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Larry Clark:
Drugs and Violence,
Rhythm and Blues

“y
ou el us what kind of

a person you think Lamy Clark is after you've
examined his great work of art.” With these words
the prosecuting district attormey waved a copy of the
recently published TTU/LSA in the air and admitted it
in evidence, The jurors took this book with them
into the jury room during their deliberations and it
became the “chiel weapon™ against the defendant,
Lewis LeGrand Clark Jr_, then 31 years of age, ac-
cused of armed robbery.

For most people Tulsa is not a book but the
oil capital of an oil state, the land of the great land-
rush, and of James Cagney playing the Okiahoma
Kid, a classic example of the pecaliarly American
breed of outlaw/hero whao loves the judge’s daughter,
and wheao outwits and out-philosophizes both the good
and ihe bad (played here by Bogart in black). Tulsa
was seftled by the Creek Indians, who were driven
off their Alabama homelands in what became known
as the “Trail of Tears,” a forced migration which
killed half of them. Their tragedy was completed
later when they were driven off by the westward
movement of the land-hungry white man once again.

Today Tulsa is a modern city surrounded
by oil pumps and large ranches, a city which boasts
the largest open-plan exhibition space in the world,
the Intermational Petroleum Exhibition Hall. Each
year entire families come to sce one of the largest
and most impressive events of all, the Annual Gun
and Knife Show. On display is enough hardware 1o
supply an army. Quiside the Hall there is a Paul
Bunyan-sized statwe of an oil ng worker which is
matched by what is said 1o be the largest free-standing
bronze sculpture in the world, praying hands ai the

City of Faith, Oral Robents University, nearby. De-
signer jeans are more prevalent than rednecks.

For a few thousand people Tulsa is not a
place as much as it is a season in hell, a book done
more than a decade ago by Lamry Clark about his
fricnds, drugs, violence, sex, death, and the cycles
of addiction. TULSA began with a brief introduction:
“i was born in tulsa oklahoma in 1943." After this
we leam that the decisive fact is that at sixteen Clark
started “shooting speed.”™ The result or antidote 1o
his first sixieen years of life was a drug habit and
an outlaw lifestyle. The conditions of his life and
his identity were summed up in the founh line of
this brief story: “once the needle goes in it never
comes oul.” The pictures that followed confessed
the central factors of this existence.

TULSA proceeded mostly as pairs of pic-
fures, one [0 & page, significant combinations of
images that often served to develop character or move
an action forward in time to extend a situation in
almost cinematic narrative fashion. We sec: a person
holding a gun/the same person in bed with a gunshot
wound, a person injecting a drugithe same person
experiencing the blurry “rush™ after, an arm with a
trickle of blood from a vein in the wrist'a face with
a tormented expression “coming down.” There were
longer thematic sequences also. These usually de-
scribed progress toward death, as when we see a
couple in bed, naked, shooting up/the same girl preg-
nant injecting herself or an older woman outside with
Mowers'a baby in a coffin,

Amnother, the last sequence in the 1963 sec-
tion of the book, shows the phases of a young
woman's progressive erosion; pretty and well-kept
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at first, she appears increasingly disheveled, con-
fused, then dead. These simple conrasis of before
and after, and the farger thematic sequences power-
fully established meanings and communicated ac-
tion, both of time (the destoyer) and the charscters
{the victims). Dates played a very imporant part in
shaping our experience of that book, linking chrono-
bogy with characters,

This infamous and long out-of-print book-
work has been reissued by Clark in a fecsimile edi-
tion. He has also just published a second book, an
autobiographical and confessional work titled Teen-
age Lust. Like his first book, it too is about his
friends, sex, drugs, violence, death, and the cycles
of addiction. In this sense it is a continuation of
TULSA. But unlike that book, with its sparse text
and four dozen pictures, Teemage Lust contains al-
most 30 pages of dense text spoken by Clark trans-
cribed from tapes. (The quoted excerpts throughout
this essay are reproduced verbatim from TU/L5A and
Teenage Liss.) He has said it is as if we were “caves-
dropping on a convict telling his story to his cell

There are about ninely photographs, more
than twice the number in TULSA, including about
two dozen photographs of Clark himself. Thene i 3
snapshot of his mom and dad and himsell as a young
boy seated 2t a table in a restaurant is the frontispiece.
followed by an even younger Clark holding a small
plastic camera. Later we see him as a teenager with
the great thythm and blues musician Jimmy Reed.
There are also many photographs of himself nude.
These snapshots and the many others throughout the
book are an important part of the look and feel of
this intensely, painfully personal book.

Six color polaroids are reproduced, inchad-
ing four taken while in prison. One of these is of a
black and white photograph of an electric chair. The
athers are a portrait of Clark on New Year's Eve in
his cell, a group of prison buddies, and another pris-
aner holding his child. These arc followed by two
more, one taken immediately after prison, and
another, a vear later, which shows Clark’s
psychological and physical readjustment. In addition
to the snapshots, photographs of snapshots, and
photographs, there is a montage of about twenty

photographs depicting teenagers performing a variety
of sex acts in pairs and groups. Four pages of news-
paper clippings, describing arrests, trials, efc., as
well as a copy of the warrant for his armest for “assaalt
and battery with a deadly weapon with intent to kill,”
provide evidence and information supporting the
lext.

Although Teenage Lust follows a linear
chronology, it is much looser and less systematic
than TULSA. It is less of a bookwork and more of
a documentary photobook, almost an album or scrap-
book with assorted documents and keepsakes with
captions and tithes printed by hand below the pictures.
It reminds us of another autchiographical book by
his friend Danny Seymour, A Lowd Song, and is in
fact dedicated to both Seymour, who is now dead,
and his book. (This book was also published by
Lustrum Press around the time TULSA was first pab-
lished.) The stated theme of “teenage lust” is actually
only a motif: the real subject of Teenage Lust is
Clark himself, his life and his photography before,
during, and after TLALSA.

“My grandfather was L.C. Crump, my
grandmother was Ora Crump. and her father was a
full blocded Indian.” Thus begins the story of an
American boy bom and raised in Tulsa and proud
of it. His father, a traveling salesman, met and mar-
ried Clark’s mother soon after she graduated from
high school in Tulsa. The parents traveled exien-
sively selling books for a Chicago-based company
so the children were raised primarily by the grand-
parents. Clark had two sisters, one older and one
YOUNGET.

While Clark was still a child his grandfather
wenl to the hospital and never refurned, a fact that
raised suspicions in his impressionable mind. There
was talk that the man died because he refused o be
castrated. Soon the grandmother whom he loved
dearly began having strokes and acting strangely
She was finally struck by a car and killed while on
her way to the store. He felt responsible for her
death, but his guilt was repressed and transposed —




this profound trauma became a “movie.” and a
“drama,” not real life. It is no accident that he feels
this way about his photographs as well,

Eventually the parents stopped traveling and
went into the business of photographing babies. The
mother worked all day and often into the night -
six 3275 for 510,95 — as the father slowly but stead-
ily withdrew from family life. When Clark was in
seventh grade he recalls sitting in the living room
as his father walked by and sald, “You look like
shit.” Afier this, he no longer spoke to his son and
stayed upstairs in his room. Just exactly what he did
upstairs remained a mystery for a number of Vears
until one day it was discovered that his father was
watching T.V. This episode is described with a greal
deal of resentment as well as guilt; the father Laught
him nothing, and perhaps that is what the young boy
with no self-esteem deserved,

In the cighth grade Clark was thrown out
of school for fighting with a teacher, The only school
that would take him then was on “the other side of
the tracks.” Here he met the people who became the
main subpects of his life and his ph-,r||_:-_|_lr.||'|h:..' wirk
Billy Mann (“a litle tough kid™), David Roper (“a
real termor™), and Jackie Davis (“the toughest kid in
the school” and a five time looser before he died
from an overdose). Nome of Clark's friends had
fathers. He alone would finish high schoal. At six-
teen Clark was six feet tall, 120 pounds, had big
cars and a big nose, was injecting amphetamine,
“stammering like crazy,” and going door to door as
a baby photographer for his mother, He says he hated
himself,

45 his parents became more deeply involved in a
national organization of professional photographers
they began to think that photography could be a
career for their son. They soon met a certain charis-
mauc person who said he would get Clark into an
art school in Milwaukee and teach him photography
Clark went there and jokingly recalls becoming an
“artist.” He learned to use available light and espe-
cially to shoot into the light to create an effect, an
acsthetic, which granulates and softens the hard
world, similar to cenain drug experiences.

In 1963 he retumed to Tulsa and his friends
and made the photographs that were included in the

first section of TULSA. Others are included in Teen-
age Lust. These photographs describe the ups and
downs of the drug, We see anxiety, injections, the
“rush,” parties, horror, ecstasy and death, The by
given over to sensation seeks the total thrill and is
driven by the largely unconscious quest for self-
annihilation, Like a modern passion play, we see a
drama of guilt and expiation through suffering and
death unfold before our astonished e VEE,

In 1964 he went to New York City and was
drafted. Two vears in the army go by without men-
ton. Then in 1967 he is in the Fast Village. using
heroine, playing music, and Iving with and off a
group of prostimtes, some of whom WENE VEry suc-
cessful at getting drugs from doctors. In 1968 hi
reums o Tulsa “to produce a movie on police
characters and what makes them tick,™ as the news-
paper article describing his arrest for possession of
marnjuana pul it. Portions of this lootage —
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scrafched, over-exposed, grey, and impersonal —
are wsed 1o express or evoke 1968 in that section of
TULSA. They evoke violence done to self and others.
We sce a hideous gash, hard faces, and a beating.
In Teenage List the same quality of film strips is
used 1o show a couple in bed having sex. On another
page we see a strip of film of a man laughing and
frozen st the same time.

He ends up in Santa Fe with a rich college
girl, recovering from all the hard drugs and getting
“healthy.” He says: “1 got to relive all my teenage
years as a normal teenager, just a normal kid with
all those real teenagers, but I'm older. 50 1 got o
relive it under perfect conditions. And it was all real
inmocent and all real healthy.... We would all take
acid and smoke weed, play....” Then Clark’s
younger sister arrived “fucked up on speed with her
putlaw husband. And old me Tulsa was shaking
with my two oldest friends back in action.” He re

turned to Tulsa two days after Billy Mann had died
from an overdose,

Billy Mann is the central symbol of TLULSA.
The last picture of him alive is the cover photo
Inside the book his picture is labeled “dead 1970.7
On the page next o it there is a statement, “death
is more perfect than life.” It is as if the evidence has
been weighed and the judgement brought in. Holding
a gun, as if for the snapshot portrait which catches
him a5 he looks o one side, Billy seems a child,
not a dead man, his gun a oy, not a lethal weapon.
An air of harmless inmocence, childish weakness,
and unconscious purity betrays our sense of the
meaning of all that has gone before. Our understand-
ing reaches its limit. A iragic sense of life commum-
cates with full force the absurd, opagee juncture of
life and death.

The paitern of turmoll and torment object-
ificd in the photographs and explained detail in
the afterword in Teenage Lust describe a pattern of
contradictions over which these individuals or, by
implication, many others as well, have no control.
The structure of TLILSA, the sequence of the photo-
graphs, and the testimony of Clark"s autobiography
reveal the unceasing modification of personality as
it submits to the dual mechanisms of time and habit.
Victims of their own willing, these characters” lives
are strictly determined within the very narmow limits
of a sordid world. We see a world detached Irom
any moral considerations and driven to destruction
by a vacuum within. Death hums in the background:
“once the needle goes in il pEver comes oul.”

These facts sustain the deadly pessimism
of Clark’s photography. People submerged in ther
habits are unconscious of the lurger world in which
they live; they are also unaware of the very meaning
of their lives, Their nihilism makes destiny separate
from awareness. In these photographs we see life
and death with the cold glass eye of the camera. We
notice the baby in the coffin, for example, but we
find ourselves drawn to the way the minister’s hair
is 50 crisply partesd

The gun is both symbol and reality, altes
nately self-destruction and manhood. We scnse that
the gun, like sex and drugs, compensates tor human
futility and eases the way 1o oblivion, Violence, sex
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and drugs are all tools of power, coercion, and con-
trol, repeatedly linked to physical and emotional vio-
lence aguinst sell and others. “1971" continues:
bahies are born dead, mothers dic, people shoot
themselves and others, brothers and sisters commit
incest, children are corrupted. Writing about this
period Clark said, “1 knew | had 1o have some vio-
lence...sex and drugs, but | had no idea it was going
10 be the kids next door_” In the absence of fathers,
obder brothers become the teachers.

TULEA was published and became & sensa-
tion. Clark returned to Tulsa “to take the heat,” but
also o return to his people and 1o the only life he
knew, the kind of exciting life that “makes photo-
graphs happen.” Everyone who knew him told him
that those dayvs were over, bat what did they know.

S0 anyway | go back and | start photo-
graphing where | laft off. | had photo-
graphed the kids at the end of the TULSA

book...and started photographing them.
And they wore like fifteen years old, right?
5o then | saw what they were into, these
little kids. And | starbed thinking about
things | hadn't photographed when | was
a kid because | hadn't been a photo-
grapher then... Skip’s firsl shot. Real cute.
Viki's brother Alex on ‘ludes in Oklahoma
City..

The cover of Teenage Lust 15 a photograph
done at this time of a couple of kids engaged in
foreplay in the hackseat of a car. This is the mythic
back seat, the locus of the American teenagers” court-
ing ritual which everyone knows aboul, whene many
have been, but which has never been photographed.
It is presented to us here as the symbol that epitomizes
Teenape Lust as well as “teenage lust.”

Bui the picture is not the reality, il is a
document of the fantasy, both Clark"s and our own
In both Teenage Lust and in TULSA sex is either
meaningless or meaningfully bleak. We are reminded
of the “ganghang” photograph from TULSA: it shows
three kids, nude, waiting for more drugs and sex
while on the wall above them a monster in o poster
from some homor film watches.

We may recall Marshall Mcl.uban®™s in-
terprefation of these monsters in his book The
Mechanical Bride:

for those from whom the sex acl is merely
the meeting and manipulation of body
parts, there often remains a hunger which
can be called metaphysical but is not rec-
ognized as such, and which seeks satis-
faction in physical danger, or sometimes
in torture, suicide or murder. Many of the
Frankenstein fantasies depend on the
horror of a synthetic robot running amok
in revenge for s lack of ‘soul’..a dim
resentment of it being deprived full
human status?

In retrospect, it looks like Clark’s returmn 1o
TULSA leads directly 1o the penitentiary. But first
he runs amok. He lives for two years with a prostilule

r————
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who “tricks” doctors in exchange for drugs. They
trave] arouwnd the country in a hearse and, for a while,
two hearses. As lime goes on he becomes increas-
ingly out of control, He shoots one person, stabs
amother, is arrested for shoplifting, drunk driving,
camying & weapon while on parcle, etc, Finally, he
i given a five year sentence. lronically, jail probably
saved his life.

it seemed so stupid, it just seemed 8o
dumb. All of it. See, | don’t know: you just
get info a kind of lite, and i, you know,
snowballs on you...lt's not so sasy to get
in and jump out. Have things make sense.
And you can't organize and order. You
don't have these choices, you just do
what you have to do. | mean, for soma
reason when you look back on this, and
| mean, doing the TULSA book aven, how
could someone do that! How could some-
one be that kind of worker, do thal kind
of work, ba that kind of photographer, un-

less they were looking at it, you know, In
a funiny way! | mean, Billy Mann way back
then used to say to me, “This lsn't a play
Larry. This Isn't a movie. This is real fuck-
In* lite.” S0 it was real Iife. And other
people didn't think it was a play or film,
but | did,

There is a photograph in Teenage L of
Clark. He has no shirt on and a belt is tied around
his arm, still bleeding from an inpection. His hands
are up as if the camera was & gun pointed at him.
He 15 very stoned and at the same tume dragged
iward self-awareness by being photographed. He
sgems helpless, pinned like o butterfly against the
wall, a victim of his own willing, courling death in
the sensational aliemation of ecstasy and despair,
This meage of himself as the tragic fool, not the
lovely fantasy of teenage sax, is the real symbol of
his autobiography. Clark s world 15 a vernacular the-
ater of cruclty. His life is like thai described by
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Antonin Araud in *On Suicide”™ — “a radiance of
dead ends that culminates in me.”

The phenomenon expressed in TULSA and
Teenage Lust characterizes an impulse of our age.
Artaud, the visionary madman and addict, who de-
clared himself to be “the man who has best charted
his inmost self,” may fumnish us with insight into
the mechanism of this impulse. Anaod writes:

I'm & man who has lost his life and is
seeking by every means to reintegrate it
in its proper place. In a way I'm the
animator of my whole vitality; a vitality
more precious to me than consclence for
what to others is only the means of being
a Man is for me the whole Reason.

This devalustion of conscience is intrinsic to the
slow suicide of drugs. We should recognize its logic.

Time, implying the linear organization of
life into past. present and future, cannot exist. The
writhen and unwritten |'|h||1'm|'|ph'_., of ':-I""l'-""" i
philosophy very much a part of our age, is rooled
in sensation, the physical body and its vitality, This
body mediates between what we regard as “1” and
the world “out there.” The world for us depends
upon this body. Linked to the world in countless
ways, it belongs less to us than us to it. It has mo
past or fulure; it is always the present itsell, The use
of drugs plunges one into this world without time,
a world all now, where one can only live for the
moment, where one is forced to submit o the com-
mands of the moment. We should not be surprised,
theen, that someons immersed in this world is unable
o hear a message about the future, for there is none
Morality does not exist. Conscience cannot exist. In
a world that negates time death can have no meaning,
it just happens.

This picture of Clark as tragic fool is fol-
lowed by two photographs, two frames shot in suc-
cesspon of himself and his “girl” reflected in a mirmor.
she is shooting up and he is photographing them.
In the other picture they are both making “cheesy ™
smiles for the camera. On the adjacent page we see
her again. She is holding some printed matter which

14

says in bold letiers, “1 AM ONE OF GOD'S MIS-
TAKES.” Below this, in smaller type, “Now He's
Coming o Erase Me.”

Clark is paroled on the condition that he
leaves Oklahoma. He goes 1o New York City. The
book concludes with 16 photographs taken on 42nd
Street of male prostitutes, mastly teenagers. These
children no longer have anything to lose but them-
sclves. They, like the kids next door in Tulsa, have
been educated by the street and leamed 10 live by
their wits and the wisdom of their reflexes, without
thinking. They sell their sex because the only thing
they have is their vitality, But why is Clark interesied
in them?

Prostitution is a metaphor for consumer 5o
ciety. One works at a job one does not like in order
1o gl money to buy what one does like, The central
myth is one of metamorphosis through consumption
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This fantasy of wranscendance, this illusion, some-
how makes reality bearable (although it often makes
reality less bearable). Drugs epitomize the conditions
of our world. Like Alice in Wonderland, all one
need do is 1ake a pill and be transformed. Our whole
notion of freedom of choice has become freedom of
choice in the market place.

This may explain the reason why Clark ends
up on 42nd Street — now Clark, too, is a hustler,
4 prostitule, servicing the despised “Johns.” He is
the artist selling his sex { Teenage Lust) and the story
of his manhood (TE/LSA) 10 a bourgeois andience
who enjoys these voyeuristic offerings from an un-
derworld it will never directly encounter, except
perhaps as “Johns™ or as victims of a crime. His
sudience must be primarily heterosexual because he
says that the gallery-goers missed the point of the

photographs of the hustlers. They did not understand
“the look.” His autobiography ends on this note:
“The picture is of what the kid is offering. The kid
is offering himself...it"s all polished up. It's point
of sale.”

Walker Evans, in a book review in 1931,
pointed out that there was a corpse in one of the
books under discussion “because you like nice pic-
tures.” On one level, this ugly and horifying account
of the life of a “bad guy™ is a classic example of
what in French is described as éparer le bourgeoisie,
in this case immaculately printed by Meriden Gra-
vure on a lovely coated stock, and sewn.

These deluxe edition nightmares are the
story of someone’s life, We are given an example
of that vision of moral ruin that has formed much
greal an for two centuries, except here is a per-
sonalized wversion, nof the disasters of war but a
personal Guernica, a visual dirge on a tragic theme,
In this sense there is nothing new here — hope turms
1o despair, dreams tum into nightmares. Clark s auto-
biography is a negative self-realization, a public
proclamation of failure, dead ends, and a seemingly
ingvitable loss of control and self, Il we condemn
him, we condemn the world that made him what he
is, as well as ourselves as members and participants
in the same culture. This, and not MNancy Reagan’s
cheerful and naive notions of drug rehabilitation, is
cultural reality. Clark is an artist, a mouthpiece that
gives expression 1o a segment of society far removed
from polite society. His art is symbol and symptom,
implicated in collective realities shaping the faic of
CHIT BOCTELY.

Creative expression reveals realities of com-
munity life. Censorship and repression cannot
change those realities by simply refusing to recognize
or accept them. In so doing it builds up social illa-
sions hike the beliefl that more jails will solve the
cnme problem. The result of such social illusions is
the eventual collapse under the impact of reality that
was refused recognition. It is and always has been
the role of critical realism and negative art to dispell
cultural illusion and show things as they are. Because
facts seldom speak for themselves they must be made
into myth, symbol, and significant representations




that express the life from which they arise. With this
in mind, let us return to the final pages of Teenage
Lust.

The penultimate photograph is of another
gangbang that apparently made Clark realize that his
life on 42nd Street had come 10 a dead end. The
final photograph is a touching photograph of a tat-
tered snapshot of three little boys dressed up for a
photograph. The caption is “Brothers. .. Last Page.”
We assume these are the same boys involved in the
sordid scene in the preceding picture although this
really does not matter. The final note struck by this
optimistic snapshot is one of hitlerness, resentment
and the disappointment of failed or lost possibility.
The kids from TULSA, as well as the 42nd Street
bovys, and Clark himazlf, have grown up all wrong.

There seems to be only one regret expressed
in Clark's text, however — regret for a piciure nod
made, a photograph that would have been “sensa-
tional™ and, therefore, desired by the audience. The
regred is that Clark was too stoned on Quaaludes 1o
make a picture of a scene that was taking place right
in front of him — one man with a knife holding
another man, a naked fat man with a gun, against
the wall and culting him with the knife slowly. All
he had to do was pick up the camera and press the
trigger.

Autobiography is often a form of self-crea-
tion or recreation, a celebration of self. But here
there is nothing to celebrate and a great deal to de-
spise. Life itself, having survived all of this, is even
a cause for guilt because of all the people who did
not survive. This confession makes Clark look bad,
and he knows it. But it also makes many other people
ook bad: the doctors who trade sex for drugs, the
hustlers who despise their clients, the audience who
desires voyeuristic gratification and especially well
illustrated true-to-life views of “how the other half
lives,” the pharmaceutical companies that manufac-
ture much of the stulf driving these people crazy,
fathers who do nol or did not falk to their sons,
lawyers who get criminals off the hook for handsome
fees, women who prostitute themselves for the men
they love, and 50 on. Critics, and especially feminist
critics, will find this life story to be an encyclopedia

of all that is despicable. The worst things that can
be said about photographers and photography will
be proven true by Clark's work,

It makes everybody look bad.

Documentary photography did exist as a
credible and cohesive, though diverse, international
movement during the 1930s, characierized by a siyle
and a strong commitment to contemporary reality
with an eye toward changing the way things are by
showing what needed to be corrected. This autiude
had an important effect on the mythology of liberal
journalism. The most memorable work done in this
period is best described as critical realism, but it has
been discussed as expression, documentary expres-
sion, and as passionate subjectivity vivifying fact.

Thizs no doubt accounts for the popular no-
tion of the unreiouched photograph’s unquestionable
puthenticity, a belief often at odds with its true status.
For example, two of the greatest photographs in
American history are both fabrications: Flag Eaizsing
at Iwo Jima and Gardener's photograph of the dead
rebel sharpshooter. One is the permanent symbol of
the triumph of the American will to win. The other
symbolized the tragedy and loss of the Civil War,
Obviously, truth yvields 1o belief, and social needs
are ofien the occasion for mythic projection regard-
less of the facts.

Today documentary is a pseudo-category
that loosely refers to anyone working in a realistc
manner, the documentary siyle as Walker Evans
called it. The concept of documentary has also been
extended backward in time; our recent rediscovery
of photography has sent people into the wasiebaskets
of history 1o discover all kinds of imagery made for
a wide variety of reasons other than an or documen-
tary. The problem is obvious: if Atget, Gene Smith,
Lewis Hine, and Larry Clark are all documentary
photographers, what does this category mean? One
answer is that it means many different things. Since
Robert Frank, so-called documentary work has
tumed away from the classical, seemingly more ob-
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jective style of Atget and Evans, to a more subjective,
expressionistic and personal mode. History is no
longer subject, it has given way o confession and
autobiography.

We see ourselves, friends, the facts of our
world, the cars we drive, the houses we live in, the
clothing we wear. This social mission has been re-
garded as a noble enterprise: we are shown cultural
reality to dispell cultural illusion, The sign on
Dorothea Lange's darkroom door for nearly fifty

Vinnie

years is characteristic: “The contemplation of things
& they are without emror or confusion, without sub-
sUlution or imposture, is in itself a nobler thing than
a whole harvest of invention.” This noble function,
as well as the larger objectives of the documentary
MOVEemenl, were soon co-opted, lost or taken over
by the collective enterprise called Eroup or photojour-
nalism. The result has been the corporate manage-
ment of contemporaneity now scaled down 1o 2 more
patlatable and less demanding version called the daily

iy



news. In this context “documentary photography™
had to change. had to become more subjective, exis-
tential, autobiographical as well as more detached,
ironic, hostile and emotional.

But realism has “acceptable limits™ beyond
which one does nol go without eaming society’s
wrath for violating conventions. Clark"s work strains
these limits, showing and telling us things we have
mever imagined or suspected, much of which we
miay nod even want to know because it is ugly, painful
or embarrassing. But it is precisely his romantic quest

Br‘-:h—"]ﬁ':_.-_'.

for personality, a quest propelled by the conditions
of ordinary life and shared by many others, ikt
revedls a background of social erosion to which &
contributes and forms a part. Clark’s career provides
us with a few permanent symbols as well as a great
deal of storyielling which cuts to the hean of our
timse; loss of self, exploitative sexuality, narcissim
are conlemporary issues whose destructive conse-
quences are everywhere apparent. Mow we are of-
fered case studies of extreme and even exemplary
conditions which are very real and pervasive.
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Consider these two statements:

Daguerreotypes taken by this vivid sun-
light are glorious things. It is very nearly
the same thing as carrying off the palace
=alf: every chip of stone and stain Is
there, and of course there s no mistake
about proportions ... It Is a noble inven-
tion — say what they will of it — and any-
one who has worked and blundered and
stammerad as | have done for four days,
and then sees the thing he has been try-
ing to do so long In vain done perfectly
and faultlessly in half a minute won't
abuse it afterwards.

Photographs have an Inimitable mechan-
ical refinement and their legal evidence
is of great use if you know how 1o cross-
examine them. They are popularly sup-
posed to be ‘true’ and, at the worst, they
are 80, in the sense In which an echo is
true to @ conversation of which it omits
the most important syllables and re-dupli-
cates the rest, But this truth of mens trans-
cripl has nothing to do with Art, popularly
s0 called, and will never superseda i,

The first quotation is from a letter written by Ruskin
1o his father from Venice on 7 Ociober 1845: the




second is an excerpt from his essay, The Art of En-
graving, published over twenty years later. That he
had largely reversed his opinion of photography is
interesting though not surprising. It would, after all,
be unusual for someone 10 hold precisely the same
views on a subject over a peniod of twenty years,
and especially in the case of Ruskin, who took as
much pride in the public recantation of earlier opin-
jons as he did in their original expression. ‘I am
never satisfied that [ have handled a subject prop-
erly.” he declared ‘until | have contradicted myself
at Jeast three times.” Contradictions abound in his
reactions (o and judgements on photography, though
it is possible to chan a course through the maze of
his opinions.

In his sutobiography, Praeterita, Ruskin
described how he first came (o hear about the inven-
tion of photography.

It must have been during my last days at
Oncford that Mr. Liddel ... told me of the
original experiments of Daguerre. My
Parisian friends obtained for me the best
examples of his resuits and the plates
sent to me in Oxford were certainly the
first examples of the sun's drawings that
wene ever geen In Oxiord and, | belleve,
the first sent to England. Wholly careless
at that time of finished detall, | saw no-
thing in the daguerrectype to help or
alarm ma; and angquirsd Nno Mo CONCam-
ing It.

Examined closely, it is difficull 1o accept
al face value what Ruskin says in that passage. Rus-
kin refers to “my last days at Oxford,* which indicates
a date of 1841. If Ruskin was not mistaken in his
recollection (he was approaching old age when he
wrote his autobiographical account and his mind had
been clouded with bouts of madness) then his as-
sumption that he had obtained ‘the first [daguer-
reotypes] sent 0 England” was plainly wrong. As
early as September 1B39 — just three months after
the announcement of the daguemeotype process in
Paris — the pioncer photographic portraitist Antoine
Claudet imported daguerreotypes from France which
he submitted to Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.

Afierwands, in March 1840, the daguermeotypes wene
exhibited at the Royal Society, then sold from
Clandets shop in High Holbom. Advertisements for
these appeared in the Athenaenm, the journal whose
criticism of Turner in 1844 was to lead to Ruoskin
wriling the first volume of Modern Painters.

Whatever the actual date of Ruskin's first
contact with daguerreolypes, his interest in the pro-
cess and its polential significance did not strike him
until 1845 when he was in Venice. There, Ruskin
wrote in Praererita, he found

a French artist producing exquisiely
bright small plates which contained,
under a lens, the Grand Canal or Si
Mark's Palace as if a maglcian had re-
duced the reality to be carried away into ’
an enchanted land. The little gems of pic-
tures cosis a Napoleon aach; but with 200
francs | bought the Grand Canal from the
Salute to the Rialto; and packed It away
in thoughtiess triumph. | had no time then
to think of the new power, or its mean-
ings, my days were overweighted ak
ready.

‘Owverweighted” though his days may have
been — Ruskin was in [taly to scquire a knowledge
of religious figurative painting in preparation for the
second volume of Modern Painters — his Praeteria
account, either deliberately or through loss of mem-
ory, diminishes his original enthusiastic reaction
those highly detailed, mirror-like images of Venice.
His letters writien at the time almost burst with the
excitement of a revelation: for instance, that quoied
ai the beginning of this anicle and another wnittes
io his father, eight days later on 15 Ociober 1845,
in which he assered thal “among all the mechamical
poison that this terrible 19th century had poured upon
men it has given us at any rate one antidole — the
daguerrentype. It's a most blessed invention, that's
what it i5.”

Within a vear Huskin had acquired his ows
daguerrcotype outfit and taken it with him on a tos
through France, Italy and Switzerland, made in g
company of hiz parents, It was not Buskin who took
the daguerreotypes — that task was left to his young
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valet and amanuensis, ‘George” Hobbs. George, so-
called because his real Christian name, John, was
just one too many in the Ruskins' household, was
the first in & long line of secrctaries and assistants.
He entered Ruskin's service in 1841, at the age of
sevenicen. Ruskin recalled him indefatigably carry-
ing the “linle’ daguerreotype box (hardly *little” with
its silvered copper plates, bottles of mercury and
other solutions, but then Ruskin did not have to carry
ity up the mountains and taking the first daguer-
reatype of the Matterhorn in 1849. In common with
most painters who took to photography (D.0O. Hill,
Rossetti, Delacroix and Millais are but a few exam-
ples), Ruskin assumed the role of director, leaving
the complicated and messy technical and chemical
manipulations to his assistant. Only rarely were Rus-
kin's photographs ‘made by my own setting of the
camera,” a5 he quaintly described it.

By August 1846 Ruskin was becoming
aware of the differences between his own precise
drawings and the daguerreotypes he had begun to
make. "My drawings are truth,” he wrote in a letter
o W.H. Harrison, “wo literal perhaps: so says my
father, so says not the daguerreotype. for it beals
me grievously. | have allied mysell with it: sith it
mey o betier be, and have brought away some pre-
ciows records from Florence. It is certainly the most
marvzlous invention of the century, given us, [ think,
st in time 00 save some evidence from the great
public of wreckers. As regards art, 1 wish it had
mever been discovered, it will make the eye too fas-
Eidious 1o accept mere handling.®

Ruskin's reference (o saving ‘some evi-
dence from the great public of wreckers® reveals his
concem for the state of many great architeciural mas-
terpieces. All over Europe he saw irmeplaceable
buildings crumbling away through neglect or being
vandalised by unsympathetic or unskilled restorers.
There was a limit to what he could do to record these
baildings by drawing: firsily, such drawings were
msufficiently detailed; secondly, given the immen-
sity and urgency of the task, drawing wok far too
long. Photography appeared 1o provide an ideal sol-
ution. ‘The greatest service which can at present be
rendered to architeciure,” he wrode in his preface to
the second edition of The Seven Lamps of Architec-
ture,

Is the caretul delineation . . . by means of
photography. | would particularly desire
to direct the attention of amateur photo-
graphers to this task: earnestly requiring
them to bear in mind that while a photo-
graph of landscape is merely an amusing
toy, one of earty architecture is a precious
historical document; and that this ar-
chitecture should be taken, not marely
when it presents itself under picturesque
general forms, bul stone by stone, and
sculpture by sculpture; seizing every op-
portunity afforded by scaffolding to ap-
proach it closely and putting the camera
in any position that will command the
sculpture wholly without regard to the re-
sultant distortions of the vertical lines:
such distortion cas always be allowed for
once the delails are completely obtained,

It was in The Seven Lamps that Ruskin first
used daguerrentypes, “taken under my supervision,*
for his illustrations, When he was in Venice during
the Winter and Spring periods of 184%/50 and 1851/2
he made and commissioned daguercotypes and, for
the first time, calotypes which he intended 1o publish
in companion folios 1o The Stones of Venice, When
the first volume of that work appeared in 1851 it
was accompanied by the first of these folios, entitled
Examples of the Architecture of Venice. *1 have used
the help of the daguermeotype without scruple in com-
pleting many of the mezzotinted subjecis,” Ruskin
confessed, “and | much regret that artists in general
do not think it worth their while 1o perpetuate some
of the beautiful effects which the daguerreotype alone
can seize,’

Ruskin intended 1o publish twelve folios,
but the series was abandoned after the third pan
without any illustrations based on calotypes appear-
ing at all. Mevertheless, Ruskin remained interested
in the idea of a photographic record of Yenice. The
city was under Austrian domination and Ruskin was
concernied that it might be seriously damaged in any
conflict between the ltalians and the Austrians. In
1859 he was chairman of a meeting of the shori-lived
Architectural Photographic Association when G.E.
Street, one of the leading architects of the Gothic

Fal




revival, gave a lecture on Venetian architecture,
using his own photographs as illustrations. After-
wards, Ruskin spoke at length, expressing his ap-
preciation of the photographs. He believed that it
was not possible 1o tell what a building was like
from an artist's representation. He supposed that art-
ists lost their heads, as others lost their hears, for
he had seen a great deal more illusory painting by
hisz own favourite, Turner, than by anybody else;
and therefore if Venice was to be preserved they
should look mainly 1o the aid of the photograph-
er's ar.

Fuskin's belief in the value of the photo-
graphic architectural record was his only consistent
attitade towards photography. Owver the next thirty
years while he was changing his mind about the
virtues of the *sun stains,” as he later termed photo-
graphs, he was continually dispatching assistants (o
purchase, commission of take photographs and make
sketches of all the buildings he considered precious
and vulnerable. From Rouven in 1867, William Ward
sent him drawings and large photographs of old
houses that had recenily been demolished. “The
drawings are all safe and very beautiful they are,”
Ruskin wrote to him, * and the photographs of great
vitlue 1o me. " Also al Rouen in 1830 Anthur Burgess,
an engraver, had scaffolding erected in order that
photographs of the West Front of the Cathedral could
be taken for him.

Ruskin himsell was at Venice in 1871 di-
recting the work of photographers, artists and
sculptors, collecting examples for his 5. George's
Muscum at Sheffield. This was his opporunity 1o
realise his ambition of an exiensive photographic
record of the city, documenting it almost lierally
stome by stone. In the 5t George's collections are
photographs showing the major palaces and churches
of Wenice, details of columns and mouldings,
sculpture and mosaic, as well as charming studies
taken of the less ostentatious little streels and
Walerways.

His most extensive use of architeciural
photographs as illustration was in The Bible of
Amiens, published in parts between |RED and 1885,
This was pari of a series, never completed, about
Christian history and architecture sssociated with
various centres. In an appendix o the work Ruskin

el

explained that ‘the quatrefoils on the foundation of | Hiro]
the West front of Amiens Cathedral ... had never.
been engraved or photographed in any form accessi-
ble 1o the public until last year [1880) when [ com-
missioned M. Kalienbacher, & Passage du Com-
merce, who had photographed them for M. Viollet
le Duc, to obtain negatives of the entire series ..
The proofs are entirely satisfactory to me and ex-)
tremely honourable 1o M, Kaltenbachers skill.” Rus- =
kin went on to state that he “directed their setting 50
that the entire succession of the quatrefoils might be
included in 18 plates; the front and two sides of the
pedestal raise their number to 21, the whole, un
mounted, sold by my agent, Mr, Ward (the negatives
bring my own property) for four guineas, or sepe
rately each 5/-.°
Set against his methodical, practical (and,
indeed, commercial) application of photography i
Ruskin's evolution of attitude towards the medius
It is clear that in the 18405 and early 18505 he eme
braced photography enthusiastically and, 1o a large
extent, uncritically. He recognised that he woul
have to consider its significance for human perce
tion and its effect on art but at that period there we
simply too many other pressurés on his time. H
admitted as much in a fooinote 10 a reference B
photography in the second volume of The Stones of
Venice:

I intended to have given a sketch in
place of the probable results of
daguerreotype and calotype within B
next few years In moditying the applics
tion of the engraver's art, but | have nol
had time to complete the exg )
necessary to enable me to apeak with car
tainty. Of one thing, however, | have
doubt, that an infinite service will soon
be done to a large body of our
namely, the making them draug
(in black and white) on paper instead o
steal.

His initial reactions o pholography
immensely favourable and concentrated largely o
its almost magical ability to capture a scen in shap
detail. For Ruskin clarity of sight was parame
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through the eye it was possible 1o develop an under-
standing of the God-given intricacy of Mature. In
his philosophy of art, as expressed in Modern Paing-
£rs, it was important for the painter to remain fuithful
i the cye’s vision. This did not mean that every
detail should be slavishly put down on canvas: Rus-
kin realised that as the eye looked at a scene it
changed its plane of focus so that at any one moment
a proportion of the scene was indistinct. Also dis-
tance diminished observable detail although — and
this was Ruskin's important point — the detail was
gl there, beyond our ability to perceive it. Thus it
was equally false for a painter to represent distant
of minute detail as an undifferentiated blob or blur
as it would be 1o draw it with every delicate nuance
of detail,

Ruskin developed this theme in the fourth
votume of Modern Painters where he expressed what
he considered to be a philosophical truth so important
that he set it out in capital letters: “WE NEVER SEE
ANYTHING CLEARLY." There was, he conceived,
a wniversal law of obscurity which great painters, such
% Turner, always observe. He painted natural objects
50 that they were fall of mystery and suggested morne
Bun could actually be seen. To point up the comrectness
of this approach Ruskin drew a parallel with photo-
praphy.

Photographs never ook entirely clear and
sharp; but because clearness is supposed
1o b & meerit in them they are usually taken
very chearly marked and un-Turnerian sub-
jects, and such results as are misty and
faint, though often precisaly those which
contain the most subtie renderings of na-
ture, are thrown away and the clear ones
only are preserved. Those clear ones de-
pend for much of their force on the faults
of the process. Photography elther exag-
gorales shadows or loses detalls in the
lights and In many ways . . . mizses certain
of the utmost subtieties of natural effect
[which are ofien the things that Turmer has
chiefly aimed at) while it renders subtioties
of form which no human hand could
achleve. But a delicately taken photograph
of a truly Tumerian subject is far more like

Turner in the drawing than It is to the work
of any other artist; though In the system
of chiaroscuro, being entirely and neces-
mrmmmmm
of the touch . . . Is not usually percelved.

In that passage, written in 1856, it is plain
ﬁmkmkm'srnhuﬁmnfplmmhdmﬁ
far from his initial delighted approbation. He had be-

doctrine of fidelity to observed reality is held alofit as
a guiding moral principle. Thus it was inevitable that
photography, then at an early stage of its technical
evolution, would ultimately fail 1o live up 10 Ruskin's
high expectations. In Modern Painters he compared a
rapid sketch he had made of the Towers of Friborg
with a daguerrcotype. He admitted that the daguer-
rectype with its details properly painted would be the
grander of the two. ‘But,’ he argued, ‘the sketch
nevertheless conveys .. a truer idea of Friborg ... For
instance, the wall going up behind the main tower is
seen in my drawing to bend very distinctly ... In the
daguerreotype the bend is hardly perceptible .. so that
um:mmm:mwam
i the daguemeotype.”

In other works from 1857 onwards Ruskin
elaborated this “inadequate objectivity’ argument
againt photography. In The Elements of Drawing he
drew attention to the effect known to photographers
as halation. ‘Brightness of sky will dazzle and
perplex your sight,” he wamed. “This brightness
causes, | believe, some boss of outline itsell — ar
least the chemical action of the light in a photograph
extends much within the edges of the leaves and, as
it were, eats them away so that no tree extremity ..
nor any other form coming against bright sky is truly
drawn in a photograph.” Pan of that problem was
caused by the fact that early photographic processes
were sensitive only (o the blue and ultra-violet re-
gions of the spectrum. Thus the sky, already the
brightest part of a landscape, was reproduced as
white whilst other colours appeared much darker
than they were to the eye. In particular, Ruskin com-
plained that glowing and warm shadows became oo
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dark. It wunﬂunﬁlﬂnmid-lmﬂmtb:mmﬂ
sensitivity of photographic plates was extended by
the technique of dye sensitisation, bul by that time
Ruskin had ceased m;iv:’d‘mnudimnp'ﬂpﬂrmmid-
eration.

These technical criticisms were based on an
accurate evaluation of photographic representation
ﬂm@ﬂh::pmﬂfmnmmmll&hd
been devoted 1o the process of looking. But Ruskin's
uﬂr:r-uimdesmwa.rdphnmmplwmmmmdin
his feelings towards ast and the immense changes
taking place in society.

One of his earliest responses 10 the daguer-
reotype had been *As regards an, 1 wish it had never
been discovered, it will make the eye wo fastidious
mmptnmhuﬂliu;.‘msisnﬂhhnhmmbcr

own d:twin;&:rﬁﬂmmhmlmad.[mm
was 1o deride the public for preferring photographs
1o drawings.) At the same time the photograph set
a new standard by which draughtmanship could be
judged; a target 1o sim for so that the eye could be
satisfied. In those interpretations there was a thireat
as well as a potential benefit to art. Initially Ruskin
chose to concentrate on photography s beneficial as-
pects, advocating its usc as a reference by artists,
even as a stimulation to the imagination: ‘I much
mum:ﬁmingumﬂdnmmm it worth
their while to perpetuate some of the beautiful effects
which the daguerreotype alone can seize.

This advice was given in 1851: in the same
year Ruskin suggested in Pre-Raphaelitism that "If
the Pre-Raphaelites adhere 1o their principles and
paint nature as it is around them, with the help of
modern science ... they will ... found o new and
noble school in England.* It did not need much inter-
pretative imagination to see that ‘modemn science’
in that context meant photography.

Yet two years later in his Edinburgh lecture
on the Pre-Raphaclites he was at pains 1o refute the
motion that they worked from photographs.

m,‘.ﬂmhhmupﬂnm‘l
unwilling belief that the style of the Pre-
mmmﬂmmdng
to nature, the last forgery invented re-

mtlngﬂmhmnuwmmrplm
gm.vummmmmu
Mﬂmdnﬂﬂdﬂ-ﬂhmn
mmnmmmumh
ﬁwﬂmnmmﬂmddlmﬂ
dhﬂmn.mnmnﬂﬂhﬂm
refuted by the bold challenge to their op-
ponents to produce a Pre-Raphaeiite
picture, or anything like one, by them-
nmmprlnnlptmm...m |
Hnnulrﬂunhnwtmpm-ﬂph.ﬂ-t 4
of absolute uncompromising truth in all b
that it does, obtained by working every-
mm.dnwnwuunmimmw
from nature and from nature only.

Why this change in attitude 10 the use of photography
by the artist when he had been s enthusiastic before!
As always with Ruskin there is no simple answes,
rather there is a combination of several factors which
came increasingly to influence his attitude as he grew
older. The Pre-Raphaelites acknowledged the inspir-
ation of his ‘rejecting nothing, selecting nthing,
scoming nothing’ approach to Nature. Ruskin had
intimate knowledge of their painstaking method of
painting: Millais had been working on his porir
during the fateful holiday at Glenfinlas while Ruskin
prepared his Edinburgh lectures. To compare a Pre
Raphaclite painting with a photograph meant placing
a work of art, the result of vision and laborious kol
on the same bevel as a picture made by a mech: i
and chemical process, For Ruskin, art could not be
produced mechanically. This was a theme he touche |
on in his lecture on ‘Light,” given as part of kit
inaugural series as Slade Professor of An a1 Oxfond
in 1870. '

“You might easily suppose,’ he iokd his
dience,

that the facility of obtaining photographt
.. supetseded the necessity of study ]
the use of sketching. Lel me assure you
once for all, that photographs supersece
no single quality nor use of fine arl, and
have so much in commaon with Nat
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uable that you do not work for. They
supersade no good art for the definition
of art I8 "human labour regulated by
human design' and this design, or evi-
dence of active intellect in cholce and ar-
rangement, |s the essentlal part of the
work, which so long as you cannot per-
ceive you percelve no art whatsoever;
which when once you do parcelve you
will percalve also to be replaceabls by no
machanism. But farther, photographs will
give you nothing you do not work for.
They ané invaluable for records of some
kinds of facts and for glving transcripts
of drawings by great artists; but nelther
in the photographed scene, nor photo-
graphed drawing will you see any true
good more than in the things themselves,
until you have given the appointed price
1o your own attention and toll. And when
onca you have pald this price you will not
care for photographs of landscape. They
are not true, though they seem so. They
are merely spoiled nature,

It is this conviction that photographs were
mechanical in origin, not the result of a human being
wing the medium to produce his own, individual
view of a subject, that underlies many of Ruskin's
later opinions. He loathed the effects that mechani-
saibon and industrialisation were producing on the
landscape and on society. Foul smoke writhed in
serpentine coils across his beloved skies; evil-smell-
ing sewage polluled the streams by which he used
1o wander as a child. In overcrowded cities the work-
ing classes toiled, were exploited, dehumanised, and
often mutilated by machines. The steam engine, that
much-vaunied symbol of power and progress was,
to Ruskin, only fit to ransport idle fools, "Almost
the whole system and hope of modem life.” he com-
plained in his fourth lecture, “are founded on the
motion that you may substitute mechanism for skill,
photograph for picture, cast iron for sculpture.”

In technological progress he saw a force
which, if not halted, would destroy nature and ulti-
mately the human spirit.

All his life he asserted that it was impossible
o love an until you loved what arl mirrored better;
he came increasingly to feel that no-one else cared
for nature or for art. The melancholy of this feeling
comes across strongly in The Whire Thorn Blotsom,
Letier 5 of Fors Clavigera.

You think it a great triumph to make the
sun draw brown landscapes for you. That
was also a discovery and may some day
be useful. But the sun had drawn land-
scapes bafore for you, not In brown but
in green and blue and all imaginable col-
ours, hara in England. Not one of you ever
looked at them then, not one of you cares
for the loss of them now when you have
shut the sun out with amoke, so that ha
can draw nothing mom, except brown
biots through a hole In a box.

Yet al the very same time that he was decrying photo-
graphy, he instituted the collection of four series of
drawings and photographs for students at the Ruskin
School of Drawing at Oxford to consult, Most of
the photographs were of ltalian art and architecture.
Significantly, landscapes were absend.

For the rest of his life, Ruskin retained this
duality of attitude, using photography practically yet
regarding it with a suspicion and dislike which later
grew into biver reproof for a public who, he was
convineed, prefermed pholographs to ari.

Portrait photography was included in this
distaste, as well as landscapes. This probably stems
from the fact that he regarded photographs of kimself
invariably a8 wunsuccessful and  disappointing.
“They've been doing photographs of me again,” he
mpaned in a leiter writien in the carly 1880s, “and
| am an orang-ouiang as wsual, and am in despair,
1 thought with my beard [ was beginning 1o be the
least bit nice to look at. | would give up hall my
books for a new profile.”

Certainly, by comparison with the paintings
of him by George Richmond, Millais and Herkomer,
few photographers” atiempis met with great success,
Lewis Carroll and Frank Suichiffe did linle 1o advance
their reputations when they came to photograph him.




Probably the best photograph of Ruskin, taken when
he was seventy-seven and looking magnificently hir-
sute and sagacious, was made by Frederick Hollyer,
a distinguished London portrait photographer and a
remarkable copyist of paintings and sketches.

Julia Margaret Cameron is said to have at-
tempted a portrait but if she did no prints have come
to light. A letter from him to Mrs. Julia Cameron,
written in February 1868, suggests that she may have
asked him for a sitting. The letter shows Ruskin at
his most armogant. Obviously, the answer was no:
perhaps the normally invincible Mrs. Cameron had
at last met her match! It is a curious letter, difficult
1o understand and remarkable for Ruskin’s apparent
desire for a mone visionary application of photo-
graphy: rather like Tumer and, in fact, not so far
from Mrs. Cameron's style of work.

Fifteen years ago | knew everything that
the photograph could and could not do
— | have long ceased to take the slightest
interest in It, my attention being wholly
fixed upon the possibility of wresting
juminous decomposition which |iterally
paints with sunlight — no chemist has
wmmmuwu—nﬂmm
the results will be precious in their own
way — (but | hope they exist).

In that ketter Ruskin admits to losing interest in photo-
graphy. It is clear that Ruskin's later attitudes failed
1o take ino account the technical evolution of the
medium and the fact that many photographs had
achieved technical and antistic mastery of it. Mention
of such names as Roger Fenton, John Thomson,
Julia Margaret Cameron and Nadar, all producing
fine works al various times between 1850 and 1875,
in different styles expressive of individual interests
and points of view, show how Ruskin's concept of
the possibilities of photography remained static. His
mind had become closed where earlier it had been
open 1o the concept that an was confined to no part-
icular means of expression but that it came from the
spirit and encrgy of an individual.

*All that men do ingenuously is art in one
sense,’ he had written in the second volume of The
Stomes of Venlce:

© 1984 Michae! Harvey

This essay first appeared in the Oxford Art Jouns
(7:2, 1984). Reprinted by permission of Oxford Unk
versify Press.

For, strictly speaking, there is no such
thing as ‘fine * or ‘high® art. All art is a
low and common thing and what we in-
Mmhnﬂﬂtﬂdhwlmﬁﬂ
mwwwﬂ-md
art. For as a photograph is not a work of
art though it requires certain delicate
manipulations of paper and acid and sub-
tie calculations of time, in order to bring
out a good result; so, neither would a
mm-mmmum
from nature, be a work of art, although it
would imply many delicate manipulations
mmwﬂ.mmmu
effects of colour and shade. It Is no more
art to manipulate a camel's hair pencll,
than to manipulate a china tray and a
mmuummmmwmm
deliberately than to use the cornea and
retina for the reception of an image than
to use a lens and a plece of silverad paper.
But the momant that inner part of the man,
or rather, that entire and only being of the
man, of which cornea and retina, fingse
and hands, pencils and colours are all
mere servants and instruments ... the mo-
ment this part of the man stands forth
with its solemn “Behold It is I', then ihe
work becomes art Indeed, perfect in hon-
our, priceless in value, boundless in
power.
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leshian  representation, feminist politics, and
psychoanalytic theory. These are not necessarily
overlapping problems, but they are problems which
resonate in the discussion we've had about our work
and lives — long before we decided 1o do this col-
kaboration. We are differently situated in the world:
oee of s a writer and the editor of a magazine on
independent video and film; one of us a photographer
and graduate student. We are two friends who have
been writing and talking to cach other, Comparing
Mexs and asking questions.

This essay will not outline a theoretical pos-
ion, a political practice, of @ lesbian aesthetic. We
will consider some moments in lesbian history, in
feminist history, some questions posed for feminists
by lesbians, and the politics of representation as
framed within feminism and within theories of sexual
difference.

We are different. Leshians aren't a coherent
fype or one variant category of the straight norm
Mor do we represent Jesbians,

Representation, however, is central 1o any
pablic statement concerning lesbians. Stereolypes
pligue us, as does invisibility. An enormous rift
etists between how we are portrayed and portray
ourselves as  deviant women in patriarchal,
beterosexist societies, and how we function and re-
present ourselves within our own subculiure. Not
that these are independent social systems, nor are
ksbian identities free from gender-based definitions
and descriptions. This category, which is sexual, is
also social, as any leshian knows. Our caricatured
persumac and lives become the subject of voyeurism,
displayed in onder to be exorcised, We encounter
bostility, we see lesbians pictured as vampires,
Witches, predatory beasts, sadists, murderers, lonely

spinsters, and sexual conquests. These lesbian types
function as pictorial codes and narrative dgents; we
rarely see anything else. While we won't discuss
photography as a specific cultural form, what we
have 1o say about feminist theory and lesbians has
many implications for feminist photographic criti-
cism and practices,

OF course, the social meanings attached Lo
leshians and representations of leshians vary from
place to place, from time to time, and our CXperiences
differ immensely. But there can be no doubt that
feminism, at least in North America and Wesiern

The Lesbian Menace

In the midst of the period of social upheaval
known as “the Sixties” — remembered by some of
us 8% an important time of political education and
by some of us as severely ubopian — women's lib-
eration reemerged as a political movement. At the
same time, the label “lesbian” also assumed poditical
currcncy. The dreaded term was invoked by ant-
feminists to dismiss what they judged 1o be un-
feminine ideas and political activities, challenging
the privileges associated with maleness: leshians
were castrating bitches, aberrant women incapable
of accepting their natural function as wives and
mothers, or old maids who can't attract a man. The
ignominy of lesbianism was powerful enough to put
fear into those feminists who largely sought reforms
within the existing social order. But the loosening
mores of the period also inspired some bravery
among lesbians and gay men: the 1969 Stonewall
rebellion led to the formation of the gay liberation
movement, allied to the civil rights movement, the




anti-Yietnam War movement, and the more radical
segments of the women’s liberation movement. Les-
bians conscious of their oppression as women and
a5 homosexual outlaws became active in both gay
and women's liberation groups, though in many
cases they found support in neither.

Ini the U.5., the story of the NOW/Lavender
Menace controversy has become legend. In 1969
Rita Mac Brown charged NOW with homophobia.
MOW founder Betty Friedan responded by denounc-
ing those who insisted on bringing lesbian rights to
the NOW platform, calling them the “lavender
menace,” and NOW proceeded to systematically
purge its leshian members. The effect of this strategy
was not exactly what Friedan intended: a group called
Radicalesbians formed and appeared at a major
feminst conference in 1970 wearing Lavender
Menace t-shirts. They seized — or, as one account
reported, liberated — the microphone and read a
manifesto titled “The Woman Identitifed Woman.”
Although the Lavender Menace numbered about 30,
that document was reproduced and circulated widely;
it introduced a program for lesbian feminism which
deeply influenced the direction of the women's lib-
eration movement, as well as the lives of many les-
hians (Snitow, 1983; Koedt, 1973), The Radicales-
bians didn't limit their poliical goals o oblanng
civil rights, but advocated a complete commitment
of women fo women in onder 1o overthrow patriarchy.
And, as women who loved women, not men, lesbians
were upheld as the profofypical revolutionary

fermimists:

As the source of sel-hate and the lack of
real seli are rooted in our male-given
identity, we must create a new sense ol
self. As long as we cling to the idea of
“being & woman,” we will sense some
conflict with that incipient self, that sense
of I, that sense of a whole parson. It Is
very difficult to realize and accept that
being “feminine™ and being a whole per-
son are irreconcilable.... It is the primacy
of women relating to women, of women
creating a new conscliousness of and with
each other, which s at the heart of

women's libaration, and the basis for the
cultural revolution (Koedt, 1973).

Once  lesbian feminism had been  formulated,
feminists had 1o come Io terms with lesbians, and
more beshians became active feminists, But there has
been tension ever since. Lesbian separatism — mod-
elled on various nationalist movements, especially
Black nationalism — was adopted by some as the
practical alternative 1o patriarchy. Needless to say,
straight women weren't welcome. Palronymics were
abandoned and new spellings of “woman™ and
“women" were deployed. As a member of the Furies,
a [.C.-based group, Rita Mag Brown advocaied col-
lective organization as the ideal leshian, feminist,
political, and personal form of social organization
{Myron, 1975). Collectives sprung up. as did leshian
businesses, publications, music festivals, and artistic
communitics. Portraits of leshians began to circulse,
as affirmative actions by and for real, live leshiams.
Whether imagined strategically or romantically,
women's culiure and women's communities wene
proposed as possible here and now.

The obvious opposite of woman-identified
is male-identified, and this epithet entered the leshian
femimist vocabulary, Traditionally, however, many
leshians had either rejected or embraced feminise
identity; the leshian subculiure was populated by '
butches and femmes. But lesbian ferminist definitios
of leshianism proclaimed such roles as male-iden- -
tified. In a 1971 essay, Anne Koedi, author of the
influential article “The Myth of the Yaginal O
gasm,” wrote, “All rele playing fs sick, be it "sime-
lated’ or ‘authentic’ according to sociely's lerms
(Koedi, 1973). On the front line of the aitack o8
gender roles, leshion feminists should be npeiker
buich nor femme, but something else.

We admit that this chronology is somewhs
simplistic. What should be emphasized is that radics
feminist and leshian feminist analyses of sexual poli
tics have imeversibly altered concepts of social be
havior and of sexuality. Coming oul after 1970 wa
made less difficult, less painful due to the gay
women's liberation movements. We no longer mo
accept our sexual desires as pathological. But, 8
many of us have leamed, sexwval politics and ge
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uentity are extremely complex constructs that resist
simple corrective measures. In the cultural realm,
for instance, replacing sexist slereotypes with *posi-
live images™ or admitting more women artisis 1o the
an workd has left most sectors of patriarchal and
capitalist ideology untouched. We are not prepared
to indict the Radicalesbians, lesbian separatists, and
other “women identified women” as insidious reac-
lionaries, as some have proposed in recent years.
Hawever, we do not accept political analyses based
on idealized female identity as theoretically sound
or sufficient explanations of sexual differences.

Vocabulary

The notion of sexuality as we understand it
todsy is fairly recent. It was constructed by male
sientists such as Charcot, Freud, Ellis, Kraffi-
Ehing, and Hirschfield {(Fergusson, 1981) at the end
of the last century. As suppested by Foucauli, the
mules of the game between power and pleasure had
changed (Foucault, 1978), and the concept of perver-
sion became established. This new COMSCIOUSTeSS
gencrated a norm with its opposite, a difference.
When the medical discourse normalized difference,
modern homosexuality became possible. Lesbians
encode their own social position verbally, visually,
and gesturally. Thus, there are two realities, medical
and lesbian, that barely coincide. Some recognizable
signs are shared, but an opposition exists between
the begemonic and the perverse, the dominant and
the deviant within a shared social termitory,

Naming is not neutral: it establishes
eMegories, a hierarchy, a place for the lesbian within
the social order. Names carry moral Judgements. In
the medical definition of the word “lesbian™ the in-
version of desire is central. (Around the tum of the
century, lesbians were actually called “inverts.™)
This should be seen as one attempt by the medical
institution to control what has obviously escaped
them. Science defines lesbian desire in terms of
pathological deviation.

The notion of perversion leads 1o the term
“queer,” defined by Webster as:

differing from what is usual, ordinary,
odd, singular, strange, slightly ill, giddy,
doubtful, suspicious. Having mental
quirks, eccentric, not genuine, counter-
feit, [and, at last] homosexual,

This terminology applied to homosexuality relegates
the term “queer” to negativity, as opposed to normal-
ity. In this relationship, the counterfeit Other only
reinforces. But gay men and lesbians sometimes
manage to construct subcultures that present a resis-
lance to neat miuaml‘nmmaii:}-hm;dulmw-
ing the negativity of deviance.

mmwpen[“nrdslpplhdmm
women are exotic — “leshian™ and “sapphic.” Les-
bians come from Leshos, Sappho's island, situsted
in faraway Greece. This reference encourages mul-
tiple geo-historical projections. The exolic names
connole antique times, enormous distances, and
long-past utopias. Some lesbians even attempl o
bridge this distance. As an adjective, “sapphic™ is
one attribute among others, refering both to the
exotic and the aesthetic. Since Sappho was an
acclaimed poet, “sapphic” often connotes a soft ver-
sion of leshianism. A light marking of sexual prefer-
ence becomes a sign of good taste.

These meanings bring the “lesbian™ into an
abstract, romantic territory — as a pectic amifact —
which saves the word “lesbian™ from total social
damnation. It is hardly coincidental that lesbians re-
surface in the literature of Romanticism and the at-
tendant interest in Orientalism, most notzbly in
Baudelaire and Courbet. The words “sapphic” and
“leshian™ reappeared in the middle of the nincteenth
cemury after four centuries of oblivion, replacing
the mechanical words “fricatrices™ and “tribades”™
{both share the common derivation meaning to rub),
This exoticism, with its suggestion of artiness, still
haunts concepts of leshianism. Is this the reason why
“lesbian™ is used by some as the least offensive of
our names?

In the English-speaking world in the laner
decades of the twentieth century “leshian™ is the
word that most lesbians have to take on in order 1o
name their social'sexual position. This word Appears




and becomes meaningful in the lesbian’s self-referen-
tial vocabulary during the coming-out process. In
other words, the identity of a woman who loves
women parallels a linguistic history from deviant to
leshian, from shame to affirmation to proclamation,
in that order and all at once.

Another exotic but more aggressive namse
regularly associated with “lesbian™ is “amazon.”
Monique Wittig and Sande Zeig provide a fictitious
origin 1o this term in their splendid dictionary, Les-
bign Peoples:

Amazon: In the beginning, il there ever
was such a time, all the companion lovers
the settlement of the first cities, many
companion lovers disrupted the original
harmony and called themsalves mothers.
Thereafter, amazon meant for them

banlshed from the cities of mothars.

In lesbian subcultures, historical references have
value since they construct a historical destiny (A,
Rich, 1980; Fergusson, 1981). Wittig and Zeig,
though, contest and thus destabilize “lesbian™ as a
concepl. More conventional efforts have been made
towards un empirical historical account of les-
bianism, such as Lillian Faderman's book, Surpas-
sing the Love of Men. However, the practice of sys-
tematic erasure of leshian texis and images guaran-
tees immense gaps in the reconstruction of any herit-
age while abetting the inflation of mythic key mo-
ments like the revival of goddess calis. On the other
hand, establishing a valid historical past can allow
the projections of a continuous and homogenous so-
cial and personal identity.

But language depends on who speaks. This
is exemplified by varying uses of the word “dyke.”
In the Roger's Thesaurus we have “dyke™ or “bull
dyke,” both of which are derogatory. But in Lesbian
Peoples the connotations are more subtly established:

i you'ri poor then you're a dyke! i you're

rich/ you're sapphic// but i you're neither

one, of the other' a lesblan a lesblan Is

what you'll have to ba// if you're strong/
then you'ré a dyke and H you're weak'
you're sapphic/ but if you're neither one
or the other! a lesblan, a lesbian is what
you'll have to be.

Clearly, the language depicting leshians is never ob-
jective or stable.

Mor within lesbian subculiures are voices
united. Differentiation within “leshianisms™ might
subvert the notion of perversion. Heterogeneity
should be acknowledged. We do not have to under-
stand our sexuality within the boundaries marked by
medical or legal or religious institutions. While these
institutions control the social order, our sexuality
cannol be regulated.

Words alone don’t describe the cultural
boundaries experienced and to some degree main-
tained by leshians. One way of neutralizing the sup-
posedly dangerous deviation from the heterosexual
ideal is representing lesbians as heterosexual mimics,
which is reminiscent of the old strategy of inversion.
Perhaps assigning a familiar gender position calms
the anxieties provoked by physical similarity in sex-
ual relationships. Isn't the anxiety of “no man” based
on the failure of biology to explain the lesbian attrac-
tion? Biology legislates sexual difference by the
naturalmess and the unnaturalness of roles and sexusl
preference.

Clothing is a2 metaphor for gender identity.
Traditionally, trousers and masculinity — as in the
question, *“Who wears the pants T — were synonym-
ous. But since the sixties, Western dress has become
more and mone unisex. In a bourgeois society thal
marginalizes feminist demands, one possibility for
public rebellion is what one can buy: the costme.
Mode of dress has been a contested tactic in sex
politics, as with the androgynous “new woman™
appears at the turm of the century {Smith-Rosenberg,

1985). In the 1950, a sign of resistance to the recos-
firmation of the heterosexual ideology — a resistance
that based itself on the memories of WWII
women's primary social identity was not based only
on reproduction but also on production — was the
act of wearing pants. Does the androgynous fashion
of the early 1980s signify the integration of feminim
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into the normative social order? In symbolic terms.
the equal rights movement was redefined by some
& aright to wear men's clothes, but it is noteworthy
that androgynous fashion always tends toward male
dress conventions. This is hardly surprising, since
clothes often imply power, or a1 least the APPEarance
of power,

50 butch dress became socially acceptable,
Yet with “real” butch the body is present, the play
is for real. In sexual relationships the power is en-
coded through clothing. Blatant cross-dressing as a
social phenomenon appeared in Western society
round the m of the century. Thus, the “manish
keshian™ surfaced when leshianism was medically
declared deviant. Rich women were able to be flam-
boyant — some members of Natalie Barney's circle
'-Fm'isfmen.amprc—wiuuu:huvjnglh:ir existence
endangered by their erotic choice. And again in the
19505, the only recognized leshian was the mannish
e, Socially, there are few representations of the
“femme” pant of the story. Although many feminists
declared butch-femme  roles regressive, the late
1970 saw the amival of outrageous and organized
SEM leshians who celebrated over power.

Some of us might want 1o consider a sexu-
ity not defined by the dichotomy male/female.
Some of us might want to consider a sexuality that
oould take into account a constand negotiation for
power. This understanding of sexuality subvers Fys-
lematic encoding,

It is different.

_th-lﬂlllﬂnu

We've leapt from gender and sexual politics
® gender and social codes — especially language
= and its correlate, silence. We've tried 1o disturb
e silence, 1o introduce women who contradict neat

Fkr and sexual dichotomies, Here we meet up
With psychoanalytic theory, as employed to explain
the different positions of male and female subjects
within patriarchy and to explain sexuality in rep-
esemtation. This direction i not arbitrary; we're talk-
Jing sbout feminist cultural and theoretical strategics

that renounce much feminist art and the surrounding
feminist theories prevalent in the early and mid-"70s:
the articulation of female identity, feminine sensihil-
ity. woman-identified IMAZErY.

A woman's discovering or revealing her
natural, biologically-based identity — her feminine
essence — has been called essentialisy Those
feminists who wok this route, it's heen said, fell
into a trap laid by patriarchal ideology, which
naturalizes sexual difference rather than analyzing
difference as a function of representational syseems.
To a degree, this evaluation js apt il applied to work
with specific feminine iconography: Judy Chicago's
or Tee Corinne’s cunt'flowers, Barhara Hammer"s
Women-s/in-nature movies, or Mary Beth Edelson's
shamanistic photo cycles, for example. Still, much
feminist culture of the past decade — including lit-
erature, music, and performance as well as visual
art, film, and video — asserss varigties of female
experience rather than feminine nature. These effons
have also been fanlted because, according to feminist
peychoanalytic thought, difference isn't represenied:
it abides in representation itsell, Thus the need for

a “politics of representation,™

Also suspect in an cireles is much feminist
historical research and writing as well as sockological
studies about women (Rich, 1983). According o Kate
Linker, writing on “Representation and Sexuality,”

-equal rights or gender equity
strategles... based In the elimination of
discrimination and in equal access to in-
lﬂiuﬁunﬂmlnmnyﬂllnmtu
mmmwﬁmﬂ
Hhmmmbuﬂmhhﬂlm
MWMMW
mm{ﬂmw
through which feminine oppression is
enacted. And it Is with the aim of under-
lhﬂmﬂummﬂlludmh-
hﬂhﬁnuhdﬂmhm
of the phallocentric order that artists have

turned to psychoanalysis (Linker, 1983).

Which artists? Well, centainly those Linker inclhsded
in the exhibit “Difference: On Representation and




Sexuality™ at the New Museum (Winter 1985) among
them Mary Kelly, Barbara Kruger, Sherme Levine,
Judith Barry, Victor Burgin, Max Almy, Dara
Bimbaum, Sylvia Kolbowski. Representation here
mﬁwmdurepmdutﬁm—u“dm!nﬂmﬂ
images. Two notable sexual differences noi rep-
resented were female and male homosexuality. This
ghsence, of course, is pot exceptional: in the pro-
liferating texts on psychoanalysis and feminism, dif-
ference is decidedly singular — masculing or
feminine — the same difference.

Keeping in mind that the foundations of
psychoanalytic critiques of representation are derived
from Freud, who theorized lesbians as women who
reject femininity, assuming masculine identification
igstead (Mitchell, 1984), and Lacan, who theorized
anmmumm@mm
{Mitchell, 1982), we encounier & theoretical cross-
roads. Should we interrogate what seems 10 be a
theoretical inadequacy from inside of outside the
theory? Can the “politics of the unconscious,” in
Peter Wollen's words (Bershen, 1985). be a feminist
politics that admits lesbians? (After secing Wollen
and Laura Mulvey's videotape, The Bad Sister, we'd
say no.) And what about politics? Can we ignore

this interpretation of feminism, without which, it's
said, we cannot understand our oppression. without
which feminism — including feminist artistic prac-
tices — can only address symptoms?
Peychoanalytic descriptions of patriarchy
— following from Lacan — propose sexual identity
—muruﬁmnr'ﬁenﬁnim—ulhpﬁmnt}'mcill
division. And this division forms the hasis of a sys-
tem of signification, including all representation, and
language in particular. The central instance of dif-
ferentiation — of division — which allows each
subject’s entry into the symbolic arder which under-
lies society occurs when the child recognizes the
mother's lack of a penis. One has onc or one hasn't.
This basic division determines sexual positioning and
results directly from Freud's castration complex: one
cither risks castration or one is castrated.

Mow, Julict Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose.
the British feminist editors of Lacan’s wrilings on
feminine sexuality, agree that this division is not
identical with anatomy — nod a biological difference.

But phallic lack is the characteristic of femininity;
in olher words, a negative position. Lacan said,
“Woman does mot exist.” Mitchell writes, “...the
girl will desire 1o have the phallus and the boy will
struggle to represent it {Mitchell, 1984). Mitchell
ulm-:mtupnmtmuummirdivimd actually
hulhtphﬂlus.sim:ﬂephuﬂusinps}-chicm
struct. But vanious feminists, among them Mary Ann
Doane. Teresa de Lauretis, and Jane Gallop, have
problematized the confusion between phallus and
penis, Strict Lacanian feminists assert that this is 2
confusion; no human individual really possesses the
phallus; this is a masculine mystique, & i
conceit (Mitchell, 1984). But this confusion isn'"t cois-
cidental: the phallus wields power and so do men.
In the psychic coonomy described by Lacan
and his followers, the unconscious is structured like
a language. Desire resides in the unconscious; the
UNCONSCIous is p:wenudhyrepfmimsufkcymm
associated with the subject’s entry into the symbuolic
order — separation from the mother and the castre
tion complex; the child’s demand for love can nevet
be satisfied; unsatisfied demand is desire; the phalke.
which is missing, is the object of desire; the prhallus
is the measure of desire. All desire is masculmng,
while femininity is constructed on not having —
ahsence. lack, negativity. Thus feminine identific
tiom is & masquerade, a mask shaped by misc ine
desire. Who looks? Who's looked at? Voyeurism f
domination. This logic, then, positions the Wt :
outside language, outside desire, puiside the s
bolic order, leading some concemed
tion of feminine sexuality and representations &
women into the black hole that is femininity. '
Artists and critics who take this darec
have arrived at various conclusions about what .
tic practice is required: counterlanguage i Kuin
1982), women assuming the phallus critically s '
to erode its power; unmasking patriarchal s '
supporting oppression (Linker, 1983); giving
to the repressed maternal (Kelly. 1983;
1983); acknowledging feminine masquerade (K
bowski, 1984); a radical heterosexuality, a of
hisexuality (Gallop, 1982). The feminist cullarmip
_IF":‘-. then, hecomes Eligﬂ'ﬂd with elaboratio |
feminine sexuality. That's what's meant by the w
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The contradiction in the psychoanalytic
explanation of sexual difference that assigns woman
12 a purcly negative position is, as Mary Ann Doane
put it, that “She can speak.” What we need, she
wriles, are “theories which attempt (o define or con-
struct a feminine specificity (not essence)... which
work to provide woman with an autonomous Y-
bolic representation™ (Doane, 1981). But even
though natural femininity has been debunked and
the hopelessness of making representations of
wamen has been challenged, in this system feminism
remsins tied to femininity. Heterosexual difference
remains the only sexual difference — and the basis
for all social difference. To quote Jacqueline Rose
paraphrasing Lacan: ... individuals must line up ac-
cording [0 an opposition (having or not having the
phalius)” (Mitchell, 1982).

As we said, we will not leave the authority
of Lacanian psychoanalytic theories on sexual differ-
ence unquestioned. Here we will cite Monigue Wit-
Bg's provocative and pertinant essay, “The Straight

The discourses which particularly op-
press all of us, lesbians, women, and
homosexual men, are those discourses
which take for granted that what founds
soclety, any society, is heterosexuality,
These discourses speak about us and
claim to say the truth in an apolitical field
- 88 if, In what concerns us, politically
insignificant signs could exist ... The con-
:mnrﬂtﬂnrmmﬂnmhgmmhgiﬂl
about It. Itis only the way that the masters
Interpret a historical situation of domina-
tion. The function of difterence Is 1o mask
at every level the conflicts of interest, in-
cluding ideclogical ones (Wittig, 1980).

For all dominated peoples—the Others, the
- different ones—an analysis of power that is experi-
- emced cconomically, politically, as  well as
Pychologically, must be incorporated in any
 mmalysis of social relations. For women, leshians,
- & homosexual men, difference is not a neutral
 eomcept. Can we overcome psychological oppression

and  exploitation  without confronting  in-
stitutionalized power — for instance, the institution
of psychological “treatment™? Is ideology generated
by inherent, ahistorical, immutable psychic proces-
ses alone? If so, in the Lacanian scheme, patriarchy
cannot be subverted, deconstructed, or in any way
undone. The phallus remains primal and primary.
Patriarchy, as defined within Lacanian theory, is
monolithic, unchanging from culture to culture,
without @ history. This ignores women acting as
hi:.nri:ﬂmhje:u.aspmi:ipuummm:nggm,

What political action can be taken to realize
a politics of the unconscious? Can this atlempt to
bring art into feminist political struggle avoid rep-
licating the fate of earlier avant-garde art move-
ments? Will these representational stralegies, oo,
become subversive moves divorced from political
discourse, eventually subsumed by dominant ant dis-
course? Do ruptures in the symbolic order—decon-
struction of media images, for instance—disrupt
mechanisms of power? Is simply unhinging gender
positions, bisexuality, the most radical goal for
feminist artists? For feminism?

Lacanian theory or a practice based on this
theory cannot account for leshian sexuality outside
femininity, but leshian expenence kells otherwise.
Lesbian experience and  leshian critiques  of
heterosexuality, along with ertiques of heterosexual
calegorics, troubles the essence of femininity far
more than bisexuality can. Throughout paychoanaly-
tic literature, the basic question recurs: “What does
woman want™ Wittig comments:

What is woman? Panic, general alarm for
an active defense. Frankly, it is a problem
that the lesbians do not have, because of
a change of perspective, and it would be
muqmmm
maki love, live with women, for “woman™
humuﬂrhhthrm:dlﬂ-
tems of thought and heterosexual
economies. Lesbians are not women
(Wittig, 1980).

Lesbians find ourselves outside heterosex-
ual systems, placed there by history and, sometimes,
by choice. Yet, we should add, leshians do not live

1
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Essay-review
by Steve Cagan

Robert Capa: & Biography
by Richard Whalan
Alired A Kmopd, 1505

Robert Capa: Photographs
aditad by Cormell Capa and Richard Whelan
Alfrad A. Knopl, 1985

O Gieorpe Raodger

Why write a biography of & photographer!
Of course, there are many molives: the posaibility
of increasing critical understanding of his or her wok
through developing our understanding of molrvato,
i mmediate context and background of specific widk
or the photographer’'s work in general, i hurmimating
historical or critical issues which persist in the o
sideration of the photographer’s work or period; of
simply spinning a good yam. Another possible me
tive for any biography — always suggesied when
the work is “authorized” — is the chevation af the
subject 1o heroic stature This is common in beog:

e

raphie
it repr
ing of
freatm
a phe
their «
abilit;

in the

Capa
such

enabl
ment
CITET
nearl




raphies of documentasians and photojournalists, and
it represents a serious threat (o a balanced understand-
ing of their roles in modemn society. In fact, heroic
treatment can even interfere with our ability 1o judge
a photographer’s levels of success and failure on
their own terms — their own miotivations, and their
ability to realize their own goals, can easily be lost
in the mythic structure created by biographers.
Richard Whelan's biography of Rober
L‘lpumnmthm:nﬂhinglnhc:nuﬂcis: in
sach myth-making. Seeing the book in this light
enables us to deal with one aspect of Whelan's treat-
ment which has troubled many people: the Capa who
emerges from Whelan's book has been scen as a
mearly pathological liar. To be fair to both Whelan
and Capa, I don’t think that that is a fair description
of the portrait Whelan draws; Capa is rather rep-
resented in the book as an unreliable witness to his
owm past, and someone who is willing to embellish
and even distort the truth for sometimes less than
bomorable reasons, but not a pathological liar. We'|l
ok at this issue in more detail below. He is also
en a5 2 womanizer and & war addict who was
mnable 10 stand the boredom of peacetime and “nor-
mal” life. People who respond to these qualities in
&k Capa presented by Whelan ( and, among others,
they are incscapable) tend to see the book as an
exercise in “debunking.” a work which exposes the
fnee nature of 2 man who created his own myth. And
they wonder how the Capa family must feel about
- this work and their cooperation in its production.
I want to suggest that this is the WTOng way
- Wapproach this biography. In the first place, it forces
% o conclude that Whelan's evident admiration for

tographer? . Capa s forced or antificial, which is simply hard 1o
possibility docept. Further, it lets Whelan off the hook. allowing
or her work Bim 1o be seen as stripping away the myths created

by Capa himself, While | think that perhaps he would

nodivation, : 2 : ; :
e - Bkt 1o believe that, in fact Whelan is engaged in
luminating | @ating @ much more subtle, durable and, in the

(bag mn, destructive mythology. And even the
- Spparently negative characteristics which he ascribes
10 Capa function in this myth-building, in at least
w0 ways.

1 First, Whelan, by acknowledging these
aps unsavory aspects of Capa’s personality and

in the con-

nssible mo-
ested when
tion of the
on in biog- "~

yet brushing off their imporance, can indirectly
make a claim for Capa’s true greatness — the treat-
ment allows Capa to emerge as almost beyond criti-
cism. Of course, we can point out this or that problem
with his behavior, but are we going to allow that 1o
interfere with our final judgement sbout Capa’s
greainessT That's the kind of approach which is only
appropriate for someone who is being consid-
cmdu:nndidatc[wﬂuhmhmn-—wmml
mortals are more accountable for our sins,

Second, and more important, what some
might call flaws in Capa’s character or behavior are
treated by Whelan as consequences of his heroic
dimensions and tasks, As we shall see, they underline
his mythical stature by being seen as consequences
(perhaps undesirable, but ultimately unavoidable) of
the encounter between a true hero and o tainted
world,

A heroic myth gencrally contains some
fairly predictable clements — the hirth of the hero,
education through trial, acceptance of a task of mis-
slon, overcoming obstackes in the pursuit of the task
{which may or may not be accomplished), death and
apotheosis. The hero himself (much more rarely her-

sclf) shares in several equally prediciable qualities
— Courige, generosity, strength, dedication, physi-
cal beauty (or at least attractiveness). Sometimes he
is wise andior knowledgable: and sometimes he is
an innocent. These charactenistics and aspects of per-
sonal history are not completely fixed, but they are
generally part of the myth. Finally, a mythic hero
is often surrounded by a mystic aura, somewhat im-
penetrable, making the specific outlines of their per-
sonality a litthe elusive. The chroniclers of the hero's
life will attempt to accumulate details which describe
the mythical figure to us, but in at least some cases,
they will be unable 10 penetrate the final veil of
mystery, and the mystery itself will form pant of the
heroic myth,

In Richard Whelan's biography of Robert
Capa, that sense of an elusive quality is created,
starting quite carly, by the very unreliability of Capa
as a witness. Whelan is forever giving us Capa's
version of an anecdote and then explaining why it
cannol be true, or is at least very unlikely. On other
occasions Whelan simply accepts Capa's telling of




an incident. His criterion, | imagine, is support from
the many interviews he condocied. Sometimes, and
especially in the World War 1l stories, he is able o
supply documentary evidence fior his claim that
Capa’s version of an incident is emoneous. More
aften. there are simply some stories which Whelan
wells us are false and others which, for no evident
r:um,hn::paﬂsmmmpl.md&c:mn:
wias nod b0 create an image of Capa as an uncontrol-
lable liar, but rather to seriously blur the edges of
the whole story, and 1o make Capa the person very
elusive and difficult to pin down. This is particularly
wrue in the earlier sections of the book, up to the
time that Capa bases his operations in New York in
1939, Far from being daunted by the vagueness of
the description which results from this uncertainty,
Whelan points out that along with the name Robert
Capa, the man originally named Endre Fricdmann
also invented a persona which would in ime over-
whelm him, leaving Capa himself as well as us un-
sure of where the created Capa began and the “real”
Friedmann left off. The most imponant aspects of
Capa as a person and a photographer remain well
outside our ken. In fact we leamn very little in this
biography about Capa’s attitudes or ideas concerning

his own work, or his sense of where he was going ,
most of the time. ,
One of the most irritating distractions of ,
this book is the disproportionate space given 1o some -
details and anecdotes while other more important |
issues get short shrift. This is very likely the result |
of the unevenness of verifiable information, but the |
result is that often what seems like rather trivial .
storics or details fairly beap of f the page, and a general
sense of unbalance is created. This problem extends |
to those many comections Whelan makes in Capa’s |
versions of stories. Sometimes he says, in a rather |
off-handed way, that nearly every detail in a tale |
told by Capa is untrue. At other times he preseos
detailed arguments to prove that Capa's memory of :
the exact day he amrived at a certain spol was falla-
cious. In shor, there does not seem o be a Srong |
sense of what is significant and what is unimportant, |
and that in tum reinforces the strong sense of unre- |
ality about the subject. This of course dioes mot neces- |
sarily help to strengthen the mythic heroism of the
subpect. |
The classic hero's call Lo adventure of quest
is satisfied in this reatment by the young Fried:
mann’s decision to pursue journalism, and by a life
of what a1 times was undeniably heroic behavior in
fulfilling that calling. In some Wways, Capa provides
the author with an almost too-easy subject, for his
wanderings through Central Europe between the fwo
world wars, in the company of numMEroUs exiles,
refugees and restless souls, really does. have some |
of the qualities of the wandening hero-in-exile. Like
the typical mythical hero, he is tested by his expern
ences — forced to leave his family in Budapest 85
a young political refugee, later trying to cke ool d
living as a pennibess, though devoted, young phee-
journalist in Paris — and in typical fashion he i§°
aided in overcoming obstacles through the lessas
taught 1o him by guides — Lajos Kassik in his s 3
dent days in Budapest, and Gydrgy Kepes in b
days of struggle in Paris.
But providing us with this kind of hemi:
framework does not begin to explain some of Capd
important directions. Thus, about the critical inleres
in Republican Spain, Whelan only tells us about
Korsch, the anti-Stalinist German Communist
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enthusiastically supparted  Spanich anarcho-syn.
dicalism and to believe in the: possibility of a dema.-
cratic and  independent Spain. Whelan says,
“Whether [Capa] sctually read Korsch's article,
beard Korsch talk abou Spain, or only heard
Korsch's views second-hand, it was probably
Korsch's ideas that planted the seed of what would
within five years grow into his OWN passionate in-
volvement with the struggles of the Spanish Repub-
lic.” This is only one example of numerous “proba-
Blies” which Whelan puts forth in explaining — or
rather. not explaining — the evolution of Capa’s
wcas, and the influences on him, If the evidence is
just 1o thin, or missing, it would be rexsonahle
simply to avoid wrying to recreate the motivational
structure, but Whelan seems unable 1o resist, The
problem is especially obvious in a case like this —
why offer a weak hypothesis for Capa's specific
mativation when every liberal, democrat and leftist
in the world supported Republican Spain?

Like the classical hero, Capa is portrayed
& a figure of great sexual Power, @ “real man™ wh
i iesistibly attractive to women. Unlike some class-
ical heros, he does not Spurn women s kove or roman-
tic involvement. He only rejects (again in the pattern
of many mythic heros) the commitment which lesser
monals are expected to make, Capa’s unwillingness
® make commitments in several very intemse re-
lationships with women is explained — or explained
w3y — largely as a consequence of the pain he
Bore as a result of the death of Gerda Taro, whom
Whelan refers to several times as Capa’s one real
love. Looking at Caipa not as a hero, but as a man,
that explanation simply isn't adequate — Whelan
himself points out that their relationship had cooled
off considerably before her death in Spain, when
Capa was still in his early twenties,

The other argument Whelan advances, that
Capa was unwilling 10 commit himself because of
the dangerous nature of his work, might have some
credibility, but it is weakened by Whelan’s own por-
trayal of Capa as a womanizer. In the mythic view,
all can be understood — the heroic dimensions of
Capa's love for Gerda makes all Jove dangerous to
bim, and his commitment to his mission makes com-
milment to any one woman impossible. It's oo bad

he wasn't celibate — but that would have been oo
perfect.

Of course, the hero must in due course have
victories and achieve glory. This Capa does. He
finds his niche as & war photographer, and travels
in the company of other irmmnmhphme

of Capa’s work., Ope typical example, describing
Capa’s work in Italy in the 1944 campaigns: “A few
hours lager, entering the village of Radicosa with a
pmnl.lugumghgmdpi:ium o have made
the climb worthwhile, The greatest shows a soldier
bandaging the leg of an old shepherd...” Not “the
best,” ar =3 pin.icula;tygmdﬂne,"hu"‘ﬂn Ereatest™
{among the great, of course). [ don’ question Capa's
claim 1o greatness: my problem is with a particular
kind of hyperbole which, while it may be part of the
Structure of heroic myth, sometimes SUZEests an un-
easiness on Whelan's part — especially since there
are as many rmnliumﬂfnﬂuﬂndlrd.ﬂﬂ'lﬂniﬂ-
feresting photographs as there are of “great” ones,
Anuhu-d.imrhhgmmphd hyperbole is
Whelac:"s description of a photograph of “Mussolini
standing at his desk in his grand-ballroom-sized of-
fice...[which] devastatingly expiied the Ialian dijc-
lor as a megalomaniac dwarfed by the deceptive
sham of his ambitions.” The photograph was reveal.
ing, biting, and seems 1o have been a good and
resourceful response on Capa’s part 1o the situation.
But the assertion that any one photograph is a “devas.
tating™ exposé or critique of anything reveals an un-
realistic expectation of whay Photography can do
which is based, paradoxically enough, on an ex-

ers. If we dmughl:npbumgrqtmldmi
critique which actually “devastated” its subject, we
would look for evidence of thar effect — did Musso-
lini lose sway he had previously held over some
People? any people? — as a result of that publication?
Of course, ﬂteﬁdemuwldbem-h‘dmive
— but the fact that it isn't even sought sugpests the
hollowness of the claim, And in Whelan's case this
claim — like the one a few pages carlier that Capa's
manipulating a crowd at g rally to chant a meaning-




less slogan provided “a devastating critique of polit-
ical sloganeering” — undermines his effectivencss.
Using “devastating,” or other such extreme charac-
terizations where “insightful” or even “good” would
be:meippmp‘iiledmsmrImnmchﬂﬂmw
subject’s accomplishment as denigrate the real pos-
sibilities of the medium.

Finally, Capa dies a hero's death — killed
by a land mine in Indochina, very shortly after am-
ving there in 1954. His apotheosis, as Whelan re-
ports, came in the form of his recognition through
hRMMAMﬂMMMsEIHb.
established only a year after his death, as well as in
the work of Comell Capa and others in the Interna-
tional Fund for Concerned Photography, which
:mlvedinmlhulﬂ?.hniu‘ﬁfh:‘unuys.m
s “an extraordinary body of work that showed not
uﬂylh:mﬂnntwruhhﬂmbmahum
pefore, but also a tremendous sympathy for individu-
als in all kinds of circumstances, and a legend that
would long coatinue lnbﬁphtmmmlﬂ#ﬁ
and to delight and sadden his friends.”

What is wrong with this kind of heroic treat-
ment of Robert Capa? Primarily two things. In the
first place, it continues & very COMmON and imporiant
tendency 1o distort the importance of photographers,
particularly photojournalists, al the expense of our
understanding of the ostensible subject of their work.
| wouldn't want to push this argument too far —
after all, the way photographers work is an interesting
topic in its own right, and understanding the way
pﬂ?ﬂﬂjﬂtﬂ]‘i&h.ﬂdﬂmﬂmﬁlﬂwm
work may provide us with useful information for
developing both critical theory andd current practice.
But neither would 1 minimize it. In a reproduction
of the first page of the coverage of the Palestine War
which appeared in the London [llustrated in June,
1948, we read: “Once again the violence of war has
caught up with Robert Capa...” and at least on the
fn:pm:Mremainupmnimmuhjnﬁinmuﬁnh
which is supposed to be about a war he went (o
cover. This feels like a forerunner of the TV “news”
pmnm:ppﬂringnamjurpnimdinmnhcwqr
story they cover,

Morcover, this approach often goes to the
extreme of treating the photographer in the herow

way | have described Whelan as doing, which in
tumn leads to the second problem — the writer is
ahsolved by the very greatness of his subject from
examining the serious critical and political questions
whhhﬂtﬂﬂﬂriptﬂ'immyuﬁm,mun
case of Capa, Whelan's book includes no serious
examinations of any imporant issues of this kind,
not even the obvious ones about the effects of the
work as it was actually distributed.

Mot only does Whelan fail to Examine
whether Capa's work helps the viewer understand
“the reality of war,” but he ignores such guestions
as whether (and how) it won support for the causes
the pl'mtngrlphﬁrwi.ﬂndlnmppnﬂ.mhﬂpndhﬁﬂ
the anti-war sentiment he claimed as a molive. We
would be interested in whether, for example, being
a member of a pack of journalists who were building
their international careers on the wars they were cov-
ering influenced, however subtly, the wiork they pro-
duced. We would benefit from a discussion of the
impact on Capa’s work of an obsessive altraction b
war. (From Whelan's account, Capa was never really
able to adapt to peace and found daily-life stories in
peace-time boring and uninspiring. The contrast 1o
W. Eugene Smith, who apparently tumned away from
war photography over his disappointment that his
work did not end war, suggests an area for scriogs
imvestigation. )

I'm not suggesting that the consequenoes
of the “war correspondent” role which Capa assumed
are all inevitably negative; the problem is that the
heroic treatment results in Whelan never seriously
considering these questions.

Finally. this kind of treatment avoids any
serious critical response to Capa’s actual production
— that is, to the articles in which his photographs
appeared or to Capa's photography aside from the
occasional reference to his greatness. Although there
isn't the space here 1o open a critical discussion of
Capa's work, | can point out that Whelan's book
simply begs such questions as whether Capa really
produced a large proportion of journalistically, ses-
thetically and socially satisfying photographs, of
whether he produced a number of truly wonderful
photographs among an output which was generally
unexceptional. Was Capa's work really all et
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unique, or was it his personal style and experience,
rather than his photographic output, which distin-
guished him from other photographers? Again, | was
disappointed that Whelan's book conveniently
avoided these troublesome but important issues,

The heroic status accorded to Rober Capa
requires him to slip the bonds of being a journalist
ﬂ!hisﬂnuandb:mmummﬂnwhnmmd
“universal human truths.” This particular theme,
hinted at in the biography, is carried to fruition in
the volume of his photographs entitled Robert Capa:
Photographs.

In his Foreword to this book, his brother
Comell Capa says, “he never thought of his photo-
graphs as an.” Richard Whelan writes, “Even after
hhadhﬁmmmcngniudﬁm:nfthtmunm
photographers of the century, Capa used to tell his
friends, “I'm not a photographer, I'm a journalise, "™
Undaunted by their own descriptions of Capa’s (very
reasonable) self-image, Comell Capa and Whelan
Insist on presenting us with an art book. Whelan
aTgues, "And yet it must be said that Capa was, after
all, an artist — as is anyone who does his work with
passion, intelligence, skill, sensitivity, grace, wit
and force of character.” (Some of my students will
be glad 10 know that we've finally resolved thas
question. ) Comnell Capa proposes that “Bom. .. with
a language not useful beyond the borders of a small
country, Hungary, he managed o cxpericnce the
world through a universal means of communication,
photography. He was thus able 1o speak toous all,
then and now,”

Beyond the problems which CMEERE 45 5000
& that notion of “universality” surfaces, we have 1o
enderstand that Richard Whelan and Comell Capa
are undermining Robert Capa’s own understanding
of what he was doing in order to transfiorm vyl another
photojournalist into an artist. They proceed 1o do so,
much to the detriment of the original meaning and
impact of the work.

In the biography a number of pages from
the magazines in which they orginally appeared are
reproduced, instead of isolated prints. | would argue
that rhis is Capa's work, his output. In fact, in his
life he did not speak 1o the world through some kind
of specious “universal visual language,”™ but through

joumnalism — photos and text, sometimes his own,
in articles and books. It was in the publications after
his death that he was made 1o ipeak about “War,”
rather than about the parricular war he was covering,
The process nl’de:m:ma!iﬂ'ug his work helped 1o
solidify his heroic status, but it did so al the cost of
the kind of communication which was experienced
by contemporaries when they read the articles and
looked at Capa's photographs. We cannot totally
reclaim the experiences of the past, but do we have
to reject them quite so completely?
Ironically, one of the effects of this beauti-
fully produced book ismninm:gthllwqm-
tion of the consistency and uniqueness of Capa's
work. In his section of The Concerned Fhotagrapher
(Grossman, 1967), some of Capa’s best-known (and
best) individual images ane black bordered, out of
chronological order and virually withowt contexi.
I'm certainly happy 1o have those images, but they
were presented to make the claim that Capa (like the
other photographers in that collection) was a “univer-
sul” antist whose photographs transcended their con-
texts. And the editor of that book, Comnell Capa,
chose the images of Robert Capa which most nearly
succeed in that transcendence. Now, with the tran-
scendence apparently assured, we are presented a
book which is filled with images with, to be sure,
a littke more information, but sill in the “an™
mainstream. And in addition 10 the problems ["ve
already mentioned, the inclusion of a much larger
range of Robert Capa's work inherently gives us not
only many “new” strong images, but also many
others which look strikingly similar to the work of
numerous of Capa's contemporaries — not only the
already-canonized “greats,” but also some of the
anonymous photographers whose work appears in
“historical,” rather than “an™ collections.

Robert Capa is certainly one of the impor-
an:p*m.‘ngnphq-wl‘wmm, and there are good
reasons why he is so regularly included among the
“greats.” The problem is not with that judgement,
but with the process of selecting “great photo-
graphers,” of canonization, in the first place, While
Whelan's biography does provide some useful infor-
mation and insights into Capa, and while I cerainty
enjoy looking at the images presented in the new




volume. 1 think we need something more: 2 SETICS
examination both of the way photography like Capa's
functions, and of the image of the photographer-as-
hero itself. | am convinced that such an examination
would in the end not only be more useful, but would
more directly honor Capa’s intentions.

Book Reviews

AA.E. Disderi and the Carte de Visite

Fﬂtnllmtuﬁrlph
uma-mm
¥ ale University Prass, 1885

Mo other class of photographs has been s0
consistently mentioned by art historians or so in-
adequately understood as the carte de visite peortrait.
By their sheer numbers and the ruggedness of their
mounts, this least-praised of formats has oat-sur-
vived other types of prints produced by nincicenth

century studios. The fad for exchanging cartes be-
came an international phenomenon and the compet-
ition for world markets for the first time brought the
cost of portraiture within the reach of the masses.
The full-length standing portraits with studio props
which typified these cartes were 0 widely accepted
that to later generations they have seemed like obvi-
qgs and spontaneous solutions. Anne MeCauley
began her dissertation rescarch at Yale not in photo-
graphic history buat in the study of physiognomic
theories of Second Empire painting in France. Early
in her investigations she recognized in the insistent
commentarics on the posing of siters. which typafied
the contemporaneous 1EXIs on photography, a signi-
ficant key 1o understanding the iconology of mid-
nineteenth century portraiture. This awareness called
into question the validity of the generally disparaging
and often repeated biographical sketches of the in-
ventor and leading exponent of the care portrai,
Andre Adolphe Eugene Disden. The results of ber
quest have broad ramifications for the reinterpreta:
tion of many long-held presumptions aboul the his-
tory of the medium.
Disderi's life was known o previous writen
primarily from Madar's autobiography, which was
not written until 1899, McCauley traces the dispars
ging opinions which colored the book to Disderi's
failure to pay debts to Nadars brother. The b
graphical documentation which has survived reveals
many similarities in the carcers of the two phobe
graphers. Disden’s cloth merchant father was twice
bankrupt before his death in 1840, which left the
twenty one year old Andre Adolphe to suppost hit
mother and five siblings. Before opening his firs
daguerreotype studio in Brest in ahout 1848, he had
already struggled through several business venlss
and begun his own family. After a brief perind in
Nimes he was able to acquire sufficient hacking 1
open the largest photographic studio in Paris in 1854,
the same year he patented the photographic care d&
visite, but prosperity did not follow quickly, Nadar's
often-repeated tale of how Disden’s Fame and sue
cess were the result of a dramatic publwcity st in
1859 by the Emperor Napoleon 11, who stopped bis
troops in front of the photographer's studio o harve
his carte porrait taken, is exposed a5 inCOnsisen
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with contemporary accounts. The Emperor’s route
meither passed near the studio nor was the late hous
of his departure suitable for phedographing. Disderi's
ggressive pursuit of success is chronicled in his
many patents and publications on photography. With
three locations around Paris, branches in Madrid and
London, and various other enterprises it might be
presumed that he would have established a secure
future, but like most large corporate studios he owed
much 1o his backers and the costs of maintaining
more than sixty two employees meant that minor
fuctiations in public favor could be disastrous. By
1867 the carte de visite market was in crisis and the
collapse of the French army in the Franco-Prussian

war marked the end not only of the Second Empire

but also of the boom in photography. Disderi de-

clared bankruptcy in 1872, and again in 1875, and

for the last decade of his life he ran studios in Mice,
frequently changing addresses and dodging creditors
such as Nadar's brother. His death in a charity hos-
pital in Paris in 1889 provided Nadar with an ideal
ending to his moralizing fable.

While the more accarate account of Dis-
deri’s life would be a significant coniribation, it is
the reevaluation of the traditional cliches about the
carte de visite phenomenon that makes this publica-
tion so important, In place of the dramatic myth of
Napoleon™s fiat in having his portrait taken by Dis-
deri, while his troops and the Parisian public stood
waiting to cheer, carcful research demonstrates that
the use of carie photographs was fashionable within
the Imperial circle as early as 1856 and had grown
naturally out of the exchanging of visits and cards
on New Years Day. So popular were the New Year's




portraits among the style conscious that satirists
noted that by 1860 the actual visiting of friends to
leave one's calling card had been replaced by merely
sending photographs, Nor were the poses which are
typical of the cane devoid of particular meaning.
When seen in the broader context of French portrai-
ture, they are revealed as a distillation of the values
of the French bourgeoisie and the new aristocracy.
The full length standing portrait had long been as-
sociated with individuals possessing political power.
Carte de visite studios marketed the trappings and
pretension of that dominant class to all who wished
to emulate it. While stylists such as Disderi expro-
priated props and compositional devices from a vari-
ety of traditional sources, the emerging conventions
of fashion illustration seem 10 have been the most in-
fluential. As a former millinery and lingerie mer-
M.Hmmﬂiﬂrtmﬂlh:muinnpﬁd
10 such sources by those who judged social position
by outward appearances. Such surface judgements
were nol merely the pretension of the stylish but
insccure mew rich. A continuing concem AmOnE
nineteenth century intellectuals for the physiognomic
theories of Johann Casper Lavater demonstrates the
imponance that was placed on analyzing posture and
surface anatomy as indicators of character. Having
mﬂ:liﬂndﬂ:pﬁnurypmn&u&ndinll‘mtlﬂﬁdc
visite and their influence on artists in other media,
Mmmm.ulnﬁm.mydwm
from the established norm must be taken us signifi-
cant in ils 0Wwn tme, and she proceeds 1o explicate
a series of such exceptions.

The rapid expansion of the photographic
industry in Paris is also documented in this study:
by 1860 there were 207 establishments of which 16
had more than 10 employees. A survey that year
provides a breakdown by age and gender as well as
salary differentials and gross camings. More detailed
accounts of the contents and business affairs of Dis-
deri's various establishments provide insight into the
ambicnce of the studio and hints at the imporant
role of professional and labor organizations in deter-
mining fair practices. This kind of basic scholarly
data for the study of the economic and social history
ufﬂwﬂnp:phylmhmnshwmmrg: from a

literature aimed primarily at a popular andience.
Without an understanding of the non-visual factors

which conditioned the vast majority of photographic
productions, the history of photography will continue
to be based on the false assumption that studio owners
were personally responsible for the works attributed
mu:m:ndwillhem:mmmdinmmdmlﬁht:-
tions and formalist analyses. While much remains
10 be retrieved, information from an internationally
influential center of studio photography such as Paris
is particularly useful.

In most primary research projects DOMEFLS
bodies of related materials are discovered during the
investigation and are worthy of separate publication
or as secondary chapters in a book format. WV arious
topical categories receive expanded attention in this
case, including celebrity and theatrical portraits as
well as the influence of the carte de wigite on painters
such as Degas and Manet. Collections of cartes de
visite originally filed with the French government in
compliance with censorship laws provide this study
wilhmremqumﬂuld:ﬂngandevidcmeﬁmm
image was commercially distributed. The develop-
ment of the photographically illustrated celebrity
biography as a genre is traced 1o as early as 1853,
and Disderi was engaged in such a multi-volume
project from 1860-1862. Cross comparison of the
professions of the subjects in these various scis of
portraits makes it possibie (o deduce much about the
affiliations and politics of their makers. Particular
attention is given to the careers and reputations of
various theatrical performers who were photo-
Flphﬂdbfﬂﬂmiﬂﬂhﬁ.mmhnfﬂﬂﬂ-
graphy in the evolving visions of Degas and Mfanet
has become a focus for disagreement among hisso-
rians interested in the impact of photography on
painting, and has generated a literature of scholarly
worth which is rare in the discipline. McCauley's
original contributions to this debate include much
new information and many examples. While re-
strained in her claims for direct derivation, she
clearly sides with those who believe that the cane
de visite played a significant role in the formation
of Degas’ and Manet’s mature imagery.

The decline of the carte de visite as a popalar
format did not reflect an end to the democratizing
perceptions which it had encouraged. The generation
of its popularity had seen history for the first time
in images of cveryman; access 10 inexpensive
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likenesses brought not only a degree of immortality
but a claim to equality in an incieasingly mechanistic
and demystified model of society. It is ironic that
Disderi, who was apparently an idealistic socialist
in youth and a pragmatic supporter of the ruling elite
a5 a mid life entrepreneur, should have provided
such a consequential tool for social awareness. Like
George Eastman and many others who shaped mosd-
em photography, Disderi’s lasting contribution was
not technical, and it will probably outlast even those
millions of rugged little portraits we link to his name.

— Keith McElroy
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PHOTOGAAPHS BY JIM GOLOBERD

Rich and Poar
dim Goddbary
Ramdom Houss, 10685

I'd like to think that I'm partly responsible
for the publication of this book. When | met Jim

Goldberg several years ago, he was about to let a
university press bring out his work. I told him not
to, that the material had a wider appeal that would
interest a trade publisher. Now that Random House
has done the book, I ought to be pleased. But I'm
not, quite. Rich and Poor doesn’t satisfy me as &
book the way | hoped it would.

Let me emphasize that my problems are
with the book, not the pictures. In the “Afterword™
Goldberg explains his work in terms of “the class
system” and “class disparities”; he speaks of “con-
sumer capitalism” and “the abuse of power.” Be-
tween the title on the cover and this essay at the end,
he is trying to prop up with the bookends of sociclogy
work that can’t even be contained by such ideas, let
alone supported by them. The “Afterword™ is an
after-thought. It came before the book, but afier the
photographs. It came between the two in a divisive
Wiy,

For these photographs are not about class
or cconomic differences. On the contrary, what
makes them compelling is how alike they show the
opposite ends of the social spectrum fo be.
Goldberg's approach — used first among residents
of an SRO hotel, then in the homes of the San Fran-

cisco elite — was 1o take 35mm portraits of subjects
who were later shown the pictures and asked 1o write
down a few lines, sometimes drawn from taped in-
terviews, to accompany a print of their chojee. The
result is that we see the rich to be as filled with false
hopes, shattered dreams and self-delusion a5 the
poor

“I look like a poor old sexy fat man,” says
Stew as he sits on the bed in his welfare hotel, slaring
out the window amid the clutter of mouldy TV din-
ners and torm wallpaper. =, . . T don't admire that
decadent life style. By living simply and not letting
mysell become part of the rat race — I'm as rich as
anyone can be.”

On the other side of town, Arthur, who is
also on his bed looking out the window, confides,
“We have a great lifestyle. We love private airplanes,
fancy yachts, cars & vacations. . . . We are an excit-
ing couple. | have power because [ am a good per-
som. . . ." Arthur is looking out his window the way
a looter looks in at a department store through broken
plate glass. He is kneeling behind his wific, clasping




her around the waist, pinioning her arms to her sides.
It's as if he's desperately hanging on (o the posses-
sions he's got while looking around for something
else to glaum. He's a real hard-grabber, Arthur is.
And he's every bit as transparent and pathetic as
poor Stew sitting alone in his flop house.

Although 1 have reservations about the
book, 1'm not bothered, as many viewers are, by
Goldberg's methods in obtaining these documents.
They are more of an assembly of elements than they
at first appear. The subject always had final approval;
but the choice of words was sometimes prompled,
from the tapes, by Goldberg, and they were wrillen
on clear acetate, not on the prints as it seems here.
This means the impression that the comments were
a direct response to the portraits is a fiction, which
makes s50me ViEWers Uneasy.

But all great photography is illusionary, an
imaginative document rather than a merely factual
one. Al their best these pictures do indeed become
a form of fiction. In their terse, economical way,
they have a kind of Dickensian reach as caricature.
Beneath their class differences his subjects share a
cerlain, sad Americanism the way Dickens’ charac-
1ers share their Englishness. Goldberg glimpses in
rich and poor alike a residue of common, elemental
humanity of which we rarely catch sight in our divi-
sive, post-modern, post-Marxist world.

The self-revelations and self-betrayals of
the caplions are 5o startling that they might make us
overlook the photographs themselves. Yel the words
rely on the pictures rather than vice versa. Goldberg's
skill as a photographer, which might at first have
amounted to nothing more than formal control, gave
him the only real access he had to these people.
Formalism is particularly noticeable in pictures of
the rich, who had a formality of their own Goldberg
needed to oppose.

A woman who describes herself as a *grand
dame" is posed against windows beyond which trees
are seen, The backlighting pushes her regal thinness
over the edge into gauniness. The gnarled limbs out-
side impart a tortured quality to the rigid figure she
sirikes: they suggest the arthritic condition of her
values. In another room in this collective mansion
Goldberg is exploring, a younger woman speaks of

ot [o

i weks cond werle S0 haped

e gud. By

her need for “a civilized existence™ and sees “power.
sexuality, self-confidence™ in her own portrait. All
around her are Roman shades ready to descend on
her emotions like riot shutters. Their stark, black
borders are like serpents coiled in her garden.

Out of such formal control over the situation
and his subject’s placement in it grew the psycholog-
ical control that the portraitist must have. Goldberg
didn't manipulate his subjects; he only perceived
them sharply. He caught them at just the right mo-
ment to fix them in our mind, The first portrait he
did of wealthy subjects demonstrates his te<hnique.
As the husband sat glumly waiting for his wife lo
take her place at his side, she entered the room and
paused to give him a doting look. All Goldberg did
was to realize that that was the picture. “Edgar looks
splendid here. His power and strength of charscer
come through. . . .We are todally devoted to each
other,” wrote the wife. When he saw the same pic-
ture, her husband put down, “My wife is acceptable.
Our relationship is satisfactory.”

Sometimes the subjects try to cover up wilh
their words what the photograph reveals. Al other
times, they blurt out its truth like criminals confes-
sing in the face of irrefutable evidence. Either way,
the hollowmess of the ambitions and clumsiness of
the emotions make the rich indistinguishable from
the poor. Goldberg had an ability 1o photograph opa-
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lent interiors with his wide-angle lens so thay they
look as empty and impersonal as cheap rented rooms
with washstands in their comers and a hot plate for
a stove. In such environments affluent WASPs speak
about their lives with the same insecurity, the same
bravado verging on anguish, as the welfare families
and down-and-outers do.

As must be obvious by now, T have a VETY
high opinion of these documents. To me they seem
& truly original, unique body of work. {(Centainly
Bill Owens® Suburbia comes nowhere near their
poignancy.) They have the rawness of a new raw
material, something that doesn't fit existing interpre-
tations. This is why I'm upset with the book, because
it would make the photographs conform to conven-
tional thinking that is unworthy of them. The false
construction is imposed even on the layour and pac-
ing of the pictures, which are at times interrupled
by two blank pages that face one anather. This is so
awkward, it looks like a mistake, To assure us thai
it isn"t, the publisher has to include an unbound node
like an erratum slip,

Had Goldberg approached his subjects in
the frame of mind in which he wrote his “Afierword. "
I don"t believe he ever would have Botten these por-
traits. For them he had to work without presumption,
trusting to human instinct alone when he still had
no theory or rationale for why he was doing all this.
His utter ingenuousness, which | have seen when he
presented his work in person, disarmed his subjects
and made the pictures possible.

Maybe he had to find answers such as the
“Afterword™ contains to questions that were raised,
as he went along, by the very process of tuking the
pictures. 1 only hope he realizes that an inspired
imtuitive process is all it ever was. It never needed
io be more, as the book seems to fear. The truth is,
literally, that the pictures speak for themselves.

— Colin Westerbeck
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THE BIBLE AND THE IMAGE
YESHAYAHU NIR

The Bible and the Image: The History of
Photography in the Holy Land, 1839-1888
Yeshayahu Mir

Univaraity of Pennaylvania Praas, 1985

Surprisingly, this book is not the exercise
in antiquarian préciosité that its title mighi suggest.
Though it does not make good on all its promises
o use the history of photography in what is now
Israel as a way of exploring certain potentialities of
social analysis, still it provides somicthing more than
a quaint if handsome addition to the coffes table.
And perhaps the unkept promises will be fulfilled
by others on the basis of hints in the book.

As a contribution to the history of photo-
graphy, it is limited but valuable, giving an account
of the interaction between early processes and the
special purposes of visilors o the Holy Land,
Tourists and military surveyors and clergymen




Francis Frith | VE58), albumen print Jerusalem from phe Mount of (s i bewish Mational and Uiniversity Library, Jerusalem)

wanted to make photographs of Biblical sites for
ends very different from those of photographers else-
where: there was no bourgeoisie desiring to have
portraits made by the new and modish process, as
in Europe. Of course it was the bourgeois market
that spurred the technical developments that over-
came the obstacles of cumbersome equipment and
woublesome chemicals. So although we pick up a
brief chronicle of advancing processes and how they
affected what pictures could be taken, it’s as if they
dropped from the sky, and we don’t get much about
the role of photography in nincteenth-century culture
in general. But what we are olfered instead is most
provocalive

The author raises the question of whether
all this activity was not a form of colonialist exploi-
tation. Nir quotes with approval Edward Said's dic-
tum that “Orientalism is a Western style for dominat-
ing, restructuring, and having authority over the
Orient, . . . All pilgrimages to the Orient passed

through, or had 1o pass through, the Biblical Tands;
most of them in fact were attempts cither 1o relive
or liberate from the large, incredibly fecund Orient
some portion of Judeo-Christian/Greco-Roman acta-
ality.” To this Nir adds his own credo:

The establighed history of photography
seems to have overlooked the signifi-
cance of the clash betwean European
photographers and their colonial sub-
jects. At the very least, it has been pre-
sented as undeserved animosity directed
toward a harmiess device. In fact, the in-
dustrial world provided the maker of pic-
tures with a technology that enabled him
to dominate his subject. Photography en-
hanced his paternalistic mentality and led
the photographer to percelve and depict
the local population in Third World coun-
tries exclusively in Western terms,

H. P
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H. Phillips {1867), albamen print. Fodish Sews, Group of
iferuzalem). (bewish Maticonal and University Libsary,
Ferusiabem).

Had Mir been able to do very much with
the concept of “the depicted culture,” this might have
been a truly compelling book. As it is, we get mostly
anecdoles — about cross-purposes, Jewish and Mos-
lem attitudes toward images, the many ways in which
sacial codes could be transgressed (as by coming
1o close to groups of women). This is disappointing,
for one can easily see how fascinating it would be
1 go beyond anti-colonialist laments o an explora-
tion of the nature of images and how they function
under particular human conditions. What 5 it that
we want reflected back 1o us from pictures? How do
We B¢ grainy gray palicms as representations in the
first place? I5 it a socially conditionad =kill, as much
evidence would suggest, and if so what is implied
about the biology of perception in different cultures?

To be fair, one must say that pursuit of such
questions would have necessitated a very different
book, perhaps an impossibly hubristic one. Clearly
Nir determined to provide first of all a thoroughly
rescarched and documented chronicle, probably
reasoning as do so many historical and texiual schol-
ars that his work might serve as a base for more
speculative inguiries. As far as can be ascertained
without checking sources and the like, he has done

an admirable job. Sometimes there is too much de-
tail, sometimes too little, but the text is always infor-
mative and never turgid; the index is poor, but the
chronologies and bibliography are most helpful;
overall it is a very well-produced volume, and many
of the photographs have peculiar charms of their
own, Some of them show things that cannot be seen
any maore, for one reason or another (my personal
favorite is a picture showing the future Edward VII
“under the Great Pine Tree where Godirey de Bouil-
lon pitched his tent A.D. 1066.7 Sill, [ hope some-
one goes further, at least with the topic of photo-
graphy as a colonialist enterprise.

Mir might also have done more with his
insights into the memtal furniture of those early photo-
graphers who were religiously motivated. He makes
some attempts to differentiate British Protestant and
French Catholic atitudes, and how these dictated
quite dissimilar perceptions of monumemts and land-
scapes. Agan, though, we get more of an appetizer
than a meal. One could wish there were more about
nincteenth-century  Biblical interpretation in the
book; there might be some intriguing correlations.

On the other hand, it is helpful 10 be re-
minded that many travellers of that century were
seeking 10 “prove™ the truth of the Bible in a
documentary way. Photographs opened a new world
for those who wanted to produce such works as Evi-
dence of the Truth of the Christian Beligion (184T)
and Earthly Footsteps of the Man of Galilee and the
Jowrneys of the Holy Aposiles (1894), Particularly
eealous were American clergymen, on whom Nir
quotes the historian Herbert Hovenkamp:

Religlous Americans were almost as fas-
cinated by Palestine as they were by their
own land. . . . The places described by
the Bible awed them, and they were
equally awed by the men who had been
there. Every clergyman yearned o visit
the Holy Lands and to tell his congroga-
tion about them. Three years at Princeton
Seminary provided one kind of education,
but & vigit to Jerugalem provided another,
equally important. . . . The Holy Land
explorer moved not only through space




but through time as well — and when he
arrived he found his discoverias im-
mensely satistying. Things In the Holy
Land still appeared very much as the
Blble described them. To go there was
not to discover conclusive evidence that
the Bible was infallible, but it was sulli-
clemt to demonstrate that the Blble was
not an elaborate hoax.

Meedless to say, the “album of views™ became a
much prized embellishment of American parlors.
Among other things, this can remind us of another
anti-Western critique: that in the early chapters of
Tristes Tropigues, in which Lévi-Strauss ironically
denounces travel books and gives his fu quoque in-
dictment of Western audiences who scoff at paltry
savage “magic”™ but credulously swallow tales (and
photographs) of the remote, the exotic, the primitive.
I think also of the dissection of “the romance of
time-travel” in Hugh Kenner's Found Era.

Nir appositely quotes Mark Twain, whose
tourr in 1867 conflirmed his sospicion that earlier cler-
ical travellers had literally seen their own predeter-
mined Baptist, Preshyterian, etc. Palestines. Along
this line, Nir proposes that daguerrentypes taken in
1844 by George Skene Keith represent the very first
use of photography to support an ideological posi-
tion. Keith used these to produce engravings (since
daguerrentypes do not reproduce) of a carefully
selected view of Mount Zion, one which emphasized
its rural character and “omitted as much as possible
of the impressive Old City™ adjacent to it. This was
to accord with the prophecy (Jer. 26:18, Mic. 3:12)
that “Zion shall be plowed as a field.” Such selectiv-
ity now seems comically tendentious, but Nir might
have reflected on the character of Judeo-Christian
tradition, in which religious claims are validated by
appeal to history in a sense and to an extent unrivalled
in the ancient world. Seeing God's hand in particular
events is not unusual, of course, but seeing the kinds
of patterns we call history is; and many scholars
believe that it was the Hebrews, nol the Greeks (sl
less the Chinese), who bequeathed to us this mode
of thought. If we define history as an anxiety about
the meaning of the past, we see the link between

our times and the Bible even if we no longer seek
God's purposes in that mode. Furthermore, Christ-
janity has often operated by kerygmatic or proclama-
tory “bearing witness,” testifying or confessing: in
secularized forms this becomes the “T-was-there™
declaration latent in all photography. So Keith's ad-
vocacy is even more & propos than Nir thinks. We
might remember that Whitman, whose work is
typified by the line “1 am the man, 1 suffer’d, [ was
there,” was probably the first poet to whom photo-
graphy meant anything.

Mir does not make this connection, but he
does furmish some other anccdotes of great sugges-
tiveness sbowt literary figures, in addition 1o Twain's
skewerings of fatuous clerics. Here is Melville, on
tour in 1856: “Is the desolation of the land the result
of the fatal embrace of the Deity? Hapless are the
favorites of heaven. In the emptiness of the lifeless
antiquity of Jerusalem the emigrant Jews are like
flies that have taken up their abode in a skull.™ All
the bitter ingenuity of Melville's “quarrel with God”
is in that phrase. Flaubert, an even finer connoisseur
of loathing, accompanied his picture-taking friend
Maxime du Camp to the Holy land in 1850. He
wrote: “Jerusalem is a house of bones surrounded
by walls. Everything is rotting there — in the streets
dead dogs, in the churches the religions.” Interest-
ingly, both Flaubert's and Melville's reactions are
relaied 1o Keith's attempt 1o validate the prophecies
of God's judgment on the land. In other words, the
power of Judeo-Christian witnessing compels even
those who would invert it

Omne picks up many such bits of information
from MNir's book. Who knew that the Dome of the
Rock, on the site of the Temple, was not a mosgue?
Or that another early photographer was Li. H.H.
Kitchener, later of Khartoum and the Boer War, and
finally the “great poster” of World War I (some
thought his drowning in 1916 was a prerequisile o
Allied victory)? He was working of course for Her
Majesty’s Ordnance Survey. And in light of current
controversies about the dates and rates of Jewish and
Arab scttlements, il is interesting o leamn that Jews
were a majority in Jerusalem as early as 1860 — the
appeal to history is endemic, although it's not going
to change anyone's mind in thar controversy. [ would
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Kischen pray om the anniversary of deah for the dec vased Froma Rasha being endewed
Iy v daughier, (Central Zionist Archives, Jonssalem)

not like 10 Jeave the impression that Nir is an Israeli propagandist,
however. On the contrary: he writes sympathetically of the Arab popu-
lation, cites Arab historians as well as Edward Said. and dedicates the
book 1o his parents, bath lost in the Holocaust, and to those who believe
with him “that one day we all, Israelis and Palestinians, will live in this
country in peace and mutual respect.” One can forgive much to such a
gesture. May the day come soon — next year, in Jerusalem!

— Herbert Schreidau

Letters

To the editor;

When | received the Winter
issue I skimmed Deborah Bright's
essay, “OF Mother Mature and
Marlboro Men: An Inquiry Into the
Cultural Meanings of Landscape
Photography™ (exposure 23:4). [ deter-
mined that it was serious enough to
requare careful serutiny, and put it on
my “resd when there's tme™ shelf,
The time came and [ read canrelully

I guess everyone is o likde
angry with Srarkowski . Yes, his aue
15 namow and Be has oocupied the
MOMA throne with that point of view
for a very long time. Yes, he's a
formalist and most of us are tired of
heaning about phodography’s inherenl
characteristics, But | would hate to ry
i dzach at ihe inroductory level
without The Photagrapher's Eve
Formalism is not ihe decadent, ses-
thetic-expericnoe-at-the-cxpense-of-
humanity, male-oriented undertaking
thal mamy curreni critics would have
us believe. Szarkowski's analysis,
like Creenberg’s, has simply been a
fundamental process we have all had
to go through before really coming to
terms with our medium, Photography
actually does function differently from

other picturing systems and Szar-
kowski outlined, with great clanity,
what some of the differences booked
like and how we could undersiand
them. That he does not seem able 1o
clearly see past & poaition he estab.
lished i the mid-sixties is a begitimate
fopic for criticism, but that was not
the sowrce of Bright's commenis

It is obvious that, though
hie has had a full decade 1o do i,
Bright has not taken the time to give
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New Topographics a carcful reading.
She writes: *, .. Jenkins blithely claims
that while their photogrphs comvey
“substantial amounts of visusl infor
mation,” they are infentionally about
what is in front of the lens, which he
defines as above all am orsthelic ar-
ragement, having nothing to do with
the cultural meaning of those refer-
ences.” Please observe where the
quotation marks end in the above
excerpl. The rest of the stalement 15
Bright's. Here is the complele sen-
wence from my essay: “The pictures
were siripped of any artistic frills and
reduced 1o an essentially topographic
stale, conveying substantial amounts
of visual information but eschewing
entirely the sipects of beauty , emodion
and opinkon.” Farther, when [ wrote
this, | was not referring to any of the
photographers in the exhibition but o
Ed Ruscha. [ was pointing out that,
while Rushes was, perhaps, a stylistic
amecedent 1o the photographers in the
show, e was oo much a formalist for
inclusion.
Bright wenl on lo quole
John Schott, again displaying her
gross misreading of my texl. | wrote
and quoted as follows: “Ruscha’s
pictures of gasoline stations are not
about gaseling siations but aboul & sl
of sesthetic issues. John Scheott sum-
marized the position neatly: ...they
[Ruscha’s pictures] are not sEaemments
about the world through art, they ane
statements about ant through the
world.” Bright lifted this quote as
though it referred to the exhibition
wheen, in fact, it was used (o delinsate
a position specifically and critically
exclieded from MNew Topographics.
1am fully awane that, in her
discussion of New Topographics,
Bright s purpose was o condemn it as
a formalism. Formalism is nothing

mare than a platform upon which we
stand bo critically examine the inbernal
structure of our activily; as Szarkowskl
said, to see “what photographs ook
like and why they look that way."” To
suggedt that formalism and modernism
age: (0] the same thing and, (b) obso-
lete (a rather popular critical position
of late), is 1o suggest that we fully
understand everything about our
medivm and our activity as artists. |
hardly think we can afford 10 be 20
arrogant,

Finally, | would like 1o
address Bright's repeated admonations
to cursiors for their fallure 1o include
women in exhibitions and publications
on landscape photography. The fact is
that, until very recently, there have
ol been many women making band-
scape photographs. If there have,
PBright does not mention them. It
seems 1o me that Bright, as a femunast,
could be asking much mope relevan
guestions, Have women not had access
1o the landscape’ Why not? The first
pant of Bright's essay cloquently sets
forth & view of the history of landscape
imagery a5 & process of scquisition
through picluring: an aggressive,
imperialistic, masculine process, This
was the beginming of an essay which
could have been very much to the
point. Alas.

William JSerking
Artzona Srare University

Drelorah Bright respomnds:

While it s understandable
that William Jenkins should scrutinise
with particular imenest that part of my
essay that dealt directly with The New
Toepagraphics, it was only one compa-
ment of my much brosder historical
critique of American approaches to

landscape in vernacular, as well as
fime art, contexis. Monetheless, it s
truc that in ant photography The New
Topographics has exerted enormous
influence on a whole generation of
landscape phoiographers and thenefore
it merits particalar attention for the
claims that have been made for it as
well as for what it acthaally delivers.
It is also true that | make no bopes
ahout my feminist historical perspec-
tive in addressing these issues. My
writing, like my art, is timebound and
culiume-bound, but this is hardly cause
fior indictment—it is the fate, the
limitation, of all critics.

Yet most of the established
writing about art pholography makes
no such acknowledgement of irs in-
terests, instead basing its practices on
supposedly universal and unimpeach-
ahbe truths about the essential natane
of photographs and the unigueness of
photography asa medium. How photo-
graphs are produced and wsed cultur-
ally is presumed w belong to some
other discourse entirely, As Jenkins®
introduction to The New Topographics
catalog makes abundandy elear, the
photographers themselves were united
almost 0 a man in their refusal o
in making the kinds of “documents”
they did. However, if some future
cultural historian tres o determine
what collective assumptions stroctancd
these bodies of work made a decade
ago by Mixon, Deal, Baltz, Adams, &
al., it is likely that the cultarally-
dominant white, educated, maddle-
class liberal humanism (which some
critics woulbd link to the langer comlexi
of late twentiecth cemary capitalism
and others would ascribe o olber
combinations of historical faciors)
will emerge as an important * siruciure
of feeling™ (10 use Raymond Williams®
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term) in these pictures of pre-fab
housing, indusirial parks, and the
auto-motivaled spraw] of the Mew
West. These commercial strips and
howsing developments are made es-
thetically respectable, an act which,
as Willinm Seott points out in relation
io Walker Evans, is tantamount to
granting these subjects “full respect-
sbility ... =0 highly do we valise ‘art.*
The inhabitants and social relations
thai produce these subjects are made
inwisible 1o us while the material
culture is reified and presented as part
of anew “mataral” onder with its own
inhereni beaaty—a beawly quite dif-
ferent from {and mone “objective™
than) the obd “scenic wonder™ besuty
in western landscape photography,
This new order requines a sophisticabed
sensibilily o appreciale il=——one
schooled in the detached ironies of
Pop and Minimalist Ar, not in social
theory.

Buat cultural anabysis is not
whal we get in the writing surmounding
The Mew Topographics, Instead, we
gt endless discussions of individual
style and ari-historical precedents
which link ihis work 1o the geneology
of ];llmln-hium'i:al tradsn—al
individual genius—going back o
Timothy O Sullivan. The invocation
of O'Sullivan and Ruscha signifies
that we are in the precincts of ant, mi
political or historical analysis. While
il i% troe that John Schott was referring
expressly 1o Ruscha in the quotation |
cited, Jenkins' assertion that The New
Topographics photographers were
doing something cssentially different
from Ruscha (i.e., making meanng
eyond art meaning) is not sapportable
from the evidence of his text or the
photographers work, To me, Nicholas
Mixon's cryplic catalog ullerance
summarizes the fundamental con-

tradiction of The New Topographics
mythos: “The world is infiniely more
interesting than any of my opinions
concerming it.” First, we have to ask
what Mixon means by the word “in-
teresting.” Bui the more problematic
premase is one brought up by Jenkins:
the notion thai photographs can be
objective statements abowt “the world™
that transcend the artist"s own frames
of reference (opimions) as well as the
material realities of photographic
production at a given historical
mioment—ihe apendas of the mid "70s
art world, for example.

The: fact that these photog-
raphers reject political responsibility
for their photographs doesn’t “univer-
salize™ them, §i merely gramis viewers
maore freedom o interpret the photo-
graphs according to their own lights,
or—and [ think this i3 more inskdi-
olks—allows amy inlerests (corporaie
managers, cubture czars, the govern-
mend, the military) o use these photo-
graphs for purpases of their own. My
position, like that of Manha Rosber,
Allan Sekula, Abigail Solomon-
Godeau, John Tagg, Jan Grover, and
oibers, is thay photographers must
begin 1o take responsibility for their
part in producing and invoking cultural
meanings for their images. They misst
bearn 1o “resd”™ their work. not as the
formalists do——bo savor thelr struc-
tres a5 if they were intemnally suffi-
cient—hut as citizens in the world—ito
discover bow photographs reinforce,
OPPOSE, OF PECONSErUC] (ur notions and
assumplions about ourselves.

This does nod strike me as a
particularly “arrogant™ agenda, To
me, the greater arrogance has been the
rebentless and owerwhelmingly sac-
cessful reinforcement in photographic
disoourse (throwgh curatorship,
mainstream exhibitions, fanding.

publications, and pasticularty through
photographic education) of the notion
that antworks are aor products of
people, institations, and techrologies,
bt instesd are artifacs of a “higher
order,” universally given, and thus not
subject to historical determinatsons,
histocical A

Let me reiteraie the poini |
made in my essay, which has been
e more elogquently by others: it is
precisely this lberal hamanist, “uni-
versalist”™ atitude that has been used
o explain away the shsence of women
and other marginalized groups from
surveys of the medium. How hard did
lenkins search for women Landscape
photographers in 19757 The faci that
these phetagraphers were! are obscurne
and difficult to locate does not relseve
curators and crities of the responsibil-
ity b Find ws—though it does confirm
our marginality on two counts. [t s
nid women's access b landscape that
is ihe problem. Rather, it is women's
accest 1o the means of culnaral prodise-
tion that has been Eacking.






