begins with a substantial essay by Anatole
Pohorilenko, an intimate of Wheeler, who
offers a thoroughly enjoyable account
of the lives of the three men, focusing
primarily on their expatriate years, but
including a useful overview of their
respective upbringings. Pohorilenko’s
inside perspective lends When We Were
Three a distinctive familiarity that res-
onates throughout the book — its very
title in fact implies that Lynes, Wheeler
and Wescott somehow had a voice in its
production, beyond their roles as subjects.
Born in Chicago in 1899, Wheeler was
ratsed in a cultured, middle-class 1';1mi|1l,'

that nurtured his interests in music, poet-
ry and art. At age 18, he received as a gift a
small printing press, from which he began
to learn about all aspects of typography,
layout and design. Wescott was born in

1901 and raised on his family’s hog farm
in Wisconsin. At age 16, he enrolled in the
University of Chicago where he served as
president of th Club. It
was at one of the club’s meetings in 1919
that Wescott and Wheeler met — the two
young men fell in love and embarked on
the first of their many travels together.

; oungest of the three men, was

chool’s Poe

Lymaes

born in 1907 in Englewood, New Jersey.
Sent to the Berkshire School as a youth,
lacked the discipline of a serious

Lymes
student, and in 1923, his parents reluctant-
ly sent him on a trip to Paris, hoping it
would help him gain admission to Yale,
More important for Lynes, however, was
the fact that he was able to meet Gertrude
Stein and a host of others in her legendary
circle, a number of whom would become

his close friends. Lynes returned home
and started his own small but ambitious
press and published several pamphlets,
including an essay by Stein. Entering Yale
in the fall of 1926, Lynes was immediately
unhappy in academia and dropped out
after one semester, determined to forge

a career of his own, first as a book dealer
and, ultimately, as a photographer.

'@
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From the publication When We Were Three

In 1927, Lynes, a flamboyant and
impetuous 19 year-old, walked into the
Hotel Lafayette in New York to introduce
iself to Wescott and Wheeler. By that
time, the pair had been together for eight
vears and had just returned from an
extended stay in Europe, The social call
was prompted by the suggestion of a
mutual friend and veteran of Stein'’s Paris
salon, which both Wescott and Wheeler
had also visited. Only Wescott happened
to be at the Lafayette to greet Lynes, but
the following day he met Wheeler, and
the lives of the three would be forever
changed. Wheeler, never one to advertise
his homosexuality, was immediately at-
tracted to Lynes, a confident, out gay

man with a “full, luscious mouth” and

1

“wasp-like wi
just as drawn to Wheeler, whose chiseled
face reminded him of a cast portrait of
an Egyptian prince. While physical attrac-

. Lynes found himself

tion may have brought these two men
together, their mutual love for books and
art cemented the bond between them.
Lynes and Wheeler began a passionate

" romance, with an insecure Wescott at first

troubled over the relationship but eventu-
ally growing to accept it. Over time, Lynes
became an integral part of the arrange-
ment between Wheeler and Wescott, and
the three men remained together in a
compli
for 16 years until Lynes left it in 1943.
Although none of the three men was
wealthy, they always found the means to
travel and move among the intellectual
and artistic elites of Europe and America.
Escaping the malaise of the Great Depres-
sion and the constraints of societal expec-
tations, Lynes, Wheeler and Wescott
joined countless other expatriate writers,
artists and thinkers who gathered in the

ed ménage-a-itrois that endured

salons and cafés of Europe or explored
the more exotic cities of Africa and As
Along the way, the men encountered
Jean Coctean, Renéd Crevel and Thornton
Wilder, to name a few. Pohorilenko’s text
is rich with historical details and gossip
about these and other interesting figures,
and it adeptly sets the stage for When
We Were Three's visual component — a

Glemwvay Wescolt, Monroe Wheeler, and George Platt Lynes, ¢, 1939 © Arena Editions,

1968,

generous selection of beautifully repro-
duced photographs, drawn from the
travel albums kept by Lynes, Wheeler
and Wescott,

Personal albums and scrapbooks,
which typically circulated among their
owners’ close friends or family members,
have ah-.'uys been the historian’s gold
ming, preserving ephemeral pictures and
texts that offer insight into worlds often
difficult to access and easily fnlg(alzl;n,i
All told, the photographs taken and col-
lected l!}' Lyn s, Wheeler and Wescott are
a fine testament to their uncommon lives
and the diverse personalities they be-
friended along the way, from the writer
Katherine Anne Porter to bodybuilder
Tony Sansone. It is clear from the photo-
graphs that the trio were rarely less than
elegant in demeanor, clothes or company,
and the book includes a delightful num-
ber of campy, spontaneous photographs
of them, as well as rarely seen or unpub-
lished photographs of Stein, Coctean,
Paul Robeson and others they encoun-
tered at home or abroad. Among the most
1g are a small handful of Cubist-
inspired portraits referred to as “compos-
ites,” which were created from collaged

intere

fragments of photographs.

Most of the images in When We Were
Thr did snapshots n out-
doors, often appearing slightly out-of-
focus or awkwardly cropped. The repro-
ductions have been printed with great
care in four colors, authentically captur-
ing their warm sepia hues, subtle discol-
orations and overall signs of age. One
critic for The New York Times offered
mild criticism for the lack of information

accompanying the book's photographs.
While the subjects of the images are iden-
tified and dated, there are no references to
the original photographers, even though
several of the pt‘inls were no doubt taken
by Lynes, who is known to have started
to experiment seriously with a camera
around 1927 Yet Lynes often did not sign
or stamp his prints, and it can be nearly
impossible to examine the verso of a
photograph if it has been mounted to a
page in a scrapbook. Surely the albums’
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original audience Lynes, Wheeler,
Wescott, their friends and families —
could have guessed who was bel
camera without having to ask.
would have been useful if the book was
less vague about the actual albums, par-
ticularly their origins, significance to the
trio, and provenance. Many such scrap-
books — for example, the extensive
volumes produced by the writer Carl
‘an Vechten and now preserved in Yale's
Beinecke Library — are works of art in
their own right, worthy of preservat

and serious study.

The final pages of When We Were Three
feature a more scholarly essav by James
Crump — a former curator at the Kinsey
Institute and the organizer of an impor-
tant Lynes exhibition in 1993 — on the
vears following 1935, when the travel
albums ended and all three men were
busy pursuing their respective careers.
Wheeler rose to a position of importance
at the Museum of Modern Art, where he
not only produced hundreds of catalogues
— many of which would set the standard
for museum publications for years to

come — but also bec
beh
artists and donors and promoting the
museum’s activities. Wescott continued
to write and publish extensively through-

me an important
d-the-scenes operator, courting

out his life and produced a number of
acclaimed works, including The Prlgrim
Hawk, 1940, and Apartment in Athens,
1945. Lynes achieved considerable success
in the 1930s and 19405 as a commercial
phulugr;aplwr working for the leading

nes of the day and docu-
menting the performances of the New
York City Ballet. His work was exhibited
at several prestigious venues including the
Museum of Modern Art and the galleries
of Julien Levy and Picrre Matisse. Lynes's
accomplishments, however, were always
tempered by a continual stream of per-
sonal and financial setbacks, and he never
found public acceptance during his life-
time for the work he most valued — his
classical male nudes. Although Lynes died
from cancer at age 48 in 1955, Wescott and
Wheeler remained together for some 68
years — Wescott died in 1987 and Wheeler
in 1988. The bibliography that concludes
the book is thorough and useful to
anyone interested in pursuing further
research on the trio.

When We Were Three is a worthy addi-
tion to any library and one that Wheeler
himself would have admired for its quality
design and printing. Pohorilenko and
Crump have served up a gloriously illus-
trated, lucid account of an out-of-the-
ordinary relationship, far removed from
the banal tabloid dalliances we watch and
read about daily. The book stands as a
captivating portrait of gay intellectual life
between the wars and a moving tribute to
three men who led unconventional and
rewarding lives.

fashion ma

Willlam R. Thompson ks the public affairs officer at
the Jack 5. Blanton Museum of Art, The University
of Texas at Austin,

FOOTNOTES

1. One of the best critical studies on the genne of
the private album is Anne Hgonnet, =Sechided
Vision: Images of Femining Expericnee in Nine-
teenth-Century Europe.” Radical History Review 38
(April 1987): 32, For another perspective on the
alburms and scrapbooks of gay men, see James
Gardiner, Who's A Prefly Boy Then: One Hundred
Fifty Years of Gay Life in Pictures [London: Serpent’s.
Tail, 1996).

2. Christopher Benfey, Bright Young Things, The New
York Times Book Review, 21 March 1999, p, 3,

3, See Jonathan Weinberg, Boy Crazy: Carl Van
Wechten's Queer Colection, The Yale Journal of
Criticigm T (Fall 1984); 25-49,
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Himbarly Norrs Guermeno, irene Bedard and Valerie Red-Horse in a scene Trom Natwally NA-T-HVE.

Native Issues — Urban Style

Otilia Sanchez

Waiting to make its début on the Amer-
ican screen, the new Red-Horse Mative
Productions’ film, Naturally N-A-T-1-V-E,
is the story of three urban American
Indian sisters (Vickie, Karen and Tanya
Lewis) who embark on a major business
venture to sell “naturally native” cosmetic
products.

The oldest sister, Vickie Lewis Bighawk,
15 married 1o a Lakota named Steve Eiig
hawk. Together they are maintaining a
houschold in urban America consisting
of their two children and Vickie's two

younger sisters: Karen and Tanya Lewis.
As a typical American family, the Big-
hawks deal with daily living: keeping up
with the mortgage on the house, juggling

finances, spending time with the chil-
dren, socializing, remaining close-knit.
As a Mative American family, though,

they are confronted with dc.'Lling with

such highly divisive isswes as “Indianness”™
and CDIB (certificate of 1|L"¥,|'u‘ of Indian
blood) cards and the use of sports mas-
cots in the schools. Steve, the card-carry-
ing Indian in the film, is supportive of his
wife though she and her sisters have been
unable to prove their “Indianness” and
they don't have a number to tell them
who they are. Steve also had his “fight”
after his son showed up with a baseball
uniform with a “Redskin” on the shirt
front; he has to explain to his son why
that shirt is demeaning to him as a Native
son. Vickie ha

sister T

s to deal with her younger

failing to acknowledge her
ancestry and not wanting to date Native
men.

Vickie and Steve are faced with up-
holding traditions and values in a society
that doe understand them. They hold
the family together despite the menace of

alcohol that Vickie falls prey to but over-
comes and the danger of such a modern
convenience as e-mail that befalls Tanya
when she has a rendezvous with a man
she only knows [h]'uugh e-mail. Thus,

it is, as Carol Snow Moon Bachofner!
(Abenaki) has stated, a “film full of
family values.”

Another Native writer, Steve Russell!
{Cherokee), has noted that: “Valerie Red-
Horse joins Sherman Alexie? in carving
out space on the big screen where Indians
can be who they rl:.'llly are. The MAgic o
both of these artists is that they turn the
literal reality of Indian life into tropes that
the mainstream world can understand as
literary devices — as, for example, the
“rex car” in Alexie's Smoke .‘ﬁgrml’s or,
on a different level, the girl (Tanya) in
Naturally N-A-T-1-V-E who does not
want to look in the mirror and see an
Indian. Or the Indian who becomes con-
vinced that only the BIA doggie license
makes an Indian, Whether Indians are
ready to have their everyday lives become
metaphors remains to be seen, but right
now it is like a cool drink of water to
see real people on that big screen. Tonto,
rest in peace.”

Though Narurally N-A-T-1-V-E is one
that many American Indians can identify
with, it may face difficulties on the Holly-
wood scene, The iilm may not do well
commercially on the big screen if Holly-
wood buys into it because, as Russell
has aptly stated, ... the distribution
problem is not so much “Indian flm’
as ‘women's film.” It is about relationships.
No explosions or even gunfire. There is a
little violence and a little sex but both are
shot in an understated way: no moment
of contact in the former and no genitalia
in the latter”

Unfortunately, Hollywood films pretty
much require the kind of relationship

that Russell speaks of.

Another problem with Naturally
N-A-T-1-V-E is that you don't leave the
film with any passages in your mind that
you can't let go of — no quotable quotes,
The dialog is just okay but not powerful.
The film is enjoyable, it addresses relevant
issues, it has some good scenes; yet what
it's lacking is hard to pinpoint. Perhaps
it’s just those punch lines that bring
points across powerfully.

Otilla S4nchez, an active member in the Native
eommunity in Houston, s the national president
of Wordcraft Circle of Native Writers and Story-
tellers. Sanchez is a board member of HCP and
serves on the Multicultural Committes of the
United Way.

FOOTNOTES

1. Cared Snow Moon Bachofner and Steve Russell
are both published Native writeérs and membears of
Wordcraft Circle of Native Writers and Storytellers.
The filmmaker, Valerie Red-Horse, is also a member
of Wordcraft Cirche,

2, A review of Sherman Alexie’s film, Smoke
Signals, appeared in the Winter 1998 issue of
SPOT.
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Todd Walker, Seffportrait, 1949

Todd Walker

19171998

Ann Simmons-Myers

Todd Walker had two working resumes,
a 2o-page and a two-page version. The
shorter one says at the top, “Just the
Important Shit.” [ shall try to follow
the spirit of the latter today.

I was 19 years old, a junior in the
department of Photography and Cinema
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at the Ohio State University, when [ first
saw an exhibition of Todd's work at the
Silver Image Gallery. | remember walking
through the exhibition in amazement

and wonder, thinking these are incredibly
beautiful — I'd never seen anything like
them — but what are they, how are they
made? They were, of course, his sabbatiers
and early silkscreens. Little did 1 know
that this photographer would become
one of the most important people in my
life. About five years later, at the School
of the Art Institute of Chicago, Vicki
Ragan spoke to me about applying to a
new graduate program in photography

at the University of Arizona. She said the
faculty consisted of the first director of
[_ighi ('ru]'ll:r:,‘, Harold Jones; a non-silver
gury, Todd Walker; and another guy, Keith
McElroy, who had studied with Beaumont
and taught the history of photography. So
I applied. When Harold called and offered
me an assistantship here, Roger and |

had to consult an atlas to find out where
Tucson was exactly,

Todd was unlike any teacher I had ever
known: casual, gentle, humble, irreverent,
gracious and with a dry wit and high
standards. He had the answer to every-
thing, a walking encyclopedia. He was

REMEMBERING TODD
(for Melanie)

If 1 had been sitting

in an outdoor café in Tucson,

a tourist

enjoying the food and the sun

and the view of the mountains
before the climate became hotter
and drier

as it would in the coming months,
observing people as they passed by
imagining their lives

guessing at their occupations,

I may have mistaken Todd

for a rancher.

His tall, lanky body

and sweeping arm gestures

would have convinced me

that he spent his days mending fences
with little tufts of cattle hair

caught in the barbs,

and that momentarily

he would climb into his pick-up truck
and churn up miles of dust behind him
on the road home,

I might have imagined

the pictures of cars

ar fll.ll](.' WOMmMeEn

pinned to the walls,

but more slender, more beautiful
like those sent from the auto supply
or feed store

with a calendar below,

like the one my father had

above his workbench.,

But 1 would not have imagined

the artist

who became child-like

not man-like

when he was talking about

his work,

pulling boxes from the shelves,

to show you the contents of his days.

Or the studio

where the smell of lead type
and things held together
with wire and string

were asked to collaborate
with computers,

and machines designed

to do one thing

were coaxed into doing

so much more.

Where flats of beautiful paper
ran twenty-three times
through the same press

over a blanket that

added a new color

with each pass

to fill some small shadow

or tiny highlight

so it would look

just so.

And I would not have imagined
the patience

or the love of process

or of making,

something

from practically

nothing

or the pleasure it brought him.

Or that | would travel to Tucson
not as a tourist
but as a student
to learn about
books
and rocks
and see what it meant
Lo never .‘il.'p‘.'ll'.'l“.'
your life
from your art.
Amn Fessler

Ann Fessler Is a photographer, book and Instal-
lation artist. Fessler is the head of the
Photography Department at Rhode Iskand
School of Design,

eager to share and to be part of the learn-
ing process. But, first you simply had to
ask. In my first non-silver class with Todd,
he came in with a cardboard box, put

the box on the table, and sat down. The
students were sitting on folding chairs

in a semicircle. “Well, what do you want
to know today?” he asked. Dead silence.
Everyone looked straight ahead; Todd
didn't move. Then people started rolling
their eyes from side to side praying that
someone next to them would speak.
Nothing. Finally, I blurted out, “What's

in the box?” Todd just cocked his head

to the side, smiled and pulled out chem-
icals for the cyanotype demo.

He was a consummate artist and
teacher, enthusiastic and encouraging.
Todd was never one to settle for medioc-
rity, either in himself or others. He had
high expectations, and he even shared
your shurlc(:l'ning.ti with you, He was al-
s0 incredibly prolific. For many of his
students, these formidable characteris-
tics equated one powerful role model.

When you respect and admire some-
one’s talents and skills, you want others
to experience those feelings. That was
how | saw Todd. One of my greatest
pleasures was being able to share Todd
with my classes. He would come every
semester and entice yet another genera-
tion of students into the world of what
he called “non-usual” photography. As
my students l!r_'gan their own relationships
with him, he was always generous with his
time and information. To my annoyance,
he would frequently indulge my students’
queries to him about my time as his grad-
uate student. His stock answer was, “Well,
first of all, she never listened to me” And
he'd have their rapt attention, and they'd
eagerly await the next tidbit from him.

He would A[wayﬁ be my mentor,
that was understood, although never
discussed. As both our lives and needs
changed, the lines between teacher and
friend ht:gun to blur, 1 always considered
Todd to be the big bonus for remaining
in Tucson after graduate school.

Todd was the purfﬂct best friend. He
already knew where all my skeletons were
buried, and he was honest to a fault —
OK, he was blunt. He had a wicked sense
of humor and a great love of good food,
drink and camaraderie. Todd would do-
nate a print to an auction, bake rosemary
bread for a picnic in the desert, pretend
to eat mud cookies made by my boys in
the backyard bakery or stir the gravy at
']'ha‘lnks'givillg_ But he would not gotoa
maovie with me. *1 saw The Last Picture
Show,” he would complain, "and then
they made another one.”

I never knew how Todd's childlike
exuberance would manifest itself, Some
years ago he developed a program for
the computer that translated text into
pig Latin, Shortly after, Peter Bunnell
contacted Todd and asked him to write
something on the sabbatier process. Todd
obliged with an elegant two page descrip-
tion that he promptly translated into pig
Latin. He presented me with both versions
and asked, “Which onet”

He was always there for me. He never
refused a request; he reminded me of my
priorities; he toasted the milestones and
celebrations; he pnwidud a shoulder for
sorrow; and he always made bad puns. 1
will miss Todd for the rest of my life, but
I am grateful to have so much of him for
so long. And, ves, his work will continue
to bring me joy cach day.

Ann 5§ Myars is &
who lives in Tucson, Arlizona.
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IN MEMORIAM

On the Occasion of the
Death of Harry Callahan

19121999

Chip Simone

I got to know Harry
Callahan twice in my life:
first as his student, then
as his friend. I knew him
as a reluctant teacher
who was uncertain that
photography could really
be taught. I knew him as
a passionate photographer, a keeper of
silences, a lover of senses and a dreamer
of light. The camera owned his soul. At
the start of his career, Harry was inspired
by the work of Ansel Adams. But unlike
Adams, Callahan preferred to explore
inner landscape. He transformed the act
of seeing into an act of grace and made
pictures that were intenscly poetic. He
was a private man who was possessed

by an uncommeon passion for exquisite
light and for the gift of epiphany that it
Irestowed.

Words eluded Harry and talking about
his work was torture. He felt that pictures
came from intuition and that no amount
of analysis or philosophy could explain
them or make them better. His images,
like the man himself, are deceptively sim-
ple. Snapshots, silhouettes, double expo-
sures, camera movement, high contrast,
the stuff of basic photography. But to him,
the basic nature of photography itself, its
simple way, its hard edges, eloquent tonal-
ity and precise optical clarity, enabled him
to see the ordinary in an extraordinary
way and to render it with a jeweler's eye.

Harry didn’t like teaching, but he was
good at it. He taught at the Institute of
Design in Chicago (1946-1961) and the
Rhode Island School of Design (1961
1977). He struggled shyly with the simplest
lessons but somehow rn.'m;lgn;d Lo convey
the deepest meanings. He insisted that his
students work hard and find their own
way of seeing. That was the most im-
portant thing. He demanded nothing less
of himself. He photographed every day,
walking again and again the same famil-
iar streets hoping to see them in new
ways. Working, for him, was an act of
faith. His remarkable ethic and dedica-
tion to his craft inspired us. His love for
photography was profound. Harry didn't
just teach basic photography; he taught
basic photographer. In his later years
reward and recognition caught up with
his reputation. The National Gallery of
Art mounted a life's retrospective and he
received the National Medal in the Arts
from the president. He was printing in
his darkroom when a stroke brought his
productive career to an end in 1996, He
hated not being able to do photography.
Just weeks before his death, he was work-
ing on an exhibition of unpublished work.
He is survived by his wife and muse, Elea-
nor, and their beloved daughter, Barbara

Hollinger. Harry's prints are among the
most expressive and beautiful of silver
objects. They contain nothing less than
all the answers to this riddle of a man.
In a 1996 interview, Harry was asked to
describe his working method. He said
“You walk. You take pictures. It piles up.”
With these eight common words, Harry
summed up a quite uncommon life.

Chip Simone studied with Harry Callahan at RISD
from 1965 to 1967, He has worked as a photogra-
pher In Atlanta, Georgla, since 1972, © 1999
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