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A How to create a better

introductory photography text:}g

Start with one of the most respected and most widely adopted I
texts in the field—a book written by an experienced photography teacher
@ at the Khode Island School of Design, the author of Beyond Basic Photography.

Retain the exceptionally lucid and logical organization, moving
step-by-step from the basic principles of taking a picture to the fine points of
@ making a print

of automatic exposure and automatic flash, and add an entire chapter on

3 Completely revise, expand, and update the text. Include new coverage
® alternative techniques, processes, and materials.

lormat, more sophisticated design, and high-quality stock for improved

I 4 Increase eye appeal with new photographs and drawings, an enlarged
@ reproduction.

5‘ Keep the price affordable—under ten dollars.
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Dialectical Criticism
and Photography

Linda Andre

er.l:‘s dialectical method was

For b first and foremost a way of looking, a framework
for investigation. He chose o book at economic and social
relations, but his dialectical framework as an epistemology
has possibilitics for far wider use. A non-Marxist can object
to Marx s economic theories and his ideas about the
reorganization of society but stll appreciate the soundness
of his dialectics. As a critical method it has long been used
to examine social problems, but it has a special validiny
when the way of looking is in itself the subject examined;
that is, in the examination of criticism itself. This is one
area where no work can be done until the question of method
is settled.

The concept of dialectics existed as a
philosophical category long before Hegel and Marx made it
the philosophical center of their respective world-views.
The word iselfl derives from the Greek expression for
“conversation”, and the term has consistently implied a
conflict or contradiction, either between iwo parties in a
conversation or within a logical or philosophical position,
The Gireek philosopher £eno originated the argumentative
technique whereby a proposition is refuled by exposing an
unaccepiable bogical consequence that can be drawn from
it; that is, by proving that at some level a hypothesis
contrachicts iwsell or contradscts some higher philosophical
principle.

Plato and Anistotle had their own
ideas about the meaning of the dialectic. Plato saw dialectic
2k 3 dual process of analysis and synthesis, A general concept
wioild be analysed by exhaustively laying out all of iis
specific instances, The specific instances would then be
reassembled 10 yield an exhaustive definition of the general
concept. Aristotle penerally used the same definition of
diabectic as Zeno, but he pointed out the limitations of this

kind of reasoning. He saw the dialectic as a tool infenior 1o
science, which is a form of reasoning which starts out from
self-evident principles.

All of the ancient philosophers and
their medieval followers saw the dialectic as a means of
argument or a5 o means of amiving at the truth. This
conception of dialectic is shared by Eant. Kant had one
particular use for the dialectic in his system: he used it as a
means for dispelling the “transcendental illusion”, which,
accorchng 10 Kant, 15 the type of false reasoning that makes
statements about the world derived directly from the pure
concepts of reason. Pure copcepts contain contradictions
that can be exposed by o dialectical mode of reasoning.
Kaomt's dialectic is a negative technigque meant to expose the
limits of reasoning from first principles and o emphasize
the need for a working, praciical method that yields nothing
absolutely certain but is the best that we can do.

Hegel's philosophy represents a
transitional stage between the concept of dialectic as
something occurring between ideas, as in classical
philosophy, and the concept of dialectic as something
happening in the real world, as in Mars. Hegel remained
true to the unity of mind and reality; contradictions within
mand,, between nadions, were at the same time contradictions
within reality. Marx departs firom this conception while
retaining Hegel®s entical thrust and his distrust of the
given.

Like Hegel, Marx recognizes the need
b see the object within the context of its wdality, The
difference between Marx's dialectical system and that of
Hegel may be seen in the way that the ioality is
concephualized. Hegel's toaality is the otality of Reason, of
the ldea, The object, which Hegel refers 1o as the Noven,
can be understoond anly within the whale trajectory of the
universal Idea. For Marx, both the object and the wality




are maferial in nature, Ideas, of course, exist, bul can be
understood only within the context of the materal totality.

The material wtality in Marx is mot
some ahistorical abstraction such as “socely” or
“humanity™, but a concrete constellation of human beings
in different relations to the material world both as provided
by nature and as transaformed by human activity. This
constellation Marx calls o *mode of production”. The mode
of production is not only a specific collection of technologies
but also a relationship between groups of people who
produce and consume in different ways. It is a relabonship
between claszes, and an individual human being must be
seen within the context of his or her class to be fully
understond. A social institution may only be seen within
the context of its mode of production.

Within the context of its iotality, a
given social institution experiences contradictions, which
are not merely contradictions between ideas but real conflicts
within socictics, pressures that build up because people
have differing interests. These pressures cause historical
situations to be inhenently unstable and wransicnt.

There is a fundamental difference
between Marx and Hegel on the nature of change. Hegel's
contradictions take place at the level of the Idea, and their
resclution, the synthesis in which both thesis and antithesis
are negated, is rational. Mars"s contradictions are material
rather than ideal, and there is no particular reason for them
to be resolved rationally. The commeon threads that bind
Hegel and Marx are thus the criticism of the object in lerms
of the totality and the notion of contradiction as the source
of instability and change.

For Marx, diglectics is a way of
being, o way of knowing, a way of questioning, and & way
of explaining that rejects positivist and reductionist
assumpiions about the world. It looks beyond appearances;
in a temporal sense, by taking into sccount that there are no
things, only processes; and in a spatial sense, by
understanding ned parts in isslation but the whole, and how
the parts are related to and shaped by the whole. Dialectics
rejects the idea of a static reality and emphasizes the
imponance of conflict and contradiction in the process of
change.

The dizlectical mand is self-conscious.
It is aware of its process of making abstractions and of how
it chooses an angle from which 1o view a subject, as well as
the implications those choices have for the results of its
ingguiry. [t also anempts w integrate its findings back into

the contexi of the world and to present them in a way that
takes into account their audience.

I want 1o suggest that dizlectics has
great relevance in developing a way of looking a
photographs. I'm concemned here with someons who is not
just a casual viewer of photographs, as we all xre o some
extent, bui with someone who looks at photographs critically
in order 1o be able 1o say something about them 1o others:
the photography critic, including teachers of photography
who critique the work of their students, Photocriticism is a
relatively new field and no other area of anl cntcism s so
badly in nesd of o workable method. The proliferation of
approaches, bordering on Babel, is evident o a reader of
any joumnal attempting to publish serious writing about
photography.

The notion of dialectical criticism is,
of course, nod new; there have been many who saw
applications of Marx"s method to lierary criticiam, from
Flekhanov and Trotsky to Lukacs, Benjamin, and present-
day writers. As the most extensive body of Marxist criticism,
lierary criticism has done much to stimulate Marxist
criticism of the other ans. Walier Benjamin wrote
groundbreaking essays on both literature and photography.
Maore recently, John Berger, Susan Sontag, and Roland
Barthes have dealt provocatively with the issue of how we
interpret photographs. Although none of these three is self-
consciously Marxist, Berger and Banhes, at least,
incorporate elements of diabectics in their work,
Significantly, all of these writers have extended themselves
beyond the acsthetics of the image 1o deal with context and
function as well. They are not o much photography critics
as cultural critics who deal with photography in general.
Whai | will examine here is how dialectics can be applied
to the problem of writing a piece of criticism about a
particular work or body of work.

There are a few photography critics
working today whose work is genuinely dialectical, but
they are greatly outnumbered by those who use other
approaches. Why this should be so seems puzzling when
we consider all of the aspects of photography that make it
so amenable to dialectical criticism.

Mlare 5o than any other form of
expression, photography always has a foothold in the real,
living, material world. lis very exisience is dependent on



soame kind of pre-existing reality. By definition, a
phetograph is only a re-presentation of what is already
there.” It cannot be anything else. No matter how absiract it
is, it can never achieve the dissociation of painting, for it
can only be a record of what was once in front of the camera,
even when that subject is rendered unrecognizable. (A
photogram, 100, is only a record of what was once sel
before the printing paper, )

Photagraphy's link 1o the world is
something all photographers must deal with, even if they
spend much of their time fighting against it. Paradoxically,
a number of photographers choose to ignore this unique
characteristic of their medium and try 1o obliterate or ohscure
the photograph's inseverable relation to reality. There are
also those who go to the other extreme and wse their cameras
to depict in the greatest possible detail social conditions and
relations they would like 10 see changed.

These photographers are faced with
the paradox of their own impotence in the battle for social
change. They may sec their gritty photos hung on the walls
of pristine white galleries, offered for sale 1o wealthy
collectors whose only interest is whether the photographs
ire likely to increase in value, or they may sce them
published in a book or a magazine that will never reach
more than a few thousand people. In any of these cases, the
“message” they felt 50 passionately and sirived so hard o
bring across i losi.

These are examples of those who find
photography s relation to reality problematical. There are
also those who attempt 1o deny this relation by saying that a
static, two-dimensional representation of a moving, three-
dimensional world cannot be real; nor can a fragmented
visiom, or one that reduces the colors of the spectrum 1o
tones of gray or dyes that never accurately represent the
true colors,

We can see conflicts and
contradictions, connections and interactions in all stages of
the photographic project. The dialectical process s work,
both in making the photograph and looking at it, can provide
strategies for thinking and writing about it.

Ukn the ontological level, every
photograph presupposes both a photographer and a thing
photographed. Photographers interact with their subject
matter, an interaction mediated by their equipment and by
the physical and chemical laws that govern the process of
photography. How they photograph will depend on their
own intentions and on their culturally-determined notions

of what is worth being photographed, what photography is
o should be, and what it should be wsed for. I their subjects
are people, they must deal with their subjects” own similarly
determincd notions and feelings about the photographer and
about being photographed.

For example, photographers who
choose 1o photograph people from outside their own
economic and cultural milieu” are faced with subjects
whose conception of what a photograph should be is often
in dircet opposition to their own. The subjects may think
that a photograph is necessarily an idealization of life: in
that case, when they see a camera pointed at them, their
immediate reaction is 1o smile and pose. If the photographer
sees this as a falsification, photographing becomes a game
of keeping the subjects unaware of the camera so that they
will not alter their behavior according to their notion of
what a “good™ photograph is, They may also have apposing
notions of what photography should be used for. They may
only have seen photographs in family albums or in
newspapers and may be unable to conceive of a photograph
not madse for a specific purpose. The idea of 1king
photographs because the process is in itself fascinating and
enjoyable may be foreign to those who have never had
enough leisure time or economic means 1o devote some of it
b creative activities instead of necessary ones,

On the epistemological level, the
mtempt to make sense of a photograph is always a dialogue
between the viewer and the photograph, The meaning of a
photograph is never fixed; it depends on a great many
variables. 1t is totally different for different people and in
different contexts. This is why we can never label a
photograph “good” without asking “Good for what™,
“according to whom™ or “by which criteria™, although
this is precisely what undialectical thinkers iry to do. They
don’t ask “Who is doing the looking ™ Or, “What is the
context in which the photograph is being seen? They drop
photographs inte handy litde boxes called “an™,
“pournalism”, “adventising”, or “family albam”, without
considering that the categories overlap, and that only the
issumptions of their users have placed them in one specific
category.”

Often the meaning of a photograph
lies behind or beyond surface appearances, and only a
caption can communicate it to us. Newspaper photos are a
good example of this. In order to make sense of them, we
must ask “What? Where? When™' The fuzey patches of
black and white that recently appeared on the front page of




The New York Times are of linke interest until we read that
this is a picture of the sinking of the General Belgrano.

Sometimes the meaning of a
photograph lies completely outside its physical presence, in
the sense that the photograph is simply the residue of the
idea that produced it, which is its real subject. A critic
looking for traditional, purely visual pleasure within such a
photograph will be confused, for many of these pichores
deny visual pleasure and meaning. Instead, they provide
extra-pictorial meaning — “emphasis on the photograph as
bearer of cultural mythologies,” as one observer put it. The
image is evaluated nol for compositional niceties, but for
what Barthes called the "polysemic™ aspect of the
photographic image. Later we will see how a work of this
sort was interpreted both dinlectically and undialectically.

Faced with this difficulty of meaning,
B i% a critic 10 begin to understand a work? What is a
viable strategy of inquiry? Faced with the apparent
impossibility of understanding the work os a thing-in-itself
{or the superficiality of this way of looking, which is
sufficient for undialectical critics), how does a critic situate
a photograph in context as pant of a larger whole?

The critic has a choice of a great
many angles from which to view the work. The choice of
angle, or starting point, will depend on where the questioner
wanis to end up; and this in wem will depend on which
focus is most appropriate for the particular work the writer
is looking at. Decisions must be made about what is most
significamt about the work and what is the most important to
say about it. Many unimportant aspects must always be beft
ot

The placement of a photograph in
history is crucial for a dialectical critique. There are several
different histories in which a photograph exists, (I will be
speaking from here on about photographs done by artisis
and s2en in gallenies — for practical reasons, since these
are the only ones critics will usually have occasion to write
about in the common critical outlets, and it is poiniless w
speak of criticism in a void. ) Besides the personal histories
of both the image-maker and the viewer, these are art history,
photography history, and social history, the lnst a category
undialectical critics find it useful to avoid.

These categories are not fixed, because
they overlap and relate to cach other. There is at least one
body of work that cannod be contained in one of these
categories, because it conflates all three: the photographs
done in the 1930s and early 1940s by FSA photographers.

B8

These photographs cannot be separated from the social
conditions that they document and that at the same time
made them possible. The government not only provided the
funds for these photographers but told them what to
photograph. These instructions were often very specific and
were aimed af creating an imipression of an upbeat America
in the face of economic disaster. Values to be stressed
included the endurance of the traditional American family;
activities to be depicted included old-fashioned pastimes
that included lots of human contact and very little money.
Even working within such limits, the best of the FSA
photographers were able o transcend propaganda and eam
for their photographs a lasting place in both ant history and
the history of photography.

The F5A work is an example of work
that might be perceived as part of a synchronic social reality;
that is, in terms of how it fits into the larger social reality of
which it is a part. This means seeing the photos as
manifestations of concurrent developments in society,
although not anly that.

We might look at the enormous
populanity of Richard Avedon's photographs at the
Metropolitan Museum of Ar as attributable as much to the
public’s hunger for pictures of the rich, famows and stylish
— a hunger usually sated not by musewms but by the daily
tablowrds — as to his photographic viruosity. To broaden
the focus even more, we might ask what kind of society
creates such a need — obviously only one where enormous
class inequalities exist and where there is little hope of
entering a different class — and what role Avedon's pictures
might play in the maintenance of this system. On the other
hand, a recent show of “Mew Wave™ photographs had
nothing to recommend it photographically, but was of
inferest as a manifestation of a sensibility more frequently

expressed in rock music and fashion.
There are a number of ways of placing

a body of work in context that contnbute to a dialectical
posture, even if they do not in themselves comprise one. A
series of photographs might be seen as part of the whole
that is all of the photographer’s past and future. Then the
critic might evaluate the work according to whether it
TEpresents progress of regression, given the photographer’s
apparent aim and interests. When a photographer who has
been working in one format changes to anosther, the different
technical imitations imposed by the new format must be
taken into account 50 that the critic avoids the dangers of
unfair companson. Working with a 45-pound view camera

T ——



is e the same as working with a 35-millimeter camera. To
use the F3A example apain, a crithc evaluating the newly-
discovered cobor work must use the much betber-kmown
black-and-white work as a point of reference. This can give
s msight inte why a photographer might have chosen to
work i color and how this chodce affected treatment of
subyjects.

A phatisgrapher’s work might be
considered as pan of the whole that incledes the work of
contemporarnics, especially when a group of anists is domg
similar work that seems (o indicate a new direction. An
cxample of this is the group of young photographers working
todday who bomrow from “pop” or “low™ culiare (TV, movies,
comic books) for their subjects and formats, A critic might
ask why these peaple share a common consciusness and
wheat this says about the homogensity of middle-class
American culiural life in the 19505, the period thar most
inflecnced these artists.

Even if not working within the
restrictions of a specific genre, a photoprapher can be
companed b others, past or present, who have treabed the
same subject mater. This s especially apt when there is a
widely-known body of work on the subpect. Robert Frank's
book The Americans, done in the ' 30s, remains the definitive
treatment of American anomie. Similarly, any photographer
who altempls o do subway poriraits has 1o be willing to
face comparnison with Walker Evans,

With all of the techniques [ have
described at their disposal, critics make their inguiries, Bui
their pob is pot finished untl they have reconstituted their
findings for themselves and found a method of exposition,
Here again the process is a dialectical one, for what the
writer has o say must necessarily take into account a
particular audience. They must consider whether it is an
artworld audience (Ariforum ). an amateur photographer
audience (Modern Photography], or a general audience
{The Mew York Times), and consequently how much the
reader may be assumed w know or care about any aspect of
the work, They must also realize that they are usually
writing for people of a panicular class and that readers
come o their work with their own world-views and bases.
If they write for The Mew York Post, they may presuppose
a working-class audience; if they write for Artforem, which
cosis 35 a copy, they can be sure of an audience of the
upper, if not capitalist, class.

Critics must also take into account
their own class interesis. Marxist criticism usoally states is

© apenda implicitly or explicitly from the outset and doesn't

pretend oo be ideologically neutral . In the case of
undiabectical eritics, their unacknowledged class biases can
become apparent. [n a recent review of photographs thar
appeared in The Mew York Times, Gene Thomion expressed
an elitisi"s skepiical amazement st secing photographs that
gave evidence that “despite all the lows passed and reforms
elfected, Amencan FHI..1|.1r'r|.' and farm workers are srifl nod
safe in ther plal:.:'n of work.”™ {Emphasis mine, § In the same
review he suggested thal one maght take a :.u.nguim: wiew il
the work by secing [actores and industrialization as “a
liberating force in American life.™

Ciiven the immensity of the task, it's
clear that the ideal photography critic needs much mone
than a love of photography. S'he needs 1o know the technical
sidle of phologruphy . but that's not enough either, 5he
needs a broad background in the social sciences and a
working knowledpe of aesthetics, am hisiory, liverafure, and
the other ans. She should be aware of the exciting
possibilities offered by semiotics for photographic theory,
practice, and criticism. A knowledge of dinlectics even on
an infuitive level is invaluable,

Why specifically dialectical criticism?
T answer this, we need to ook at the natare of the criticism
prevailing in the American media inday, as well as in the
books and catnlogues published by an professionals and
academics,

Much of 1oday “s photography criticism
uzes the vocabulary of formalist an crticism, In ils insistence
that the only standards for judgment of a work are the
formal rules of a game called A, formalisi criticism ignores
the unigquencss of photography and disregands the constraints
the real material world places on the photographer. It speaks
ofﬁmlnmph}' as af ﬁum;mlwnhad a% much control
over the process as painbers have over thers, I imagines
the photographer arranging each tiny detail of the photograph
to suit formal compositienal needs, lifting a horizoen here,
moving & mee there. [t even speaks of a photographer’s
sense of drawing, as if the photograph was something
created with all the freedom of a hamd bolding a pencil 1o
paper.

Here is an example from the catalogue
of “The New Color Plhaotography™, the barge and, by any
atandards, impomant show that sitempts o define and




categonize the color photography of the 19705, This is what

curator Sally Eauclaire writes about one of William

Eggleston’s photographs:
It attains its equilibrium through
careful rationing of contrasting
values, simple and complex
textures, complementary
shapes, and intense color.
Asymmaetrical sections of
discrete color, value, and shape
divide the rectangle into zones
of dark and light, neutral and
saturated hues. Reflecting
melal surfaces, dappled
sunlight patterns, flames, and
selected instances of chromatic
intensity obscure many of the
contours that help define
individual objects, creating
sparkling repetitions and
correspondence. The crimson
hand, orange fire, and red
raflactions on the car surface
describe a constellation that
apans the image's full width.
The bleaching swatches of
sunlight further subvert the
intelligibility of many of the
subjects’ actual planes snd
volumes.
Such phenomena transiorm the
three dimensions of the actual
scene into crazy quilt fragmants
and effects. Eggleston achieves
pictorial cohesion and
emphases through contiguous
visual relationships that are
more specific to the photograph
then to the scens itsall.”

In oher words, the thing photographed
loses all imponance and specificity in favor of the
photograph. Eauclaire describes the photograph’s
appearance, but she i not very successful even at this, so
intent is she on ignoring the referent. Can vou tell that there
is o bicycle in this picure? IF not, it's because to Eauclaire
it"s nod & bicycle, but only & “zone of dork and light,” a
“reflecting metal surface”, Any other object that fits this

description would have served equally well

The photo is William Eggleston’s
“Memphis”, a photograph of a suburban sidewalk, Un the
lefit we see the fender of a black 19508 automobile; nexi io
it, a child’s bicycle. In the center an intense orange flame
blazes in @ small putdoor barbecue. Oin the right we sce pan
of a woman's body — a clenched fist, part of an arm, part
of a hip

There is a sense in which this
photograph, like many contemporary photographs, invites
criticism of this sort, Eggleston is, after all, the premicr
color photographic formalist, But formalist criticism does
not restrict itsell 1o works by those whose sensibilities scem
to invite it. As a way of looking at photographs, it imposes
a formalist interpretation on work that etherwise would not
be seen as formalist,

Eggleston's photograph could have
been analyzed differently. There is even a clumsy altempt
by Eauclaire later in her book to do this, in order (0 make
Eggleston fit into another of her categories. But she is
clearly at a loss as to how to look at the work dialectically;
instemd, she mystifies the picture with a symbolist
interpretation of “an allegory about the failure and rencwal
of life, or about good and evil, or the cormaption of
innocence,”’

Here i another example of the
impotence of this type of criticism. This review by Colin
Westerbeck appeared in the May 1982 issue of Artforu:

On entering James Welling's

show, | came to a photograph

that seemed a little obacura.

The top three fourths of it were

absolutely black, so nothing

could be made of that part of it

&t all, And across the bottom

there was a broken pattern of

whiteness. It occurred to me
that it might just be some game

Welling was up to In the

darkroom... but then | rejected

that thought. There was
unguestionably semething
there, but what thing? | must try
to be accurate... | must be true
to the ideas and feelings | had
at the time. What | saw seemed
ta me, basically, a bunch of
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white schmuir.

Moving on to the next
photograph, | took hope. It
turned out that | was looking at
a series; whatever was in the
first picture, it was also In the
sacond. Mow | was gatting
somewhere, axcept that this
photograph seemed to be
identical to the original one. |
studied it more closely.
Basically, it was just the same
schmuiz. | moved on to the third
plicture.

It was the same, too. And the
fourth. The same. The fifth.
Same. The sixth. Sams. There
ware ten photographs in the
saries, all identical. | walked
across the gallery to look at
something else for a while, and
what | found there was a second
series. The whiteness had
definitely been rearranged. You
couldn't fool me. But outslde of
that, the series was the aame
unvarying repetition of the same
indecipherable subject. Then
suddenly, just when | least
expected it, the light dawned.
In the middle of the series was a
single photograph printed light
encugh so that all of the detail
had not besn suppressed. What
| had been looking at was a
loosely folded drape In whosa
folds some plaster chips or
scraps of paper had bean
thrawn. | left the gallery filled
with seli-satisfaction, | was a
great critic. | had bean able to
racognize schmuls when | saw
H.-“
In regarding only “the ideas and
feelings | hod at the time,” Westerbeck is undialectically

refusing 1o look outside the photographs for their meaning.
He does not attempd 1o place the photos in any conbexi that
might reveal something about them. Again, this work could
have been imerpreted dialectically. There is nothing in the
work itself o prohibit such an interpretation. We want to
know why Eauclaire’s and Westerbeck's way-of-looking
wiis chosen, and why s0 many athers choose it as well.
Since criticism parallels developments in art, which in turm
reflect developments in society as a whole, we need o look
al these inferactions. 'We want 1o know what this criticism
might tell us about ihe nature of our soceety.

What are the chamcteristics of
formalist criticism, and what assumptions are inherent in i?
First, it refases to book outside the work of ant for its
meaning. i sees the work as a self-contained, autonomous
whole, divorced from amy relation to any sphere of existence
beyond An. Moreover, it refuses to look beyond
appearances. Formalism would insist that appearance is
estEnoe, Therelone, crticism is reduced to the description
of appearnnces. We get Westerbeck's review. The second
tendency of formalist criticism is to ignore content. [t
reduces all subject matter to insignificance with the deft
vocabulary of an eriticism; it speaks only of shape, line,
tone, color, balance, form, composition. We pet Eauclaine’s
analysis,

Underlying these traits are two hasic
assumptions; that art is an isolated realm of experience, a
game pursued for its own sake; and that form and content
are polar opposites which will pever meet. There is a focus
on form to the exclusion of content; an inabality 1o sce form
arud content or content as form, The problem lies in the
totalizing quality of these asssumplions, 11's not that formalise
eriticism cannot tell us anything about a phatograph, bat
that it claims o iell us everything we need to know,

These ideas are closely pssociated
with maderniam, which arose at a particular time in history
in dialectical interaction with other developments in society
The mwst important of these was the fowering of late
capitalism, Modernism did not exist without capitalism and
probably could mot exist without it. To assume that
capitalism could have had no impact on the arts while af the
same fime revolutionizing the rest of society is 1o fall into
the ari-for-art"s-sake, anti-matenalist rap capilalism has set
up in its own defense,

The relationship between form and
coment has been debated since Aristotle, and @ umes form
has been considered mone imporiant than content; but ondy
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in the 20th century has the phenomenon of “formalism™ in
art and criticism ansen, wherein the significance of content
has been totally denied. The idea of an-for-an’s-sake, as
Emest Fischer poimis out in his historical survey of art,
“arose from the anist’s determination not to prodsce
commadities in a world where everyihing beooanes a saleable
commadity. "™ The notion of art-for-ar’s-sake arises as
naturally as the bourgeois economist s concepl of
production-for-production”s-sake,

How does capitalism create the contexi
for modermist practice and criticismT One answer is that it
creaes a distance between art and life expenence, a distance
so great that even Marx treated art only marginally and did
not muake a specific study of the an that was anising out of
and in reaction o capitalist society. That is our task.

Marxist criticism is deeply concerned
with how “art™ and “the artist™ are integrated inio capitalist
society. Marxist critics examine the ideologies that suppon
the process of an-making under capitalism, and how these
ideadogies function to maintain the status quo of society.
Fredric Jameson put it this way in his essay,

“Toward a Dhalecncal Critscism™

What characterizes the naw

modernism is that it is popular.

That can only mean that there

has to be something socially

us#ful about such art from the
point of view of the existing
soclo-aconomic structure, or
something deeply suspect

about it, i your view is a

rovolutionary one."”

Some of the best work 1n thas derecthion
has been done by photographer and critse Adlan Sekula. His
essay, “Dismantling Modemism, Reinventing
Documentary , 18 both an |mi3h[|u| Hnill}'hi!ﬂ of the
dialectical intersction of maodernism and capilalism and an
atternpt 1o define an alternative and oppositional praxis:

In capitalist society artists are

represented as possessing &

privileged subjectivity, gifted
with an uncommon unity of sel
and labor. Artists are the
bearers of an uncommaon
autonomy that is systematically
and coverty denied the

economically objectified mass

spectator, the wage sarner, and
the woman who works without
wages in the home."'

We have to subven thas decholomy,
supgests Sekula, not by denving the positive aspects of an-
m;king. bud by inve -.I!ipllng the ofher Tunchons ol this
fundamental human activity:

I'm not suggesting that we

ignore or suppress the creative,

atfective and expressive
aspects of cultural activity. To
do s0 would be to play into the
engoing technocratic
obliteration of human creativity.

What | am arguing is that we

understand the extent to which

art redeems a repressive social
arder by offering a wholly
imaginary transcendence, &
false harmony, to doclle and
isolated spectators. The cult of
privats exparience, of the
entirely affective relation to

culture demanded by a

consumerist aconomy, Sarves

to obliterate momentarily, on
weekends, knowledge of the
fragmentation, boredom, and
routinization of labor,
knowledge of the self as
commodity.'”

UH course, mol all art is EI'.|I.1II“:|-' well-
sulted 1o this purpose. A that bears 100 close o relatson o
the reality it wanis io obliterate would not be accepiable. We
might be tempted to think of photography as such an ant. 5o
we need a way of looking st photographs — at all art — so
uniquely suited to capitalism thar capitalism might have
done well io invent it. This is the formalist way-of-looking,
“Formalism nentralizes and renders equivalent; it is a
universalizing system of reading. Only formalism can unite
all the photographs in the world in one room, mownt them
behind glass, and sell therm, '

Sekula sees a situation with far wider-
hllging implecateons. than for the qﬁuu ol art

The problem of modermist

closure is larger than any one



intellactual disclpline, yat
affects them all... In political-
aconomlc terms, modermism
stems from the fundamental
division of ‘mental’ and ‘manual’
labor under advancad
capltalism. The former s further
spoecialized and accorded
cortaln privileges, as well as &
managerial relation to the latter,
which is fragmented and
degraded., "

The division and stratification of work and life which
occurs under capitalism may help account for the modem
artist"s and critic’s perception of form as divisible from
oonlent. They are unable tosee a u.11:i|!:,'1|1:|1 APpeirs different
when viewed from different angles
What does Sekula suggest artists do?
As a beginning point, “Suppose we regard art as a mode of
human communication, 05 a discourse anchored in concrete
soctal relations, rathéer than as a I'I.'I':'!-1I'|.::I|. VAPIPOUS, and
ahstorical realm of purely affective expressionism end
experience,..”"” The group of antists who are beginning to
wiwk [rom this Flr::rnit.o: 13 Very smmull, Limtil] there gre more,
ertics who are required to look at work that fits the modemnist
mild can work dislectically by judging how well the work
sucoeeds on s own tErms while at the siame ime '\.'I'm-wing
how these terms have been conditioned and are unnecessanly
crcumscnibed by society,
These are steps in the right direction
Perhaps 1t"s all we can do for now, for as long as capitalism
continues b produce alienated people, so will alienated
peopde contimes 1o produce alienabed art and use it a5 a
therapeutic respite from the social world. In capitalisi
sociely, muking art is one of the few ways of fecling your
individuality. Joel Meyerowitz had this to say abowt why he
makes art:
You feel your selfl in relation to
its otherness... whether you're
making images, poetry,
painting, or love, you should be
totally enraptured by the
experience [a wholeness of
experience only the privileged
can sxperience under
capitalism]. That's what it's

about — the location of the
subject, it's about passage of
the experience itself, init
wholeness, through you, back
into the world, selected out by
your native instincts. That's
what artists do. They select
their experiences from the
totality of raw experience, and
it's the quality of their
experience that makes them
visible to the world.'"
Plakhamoy put it another way in his
At and Soctal Life:

The tendency of artists, and of
those who have a lively interest
in art, toward art for art's sake,
arises when they are in hopeless
disaccord with the social
environment in which they live...
The so called utilitarian view of
art, that is to say, the inclination
to attribute to works of art the
significance of judgment of the
phenomena of life, and its
constant accompanimant of
glad readiness to participate in
social struggles, arlses and
becomes stronger whenever a
mutual sympathy sxists
batween individusls more or
less actively interested in
artistic creation and some
considerable part of society.’

If, in our society, “hopeless disacoond™
it unavoidable, how do we avoid both the “an-fos-an’s-sake™
cscapism and the dead-end trap of formalist an and criticism?
And how can dialectics help us?

Mlarxis dialectics renders a siricily
formalist approsch meaningless by rejecting s cssential
nssumption of the split between form and content. For a
Marxist, form and content cannat be separated because
cach depends on the other for its existence. In his essay on
dialectical criticism, Jameson says:

Dialectical thought in this

respect can be seen as a




ravarsal of the form-deminated,
artisanally-derived model
davalopad by Aristotle. Hers
form is regarded not as the
initial pattern or mold, as that
from which we start, but rather
as that with which we end up,
as but the final artlculation of
the deeper logic on the content
itaalf.'”

To speak of form without content or
content without form would be like speaking of production
without consumplion or consumption without production,
something Mare was s0 completely unable to conceive of
that be could not define sither term without including s
opposite,

Mot anly is production

immediately consumption and

consumption immediately
production, not only is
production a means for
consumplion and consumption
the aim of production... sach
supplies the other with its
object... but also, sach of them,
apart from baing Immediately
the other, in addition to this
creates the ether in completing
itsel, and creates itsell as the
othar.'”

Marx's writings provide the very
models for the dialectical thinking that cannol separate
form and content. For Marxism, the “form” of capitalism
cannot be separated from the “content™ of life, even when
that comtent is ostensibly not directly an economic function
— scial relations, literature, an.

For Marxziam the adequation of

object to subject, or of form to

content, can exist as an
imaginative possibility only
where in some way or another it
has been concrately realized in
social life tsel, so that formal
relationships, as well as formal
defects, are taken as the sign of
some deeper configuration
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which it Is the task of criticiam
to explore.”

Here we see also why Marxist
dialectics cannod sccepl formalism’®s second assumption,
that ol the division between art and life, Art 1s not a
pheEnomenan ansing spontaneously from o voad; s limits
armd |H.Ihhilr:ltllll.'h are combitsned h:,.' sl life and econoamic
relations, To sccept art as untzinted by life is 1o will fully
blind oneself to these connections. an act which serves o
uphold the interesis of the capialis sysiem.

Therefore art cannot be mr.lning!:l'll:.-'
criticized without expanding the entical focus (o include
larger social and historical realities. To those who would
ohject thai the criticism of an an-objeci-in-itself is harmless,
we reply with Jameson that this “is itsalf an idealogical act,
10 the extent that it encourages belief in some ahisiorical

essence of art and of cultural sctivity in p:ru.:nl.“

We have seen where undialectical
criticism beads us, It remains 1o look at what diabectical
criticism is like in practice. In kooking at two examples of
dialectical criticism, we should keep in mind that in any
chidlectical review the critic must choose between dialectical
strstegics in order o find the most appropriate one for &
given work

Here is a review of the James Welling
work that was criticized by Colin Westerbeck in the example
given earlver, It appeared in an article by Abigail Solomon-
i that hinked “'l:“i.rl.i:,".. wiork o work by olher
confempornry photographers, Vikky Alexander and Barbara
Kruger:

In these pictures, shards and

particles of some white

substance [frozen phylle dough,
a8 it happens, but this is of no

account) are scattered on a

dark ground. In the high-

contrast black-and-white prints,
the fragments and particles
cluster at the base of the image,
suggesting anything from
glacial fragments on an inky
sea lo some strange species of
mineralogical phenomena. The



variation from image to image is
at ence minimal and absolute; a
different distribution of black,
white, and gray tones is, after
all, what distinguishes any
photograph from another. In the
Cibachrome photographs,
however, the undifferentiated
black ground |s revealed as a
swath of valvet, the
conventional background for
the display — the presentation
— of luxury objects. The luxury
object is, of course,
disturbingly, consplcususly

lames Welling, The Wearerinll, 1981

absant... Were a Cartier bracelet
to have been planted in those
velvet folds, no such bafflement
would have ensued. But in
Welling's work the absence of
the object is synonymous with
the absence of the subject, not
as a strategy of ersaitz
photographic formaliam, but as
away of playing ol what we
axpect the photograph to be '
setting up: a stable meaning, &
“naturalized” contant.

Welling is endeavoring to




produce what | can only

describe as mata-art

photography: simultanecusly
heightening and recapitulating

the canonical conventions of a

pertain type of conventional art

photography [abstracted form,
exquisite printing and hence,
assumed depth of meaning)
that are then revealed as
operative codes... Welling's
photographic work is a modal of
precision, rigor, and
saricusness. That much of itis

also hauntingly beautiful is a

byproduct of his enterprise,

ancther type of play-off — in this
case, the very codes of the
asstheticization of the
photograph. In common with
the work of these othar
photographic pasticheurs

[Kruger and Alexander], his

works derive their authority

from the consclousness of the
structural and institutional
determinants of all
photographic uses, function,
readings.

Whale the Dirst reveewer E-u-cnl:ﬁ[nnl:,'
at surfaces and found nothing o wnte about, Solemon-
Godeau was able to place this work in the context of work
done by other contemporary photographers whose work is
on the surface very different but who share a common
miendiis operandi. 3he was also able to see the work in its
relation o the history of art photography . an angle of looking
that yiclded suggestive insights.

Ben Lifson's review of one of Micholas
Mixon s recent shows an Light Gallery was accompanied by
a reproduciion of one of the phodographs in the show. The
caption pointed out the fundamental contradiction of Mixon's
method: “using aristocratic methods 1o photograph the
poos™. The photo was “Brinion, London, 1981", a picture
of a group of mostly black children on the sireet taken with
an 8 x 10 view camera. The text of the review dealt with the
contradiction between Mizon's way of working and his
chosen subject maner. Another critic would have ignoed

the technical side of the work, objecting that it could not be
positively deduced from ihe photos themselves and was
extraneous “inside" information which should mod emter into
a discussion of the work. A dialectical critic understands
that the material conditions of the creative process — ils
“maode of production”, 1o use an economic ierm — play &
large role in determining the character of the finished work
and cannol be separated Trom k. Nowhene 15 this more e
than in photography.
In Mixon’™s case, Lilson sees the
photographer as wanting ihe technical viruosiy of the B x
I0-imch camera but also wanting “the small camera’s
vocabulary of spontancous human gestures, ephemeral
constellations of figures, and flecting emotions. ™ After a
discussion of the laborious process of working with the
enormous, stationary camera, Lifson goes on (o descnbe
heovwe the camera works to structure the photographs. He also
relates Nixon's work to that of Lewis Hine, who dealt with
similar subject matier using a similar camera, bt in the
context of documentary rather than art photogruphy:
With each exhibition Nixon's
charactars grow poorer.
Because of this his unresolved
use of his camara is distressing.
For his descriptive ldiom |s also
that of decumentary
photography; now that he puts
his camera more conslstontly
at a child's aye lowvel, It alludes
more conslatently te Lewis
Hine... Butl it is impossible to
separate Hine's forma from the
conditions they describe; 8o, In
fact, with Mixon's. Torn shirts,
cheap shingles, dirty rooms
locate these pictures in terms
of class as surely as the fashions
he describes locate them in
tarms of the time. But to work
inside the conventions creates
a conflict that Nizon's still
unresolved idiom can't resolve.
His drift toward the grotesque
is disturbing. So is his choice of
moments when, from the
camara's point of view,
otherwise serlous, comical, or

T



aven hostile laces become
maszks of dullness, hysteria, or
even idiocy. These two
ungoverned stylistic traits
create a vision of the poor as
aomehow deserving of thair
poverty because of physical
and emotional defects, which
Mizon appears to document as
he actually documents their
miliew, This cannot be what he
intends.”

Here, fimally, the question arises:
what is the political function of diabectical criticism? It is
casy to see political significance when photographers deal
with explosive subject matier such as Nixon's, but less easy
to see it in the case of some other work. When a photographer
deals with human subjects and the question of class
sympathics comes up, we are in the realm of the overtly
political. But even a dinlectical critic must look a1 a wide
range of work. S/he may have no choice of what 1o cover
and what to ignore; no matter how interesting or important
w'he may find some work, reviewing it may nof be possible
if it is being shown outside the gallery system or at a non-
commerciil or unprestigious gallery.

One of the facts of capitalist life is
that art is & commedity. Like other commaodities, its price
depends to some extent on the demands of the market (in
the case of art, the collectors). Unlike ather commoditics,

i price i not determined by e value, sesthetic or
wtilitarian, although its assthetic value may be seen 1o be
determined by its price, The galleries whose photographers
get reviews are likely to be those which attract wealthy
collectors, whene the work can command high prices simply
by wirtue of having been shown at these pallerics. Most
shows — cven the dullest space-fillers — at these galleries
must be reviewed in the major critical cutlets, This often
doesn't leave much time or space for reviewing other
shows,

Critics may take their reviews o
small independent newspapers or mogazines only at the
cost of reaching a lraction of the audicnce they would
otherwise command, and only if they can afford to wark for
next-to-nidhing. But if they choose 1o work within the
larger system, they can be effective even while subtly
wiking to undermine i,

Criven the political climate of our timse
— the general conservatism apparent in all social realms,
the cut-backs in funding for artists in favor of spending for
weapons — dialectical critics may have a hard time finding
a mouthpiece. These political conditions will also work (o
ensure that most of the work they will be called on o review
will be safe, bland, and popular. The task of critics is 1o use
apund dialectical thinking o review the work so that resders
come away with the feeling that not only have they leamed
something about a particular antwork, but that they have
been led 1o look at it in a way they never would have been
able 1o see on their own. This, in tum, leads them o question
their own outlook. Once begun. this questioning will not be
confined 1o the agsthetic domain. This is the base without
which any kind of political consciousness is impossible.

To those who would reply that it is
not the task of criticism to change the world, 1 would reply
by asking whether or not it is the task of criticism 1o tel] us
anything imeresting or imponiant about it, and if so, whether
existing critical methods are capable of doing so. [ fecl that
the conditions of our times make dialectical criticism
absolutely essential; they make anvthing else irrelevant, if
i dhownright danperous

Endnotes

' O & re-presentation of a re-preseatalion, as in the work of
Shemmic Levine, who rephosographs pictures already made by
the Fikes of Edward YWeston amd presents them as her own. Her
wiwrk is discussed in Douglas Crimp’s. “The Phogographsc
Activity of Postmodernism”™, Chvober |5, Wimler 1980; “When
she showed her photographs [of Wesion®s male torsos] ioa
friend, be remarked that they only made him want o see the
originals. “Of course,” she replied, “and the orginals make yoo
want i see the lintle boy, bat when you see the lnile boy, ihe
at is gone” ™ (p. 98),

! The history of photography provides many cxamples of the
fascination of while upper-class photographers with (Bhose who
have pever known privilege. In the case of Diame Arbis, this is
her entire rexson for photographing, as Susan Sontsg polms out
in 3 Plhowsgraphy (Mew Yori: Farrar, Straus & Giroux), pp.
4245

! The parados of the work of those who anempt 1o override
caegorics by barmowing conventions and appropriating images
from sdvertising, fashion, and jourmaliem (Richard Prince,
Candy Sherman i ber carly film slls, enc. b is that their
reconstruched piturcs ane 5o sell-comsciously created for the
galberies, whene they ane extremely popular. By vimue of being
produced for, seen, and sold in gallerses, they designale
themselves “a”.

L



This may be slowly changing: see Carol Squiers’ asticle on
news photographs of the Middle Exst, The Village Vaice,
Auguss 24, 1983,

Gene Thormton, “Once Again: Does the Camera Lae™ The
Mew York Times, May 9, 1981,

Sally Eauclaire, The New Color Photography (Hew York:
Abbeville Press, 19810, p. 24

Ilid., p. 180,

Colin Westerbeck, review of James Welling si Metro Picnanes,
Arpforum, May 1952, p. 81,

Ernst Fischer, The Necessiry of Arf (Pengain Books, 1963),
P GE

Fredric Jameson, Marxiem and Fors (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1971}, p. 413.

Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modemism, Reinventing
Documentary (Mobes on the Politics of Represestation)”, in
Photwography: Currear Perspectives {Rochester, MUY . Light
Imnpeessions, 1978), pp. 231-235,

Lioe. cir.

Log, gif.

Lo¢. cif.

Laoe. cir.

Cuoied in Eauclaine, ap. cil., p. 35.

Creoted in Jameson, ap. cir., p. 386,

Jameson, fac. cif.,

Karl Marx, Grandricse, in The Mars-Ergels Reader, Bobert
Tucker, ed. (Mew York: Moron, 1978), p. 231,

Jumeson, ap_ cil, p. 331,

Lo, eir,

Abkgail Solomon-Ceodeas, “Flaying in the Ficlds of the Endge.”

Aftertourge, Sammer 1982, pp. 10-13,

Ben Lifson, “Every Piclure Tells a Sionyville,” The Villape
Vadew, December 2-0, 1951,

Hied

Linda Andre is a critic and
photographer living in New York. She is a recipient of a
1984 NEA critic’s grant.



Art & School & Dialogue:
Masters In Photography
(A Script)

dno Cook

Lasa Critaque of Jok —--
Schonl of Rhetons; and Ari
Diste — _ Time —

Dhil CLK. Are we ready o

siart? This is John -, OLK., John, would vou tell us who
your advisors were, and how many credit hours you 1ook?

Student: Josh and Julia; and | took
12 hirars.

Dawa: Well, John, is there anything
you wand io say about this work? Can vou tell us something
about it? This is your last critique, s it moi?

Student: Well no, | don't really

have anything 1o say. But I do have this prepared transcript,

which | would like o pass oul.
(A transcrpl is distnbuted to the
members of the Review Commiliee, )

I Cook, Simulanted Graduate Review

Bob: Well, vou know, sbour this
work (Re poinrs fo the wall), not this (the rranscripn), |
havent seen this yei, 1 think, well, it's pretiy dumb, common
I mean. | mean it’s nice to see, the color and all that, b
i"s nodl mew, pretly disappointing. After last semester, you
know, you look af this and you get it, and 1 feel that the
images — | mean, some of the pictures ['ve seen before —
they would hald up by themselves, you don®t peed the
color. And inconsistent, also, the coloring .

Albert:s | would just like 10 say, |
agree with. ., it's just dumb. And to see this work, | mean,
we'ne back o snapshots, to see them redone in this form
alls nathing . and it goes only to prove again that as images
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they don't stand up by themselves, | mean, | know, some
are interesting, and some are cute ones, and there is a striking
use of, you know, color, or distortion, or something. But
we can't be satisfied with that, can we? What's the point of
this manipulation? | mean, even as a siatement of the witer
middle-class environment we all find ourselves in, it docs
nothing except to reiterate the fact that, you know, we're all
pretty much muddle class. 1i's jusi vapid, and ambess. And,
s ril:r._:. s art, just this cand. It begs, 1 mean, | don't agree
with... "5 ma just the color, [ meon it's the preseniation,
when you see this in terms of the responsibility of the. .., or,

I suppose, seen in terms of the art world, it, ©ihink. it
becoames this nihilistic whining, meaningless and insincere,
which in itself is now, | suppose, just habituated convention,
But, 5o, | mean,, | just wanted io say that (loeking ar the
franscripd). What is this?

Daves (addressed fo student) John?

(An explunation of the transcript is
mircde b Albert)

Dave: Well, | don't know about you,
but for me some of these are starting to work. It's ot the
images, although some of them ane interesting — and |
think it necds a lot more work, this is obviously just a start,
I'd be willing to book at it again in about two years, But
some of them work, in a way, although some others are just
Jaurming, although, you know, it's his choaice to be jaming,
and even af that they are interesting.

Albertz But David, it*s a question of
sincerity. Where docs all this work come from? 18's this off-
the-wall suddenness that is bodhersome, [ mean, 1"ve never
seen any of this before, and I think in that it reflects a tal
lack of content, or, on the other hand this mild. .. this just
touching content here, and there, bul never with any

inbEnsiny. .., it's that. .., it"s the reduction 1o & color pastiche,

like embroidery. .. In fact, | think that best represents it,
just an embrobdery on images that are at any rate pretty
commanplace and basically uninteresting, Do you.., 1.
That's all. [ just...

Josht What bothers me is that John
Just nefuses o settbe down, 105 been, you know, how many
semesters now T And he is still nod setiled down to a single
form, or the exploration of a single isswe. [ can see humour
in the work, that"s the one thing it has in common, bt [
think thats John's humour, and ['m willing oo bet a bot of
these (podnting at the wall) are personal jokes, things we
will never understand, But that's allnight, he should be
allowed to do that. And the images, too, | sec a continuity

certainly 1o other work of his I've seen, But it is the form.
Mot just the changes every semester, but there seems (o be
no relationship between what we have been secing each
time. And there is always these words, | mean, here we ane
again, here we are with another document in our hands.

Alexander: | think, perhaps, that we
should not neglect that very aspect of this presentation.
Adter all, here we are, engaged in a wide-ranging dialogue,
afloat on talk, bat with the very script of this critique in
hand

Bob: But that's a joke. .,

Time Mot just a joke, | mean, 1 think
it i5, but [ think we are af the butt end of it, and in a way |
fined it insulting, [ mean, not just to have this staff foisted
on us, that’s one thing, but there’s not even an attempd at
doing ari, producing art, that is, and for another thing,
cxcept that they 're pretty colorful, [ think i*s more Hke an
exercise in graphics, and | would want 1o ask, where is the
photography? And, what | mean is, where are the decisions
about images? | mean, is this what you want to do? That's
what | would like 1o know, is, just what were the decisions
that wene made? Afier last semester | would expect John o
settbe dowm to some serious work, bat | don't think hes
been pinned doamn on that, 1 don't know what this is, how i
relabes.

Juliaz | agree, | mean it"s just nod
funky enough it it"s about presentation, it fails because that
process, the sabattier, or whatever it is, it just doesn'i go
bevond that, but | know, cause 1've been told, and [ don't
know if it"s Fair to let this out, but it’s about not doing
content, but then it should deal with presentation, but the
comsistent size and that graphic-nns process take it back, 1
mean, reduce it again o being about that. [ would have
liked to sex this transcript. .. seen thix used as a scripl, and
everyone yust read their pani from it, and leave no time for
discussion. | think that says something, or would have said
something,

Albert: Well, ves, if that"s what it"s
aboud, the political atmosphere, and the power relationships
in..., and the general depravity of graduate school, but on
the other. .., but also, you see, | think, then having work
ugy...., but then only in having this scripa.... it’s sort of like
the work of that necexpressionist performance artist..., or
like the concept of a play within a play, but you sez, in not
being able to read it you're dealing again with the clammy
boredom of eritiques. .., the endless. ., Well, | don’t know,
vou know, there’s the potential of realizing the type of

“



wark that alhedes to the contextual ambiguity of. .., like
Brown's writings, or that book by Barth|sic]. 1*m ol much
for that sort of, you know, cosled-out rhetoric, it just brings
it all down 1o that quasi-scientific approach of, you know,
let’s look af what we have at the base level of things, it"s._ .,
it"s sort of an ontological relativism that just totally fuils in
looking ai..., a hermeneutic retreat, and. .., and what 1 really
wanted bo say, 15, that if, you know, if that was the purpose
it would have been betier accomplished, it seems o me, by
just blank paper on the wall. ..

Alexander: Well, that s what we
have here, but it's wr as the fabula rasa; we are the blank
paper upon which this critigque is being written. Perhaps we
should check with the transeript. Perhaps we have there an
exact recond of what is here presently shifting into the past
befone our eyes and ears. [t might suggest that all critiques
are interchangeable.

Albart: But Alex, that just isn't rue,
I mean, not about what you said, but being handed a
document which can't be read, it's like dealing with things
that aren’t bere. [ mean, [ think, what's the point of i?
Why the obtuseness, why provide a prop that can't be used?
And, you see, there is absolutely no hing of that as intent in

these pictures..., L..., where is the least suggestion of any
relationship between these and this? I just don't think. ...
Oh well.

Alexander: Precizsely, Al

Julias That's what | meant, il we

would have been able 1o read i, but all we have really 5. ..
this,

Bob: Right. | think that™s just dumb,
if, you know, this were a performance, if, you know, we
were to read this out lowd, then we should have been told, it
should have been made clear, but it wasn't, and we should
concenirale on the images, rather than discuss a transcripd
which, you know, i3 for all practiacal purposes non-
exisient,

Dawve: Well, [ for one would like 1o
return to the images, [ think if words were that important
they should have been incorporsted in the imagpes, bat they
are mot here.

Peter: In a way this work reminds
me of an L. A, artist, he's..., he showed work once that was
very similar to this, and it was abowi the facility some of us
have with photographic images, | mean creating them, it
takes you 1o another place, once you realize that, and [ see
this work in simalar terms, It is also about thar seli-imposed

creative boredom, where one changes the mles, the rales of
applying color, here, in an effort to break throwgh, to coms
o some point beyond irsdition, where new things are
happening, son of.

Dawve: Are these to be soen ina certain
order? (addressed ro sodeat) 15 that why they ane marked
first, second, and s0on?

Student: Mo

Pater: As | understand it — nght? —
they wene done in this order, but that has nothing to do with
seeing them in the same order, it only established a mle for
going from one o the next.

Bob: But what is the mle, you know?
I don’t see it. How, for that matter, do vou sebect the next
et

Pater: Well, | don't know either, but
1 think it doesn’t matter, it"s the results that count, and they
don't always happen, but look here. ... (points owf certain
work )

Bob: Yes, Well, OFf course this is his
last semester, you know, and, of course, we are going easy
on him. But if this work would have been shown earlier.... |
mean it just doesn’t stand up as being about nothing, If its
aboul nothing it*s about something, and not really
interesting. | mean, you know, ["ve seen much more exciting
things done by him — in the past, | mean — and the point
is, if it isn’t about content, then it's about form, and har i
its content. Another point, you know, that it fails on,

Josh: [ think what bothers me most
is the implication that John doesn’t, can’t, won't take art
seriously. Each semester now the work has been about
Johin, about what he thinks, [ think, but has not been directed
outward. | think Joha®s come 10 an end, that this is about
getting stuck, and the work, the marks, are just about
aftemnipting to make art in the face of... a3 a reaction to the
faculty. Maybe about being in ant school. And what is be
going to do for art after he's out of school?

Dave: s it? There's something 1o be
said, though, for just keeping going. | mean, [ know, we all
comie 1o these poinis where you just have o force yourself
B0 COniine .

Bob: | think if it"s that, then his
children should have filled in the colors, you know, 1o
really book like scrawls....

Alexander: Maybe they did.
Bob: . bhat they re oo tentative, boo

unsure 10 pass, you know, for that. There's no depth to
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them, inconsistent, nothing really breaks with trshison, .

Dawe: Are you satisficd with this
work? (addressed to student) Which do you think are most
successful? Have you looked at Iitens, or Albers?

Bob: Mayhe we should ask, did he
ever lake a color course? Fundamentals, I mean.

Josh: But does he really need 1o?
Giranted that they are about coloring, [ think the inconsisient
formal concerns are more like a spoof of formalism....

Alex: Post-rationalism?

Joshz ... Mo, nod like that, Ina way [
wee John's work morne as just being pnmitive, in the style,
sort of, of the primitive, but the problem as [ see it is not in
the work per se, but in the attitude, John's concern with
telling us something about how be thinks, and you have 1o
ask, what is the pressing need for that? Why didn’t you do a
slide show (addressed ro snndent)? But this, here, it"s so
clusive, that, you know, [ don’t getit....

Alaxandar: Belative fo that
comment, there is something Berger mentions, namely thad
the unwillingness of the primitive to compromise his siyle,
even in the face of full awareness of the style of the
Acaderny. is lodged in the conviction rising out of a lived
reality which has already set him apant from the mainstream
of society, Additionally, and 1o expand on something that
was mentioned carlier, we could ask, how do you break
with tradition when the sum total of the Last fifty years has
been a continuwous series of breaks with iradition? At this
point in time in order (o break with iradition one simply
rermains within it. As an example we could point o much of
the work coming out of LA, currently, which is precisely
about that, that is, i is about booking as if it is aboui
something, whereas it furms out pof (o be about what it
looks 1o be about. But. . that's mot what we have here, Whit
wie have here, if our gauging of the intent has been comect,
is an attempt 10 embody nothingness with. .. with what?
How do you enclose emptiness, empliness, that is, in terms
of the banality of this work, except, at the exireme, o wse
the presentation as a form for the whole?

Albart: But Alexander, .. How can
you say that? It presumes that vagueness is subtlety, and
that it 15 owr task o construct significant meaning from
missing evidence, This text is inadmissible. .. | mean, [
think you could make the point of the ineffectivencss of the
artist in accomplishing political change, but not 0 terms of
meaningless content. | mean, 1 just don't see it. And o
suggest that we ane puppets in a schema thal encompasses

the whaole of this, with Mr, —-'s work at the center of it, is
just stretching i, I''s like, you know: everyone is famous
fior ten minutes, and all this private indulgence brought to
public display through our grace and favor! [ think you
hiave 1o ask, Who's holding the strings? And especially |
want bo poind oul again that | think it"s all pretty limited
anyway. How important is it — to go after critiques? You
see? But what | really wanted to say was, [ think that if you
undlerstand the Modernist tenet of change for change's sake
a5 an aftempt to define art as radical, then you cannof just
suggest that this work is radical because it now does not
participate in any change. that in not being about anything
it is radical by not being radical. I mean, that’s just futile.
We"ve left the minimalist solution behind long ago, or the
just-secing-how-it-looks type of photography . And if the
tradition today is one of change, then you have o admit
that this work falls completely within the limits of the
iradition, becawse, after all, its.... they are. .. they re these
obscure colored drawing-like. .. you know, they are cenainly
nad traditional photographs, | mean raditional in the sense
of just being a photograph — you know: with zones in
them, and all that Ansel Adams stulf — since they are nof
theat, but are different just like everything else we see here
is different — you know, all-the-same-different — it isn'
radical becouse it's the same, | mean, [ think, perhaps
there"s some confusion about the word “radical” and... 1
think, today you have to be reactionary 1o be radical. But
that then becomes such a fascist concept that... But, you
know, you have that: an incipient fasciem at the root of all
you believe in. But what I wanted to say is that illustration,
you know, isn’t art — even if it's interesting. And | don’t
find these very interesting.

Tim: [ think — [ know lohn — |
think that just in terms of the images, however, it's about
thee city, the landscape, about friends and family. For one
thing, I'm not at all impressed about this so-called script,
and if it really were part of this work, be's smart enough o
have pointed this out, and for another thing. 1 think it's just
disruptive, | think it says, if it says anything, that John
doesn’t want another critique, Thit's what [ think.

Bab: Well, | know, we all know that,
it"s always abowt his family, you know. Snapshots,

Juliasz | think we ought io read from
the script; | wanted o walk out, | mean | requested ir.

Alexandar: You said it

Albert: Said what?
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Boba: | think the scripa, though, has
modhing to do with this work, you know, [ only see it as a
cover for the failure in producing, you know, anything of
nole,

Dawve: | would like o put this
transcript aside and just go 1o a discussion of the work,
including this transeript we’ve been reading from:; it's
geiting a littke boring, you know, and [ think it's useless i
go on. Is that agrecable 10 you faddressed to studenti?

Student: All right

Albert: Yes, it does seem sort of silly
for us o be reading a script which deals with nod reading i,
it is sort of ... | don't really see the poin of it, you know, |
think it is som of wasting my time, all our time, and | can’t
say | agree with what I'm supposed to have said, either. |
think, in fact, that the characterization was a little overdone,
that, you know, it was a little voo cliquish, there's a cenain
amugness that comes through, it's that, you know, sort of,
like we are the photo audience, and isn't in cute how well |1
know all these professors and their insipid remarks, and
look how predictable they are. [ think that, you know, this
might have been much more effective if it were the som of
general comments, sorl of wesed logether, maybe of 3 5 5
cands, and we would just pick a card and read from it, and
then bopk stupid, and then everyone could have a good
laugh, and you know, well, that's all.

Bob: | agrec, you know, as a critique
of eritigues it*s sort of low-key, not very effective, it just
divesn’t get the isswes across, and, you know, | really
obpected 1o how many times you had me say “you know."™

Timaz And there's people here that
never gol to say anything, from An History, if | have that
correct, and Ceramics, that's one thing, and for them this is
g0t to be like watching an in-joke from the outside, and 1
don’t think that"s fair, | mean, if this is got 10 be for a
genernl audience, | mean, if it is like a performance, you
know, they don’t get anything out of if, that's anther
thimg. And I don’t really agree with what | saad, you Enow,
I don't even say that much o1 critiques

Josh: Well, John and 1 alked aboul
this, and that point came up, sbout satire, and | fee] that he
ought 1o be able 1o exicnd it beyond the facaliy, to a broader
andience, [ also disagres with the words he put in my mowth,
1 don’y think [ really view his work in that Light, althowgh |
agree with some of it, | mean, there is a real problem of
what John is going o do when he no longer has an aodience.
And 1 think it's just meaningless o have a dialogue for

people who aren't even here, like Alexander, for one.

Alsxander: Well, poing back a litle
biit, first of all, it"s not satire, and secondly, 1 think the
point of effectivencss is nod at isue here, Maybe wasting
time, but that's another issue altogether. [ think what i< o
issue here, and 1 faimly recall having said something like
this in the script, or maybe someone else sand i, s the
question of what all these words have to do with those
images, Thar is what | think needs o be addressed, because
thirt 15 what | see as the failure in this work,

Pater: | think it is specalative, they ‘re
both speculative | mean, both experimental, and that's what
ties them together. It may in fact be abour the fact thai they
don’t go together.

Dawe: Well, | for one don't see that,
1 mean, all these waords just beave me cold, it"s confusing, i
detracts from the images. You know, if all this work is
supposed to be abowt his family, where does this script fit
in?

Peter: | think it may be that we are
the audience, which, in a way, is limiting,, and that the
manipulation of us as an asdience is the goal, in a way.

Dawe: Well, there s nothing wrong
with that, Just because we usually assume a gallery audience,
you know, A professional amist career. But | suppose when
you're in school you do work for your teachers. You could
skl it i that waay,

Tim: Maybe the script is abowi just
sifting in the kitchen, writing this scripd and grinning. ..

Albart: Yes, thas .., 1'd just like o
suy, that's such a compulsive image, like a self-obsessed
Wasari, you know, the third-rate amist writing about himself
and taking it all so seriously, But, you know, [ think: it's
not like that, unless, of course, you think of it like that.

Alexander: What

Albert: Well, you know, imagine
the. ... but | don’t think it really comes through, and [ think
perhaps it should, but it makes you think of the artist as this
self-centered fool, complacenily blind 1o his own
ineffectiveness, but overawed by this feeling of unigue
creativity, and then our reading from this scnp becomes,
you know, sort of the thing you put on everyone else, of
the. .., or how you see the over-aged matrons picking away
af their paintings on Saturdays at the School, and sort of
like you see them and you say to vourself, just let them be,
let them fool themselves, and anyway, they re happy in
their struggle — for expression — and they'1l woek it all
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o, and @ bot of stedents oo, you say, why nip them in the
bud with intimidation, just let them all be irrelevant, there's
i P For genius anymore anyway. And, but | think, you
know, it°s all so slippery that, that if this scripl confimees
any further it's suggesting, sort of begging, for that
treatment, and Mr, —--, you know, wasting our time, and
insulting us, we should just cut it short, walk out. The
whaole point of this seript, carrying on with it any more, 15
just this histrionic argument against critiques, and you
know, 1 get it, you sec, that's all, that's all | wanted to say.

Alexandar: Uh

Tima [ think you just have to make a
decision.

Bob: | think we should siop here,

Pater: Mo, not yel. What | wanted to
say hefore was, when [ mentioned that it was experimental,
which 1 think it is, is that if it is experimental it is also
inconclusive, it's...., you don't know what is going 1o happen
when you start something like this, you don't know whene
it is going to end up, and maybe nothing will come of it,
and maybe something will.

Bobt Well, what bothers me, you
know, is that this just isn't, you know, genuine, that this
sCripd is just rying to, you know, to cover all the bases, and
io suggest more than there is. | mean, the fact is, we'ne not
talking about the work, the images, you know, | think we
should stop here

Dawe: (kay, le1's siop here and
discuss this. Anyone? Has anyone seen this before?

Bab: Well, 1 think, you know, it was
just too much, too extended | mean, and what was diffscult,
you know, was 1o iry and follow what everyone clse was
saying, because, you know, you were always looking at
that seript 10 see wiere your own part was, so it's kind of
like, vou know, | don't know what was said by anyone
else, | mean,

Julia: But that happens ot real
Criliques bod, ..

Alexander: This isn’t real”

Julim: ... that you spemd all your time
trying to think of something clever o say, and you just
don’t hear what everyone else is saying. And another thing
that I noticed, was the 1otal lack of helpful suggestions, [
miean, no one said, why don®t you try this, or try that, or
have you looked at it this way or that?

Alexandar: Well, he never listens,
you know. But, now that we are unleashed from this script,

—

1 would like 1o remark on the interesting analogus that this
picce develops between author and artist. Let me clarify
this. The spoofish quality of this scrpt, which cenainly
questions the deadly seriousness with which we invest these
proceedings, and which you might also see in these Images,
i%, I would hope, not offered with malice, or just to be
contentious, but as a son of imeractive criticism. If amything,
a linde more spoofing might have been in order. Looking
back over previous critiques — John's, that s — you
might have noticed similar projecis, all of which invalved
questions of epastemalogy .

Dawe: I5 that it?

Alexandeor: That's what it says here.

Dave: Mo, | mean, 15 that it? My
seript just ends here.

John: Mine too,

Albert: s it over?

T Okay, 15 it over? Chay, [ would
like o ask, ask John, okay, so what is the purpose of this?
Why this extended dialogue which leads nowhere, and just
seems 1o iry 1o cover all the possibilities. That’s one thing,
and God, I'm starting 1o sound like that script...

(End of Transcripr)

Jno Cook is a Chicago
cinematographer and photographer, currently working on
the complete history of the universe,
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B Hoggle
Abuguergue: Unilversity of Mew Me s
Prous, 1004
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“Uitmately, Photography is sehversive nol whea it
Erighiems, repehs, of cven sigmaiives, bal when il 5
pemsiree, whea it thinks.”

— Roland Barshes

Anne Mogple's
photography s subversive, for it thinks
and makes us think about things we
probably don’t want 1o confront: aging
and mortality, But, as difficult as these
isswes are bo contemplate, time and
agam | have come away from the work
energized, for while Moggle is a realist
and o pragmadast, she is of the same
timee @ lover of life, a seer of truth, and
a reviver and maker of myths,

Noggle's work,
first and foremost, 15 consummately
personal, Une senses o determined
unwillingness to separate biography
froims art and ant from life. Her visual
lamguage is not that of academe — it is
of the real world and real life, of emgpir-
ical concerns ruther than intellectualized
scademic posfuring. Moggle faces the
issues of her life head on, and it is
difficult if not impossible w read the
images in any manper other than that
which she intended.

Noggle's self-por-
traits are a visual journal of introspec-
tion, passage, and change, their power
residing in their relentless auto-surveil-
lance. In the moat seli-obsessed and
disarmingly ronkc of these images, she
permits the world a voyeunstic inspec-
tion of an extremely private and humbl-

ing :xpcri-:r.u.':' in her life — her face
hift, She scrutinizes her own vanty,
acknowledpes ns superficialiny, but
accepts thie Eisct that she aall Enju:r:.'
having a more youthful face, and allows
herselfl the gift, The contradiction of the
pride that madivated her desire for the
operatin 1 ¢nrrq1-]&l¢'|l1_,' neulralizsd by
the strong ego which makes the act
public. It is the ultimate purging of
predension and vanity and the only
conceit Moggle allows herself,

Face Lift No, 1 is
a particularly significant image to the
body of Nogghe's work because it
persusdes the viewer bo trest her im-
picitly. Unlike Frank, Avedon, Wino-
grand, and Arbus, here there is never a
sense that a judgment is being maide or
that a lie 15 being wld. Her ponirains
don’t arer, but neither ane they unkind.
Moggle loves amd respecis the people
she phaographs: they ane not
curposities, but rather they ane herself,
she 15 them, and ultimately they ane us.
Anne, Agnes, Yolanda, Shelley, Ruth
Leakey, Dorothy Mamox, MR, and
LE. ane co-conspiraiors in the inth-say-
ing, each a triumphan eccemiric.

These qualities
revedl Moggle’s skill as a maker and
reviver of myths, Levi-Strauss has
observed that “myths ane crucial
cultural means of resolving or mecliat-
ing critical binary oppositions such as
life-death, nature-culture, matrilineal-
pairilineal.” Moggle deals very dinectly
with death in the person of Agnes, her
mother. Within a period of 10 yvears,
she chronicles Agnes' gradual physical
decline. There is sadness in these
images, but @i the same time there is
courageous acceptance of the inevita-
ble for both Anne and Agnes. This
group, perhaps more than any other,
affirms life by accepting death and in
doing so makes the Latier bess threaten-

ing and the former more valuahle,
This treasure Moggle finds in life is
emphasized again and again in her
wzll-portrans. Sronchenge Decoded, a
1977 image of the amist's nude torso,
is an unrestrained celebratwon of o
syrong female presence, an equal pan
of culture as well as nature, Her body
15 @ manaith incised wath menic im-
prings, firmly planted in the vast Mew
Mexico landscape, an aging bui
ageless earth mother, a guardian
figure keeping waich over the primal
southwest,

Interspersed
throughout the book are images of
Nogghe drving. A symbol of freedom
and mobility, her car now replaces the
planes she omce Mew as a pilot in the
s and 50°s. Reminiscences of that
time and that frecdom ane also re-
flecied in the cover phowgraph,
which pictures Moggle ascending into
the sky. her arms (which in realiny
held her camera) extending 0 ihe
cdges of the image as if they were
wings. The tail of the plane is behind
her head and the Sowthwest landscape
heer backdrop. There s a strange senue
of urgency in most of these photo-
graphs that seems 1o be mirrored in
whal Moggle identifies as a credo; 1
arm filled with dread that [ will wake
up and find [ have become a com-
pletely rational being, with a finite set
of valees, within whose framework |
must mirkd oy manners and dream my
dreams.”

The mmixst un-
comfortable images for me are a
group entithed “Silver Lining,."” por-
traits of marmed couples who have
been fogether for many vears, These
images reveal things which most us
witld rather not know. They are
startlingly frank images of couples
whn share the same space bt wio are
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nonetheless detached from one
another, The women's faces and
bodies expose their stories, while the
men mask their emations as they
recede, both physically and psycholo-
gically, into the images, The “Silver
Lining™ images are best undersiood
when put beside o poem by Moggle
which moums the loss of a lover
whose plame wemt down in the Morth
Sea:

Where are vor tonight wirile the sky
reflects my sedilary presence.

Where are you now, those of vou wha
mr'gh' hhr’;prr.i love yomd,

dFe Yo iR a walery grave down urder
the sea with a piciure of me zmiling in
your hip pockel,

Where did all the promise go where
did all the friends go. Have we
dizrelved trne the posi,

are W gy oF auntie or tal old
lady down the sieeer, | have losi my
wary and my face reminds me af that.
Every stop and start, love and loss
legible.

A whole individial story and wive will
red ir, Who will Lock g sy face and
Sind me there?

The “Silver
Lining” images and this piece of
poetry ane inextricably connecled.

The title of the series is obviously a
reference to the phrase, “Every dark
cloud has a silver lining.” Or dioes
every silver lining have a dark cloud?
Perhaps the memory of love, what it
could have been, and what replaces it,
is myore substantial than the actaal
Ak,

Mogple's intense
serutiny of herself and her miirmate
friends empower the viewer with
superhuman sight. By all rights, we
should not be able fo see and know as
much as these photographs tell ws.,

But we oo go beneath the surface; in
fact, we can become deeply sub-
merged in the complexities of these
lives and are given privileged infor-
mation in order b0 do so. The images
are like x-rays into the psyche. We
participate in the pain, vicanously
experience the aging, and come to
understand that the self-conscrousness

of youth gives way to self-knowledge,

acceptance, and wisdom, The images
meake us believe that the later part of
one's lifie is a stabe of higher grace, a
realm in which the trivial and insig-
nificant are seen for what they are,
and a time during which the “buili-in
crap devector” of which Hemingway
spoke is finally in full operation.

A book is the
perfect vehicle for Moggle's work,
Beyond the obvious intimacy which
the form albows, it provides a conbext
in which all of her images can exist
on three intertwined but distinct
levels. The photographs are seen first
im thieir manifest form of surface
appearance. This reading is quite
immediate, for all of the images are
extremely direct on the surface,
visually uncomplicated.

The intermal
complexity, nchness of the images,
and brilliance of Noggle's vision
become most apparent at the next
lewel. The viewer becomes a silent
interlocuior in & conversation with
Moggle. Personal stories begin o be
unveiled through wse of cultural
codes. Combined with the manner in
which Moggle unfolds her namative,
this subvocal discourse approaches
epic proportions. Noggle is a consume-
mate storyieller wiv fuses her knowl-
edge and perional experience inio an
impassioned sub-stnucture of conndsia-
tion,

Moggle then

subures her images ogether 1o create a
group of internal sequences that
orchestrate yet another kevel of mean-
ing. Unlike an exhibition that can be
viewed arbitrarily in any direction,
the sequencing in book form is con-
trolled. While each photograph con-
stiabes its oown individual dialog, the
limear movemend (fom one image bo
the next illuminaes a sub-text of
further comparison, suggestion, and
allusion.

The imtrodsction
is peppered with Noggle's wit, which
puts the reader in direct contact with
her ingelligence and humaor. The text
ends with a speech Moggle delivered
i the Class of 1983 at the Portland
School of A in Maine:

Living in
itani! doesn't have a value for
you &8 an artist unless what you
have thought and done — the
fright and delight and the gin
and sin and children and mom-
ing light and all the rest — ride
together. Then one day you ara,
as | am now, up here, speaking
with the voice that has called
the contrel tower in Eagle Pass,
Texas, using those hands that
have so recently held that cam-
era in Seattle, Washington,
standing on these feat that
loved to dance in the Aragon
Baliroom in Chicage — and it all
makes sense and it all adds up.
I am allve and well and living in

Albugquergque.

Anne Moggle
sees life very clearly. Without pretense
or flull, she tells the truth as she
knows it Her immutable sense of her
own sexuality permeates these images,
which might explain why, when taken
as 0 whole, her pictures emphatically



deny the operative culiural stereodypes
of feminine beauty and being. She is
an iconoclast speaking of issues tha
remain anachronistically impalite,
asseriing a female woice made resonant
by a complement of life and an.
Barbara Delienevieve

Silver Cities: The Pholography of
American Urbanization,
18391918

Peler Bacon Hales

Fhilsdalphla: Temple Unky. Preas, 1084
FAT.E HB

Fhotographs
aren’t just for booking af anymorne. Mo,
photographs ane and have been for
some ime the objects — some would
say victims — of closer and closer
close readings. Said readings range
from the inspared 1o the quizatic, from
the accurate 1o the 20 what?, and are

often worth considerably more than

their established allogrmen of a thousand

waonds, Or so their close readers would
have us believe. They find pexnis, sub-
texis and maybe even preiexis. And
they are known 1o find encoded in
photographs infosmation no one else
can {or will) see.

Happily. this is
i the case with the image-readings in
Peter Bacon Habe's Sifver Cinies: The
FPhotography of American Urbaniza-
Frare, JETRJUTS Hales™s ana'Iyws e
most interesding, seem reasonable and
are obviously the resule of In:rng and
hard study. Hales took his degree in
American Studies — e now teaches in
ihe History of Architeciune and An
Department ai the University of
[inzis"s Chicago Circle campus
and his book is necessarily imerdiscip-
limary; photographs are placed in con-
texts, contexts are well established.

For example: in
the books"s first chapter, "Development
of an Lirhan Photographic Style, 1E349.
IA70,” Habe discusses a seemingly
mundane ambrotype of Henry Klinkel's
Lager Beer Saloon (pl. 11). *This
apparently artless, stereniypical group
portrint deserves our sersous ailention,”
he wriles,

for it iIndicates
the extracrdinary range of impli-
calions the best commercial
operators could encode into their
viewa. The prominent inciusion
of women and children in the
scens makes this a porirait of a
community rather than simply a
symbaol of entreprensurial suc-
cess. The photographer's deci-
sion to pose & man on the roof of
the saloon in such a way that he
mirrors the keg-keapar in the
advertising sign was not, as it
might appear, a formal nicety; in
the photograph, the figure stands
with a flag rather than a beer
keg, thus declaring the Amerl-
canneis ol the German beer
saloon in a time and place when
nativist sentiment and tempar-
ance campaigns threatened
Chicago's German-American
saloons. Within this historical
context, the plcture served the
saloon-proprietor client as an
amblem of community and visual
proof of the compatibility of Ger-
man and Amarlican lifestyles.
Framed behind the bar, such a
picture would be & continual
reminder to patrons and prop-
rigtor alike of the cultural signifi-
cance of the saloon.

Views of this
sort were made in virtually all the
clties of the frontier areas... (pp.
22-1%)

The above could
serve as somethong of a litmus test for
wonld-be resders of Sitver Cities, for
in each of the hook s five chapiers
Hales produces similar sorts of read-
ings. His ability to do so rests partly
in his academic training, and, also, in
the fwct thai he spent years plowing
through archives across the country
looking For what he calls *formulae or
*pictorial conventions'™ in the cror-
mous body of photographs made of
our cities in the 19th and 20th cen-
lurics

As Hales
traveled from collection to collection.,
he Pownd, he says, 1o my \.u.rpri':r,
the pattemns appeared almost without
effort — and reappeared in city after
city. O course the emphasis shifted
depending on locale, buj the decep
tiwvely simple gquestion, “how did
photographers deal with the subject of
the city™ soon appeared o have an
answer — rich and complex, bur
nonétheless accessible and nipe for
analysis.”™

Silver Cines’s
first three chapiers — “Development
af an Urban Photographic Siyle,
18391870, “Grand Style Urban
Photography, 1870-1893" and “Ax [s
Peak: Girand Style Photography and
the Workl" s Columbian Exposi-
tion" —show how city photography
evolved from description andfor
cataloguing into something grandiose
and with near-mythic implications,
“Between T and 1900,” says
Hales, “photographers developed a
‘grand style’ which ambitiously
analyzed the individual symbals of
urban maturity and civilized stams,
produced an amalgam of the American
scene which declared it to be healihy
and melionistic, and disseminated thay
wisson 1o a huge audience composed
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not onaly of urban dwellers, but of
wviewers throughowi the nation and the
civilized world™ (p. 1230).

While all of this
was going on, the other shoe was
ready o drop off the food of Jacoh
Riis and anto the consciences of tha
half who didn't know. and didn’t
waand 1o kv, how the other half
liwed. The founh chapier of Sifver
Ciries, *Jacob Rits and the Binh of
Reform Photography,” addresses that
which is essentially a whal-goes-
around-comes-around propositeon,
Hales spends considerable time talking
about the strident rhetoric of Ris and
his imagery, reminding us as some
other critics — most notably . Sally
Stein — have, that his work was
more than simply visual statistics,

Hales® epilogue
is o recapitulation of what has preceded
it. Thene wis a “shift in urban photo-
graphy from advocacy 1o doubt,”
writes Hales, who also tells us that
“the early work of early twentisth
century reform photographers re-
mained firmly grounded in the belsef
that the city was and would continue
i be & comprehensible, controllable
phenomenon,” OF course, nobody
thinks that anymore, and even for the
Modemisis, according to Hales, “the
locus of meaning and value would
now lie in the photograph itself, not in
the city from which it drew.”™ Abstrac-
tion.

Silver Cities is
an admirable piece of imerdisciplinary
writing on photography, but it is not
without Maws. At one point, Hales
refers bo the work of Cecil Beaton
armiving in this country in the 18708
— aurely he means Felice Beato.
There are also annoyingly academic
phrases, things like “idealistic
gonrche of things” and “Thus Riis's

Manicheanisms resalved to a dialec-
tic,” and 1 still don't see how panorama
photographs “gave the city holistee
identity.” On the other hand, there are
in Sifver Ciniex three foldouts repro-
ducing panorarmas by Charles Shew,
Esdweand Muybridge and Joshua
Beal — they're very nice. And so,
for the greater part, is Silver Cities, a
responsible and thorough inguiry into
the photographing of our citses.

Jimes Kagfmans

Book Reviewers

James Kaulman writes photography
and literary erticiam for the Chrigtian
Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times,
and Afrerimage.

Barbara DeGenevieve s
photographer and teaches at the
University of llineis, Champaign'
Urbana. In the sprimg of 1985, she will
teach at the School of the Art Institue at

Chacago,



Letters to the Editor

17 September 1984

T the Editor:

Diane Meamaker's “Alfred, Harry,
Emmet (etc. ) and Me™ in Exgnosure
22.2 was outstanding and very wel-
come, [°d like to make some additional
COMTPE RS

1. Yes, we've
had enough of the photographs male
photographers take of “their” women
while male critics rhapsodize., Bui
also, we've had enough of the cliché
presentation of naked women as
“art”, Until a new female form appears
we can safely say that subject has
been done and the practice simply
perpetuaies the status of women as
meat. (1 wouald advise women against
nucle “self portrais” as well. They are
nearly always exhibitionistic,
masochistic or naive, the very attitudes
wimen must renounce before they
can be equal )

2. Meumaier's
criticism of Cindy Sherman, Barbara
Kruger, et al; from a feminist view-
point is sharp and bong overdue. The
phenomenal success of Cindy Sher-
mian, [ believe it is not too cynical 1o
conclude, is because she does wh
girls are supposed to do — stay home
and play dress-up. ((iher girls become
famous by playing with dolls. ) Male
eritics evidently like this,

3. The painfully
honest descnipteon of the Revelle-
Sweetman baby piciures os “romantic
and narcissistic” was also welcome.
Having a baby does tend 1o make us
romantic and narcissistic, That's
naibure"s way of fortifying us for the

rigors of parenthood that he ahead.
But it was astonishing 1o find such
Tarmily album stull construed as an,
insight, etc.

4. In faimess it
should be noted that if Emmet Gowin
had photographed his daughier mas-
murhating public disapproval might
have been comparable o that accorded
Jacqueline Livingston, Also, Gowin
presented o spectrum of work in
which certain intimate pholographs
were incloded. Livingston's in-
timacies were mose of bess undiluted.

5. Meumaier's
porirail of her “so0n 1o be ex-hushand
and son™ is arresting. But many of the
' Keefe portraits by Stieglitz that
Meumaier seems to revere are indiffe-
rent o insufferable. The sensitively
arched fingers and “sesthetic” posiures
are more or less in the photographic
made of their times, but the Mared
niosirils tip the scene into comedy.

Catherine
Lord's “A Thom s A Thom is A
Thom™ and Alsn Sondbeim’s “Sexu-
ality/PowerFeminism™ in the same
issue are equally owistanding, dense
with current ideas improved and new
ideas aticulated, Fypoguee 22,2
brings photography, finally, as far as,
say, the 1970"s on these issues (whale
of course the “ant world™ slides hack
1o the “50s, of is it the "30sT). It is to
be hoped that SPE will not think it has
thus taken care of matters, But in any
cvent, congratulatkons,

Judy Seigel
New York

2 October 1984

Diear Sir or Madam,

Driane Neumaier's artiche, “Alfred,
Harry, Emmet, Georgia, Eleanor, and
Me™ reveals a personal bittermess
carried over from a marmiage gone
sour, | do agree with her central point
that gender roles in our sociely cary
restrictions which can be addressed
through art, but [ still recall passages
in her writing that raise questions in
my mind.

Meumaier's
article mentions Stieglitz, Gowin and
Callahan as making photographs
which promode the use of woman as
possession; however, her own views
of hushand and child make them into
objects. She “looked forward Lo
having a spouse [possession] to sit
fior.... pictures.” She pdds, “Gowin™s
passionate photos of his babies made
me ache for the day 1'd have my own
[tor phestograph].” Did Meumaier seek,
as she sccuses others of seeking
possessions in the form of a child and/
or spouse? Were they solely wanbed
for the project of family photographs?
A was this the only way for ber to
make family images? Would it have
been wrong, say, o have phobo-
graphed another™s family thereby
eliminating mothering responsibilities
of which she complains?

I doubt very
seriously that Harmy marmed Eleanor
just vo have rights o a model. Nog is
Edith Emmet"s property; her purpose
in life is mot to make Emmet famoas
and nothing elwe. His photographs of
heer are a by-product of their relation-




dﬁp, nid thi rglul'u:lruhlp iself,
O Keeffe maintaned her life as artist
cven with Stieglite photographing
her. He even discouraged her having
children (the burden of which
Meurnaier writesh because he felo it
wortild interfere with her work.
Another ques-
tion is brought o my mind while
reading the artiche. Meumaier says she
had “precious liftle success al photo-
graphing her husbhand, making him
resemble Eleanor, Georgia, or
Edith...” Eleanor, Georgia and Edith
were, it seems, phodographed as
themselves, Why try 1o force a role on
an individual® [ don’s believe that was
heow those prctures were made
MNeumaier also
meentions the lack of “keal conditions™
while beginning her project. 1'm not
top sure what she means by that. fdeal
conditions in a family unit? Do they
ever exist?

Mary Kucera
Mew Orleans, La,

Reply

Mary Kucera:
Please don't forget Edith! Although
she is included in the titke of my
article she didn®t make it 10 the Table
of Contents.

My intention
WS B0L I COMMEnt on my mariage
of those of the Gowins, the Callahans,
or Stbeglitz and O Keeflie, but rather

to consider the relative differences of
male and female photographers in
their family situations, | wanted 1o
point out that social conditions prevent
women photegraphers from using
their hushands as passive subjects in
the: traditeon established by and for
men photographers. As should have
been evident in my artiche, | have
comie (o believe that it is neither
desirable nor healthy for either gender
b0 possess A spouse as photographic
object. As [ said, “If what is good for
the gander is not considered 1o be
good for the goose, | had 1o reevaluaie
all those powerful, beloved images of
wives."”

Diane Meumalber
Riverdale, Mew Yok

15 October 1984

Drzar Editor:
I would very musch appreciate it if you
wioubd print the following follow-up
o my anicle, “Private Pars” (22:3),
in the next issue of Expoture.

The Ciny of
Providence has proposed a seulement
ol claims for Privale Parts exhibitons
whose work was lost, damaged or
destroyed by police action, If you
wene an exhibitor and have such a
claim and have not been otherwise
contacted, please call of write Aftor-
ney John M. Roney, 344 Wickenden
Strect, Providence BT OR0G, (401)
4219704,

1 would like to
thank all those involved in the case
and in the preparation of the manu-
scripi. Particular thanks go to Richard
Lebowitz, William Parker, attorneys
John M. Roney and Lynetie Labinger,
and to Alan Coleman and the Com-
mittee on Censorship and Freedom of
Wiston of the SPE for its suppon amd
sponsorship of my anicle.

Baruch 13, Kirschenbaum
Professor of Anl History
Rhode [sland School of Design

5 Movember 1984

Dwear New Editors:

An excellent first issue! And what a
coincidence: | had just finished reading
an essay, “Censorship: Local and
Expresa” (1973) by Ayn Rand in
which she discusses the very legal and
“altruistic™ premises which eventually
led 1o the unfortunate seizure of the
work in the RISD “Private Pars™
show as discussed in Bamch Kirschen-
baum’s essay, Rand, true to her philo-
sophy of Objectivism, does bring up
&n important poing, an issoe sUTpris-
ingly nod attacked by Mr. Kirschen-
baum: the fact that the Supreme Coun
ruling in Miller v. Califomia (1973}
leaves the crucial decision concerning
whether something is ohscene o the
“average person, applying conbempso-
rary community standards. " Al-
though | disagree heariily with moch
of Kand's philsophizing, ber com-
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ments do seem aproepaos in thas
inslance:

*Dho you coare o
comemplate the spectacle of the
average person as the ultimate author-
ity — the censor — in the field of
literature? In the field of ant? In the
field of politics? Inthe field of science?
An authority whose edict is o be
imposed by force and is to determing
what will be permitied to be suppres-
sed in all these fields? [ submit that no
pomographic movie can be as morally
ohscens s a prospect of this kind...
the trial judges and juries wne empow-
ened to determine whether a work thit
confains sexual clements “lacks seri-
ous literary, artisric, political, or
seierrific valuwe' . This means — and
can mean nothing else — that the
government i empowered 1o judge
literary, artistic, political, and scien-
tific values, and (o pemmit or suppress
them accordingly.”

As even the
Supreme Court judges could not agree
upon objective criteria for deciding
what is pomographic and what is not,
how is the average person (0 accom-
plish it? By intuition? Surprisingly,
Mr. Kirschenbaum must think so for
he writes near the conclusion of his
CEEAY!

=_..I now seem
to side with Yacovone [the policeman
who setzed works he felt were obscene
during the police raid on the show],
who maintained that afier thirty vears
as a cop he knew perfectly well what
wis and wasn't obscene.”

Such an admis-
sion plays into the hands of the censors
and hardly encourages any rational

engagement with the issue of obicenity
and censorship.

James Hugunin

Los Angeles, California

Movember 20, 1954

Diear Mr, Hugunin:
Thank you for your letter in regard to
nvy anticle, “Private Parts and Public
Considerations,” which appeared in
the fall issue of Exposure. You and
Avn Rand (with whom 1 also have
troublbe agrecing with most often) are,
of course, correct. The Miller Decision
is Mlimsy and dangerous for precisely
the reasons you suggest. Who indeed
is to define obscenity if, as you point
out, even the Justices of the Supreme
Count could not. Tronically, it has
often occurred 1o me that in an inver-
sion of expeciations it is in fact average
persons acting within commaunity
standards that support commerncial
pormography of clse it wouldn't be so
successful, [ did raise the very serious
question of definitions under Miller in
a longer version of the paper which
il oo bz cut for publication, [ Edirer s
note: Mris verston was mod submitted
o Exposure, |

In regard to the
reconsideration of my testimony the
quotation you offer should more fairly
be taken in relationship o what pre-

cedes and what follows. The three
dots which preceds your quotation
from the anicle replace two importans
words for my argument. The sentence
actually resds, “fn this | now seem...
i, The “In this™ refers to my posi-
tion of the previous paragraph that an
does mol iranscend its sexwal material
by wirtue of its identification as ar.
The other important word for avy
meaning is, of course, “seem”. In the
paragraph following the one from
which you take your quodation | state
miy opposition both o such judgments
by ¥acovone or by anyone else and o
any resultant censorship, What must
b defended is the right of artists o
dizal with whatever contents they wish
without either fear of censorship and
prosacution or the necessity 10 estab-
lish some sacred high ground of art
which in its own way insulates us
from potentially disturbing realities.
Private Paris could have begn suc-
cessfully defended without argumenits
as 1o the effect of context on content
or definitions of obscenity. Even the
flawed statute under which it was
attacked protected art regardless of ils
comlent.

Again, thank
v for your interest and your
TCSpOnse.

Baruch . Kirschenbaum
Professar of An History
Providence, Rhode 1sland
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Photography: Art Photojournalism
and Technigque fourth edifion
Alfred A. Blaker Arthur Rothstein
Covenng the technacal, practical A classic in its e i, 1his l*-_--='-= wall
and esthetic aspects of phato appeal to all readers, ""-'I':-"-""‘"
araphy, this landmark velume they mtend a career in pilo
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i Photographic Materials and Processes
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FHOTOGRAPHIC ING Benasralle, Blindis 608 TWE Bi0-222-02T1

ROBERT F. MOLITOR
PRESIDENT

Dear Fhotographer:

Calumet knows big cameras and knows that big cameras need solid support. With this thought in mind,
Calumet proudly introduces its two new TFM and TFA tripods. These rigidly constructed, heavy-duty
tripods were designed to withstand the rigors of daily use and offer the optimum support required by
4"x6" and 8"x 10" view cameras. Their efficient strength is nicely complemented by their precisely
engineerad appearance and amooth movements,

Outstanding features inglude: * 3-Section satin-finished, anodized aluminum legs which telescope
smoothly. * Easy grip, black anodized, collar leg-locks. * Precision, geared column elevation which
self-locks at any height and will not accidently fall when crank is released. * Dual axis spirit level built
into head. * 3-Way Pan Head with all movements calibrated. * 2-Position, locking leg-spread.

For 4"xX5" view cameras and smaller, we recommend the Calumet TPA tripod, which features a usable
range from 0° to 73 and weighs slightly more than 12 pounds. Its price: $249.95. The Calumet TFM tripod
will easily support view cameras up to 8*x 107 extends to 88% " and weighs approximately 15 pounds.
Price: $200.05,

We have complete confidence that anyone purchasing a Calumet tripod will be delightad with its value
and performance, Calumet will demonstrate this in three ways:

1. 80 Day Money Back Guarantes
Furchasse sither Calumet tripod and, if for any reason you are not satisfied, you may return it in
its original packaging for a full refund.

2. Free Dombce Tripod
Thia $39.95 value is yours with the purchase of either Calumet triped. In the unlikely event that
you should return the tripod, you may keep the Domke Bag with our compliments.

3. $50.00 Additional Discount
Purchase either model Calumet tripod with ANY camera listad in our Photographer's Catalog and
sava §80.00. Thiz offer includes all large format, medium format, and 35mm camaoras. Please call
Calumet toll-free (1-B00-CALUMET) for full details on this offer, which expires Deo, 31, 1984,

If you are coneidering the purchase of a triped, I hope that you will take advantage of this offer and
S for yourself that Calumet offers full support to you and your camera.

Sincerely,

(Kol @ Aotz

Robart P. Molitor
Fresident

Fior over 40 years. manufaciurers and direct marketers of professional photographic equipment




Eugene Atget 1857-1927
James Borcoman
% et s Htagraphs of labe 1%h- and early Hith-cemiary

Francw have been called the catalog of & civiliabion.”
Bercoman situaies J than the evodubion of photography

ini [Framq 1% bu Ch anid iraces ARgel’s growth as an
Itk warly vears inm the theat the recosenition of
hit w1 by the Surrealists in the 3k, This spe by
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Cloth $35.00 160 pages
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kostiner photographic products, inc.
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one-stop shopping

Sprint Systems of Pho-
iography manufaciures a
complete line of photo-
chemistry for mosi dark-
oM proceduras, including
BAW nagatives, prinis, and
rawdrsal slides, Colar Tilms
and prints, and special ap-
plications such as litho
films, pyro negatives, and
hand-gansitized prints.
Sprint products offer some
fruly original advantages
and improvements:

All are liguids that may
be diluted and mixed @
curately in any amount at
FOQM lemperalure, Mo pow.
ders, hot waler, or large
storage bottles are neoded.

Each lguid is a componant
of a modular system. Most
have more than one appli-
cation, and lewer separate
products are needed o
glock a complete darknoam

W-::-rkmg S0IUlionsS process
a high volume of prints ar
films per liter, C-I:II'I'IP.:'HE Ihe
capacily of Sprint chamis-
try with oiher brands, per
Iik@r and per aollar

Every solution works quick
Iy and efficlently withouwt
gacrifice of perlormance,
o reduca [olal procassing
pormae and increass anchival
parmanance.

Toxicity and odors have

been minimized and al-
lergenic ingredients have
been omitied whenever
possible

Wie invile you 1o call us col-
iect for more information,
and ihen to try our chamis-
try in your own darkroom
The resulls may be the besi
raason of all o use SPRINT

SYSTEMS OF PHOTOORAPHY, INC.

100 Dexier Sireel, Pawiucket, Rl 02550
Tel. (401} TH-0813 Monday-Thursday

THIS PHOTCGRAPH 'WAS MADE WITH ONE OF OUR PINHOLE CAMERAS

THE PFINHOLE CAMERA i the jdeal
instrument  for individuals or classnoom
work. It comes in 3 kit that asscrnblcs
quickly amd casily, uscs 4"x5" sheot (il
and contains 3 peocisdon pinhobs opeondng

Wah THE FPINHIAE CAMERA UM
PANY PLANS, SET 71 you can Oo-a
'g'-l'H.l'f"-fll' SET #1 inchudes:; a EnOsE |'||JI:|.'
with three different simed aperiunes, the
parts o attach and shutier the aportene
plams  and  ideas  for three differont

B T e ———EEE
THE PINHOLE CAMERA COMPANY = PO, BOX 19128 & CINCINMATI, OHICY 45219

pinhole cameras and an exposure chan
adjusted for reciprocity departure

THE PFINHOLE CAMERA
uses @ special prooes lace L P E

less sieel, 3 durahie gl Eperrare,
Recessary [or sham pen TUres

THE PINHOLE CAMERA §4 arl
PLANS, SET #1 $59% Schadils amd dealers
wribe on beitorhead o quantiny discouns
Prices subjedt 1o change withons nodoe




Listed Bedow are the isswes thal ane sull 172 Shom, Siepel, Heinecken, H.H.
availabde. Some of these (in particular, the Sanith. 53,00
carlier issues) are im very shor supply; the 171 B. Davidson, Rosler on
e Fecent issiecs may be oblained in Musdience, Boalils, 53.00
qaantity For classnoom or olher uses. 164 Bozlodl, Indian Photos,
; Criticksm. China, Humgary,
22:3 CensorshipPomography, £3.00
e i S 16:2 Rothstein, FSA, Yoruba
Stolt on l.angc..!i-S.S-I:I Photograpbers. Talbot, $3.00
22:3 “i.l "r'n-u Searimg m?, P [
Feminlzm and Photography, Elloty b L g
550
214 NEW HISTORIES, 35,50 i
oA 1621 Pheain Albumn as Fodkbore,
21:3 PHOTOGOFESET ISSUE, $5.50 Harold Allcr. Walker Evans.
21:2 Samoee, Photography amd $3.00
L o WMCLIROOE, Criticism, Heinecken, Offset
Postmosdernism, Mash Partfolic. $3.00
#Mnm' o 15:2 Ansel Adams, Arget, Hume,
20:4 Sex s Subject, John Sayer, $3.00
mer_"m_‘?“- S ; 1 Chsterbrwdge, Pallerson.
e LK SRR OO ks, Malcolm, Rejlander, $3.00
Tohn Pinhl, MEA Survey, 5300 3 :
: 14d:4 Mimor Whate, Realizm,
20:2 Taha G._Hmt H-:.mmr. Vam Monographs, Fruend, $3.00
Deren Coke Inlerview, 53,00 131,34 5600
19:4 Pencil of Nabare 11, lma’s
Phatagraphers, Bibliography, To ceder. sewd mo momey mow: simply
55,00 indscate the quantity of cach 1ssee you
19:3 WOMEN IN PHOTOGRAPHY: wiouhd like 1o receive. You will be ballad For
Lacy. Clarke, Bibhography those issses that are availsble, plus postage
Fortfodia, $3,00 charges, Albow 4-6 weeks Tor delivery
12 Black Seerentypes: Wright Send orders to Society for Photo-
Moeris, Brave, Reflections graphic Education, P.0. Box 1651,
Pomfolio, $3.00 FDR Post Office, Hew Yaork, HY
18:1 Vamadoe, loc Jschna, John 101540,
Divola, Marked Landscapes
Portfolio, $3.00 e Ml
Vil TEACHING PHOTOMGEAPHY: Ablgasl Solomon-Godeau on =Wisning ihe
Dsubile Tvsne, 32 Authors, Ciame 'When the Reles Have Been Changed: An
0,05 Phoscgraphy and Posmodernism™
18:2 R. Adams, Greeting Cards, Cathering Lord on Diane Arbus
West Coast Sk, Sweichen, 53.00
1811 Brumfeld, Schlereth, Searle, o e e
Critvea! fiarory - An Exvay Beview and An
Estabook, 3.0 Interview with bonathas Ciroen
17:4 Snagskaes, Advemsing,
Pularusd, Walter Benjamin, DI N e
£3.00
17:3 Moggle, Reece, Mismach,
Sterecscopy, Rephotography,
£3.00




