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INTRODOCTION

BENEATH THE PLOT IT THICKENS

After the mowies on those summery Saturday nights that seem now to
belong to 2 Southern California lost to everything bui the imagination
Buddy Kramer, Bobby Beaver, and | used to go home by way of the alley
that ran behind Solly Azekian's liquor store. Down the alley and then up
over his storage fence and down inside and then back over again, but

now with enough empty pop bottles for the price of the Sunday matinee.
For we were improvising. You see, there was a war on, and the great
depression just ended and our fathers only now steadily at work in those
war plant places and everything rationed and very dear so that nobody was
at all easy about giving anybody money to go to the movies twa times in

a row on the same weekend. But, even so, that extraordinary luxury was
hardly the real treat. It was, rather, to be an initiate, to be in on the
secret, to be able to sit there, rich in our superior insight, like veterans,
and at the critically penultimate moment to lean forward over the shoulders
of Lola Finch and Rosemary Borg and be able to whisper, in the voice of

a confident elder, “Now, watch this—watch what happens next.”

such is the joy of entering into the structure of the myth.

Oh, to be sure, we were an audience still, and, still, like the rest of the
audience, we stomped and screamed and hooted when the thundering entyy of
the U.S. Cavalry affirmed again the architectonic rightness of our moral
universe, but now, the second time through, we were in collusion with the
patterns beneath the plot. Like gur Eleusinian ancestors, we had begun to
assimilate the ritual itself, to know with certainty the rebirth of Dionysius,
the puritication of Oedipus, for. beneath the froth and penny-dreadful
titillation with which we followed the mythic progress of our heroic idals,
there was a deeper fermentation, We were being educated. We were ingesting
the signals, the signs, and the symbols which inform the syntax of our
cognitive behavior; the patterns beneath the plot. The structure of reality.

The plots of Tom Jones, of Little Nema in Slumberland, of The African Queen, all
represent a sequence of events. And the sequence is believable—that is, we
willingly suspend our disbelief and accept it—because we are able to find a logic
in the arder of these events. They make sense. So does the plot of Ulysses; so, too,
the plots of such seemingly "eventless” novels as Samuel Beckett's Malloy or
Robbe-Grillet’s La Maison de Rendezvous. For the sequential arrangement of
perceptions, of thoughts, ruminations, and confusions is as much a history of
behavior as any high tale of adventure and romanca.

30 in this sense anyway, plot is a kind of progress: This happened and then this
and then this. And now the dragon, the cowboy, the beautiful maiden, was dead,
and Robert Jordan walked away, along by himse!f in the rain; it is a progress that
is mythic because we believe, for a little while at least, that such is the way life is.
But more than merely a literary analogy, this progress is of mythic stature because
it is systemically structural, because it represents an ordering of the structure of
perceived reality. In the oldest sense of the word it is a kind of cosmology, but it is
also fundamentally rhetarical, for it is the dialectical agent by which the artist
enunciates his vision of the world. The pattern beneath the plot is a mythic
system, itself a microcosm allowing us to say that such and such is the way things
are, and, even though they might be elaborated into such diverse and richly
literary shapes as Yojimbo or Cool Hand Luke, such underlying mythic systems are
virtually autonomous, for they operate almost as paralanguages, generated, as it
were, by the ordering logic of their own particular dynamic: the internal logic of
the artist's world view, the structural relationships supporting his perceptual
frame of reference.

Of course, to a large degree, one’s frame of reference is a cultural matter. One
thinks, one perceives; ane, in fact, experiences cognition from within the shifting
boundaries of the linguistically possible, As Edward Sapir pointed out more than
fifty years ago, we are limited in our ability to form ideas by the nature of

the flexibility of our language. The repositary of our collective experience, words
and the combination of words, our vocabulary is the data bank of our culture, and
it is the structure of our language that governs the structure of our ideas. Reality,
as we understand it. is in fact a projection of the structure of our perceptions,
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and, for Buddy Kramer and Bobby Beaver and me, and for the rest of the audiencs
as well, the structure of Stagecoach or Blood on the Sun or. for that matter
Dracula Meets Frankenstein was analogous to the structure of reality. For unliks
plot, which 1s anecdotal and involved with issues of taste and decorum. the
structure of art speaks ta the culture’s collective sense of the believable. Becauss
it is structure that orders and thereby organizes relationships. Anising from o2
bedrock of often unstated assumptions about causality, the structure of 2r1
mirrors the structure of the cultural matrix from which it oniginates.

What scholars once thought of as archetypal patterns of imagery may instezc
simply be the elements of a quasilinguistic bridge completing the analogy that
anthropologists such as Claude Levi-Strauss find between the struciure of t8e
mind and the structure of culture. The idea of the archetype, 2s embodiec. for
instance, in the myth of the Great Mother or the more-or-less emblematic
attributes of the Hero, may now be understood to be something of 2 histonca 'y
generated frame, 2 formative raservair for those culturally loadad items whess
organized interrelationships emerge not merely as a story. as an “archetypal
myth, but rather as a metaphorical system whose function is to simultansoush
filter and translate the raw material of perception into the logical order of 2 wor'c
view. As | mentioned earlier, it is as if the logic of the organization of such works
as The Odyssey or The Adventures of Augie March is. of itself. a kind of cosmology
and the development of plot merely an expository system: necessary, but
essentially functional, for, while plet provides the dialectical basis for the
generation of images that will. in furn. become the “readable’” components of 2
given story, its hypothetical validity 2s a proposition denves almast entirely from
the paradigmatic nature of its structure: is it or 15 it mot. 2 "believable™ madal?

Thus, insofar as we undersiand il as a model, every vsual imags o sysiem of
images is equally biasad. for. whether organized by Kasmer Malewios or fomy
Uelsmann, every visual work s finally 2 closed sysi=m whese pascgle &
construction is based on the tacit propesibon that the shructhwrsl seiatoechps &F
the system are internally valid. In part this = whal = w20l w5es 00s 33 Tl 2
painting "'works” or that 2 photograph “hangs toesther . Liks O wellnace plsy
of which Aristotle wrote, the integrabon of the pars of z welimac= photagass
bespeaks an nrganuauﬁn that is both "logically pecessary™ zac belesabie Sat
believability is. in itself, tendentious Remember the "snsizetal lopc o
Abstract Expressionism and those marvelous apologehics whch aswer lzes =
find the work of pick-the-painter-of-your-choice to be erther 2 callgrapty oF e
soul or a cartography of the mind? Never mind the guesbon of verficaoss e
rhetoric is wonderful. But here. as elsewhere. ifs function is to disguiss
distinctions, for the “"model™ at hand is always 2 work of art. an artificaal
construct, selective and, of course. interpretative: it 1. operationally speaking. =
metaphor, for it enjoys no correspondence with any dimension of rezlity existing
independently of our perceptions. Art is neither autonomous nor objechve. ang
the idea that it can be as a mirror held up to nature 15 3 cunously specious -.:-‘-::‘ of
scientism, at once pretentious and paive. For, whether we s,:aaah of the soTpca
clear wark of Walker Evans or the scrupolously detailed work of Bosore 22 £ :f::-:
the ostensible agreement beiween the willing saspension of disbelef 2ac e
doctrine of believability is an agreement that has nothing whatossr m 2o e
truth, but merely with acceptability. When one talks sbout stucter= 5 2
metaphor for reality, what one means—aithough one may 5ot 1m0 T mesn
it—is that structure is coextensive with one s wivid wew. 113 38 Ceploeca
construct.

The well-made play with its logical and necessary devsloomes1 & teponng
middle, and end, the photograph that hangs so well ios=iner a2 T 2uTeomOes
painting, are all programmatically ideclogical. Each sanzi=wal = :;== i
world. Shakespeare's sonnets and the blues of Mississippl Joha Burtas = s
respect at least, children of the same impulse.

It should be understood, however, that structurs is always 2u alsTacooe. s
structure of something else. A plot map of relationships. I8 imporiancs cemess
from its function as a focusing agent, channeling the semanic poEnie &
pelyvalent items—words, sounds, images—within the patiermad organizznoe &
specific form: a fugue, a poem, or a phatograph. No matter how smilzr ey =2
be, no two structures are ever identical, for each is 2 matriz of elementss -'“:sc-
identities are generated by the specific dynamic of their context. The twistes
sycamore appearing before the yellow stucco house in the photogranh tzsen a1 ths
N.E. corner of 90th and 2nd Avenue in Inglewoad, California, is 2n item in an



image system. Not merely a representation of a specific tree, but an image given
a relationship: an item organized with other items, all organized into a
composition whose structural emphasis identifies them as syntactic elements
bearing specific relational meaning.

Of course one may point to the structural similanties shared, for instance, by the
landscapes of Ansel Adams and Jacob Ruisdael, but it is crucial that their
significance is to be found in their differences and that those differences emerge,
not merely as clusters of idiosyncratically distinguishing detail, but as the
dialectical stuff of what we come to refer to as the artist's point-of-view. And
pount-of-yiew 1s accessible only by decoding the system,

A system—thal is, a painting, poem o photograph—may be said 1o be closed when

Its compaosition seems designed to present its constituent elements within a
syntactically finite relational framework. Images, or words, or objects may enjoy a
very wide and ambiguous range of connotative associations, but within the
context of a specific structure they are denotatively fixed. Relationships are
systemic and specific, and the possibilities for connotative association are, in
every case, prescribed by the nature of these relationships. The picture is a text.

In Fra Fillippo Lippi's Madonna and Child with Saints, for instance, every
apparently discrete item in the composition operates both as a denotatively
identifiable object and as a schematically icanographic device. Madonna, child,
angels, saints, and donor all exist nat only in compositional relationship to ane
another, but in hierarchical relationship as well; and, because nothing is in the
picture for the purpose of mere description, everything is to be understeod not

only in terms of its narrative and/ar symbolic identity, but in terms of its thematic

value relative to the entire system.

This, of course is hardly news, but the paint of the illustration is not that a given
system of images may operate iconographically, metaphorically, or analogically,
out that the system itself can also: for, once an internally consistent referent
system has been established, it not only provides a filtering frame of reference
through which symbals may be integrated, it also operates as a structural analogy
far the world view to which they, as values, adhere. Hence Fra Fillippo Lippi's
organizational system is, in itself, an analogy, an exemplary paradigm, If you will,

for that neo-Platonic cosmelogy whose crystalline hierarchies served so well to
rationalize the socio-economic stratification of the 14th-century state. The
structure of the picture asserts that its order 1s the fundamental order of nature:
it 15 the way things are.

In this sense, the structure of a work of art is alsa always rhetorical, for, no matter

now much we may wish to believe that its constituent elements enjoy some

degree of intrinsic—or even assigned—significance, their functional interpretation

will always depend on the agreement between their cultural potential and their
structural role. No system is autonomous. All meaning, all significance, all
‘nterpretation, and all emphasis refers back to the culture, is contextually
zznerated, and referential

i 3 book such as Robert Frank's The Americans, such apparently descriptive and
representationally fixed images as, for instance, a juke box, a counter top, or a
window glass may all interact metaphorically in connotatively thematic clusters,
Jperating rntmdependently their cumulative function is to establish the working

hetoric of the artist’s world view. Organized in a manner that recalls the
2chnique of the extended metaphor, Frank's practice is unequivocally literary. It
= in fact, almost a visual version of the Elizabethan sonnet sequence.

3ut unlike those rigorously self-contained sonnets which make up the sequences

=t Sidney, Fraunce, and their circle, the individual photographs making up Frank’s

‘ﬂrla need not exist as formally autonomous entities. In apparent disregard for

those esthetic biases which argue that a ﬂhntugraph should stand alone, be self-

-ontained, compositionally unified, or, visually "complete”, Frank uses

ah ﬁ*ugraphs syntactically as interlocking parts of a developing whole. The book is
ne piece: composed musically, poetically; built up in tarms of cantos and

stanzas, lines, motifs, images, and echoes; words and pictures of things. Indeed,

ne logic of the photograph as a closed compositional system— as a thing-in-

=elf—is not only irrelevant, it is misleading, for the implied order of its structure

s in contradiction to the image of the world to which Frank's rhetoric of
= enation and fragmentation addresses itself.

=ut like most of that work which so very defensively defines photography-as-an-art

=or to the publication of The Americans, Lippi's paintings and Sidney's sonnets

are closed compositions whose harmanically ordered vision mirrors 2 wor woose
structure is morally logical, for the concern for the integration of balancs
harmony, and order bespeaks a world view in which nature, the staiz zne &
course man, are all in some sense essential elements of an integraied cosmense
Indeed, the rigidly stratified hierarchies of Fra Fillippo Lippi's society zr=
understood as fundamental categories within the order of nature: they ar= ™
natural products of a divine plan whose program, like the architectonic ¢ _.;
of Ghartres or Notre Dame, provides a sanctified explication of the existing
political order. Yet, while the world of Walker Evans, Eugene Smith ang Ans=
hdams is hardly so stratified it is, nonetheless, equally well balanced. it =
the world of the well-made play and the self-contained image. 1T s soll 2 ward =
which mistory is an orderly process of events, dateable and definable inems o
cause and effect, in which credence is given to something called objecine =20
in which things have discrete and autonomous identities, and in which 2 oartcie
i$ not yet also a wave. And yet it was, too.

|n "||

—
=

But the implications of that apparent contradiction did not always so imss=asy
nag for recognition. In Faulkner's novel, The Sound and the Fury it s e 2o
child Vardaman who says, "My maother is a fish". A is also not-A.

The balanced world becomes increasingly unstable, and the idea of
becomes, mare and move, a self-conscious imposition: an expression of S0
sometimes of fath, or af sheer will, 8 manifestation of the desperate ne=c =
contain corfusion. For between 1914 and 1957, between Paul Strang 272 Sazes
Frank, the century turns and turns again. The ideas of Marx, Freud. Sinsi=s a0
Bergson, the events of WWI, the Crash and the Great Depression, WW!| Sescmw s
and the Final Solution, Korea, the Cold War and the McCarthy era 2ll com&ens
like blindly mounting furies, to erode that Augustan optimism which
strives—Onward, America! —for the possibility of an orderly visien

Closer to the sensibility of Samuel Beckett than to anyone in contemparan
photography, Frank operates in a world of processes rather than events. The well
made play, with its logically constructed beginning, middle, and end. reprsses=

an ordering of perceptions that is at best inappropriate and misleading 20
worst a distortion and a lie. History is the sum of the perceivable. Ther= =

beginnings and no conclusions, only relationships; no items, no things. mo =er=
only phenomena secn in relation Lo other phenogmena; and Identity i fovss

autonomous. The persona shifts and reorganizes in choreographic BCLOMTICEmn
to the shifts and changes in the environment. Identity is a product of cont=xt

The proposition is basically a linguistic one, deriving from the argument that
meaning is always contextually relational and that, contrary to that iem ::“:‘:’3
view which has traditionally seen language as composed of affixed uniis of =nca
stahility, our actual understanding of the designata to which all verba!l symoas
refer must, always, develop from within a specific rhetorical context We camaam
know what the wards in the dictionary mean until we understand the mezs=g &
the situation in which they occur. Moreover, because the overwhelminz =25
of our utterances are metaphorical (I gave him a hand; You know that | reafly f=%
great when | lost my job), their successful decoding depends entirely on o9e
ability to understand the unstated and often unwritten conventions of usag=

lanEs - =

b =1

il |":|

[

But the existence of such conventions does not in turn imply the exs
fixed underlying structure. We need only to recall the tradition of the

photographic portrait with its presumption of representation to realize tha
structure is always a rhetonically conditioned matter. Something that has oe==

e &=

BIRE

built up. The lady at whom the camera is aimed may indead belisve &
enjoy a continuous and inalienable identity, but the identity presented oy
photograph will always be a matter of selective iconography. The objects b=fu=
the camera can never be more than raw material to be arganized, t"n’r"*vc*
and, if you will, presented as the artist chooses. As tendentious evidence. fie may
quiver in every joint at the "truth’ of Avedan's Rosemary Wood or Steighiz
presentation of Georgia 0'Keefe, but both are fictions before which we fze
suspended our dishelief, wlllmgl';r when the organization of the image confor=s =
our system of expectations and eagerly when it matches our ideological nescs
Tendentious evidence.

And of course it is precisely as evidence that Robert Frank assembles his
photographs, for such images as Drugstore—Detroit or View from hotel
window—Butte, Montana, are not presented as objects of esthetic contemzztas
but rather as organized bodies of information: Here, here is how i1 15 here =2
photograph of the way things are. Thus the accompanying caphons do naf ==20

=



they identify. That is a picnic ground in Glendale, California, and that, thatis a
Jehovah's Witness in Los Angeles. Often, in fact, the photograph will present only
__people, as if it were intended to be a kind of candid portrait, while the caption

# il refer with indifferent neutrailty to the place, Hotel lobby—Miami Beach: the

evidenice builds, one example after another; this is the way things are in Glendale,
LA, Butte and Miami; and we understand how things are because neither we,
nor the artist, nor the photograph are, indeed, neutral.

Yet it is because Frank is not a disinterested observer that his photographs
operate so emphatically as evidence, but, like impassioned accusations, they are
argumentative and tendentious. He has something to say, and it is urgently
partisan. He is committed and, being committed, he is able to work—when he
chooses—with complete disregard for established esthetic prescriptions.

More concerned about the efficiency with which a photograph communicates
than with its formal beauties, Frank seems always to use composition as a purely
functional device. The function of the frame is to select—and to exclude, and the
function of the formal structure is to enunciate and emphasize, for the first
purpose of the photograph is to be read. It is an information matrix.

It cannot be more. Nor can it, in fact, be anything else.

When our concept of the visnal image is desanctified, when we are able to
disencumber ourselves of the need for an esthetic of transcendence or of purity,
when we understand a painting or a photograph as a data system rather than as
an urn of elusive and ineffable truth, then we may confront the piece simply and
ask, What is the nature of the evidence?

Seen from this point-of view, from a position insisting that all photographs are
aggregates of evidence, every photograph ever made may be separated off into one
of twa categories: those whose structural presentation of evidence is ideologically
formed and those whase presentation is not. Of course, the ideological substrata
of a structure may operate in a number of ways. It may, for instance, be an
actively informing motive force, expressing itself overtly and polemically as in the
work of Robert Frank or Danny Lyon, or, on the other hand, it may be covert,
inadvertent perhaps, presented indirectly as a world view or ambiguously,
blunted, or cosmeticized by the diffusing vaseline of esthetic distractions. One
thinks of Paul Strand, for instance, or Ansel Adams, or even Walker Evans, for in
any case the ideology is there, coloning, organizing, and directing the selection
and presentation of the information. In a deeper sense it is the information, the
thing learned. The pattern beneath the plot.

The other category, the second of the two, is one that only recently has been
associated with art and even then only rarely by "serious' photographers. | am
refarring, of course, to the internally neutral photograph whose presentation is
exclusively of "objective” or “factual” evidence: the scientific photograph, the
illustrative photograph of tech manuals, the photograph organized for maximum
denotative clarity: This is a hand holding a2 wrench tightening a nut on a bolt. This
is a piece of steel fissured under 7 million hours of stress. This is a red corpuscle
and this is a cow: the photograph that does not lie even as much, to paraphrase
Oouglas Huebler, "as a map lies when it joins the words Wilshire Boulevard with a
line printed on a piece of paper.” It must be stressed that it is this kind of
photograph that points directly to the center of the potential for art-making
inherent in the photographic process. Baudelaire saw it darkly: the tension that
exists between the representationally factual and the structurally artificial, It is
precisely because it appears to bé so persuasively accurate that a photograph may
be so metaphorically rich. And it is in turn precisely for that reason that the
objeciive, factual, or non-esthetic photograph has become so useful to so many
artisis whose work has matured, or emerged, in the years since the advent of the
conceptualist movement.

For the assumption that the photograph may stand as evidence, that indeed,
what it represents is evident, provides the locus classicus for an enormous range
of explorations into the nature of information, translation, mediation, and, of
course, evidence itself. Questions, as Jack Burnham argues, ""of information’s
predictability, i/mprobabilily, complexity, message structure, dissemination, delay,
rence, the photographic document has been a major vehicle for
conceptualist art, at least since 1968, and such installations as Joseph Kosuth's
Dne and Three Chairs or such blandly indifferent documents as Robert Barry's

ang cismrhon

photograph of a Site Being Occupied By Helium, have contributed profoundly to
the process perhaps best exemplified by the work of Douglas Huebler, in which, to
borrow his language again, the photograph juxtapositions "the literally true with
the conceptually possible”—a process that has radiated out, now, in the work of
such diverse artists as Ed Ruscha, William Delappa, Robert Cumming, Jean
LeGac, and, of course, the artist for whom this essay is to stand as an
introduction, Lew Thomas. You will be meeting him directly.

John Brumfield,
California Institute of the Arts
Valencia, California
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PREFACE

If the world were clear, art would not exist.—Camus

The contemporary world is dominated by the presence of the photograph. Its power to displace
perspectives of the external world is now equivalent to the spontaneous act of seeing. This is
translated into formalist theory when the thing photographed is less impartant than the photo-
graph itself. The status of the photograph has reached the position whereby the world is now
compared to it. STRUCTURAL(ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY explores aspects of a photographic
model inasmuch as the meaning of the external world has already been appropriated by the
disseminating power of photography.

The "recording of phenomena purely by means of the effects of phenomena” defines
photography as something which communicates itself—reproductions of reproductions—

a transparent mode of production that generates an endless chain of signs. Here, images of
identity and diversion are registered in sets of complimentary frames. The inside of the frame
forms & target of content drawing attention to images of names, ideas and issues that turn the
patterns of discourse into an exclusive index for those who manage the system. The accrued
myth is two-fold: the utterance of the image and the multiplying of the object enshroud the
systern with an "aura of legitimacy” equal to nature.

During the production of PHOTOGRAPHY & LANGUAGE in 1976, the mythologizing function of
a format was made apparent to me while compiling the bibliography for the book. Inside the
folded space of a book the bibliography passes uncriticized due to its ostensible purpose as a
supplementary source of references. The page on which the bibliography is printed evokes
neither shadow nor ambience because of the shallow depth of its construction. The strictness
of order is justified by an alphabetical composition. One does not read the stacking of authors
In columns of type as a disembadied library: the effect of the design produces a neatly closed
structure. However, in it, the restrictive act of authorization, of naming, is automatically

sent and received in states of mind resembling the mode of production.

In order to neutralize a system of impositions, and the technigue of naming that establishes
the monopoly of art and photographic interests, strategies were incorporated into independent
publications to renegotiate the space of ideas without a formal or permanent address. |ssues
were examined, reordered, and then put on the move in a series of titles disenfranchising the
image of context. The white simplicity of the gallery was cancelled-out by a network of theory
that has proven to be manifestly more real than the aesthetic furniture found in the fixed
space. PHOTOGRAPHY & LANGUAGE, EROS & PHOTOGRAPHY and STRUCTURAL(ISM) &
PHOTOGRAPHY are some of the titles that were sent out. The books were conceived

and designed by Donna-Lee Phillips and myself to fulfill a multiplicity of functions. The
format of the publications serves to illustrate a theory of photography that is intrinsically
supported by the typographical presence of the text: and the format has had to act
simultaneously as periodical, catalog, anthology, reference, history and text or book.
STRUCTURAL(ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY closes for me the reliable and useful 9” x 12" vertical
shape of the book.

The contents of STRUCTURAL{ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY are divided inta classifications of objects
(or photographic pieces), installations, collaborative projects, writings and reproductions of
reproductions. The work in the book is fundamental and mostly relies on the conventions of
photography, the plus or minus of arithmetic, and the letters of the alphabet to formulate
structures for the presentation of the different pieces or projects.

Itis fundamental enough that | can construct an analogy identifying my activities as a
photographer with the changes | have observed in my daughter, Kesa, since her birth in 1971.
The photographic pieces are comparable to toys from which | have discovered simple patterns
that allow me access to the world of photography and images. When the techniques for
grasping the objects were learned, | attempted to mobilize the discernible ideas in order to
adapt them to space outside the security of the studio. The resulting installations or games
entailed activities that | could not sustain independently even though | had reduced the
objects to a more portable set of materials. Whether the space was inside the studio, or even
outside the gallery, | was forced to admit that there was another space that could be termed
context of relationships. The knowledge derived from these activities and associations made
the limitations of the context clear to me insofar as space itself is a condition of thinking.
From these experiences | was able to understand that the photographic pieces, the
Installations, collaborative projects, the context and the theory were not separate and divisible
entities. Although the particular activities and products had had to undergo objectification,
they were nevertheless a composite search for an order that is accessible and lived.

The book you are looking at is not contingent on the tradition of photography. When the
material is derived from other photographs, it is from photographic reproductions of modern
art, especially the art of Picasso, where "the act of painting new ensembles borrowed not from
the reality of vision but from the reality of conception” such as Cubism was described by
Guillaume Apollinaire in 1912. However, two notable exceptions to this view of photography
are the influences of Joe Schopplein and John Gutmann.
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The professional phatography of Joe Schopplein has always provided me with a durable
standard for measuring the clarity and effectiveness of photographs; and without his
assistance and resources, the book and the work presented in it, would not have seen the light
of day. The work of John Gutmann represents an “appropriating mastery”' of photography. The
image of the Bibliography box that begins the interior of this book is respectfully put there in
association with Gutmann's photograph, Automobile Covered with Political Slogans, 1938,
that opens the publication, PHOTOGRAPHY & LANGUAGE.

STRUCTURAL({ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY manipulates the genre of the retrospective catalog by
looping the chronological chain of the book with captions, letters, theory and images
articulating the present state of the work. Though the status of the part is meant to govern the
whale. each of the parts are themselves whole and reflect at anytime in the book the con-
sequential meaning of the entire structure. The methodical practices expressed in the work
allow me to dispense with compositional devices predicated on personal choices and faste.
The less | have to da with the aesthetics of composition the more it is likely that | will find a
suitahle structure for the releasement of visible information. The spacing of the units into an
arganizational structure is derivative of Mallarmé's theary of Espacement where the words on a
page are themselves surrounded by a system of blank white spaces actively dencting a
constructive memaory.

In 1973, | visited the studio of a friend and painter, Masashi Matsumoto, where | saw a
number of hand-lettered signs tacked on the wall. The messages written to himself included
memos, aphorisms and Maximes. The signs were carefully painted in combinations of vivid
calors producing the effect of autonomous objects. They appeared to evake fragmentsofa =
personal text. The association with Masashi Matsumoto has enabled me to transpose the
meaning of the telephone conversation or the |etter from an act of carrespondence to a
cultural unit. STRUCTURAL(ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY is intrinsically dependent on files of
correspondence. This documentation, although 2 function of language, is assignable to the
activities of phatography. Whether the documentfary is an objective or provisional form of
information, it can nevertheless exist privately as an agent of memaory.

It is incorrect to view STRUCTURAL(ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY as an effort to regulate facts or to
systematize data. The work is ineluctably ideal. Its objectives revolve around a dialectic of
criticism and synthesis where the problem of perspectives, experience, information and
production is traceable to the graphic order of language and a system of reproductions of
reproductions, I is here that the “still” photograph is meant to operate as an element of
intelligibility. It s here that the photographic model represents the bricolage of elements
controlling the appearance of meaning. The work of Peter D'Agostino demonstrates for me the
concreteness of the photographic model. The observational projects set-up by D'Agostino
identify the problems of “'coming and going"' (influence and direction) with graphic sensations
derived from the topography of film and language.

It may be at this point that there arises the need to 'negate the negation’, And this may

take the form of feeling that, after all, | am the ‘one who' creates the world. That part of

it, at least, that lives and dies with me. In this sense, the world is my invention; as | am

myself- my own invention. Somehow though the sense of responsibility is divided—and

we set on apposing courses what comes from ‘out there’, and what belongs ‘in here’.

(Lawrence Fixel, Glimmers Three: Mining Shadows, April 18, 1977.)

A good example of facing the conflict of responsibility i1s THE NEW COMMERCIALIST (A
Review| edited by Meyer Hirsch. In it the fefish of publication is reduced to the image of
typewritten texts in order to provide a structure for ideas and beliefs that are rejected as
awkward by those who control the systems of reproductions. THE NEW COMMERCIALIST is an
accessible model that effectively contradicts the standards of publications even like the kind
you are now reading.

| am grateful to John Brumfield for the distinctive introduction he has written for this book;
and to Donna-Lee Phillips for the clarity of design and production. The first person to make it
urgently clear to me that art was not the exclusive activity of "'the others' was Natalie Thomas
to whom this book is dedicated.

The compiling of STRUCTURAL(ISM) & PHOTOGRAPHY repeats the wholeness of the part that |
have tried to make compatible with what | hear alone. | view the material of this book more as
an intellectual observer of the sustaining ideas than from any position that appears 1o demand
special gifts. For the work | am presenting, which | insist is photographic, could have been
done by a blind person.




CONCEPT: Construction

0f course, to be completely sincere, | cannet conceive
of writing validly any other way but mine.
The first question | will ask is this: how does one write?

Nothing more ordinary than what is happening to me,
nothing simpler than the solution to the problem before
me.

—Francis Ponge

September 21. 1977

To Fred Parker

Carmel, California

In 1971 | executed two prints, BLACK & WHITE (11" x
14" ea.), that were accepted by you for an exhibition at
the University of Nebraska.

The production of these prints indicated that | could
execute an idea photographically without the stimulus
of a pictonal object.

| am enclosing slides of work done since the re-
direction of my thinking. The pieces reproduced on
slides express insights gained from the experience of
BLACK & WHITE. They are:

1. 1could photograph from the standpoint of an idea
or concept.

2. The 'machinery of photography, camera and film,
should not be limited to technical considerations. Film
s serial and tonal and thereby implies a code and
structure. The lens determines perspective enclosed
within a frame, i.e., space. This is related to time
through the mechanics of the shutter.

3. The pieces, BLACK & WHITE, TIME EQUALS 36
EXPOSURES, SINK: FILLING/FILLED/DRAINING/
DRAINED, 36 KINDS OF WHITE ON 34TH AVENUE, 3
CIRCLES, made me aware that the traditional object of
photography. the illusion of the image, had been
displaced with a reflexive object inherent in the
oractice of photography.

4. There was no need to "push’” or distort the basic
rechniques or materials of photography. Photographs
were made to look like photographs and not an imi-
tation of other graphic processes. When prints were
mounted in a relative system, they were composed
within a format revealing their construction. The
matenal surface of the work was not submerged in
technique.

5. The self-conscious application of cause and effect
within the boundaries of photographic practices
oroduced its own kind of binary language, i.e., black
and white, positve and negative, the systematic use of
film and the identification of perspectives with the
movement of time.

The work is an internalization of process. The pieces
oroceed from an idea and they are executed in areas
familiar to me. What | am doing is real.

Are you interested in seeing the actual work?

Your attifude towards photography seems more secure
and open than that expressed by the the ruling
structure,

Please return the slides when you are fimished.

Art or commercial photography will always exist as closed worlds to individuals working alone.
| therefore dismissed the standards that dominate the meaning and value of these practices.

A clear and simple position was sought for work detached from the retarding influences of
competition. My objective was to de-emphasize or displace the fixed-image with systematic
ideas in order to formulate a different kind of photographic object.

The most complete reduction of photography that | could understand formally was the issue of
black and white. No matter how remote the ideas might seem to the act of seeing—seeing was
simply a distraction in relation the foremost problem of structure.

The first pieces made from this kind of photographic thinking were BLACK & WHITE. They
were reproduced from transfer type impressed on acetate negatives and routinely processed
like snapshots. A total commitment was made to let the work speak for itself. There was

no self indulgence in taste, style or interpretation. | tried to begin at the beginning.

The practice of doing this work, BLACK & WHITE, made if clear that | did not need a reflected,
pictorial image to make a photograph. | did not need to go somewhere to take a photograph.
In fact all the content | would ever need for photography was already with me. To progress |
needed structure. BLACK & WHITE 15 the structure on which all subsequent work is built.

Before the first work was completed, | was thinking about Time as a subject for another piece.
Irrelevant details complicating the subject of Time were eliminated until | had reduced the
process to a camera, a roll of film and a lab clock. | had no preknowledge of how the piece
would look or what problems it might involve. The uncertainty of what | was doing intensified
my awareness of methodology. | soon found procedure and process to be significant levels of
construction indistinguishable from the objective content.

TIME EQUALS 36 EXPOSURES was made one step at a time. The presentation of the idea,
Time, was completely identified with the practice of photography. 36 photographs of a Gralab
clock turning counter-clockwise were taken and developed. Since | had 36 negatives, | made
36 prints each 8" x 10", In order not to confuse the issues of time and perspective only the
face of the clock was reproduced photographically. The presentation was meant to emphasize
the flat, two dimensionality of construction and the combining of 36—8"" x 10" prints onto a
single surface produced an enlargement of scale absent in most photography at this time.
Glossy prints were used in opposition to the matte-look of most photographic art. The prints
were mounted in a reading similar to a contact sheet. The systematic development of TIME
FQUALS 36 EXPOSURES was resolved when a second panel was joined to the original con-
struction made from prints of positive film.

When the work was completed, it measured 4 feet x 8 feet. It was not dependent on hidden
messages for its depth of meaning. It was physical and opague, its object being nothing more
than the systematic exploration of the photographic process and its corresponding structure.

1971



May 31, 1978

TaC.W.

SF

Though | have not been to the galleries on Grant avenue
<ince 1975, | did want to see your show and | also looked at
~+her work exhibited in the building. | suppose | don’t go to
thess galleries any longer because of the atmasphere and
~amiext in which the art or photography is presented. Most of
“he work in the building struck me as condominium art, soft-
ore assthetics, slick and pleasant if not dreamy and de-
sirable. Of all the work | did see, | thought Penn's work was
maost impressive because the objects were at least formu-
\ated from a position of true style . . . abjects, some of which
are ICONS, fixed and static, permanently engraved on the
commercial mind. Some of Lyons' photos also have this
quality of the ICON. Of course, both Penn and Lyons have
heen around for a long time and their photographs have been
distributed within the reproducible system . . . and the
system has allowed their work to pass from public meaning
1o private artifact. The painting and sculpture | saw wasn't
even worthy of elitist appropriation.

I+ would be unfair to say that the Penn or Lyons merely fit
into a clothesline system of exhibition. Some of the
ohotographs presented by hoth artists originally derived from
concentrated states of practice that takes time and care.
Art—whether | like it or not—whether it's an objector a
concept—cannot be achieved in six months or even SiX years.
In 2 decadent tradition artist and arfifact are measured,
judged and recognized by a persistence to inflict their
insignificance on an empty world,

Caution! In your work | do feel the concentration and com-
mitment to make something, i.e., to inflict the work with
your presence. Though | don’t understand the forms or the
farm of meaning you are using to release your content, | can
however see a consistency of shape, planes and serious
pattern, a repetition of view, that 1s yielding a reward
hecause of persistency. In my mind some of the grou nd you
are working on is fiercely competitive. That's OK because
there is still something unique and obsessive in the photo-
graphs. Perhaps, the comparison is false but the work of
these photographers is incredibly clear and polished so

that any part of their process reflects simultangously

the whale like a cubist painting done on one side of the
cube—reductivist formalism—expression contained within a
measurement of a UNIT. The unitis made to stand for the
thing measured, the ulimate contemporary artifact, the non-
reflexive object.

Caution: For me your work seems burdened by a narrow
reliance on the object's meaning. The relationship from
image ta image (for-me) is mostly sensitive. | don't know
what the hell it is you want me to get out of your work. |
seldom use my eyes anyway with one exception, of course. |
am not interested in being made aware of the unigue forms
that abound in the landscape. | detest the consumption of
symbol regardless of how sophisticated it may appear. I'm
unimaginative and stupid and when | go to see someane
else’s work, | want to be informed—| want to be able to use
that work in my own work—| want to move with art—| don’t
want to get stuck with sameone else's stupidity, or worse,
their taste.

May 22, 1977
To Michael Mathis
Santa Clara, CA

| certainly appreciate the kindness of your letier and the
invitation to the exhibition at the San Jose Museum. | mostly
receive very negative responses to my work so | hope what-
ever relationship there is between our work—it does nol
cause you the same kind of hostility | have gxperienced.

It's true | work from “very basic photographic concepts”
though | must admit that some of the technigues you
describe seem more sophisticated than the ones | usually
rely on. However, any time you use your mind and present the
results in a photographic context the effects will appear
startling to people who are conditioned to straight images.

During the last six months | have been trying to move my
work towards a "problematic” view of photography and its
object, the image. One area in which my work is firm, and
that is, language. | don’t know how you feel towards the
issue of language, but if you are dealing with concepts and
their releasement through structure and imagery, the shadow
of language will out of necessity show in the work. When you
speak of the "zones of a photograph™ representing another
image different from the likeness of the original photograph,
then you are engaged in decoding the object. In fact as | try
io write this letter to you, it occurs to me that you have a
grasp of what you are doing—a grasp of the idea and how
perfect is the form of the idea once you can break down the
restraints of taste and education—letting that form lead you
heyand the weakness of the self. My god, it sounds so good |
waonder if | have not lost it myself.

Do you know Stephan Moore at Union Gallery or the people
at Words Work? Some of them are friends of mine and | am
sure they would be interested in your work if they don't
already know it

| will try to see your exhibition though my time seems to be
divided by mostly unpleasant business in and out of the art
world. Please consider this letter an open invitation to visit
me any fime you or your partners are in SF. | would enjoy

talking with you and seeing your work.

Once again, thanks for the information and good luck with
your projects. In closing, | might add that the application of
concepts to photographic practices is still relatively unigue
and that you should pursue these aims diligently. Even
though each work is authentic in itself, persistent work in a
series creates an identity.

10
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TIME EQUALS 36 EXPOSURES, 1971 (positive section) 48" x 48"
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repeated in the same sink for more than five years.

¥fhen | finished and removed the plug, | recognized the

idea instantly.
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The concept of a circle provided the impulse for making the piece, 3 CIRCLES: CALIFORNIA PALACE OF THE LEGION OF HONOR, in
present the idea of a circle in the form of a panoramic sequence. When the process was completed, it seemed inadequate in iden-
return to the original position to photograph the movement of my feet in relation to each point of the circle. The first panel repre-
from photographs taken vertically in which the counter-clockwise movement of the shadow signifies frame by frame the changes in
from a single abstraction, circle, operating on more than one plane.

3 CIRCLES: Calitornia Palace of the Legion of Honor, 1972

20




Zoril 1972. The circular fountain facing the museum acted as a symbol for the execution of the concept. My first decision was to
tifying a pictorial space with the idea of a circle. It was not until | photographed the area where | had stood that I realized | had to
s=nts the circular fountain and the panorama of the museum setting on a horizontal plane. The third circle or lower panel was made
space and time. Two panels with different pictorial content and perspectives, separated by a linear gap, were created and joined

£

8" x 120" each panel



TAPE TRACK SERIES: Window, 1972

A variety of adhesive materials from transparent to masking tapes were essential to
the construction of pieces | refer to as Collage (pg 28). Out of respect for these
materials | decided to make a work in which tape would act as both signifier and
signified.

Signifier: | attached a length of white masking tape beneath the lens of the camera
and stretched it a distance of six feet fixing the tape to a window facing the camera.
Signified: In ten consecutive frames the ribbon of tape acted as an image for the
"deeper” content of focusing. An operation of the camera, focusing (signifier), was

joined to the content of the work, focusing (signified), in the sequential tracking of
the stretched masking tape (signifier/signified).
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APE TRACK SERIES: Chair, 1972




11" x 14" each

1SPEED:1 ™ = TESTOPS

SELF-PORTRAIT: 7 Speeds// f Stops, 1972 2% 25
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OPENING & CLOSING THE GARAGE DOOR: 2 Perspectives, 1972 30" x 14"
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NMuseum ot Modgrn Art

One reason | am writing is to ascerfain your decision about
the purchase of 9 Perspectives (pg. 29) for the museum’s
collection. The piece seems "'to this viewer” eminently
worthy of its position in the show, Mirrors & Windows, as a
set of arche-photograpis that "explore the ways in which
photography can translate the exterior world into pictures,
which is essentially no: a personal but formal issue.”

In addition | am addin2 some observations that were
stimulated by the excitement of the exhibition’s opening and
the attendant confusion of simply being-in New York as a
photographer-witness.

| am delighted by the inclusion of my photographic piece in
the exhibit of American Photography since 1960. For me the
show manifests a singlz, unalterable conclusion that you, not
Minor White, Robert Frank or Gary Winogrand, are the star of
this survey. And what is convincingly different about this
survey as compared to other "unending chain-signs" is the
presentation of photog-aphy supported by a resolutely
intellectual system of values. Even though the ideas and
examples selected to exemplify the dualism of your theory
has already engaged critical opposition, the conflict will
enlarge the narrow discourse controlling contemporary
photography.

After reading the essay in Mirrors & Windows, | went back to
some of your previous aublications like the Walker Evans’
catalog, Looking at Photographs, the introduction te
"Eggleston’s Guide, "Winogrand's The Animals and Public
Relations, and though | may be wrong, | detect a growing
reliance on formalist principles to defend intuitive
commitments, particu arly on behalf of Mr. Winogrand's
photographs. The genealogy of taste s recognizably rooted in
the pages of the Evans’ catalog prophesying even the advent
of "New Taopographics.” This descriptive tradition empha-
sizing the retlexive purity of the "frame” has been advanced
by a skillful exercise of will in contrast to the rhetoric
supporting the grander and more accessible art of

Adams, Strand or Weston. The voice of the new tradition
encourages a disciplined reading of photographs whose
obliguity of vision might be degraded by an illiterate visual
audience, But to conclude that American Photography since
1960 can be enclosed in a formalist paradigm is to create a
dialectical fable that avoids the originary meaning of photo-
graphy as a redundant system. In other words, photography
that is renovative seems excluded by a system of formulaic
description and reflective symbolism. Or, where is work that
contains.a eriticism of photopraphy?

For example, on my way to the toilet on the ground floor of
the museumn, what do | see hanging on the wall and sitting
on the floor—a photog-aphic piece by Monsignor Kosuth
whose literal view of definition and photography is no where
to be found in either "mirror” or "window.” Not far from
Kosuth’s "chair™ is a et of acrid color photographs by
William Beckley that problematizes the trend to transfer
color into existing gen-es of black & white art photography.
And in front of Mr. Beckley's chromatic faucets hangs an out-
rageous piece of photegraphic formating by Douglas Huebler.
| am not advocating insertion of these specific works into the
show even though | cannot see what is more efficacious in
the photography of Sol LeWitt than there is in photography by
Bruce Nauman or John Baldessari. | am sure the list of
WHO'S NOT in the show must be boring to you and means
even less to me. It's true you have included photography that
might be termed propoesitional like the pieces by Robert
Cumming: and 9 Perspectives (unfortunately labeled " Phato-
mosaic™) can pass for methodical practice. | can even accept
the extension of Winogrand's work as metaphor for the
teleological load you have put on it to carry the meaning of
guintessential descripzion. But photogranhy that advances
itself by theoretical usz, seems clearly to he absent.
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The imprint of your text is on one hand open and agreeable
while at the same time distinctly points to promotional
models conferring hierarchy and the responsibilities of a
regime. The majority of photographic work in the show Is
neutralized by a discursive text that shifts ground between
the deep space of theory and the foreground of recognizable
practices. These trends can just as easily be guaged from the
index of the catalog, the press kit or the schedule of lectures
without anyone necessarily ever being present at the show—a
few ways language cancels space, conserves time and
inscribes vision.

For me, one of the highlights of the exhibition is Robert
Heinecken's photographic version of "0n Photography.” The
bits of photographs stitched together with staples to form
computerlike patterns of black and white resembling
publicity photos of Ms Sontag cleverly express issues outside
the context of formalism. Perhaps you are not aware that
these constructions previously hung in an exhibition,
Contemporary California Photography, at Camerawork Gallery
in San Francisco. The show consisted of photographic
"units’” in which each artists was allowed a sanctity of space
for independent explaration in a structure determined by
linguistic agreement. The work in the show confronted the
matrix of photography that extends out into a system of
reproductions. The formal question of whether there is a
“clear photograph’' that can "transpose the real world'" was
put under “erasure” in order to make present the relation-
ships and contradictions of photography that are determined
by an idealogy of genre, format and classification.
Heinecken's dissimulating portraits point to a “coded
system”" of photography as an agency of reproduction.

From a distance of 40 feet, the stereo portraits of Ms Sontag
are meant to be viewed as a single unit of changing perspec-
tives. However, an closer inspection one hemisphere of the
unit is assembled from photographs of Sontag's text that
postulates a mechanical reader in the act of deciphering
Whether Heinecken is aware of certain notions being
developed in San Francisco, the use of text as an inter-
changeahle part of photographic production is distinctly one
of them. And | am not talking about narrative or diaristic
practices a-la Michals or Krims, or for that matter, Cumming
or Baldessari, The “hard-line”™ | am referring to is the exam-
ination of photography’s disseminating powers that are
everywhere, all-the-time, interpreting us, with or without our
knnwl&r}g&_uf their presence. Work of this kind is singularly
absent from the context of your exhibition inspite of
Heinecken's mast recent work. The work of Donna-Lee
Phillips, Peter D'Agostino, Hal Fischer, Meyer Hirsch, John
Brumfield and Sam Samore, to name anly a few, transgress
the formal definitions of photography limited to a geometry
of the frame.

In Ken Josephson's photograph, Drottingham, Sweden, the
anecdote of the frame is translated into a variety of
displacements describing some of the functions of the photo-
graph. The frame however, determines the meaning and
humor of the picture. The configuration of content is inside
the photograph. The frame dominates the standards of
carrect photographic practices. The frame involves a series of
registrations: the camera, film and phofograph. "Window"
photographs particularfy demonstrate the dilemma of this
confinement. The imprint of the frame, the trace of its pre-
sence, the infrastructure of photography, is shrouded in
metaphors that are, nevertheless, refurned to the registry of
language. Therefore, to reverse perspectives ferminating in
files of photographs that obscure the sighifier, counter pro-
ositions must be restated in the name of photography to
include language as a supplementary practice for the decan-
struction of the frame, the object it contains, and its
administration,

Your exhibition in many ways revitalizes the inert objects of

photography. Your essay ends problematically. The choice of
work you emphasize over others is reasanable within

context of familiarity. To reiterate . . what's mostly missing
is photography that advances itself by theorectical use and
not by the influence of imitative objects. Why not consider
some of the work | am awkwardly trying to describe for
presentation in the photo gallery upstair in the museum. |
can send you slides and glossies of the “Third Show™ of
Contemporary California Photography f for no ather reason
than simply to breach the problem of "un-familiarity.”

| ask your indulgence in the reading of these “vague truths”
that | have tried to set forth in this letter. For the last couple
of years photography in San Francisco has undergone serious
changes outside the support structures of schools, galleries
or museums. And though these changes are by no means
entirely confined to Photography & Language, Photography &
|deology, Problematic Photography, Structural{ism) & Photo-
graphy, etc., these categorical issues have served {0 re-
introduce by example supplementary views to the dominant
structures exisiting in contemporary photography.



COLLAGE: Perspectives
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A collage technique was introduced into the work in reaction to the smooth surface of
the mounted photograph and to explore a different kind of pictorial space. .  a space
of multiple and constructed perspectives.

| was conscious of a wall behind the television-set because it presented a variety of
apertures, e.g., doorways, portrait, interior of closet, mirror and television screen. The
concept of 9 PERSPECTIVES was based on the reproduction of these apertures.

The wall was divided into an imaginary grid of nine space. Each space was photo-
graphed in a lateral movement. When the photographs were ready for assembling,
different kinds of single and double-faced masking tapes were used to attach the
prints together in relation to the imaginary grid. Some of the images within the
composition such as the basket, television-set, clothes in closet, electric cord, door
with mirror project independent perspectives of depth, i.e., the illusions of depth.
The images of illusionary depth are contrasted to the construction of the piece where
the seams and cuts that join together the different photographs are clearly visible to
the viewer, encouraging participation in the reading of the process.

There are no hidden meanings in any of the collage pieces. They are simply the
descriptions of the photographic process.
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Empty enigmas, arrested time, signs which refuse to

signify, giant enlargement of the tiny detail, narratives

which come full circle: We are in a flat and discon-

tinuous universe where each thing refers only to itself.

A universe of fixity, of repetition, of absolute obvious-

ness, which enchants and discourages the explorer.
—Robbe-Grillet

In ARITHMETICAL PORTRAIT six photographs were taken of the subject from a
distance of six inches. The prints were made on 16 x 20" photographic paper. The
contour of the head was represented by collaging the prints to resemble a single
profile. The portrait is however, a series of intervening perspectives in which the
motive of scale is developed through a process of addition in contrast to the normal
blow-up made by enlargement. Viewed at close range the portrait will read as a
topography of skin and hair. From a distance the multiple composition will appear to
have the individual character of a unit. 1%" masking tape was selected as a border in
reference to the method of construction. Transfer numerals were impressed on the
border thereby determining the title—ARITHMETICAL PORTRAIT.
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42" x 41"

THMETICAL PORTRAIT, 1972



1]

rm™

RSPECTIVES OF THE BI-CY-CLE, 1975 48" x 60"

P B Y

By GEORGE HOEHN

2 DIMENSIONAL DRAWER, 1973 25" x 36"
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2 DIMENSIONAL CHAIR. 1973
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FRAME: Window

From day to day, we witness the growing repugnance
felt by people of a greater awareness for words of a
visceral, analogical or incantatory character. On the
other hand, the visual or descriptive adjective, the word
that contents itself with measuring, locating, limiting,
defining, indicates a difficult but most likely direction
for a new art.

—Robbe-Grillet

The window pieces are records of natural and photographic processes.

In SHADOW EQUALS 6 HOURS photographs were taken at hourly invervals charting the
movement of light and time by the presence of a shadow. The window was framed to de-
emphasize objectness and to siress a two-dimensional image. Besides the instances of
comparative light and darkness subtle tonal variations occur within successive frames.
The density of light is measured in LIGHT EQUALS 6 HOURS. Here, the window acts as

a channel through which the texture of light is exemplified in a comparative process.
WINDOW PERSPECTIVE illustrates three angles of the same window by the imposition

of photographic perspective.

LIGHT ON FLOOR is reproduced from the photographic contents taken from a roll of

film exposing the hatching and cross-hatching of light patterns at fifteen minute
intervals. A window provides the source of light and the angle of reflection.
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WINDOW PERSPECTIVE, 1973 20" x 48"

/

LIGHT EQUALS 6 HOURS, 1972 10" x 48"
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CAMERA VISION AND THE LANDSCAPE August 27, 1978

A photograph not only reads like the real world; it also shapes our vision. The power of
photography to describe or mystify the evidence of our senses is present in the work of Richard
Misrach. A "commitment to a personal vision of the world" is equally shared by the private
language of ritual or photographic practice. By repeated actions of camera-pointing, controlled
lighting and print manipulation, the artist struggles to accommodate the estrangement of
experience with the remedial forms of craft.

The imprint of these patterns is traceable to Misrach's book, Telegraph 3 A.M., where street
photography is sublimated into a formal document revealing the aspirations and ideology of
the artist. Here photographs of people in social isolation, the customs of a chemical culture
and the aura of night appear like reversible metaphors encompassing the position of the artist,
the practice of photography and the promise of vision. At this spiral of the process, Misrach's
awareness of the synthetic qualities of the medium were transferred to a personal system of
"night photography.”

By returning to the competitive genre of landscape photography, the desert was chosen as a
site to expand the "illusionistic devices™ learned from Telegraph Avenue. The employment of
two-source lighting (natural and strobe), long exposures and wideangle perspective increased
the complexity of ritual penetrating the purity of forms veiled in darkness. In a series of
photographic displacements, the images of cacti are illuminated “as if seen in adream.” The
photographs are ceremonially completed in the darkroom. The prints are subjected to a toning
process obsuring the space around the central object in the photograph. The effectiveness of
the potential icon is directly related to the skill and mysitification of its construction. The
viewer is encouraged to freely interpret the work outside the process.

In order to close together the formal meaning of the photograph and its process in a more
intrinsic reading, Misrach advances the following theory that now involves type-C color
photographs of the Hawaian landscape. " . . . and for me, what | feel like I'm doing is taking
one step closer to the object, to the point where you normally don’t see—you won't see a full
palm tree. Its got to do with perspectives and when you don't see the full palm tree, then you
see something else. You see what the camera sees—a configuration of forms.”

The photographs of the Hawaiian landscape raise the problem of theory to the foreground of
the artist's thinking. Perhaps, the additive process of color seems redundant in view of a
landscape already charged with exotic forms of vegetation. Nevertheless, distinct changes
appear in the photographs that can not be understood simply as visual adjustments. The shift
in thinking has not altered the technical practices of the artist, i.e., two-source lighting,
reciprocity of color shifts, long exposures and the problem of authentic color balance between
the real world and camera vision. There is a move away from ritual to practices that are
dialectical.

Some of the new photographs, particularly those depicting a rain forest, are more than
antithetical to pictorial interpretation . . . they are surprising. The color values in the rain
forest photographs are drab and washed-out; or they could be equally perceived as dry or
tough. By throwing the foreground out of focus, the density of vegetation acts like a shredding
of compositional conventions. Common sense perceptions are suspended by the ambiguity of
gravitational forces. A Pandanus tree with torquing leaves, parasitical aerial roots, the trunk of
a Banyan tree are shown in a photograph leaning, unrooted. All elements of the picture are
grounded in the physicality of the photograph itself. These photographs are not simply
confined to a ritual of strobing, chemical manipulation or iconic meaning. We are witnessing
the meaning of a photograph . . . not a symbolic or surrealistic statement . . . but the way a
camera sees a grotto, a rain forest, a jungle without a central object of focus or interest. The
image of vegetation spreads across the surface of the photograph as if it were always there—a
purification of vision, of language, of photography.

These photographs cannot be described in terms of metaphors or symbols; nor can you rely on
what you already know. The pictorial information is no langer directed to a common sense view
of the full form anchored in an illusion of reality. The images now look less like the thing
photographed and more like a photograph.



geometry
are
illustrated
by

the
photographic
contents
taken
from

a

roll

of

film
describing
the
hatching
and
Cross
hatching
of

light
patterns
every
fifteen
minutes.
The
photographs
were
taken

by
Natalie
Thomas
while

|

Was

at

the
dentist.
A
window
provides
the
SQUICE

of

light

for

the

WOrk.

38

LIGHT-ON-FLOOR, 1973






FRAME: Polaroid

"Symbols are not what they seem to be’ Wittgenstein
wrote in 1913. 'In "aRb" “R" looks like a substantive
but it is not one. What symbolizes in "aRb" is that "R"
occurs between "a" and "b"" ', For instance "John loves
Mary' the symbol is not just 'loves’, but the fact that
the word 'loves’ occurs to the left of one name and to
the right of the other.

—Anthony Kenny

POLAROID HAND, 1972 (B & W & Color)
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POLAROID PLANT, 1972 (Color)

14" x11"



NICKEL SCALE. 1973 NICKEL MOTION, 1973
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FORMAT/FIELD:Regular

Simplicity of shape does not necessarily
equate with simplicity of experience.
Unitary forms do not reduce relation-
ships. They order them. If the predomin-
ate, hieractic nature of the unitary form
functions as a constant, all those par-
ticularizing relations of scale, proporiion,
etc., are not thereby canceled. Rather
they are bound more coherently and
indivisibly together.

—Robert Morris

GRASS, SAND & CLOUDS are pieces that emphasize an overall pattern or “field.” The format is
made from photographs arbitrarily limited to a roll of film (36 frames). The content was
chosen for its adaptability to a flat surface. Unlike other pieces, in which | use a serial order
or linear scanning where borders bracket the movement of frames, the reading of these
formats involves a unitary structure. The field is one order, a whole parcel, in which the random
parts are blended together by the illusion of similar textures. The relationship of the process,
taking the photographs, and the final presentation, the format, combines two levels of signifi-
cation. The making of the work expresses horizontal relations in time while the finished object
represents the simultaneous meaning of the process. It was not until a perspective was
actually found that the idea for the work could be released. The idea of a field was determined
by perspective, an aerial vantage of six inches for grass and sand, and infinity for clouds,
provided the means of execution. By presenting the works as wallpieces the viewer faces a
distortion of the original position or perspective. The scale of works engages the penipheral
vision of the viewer in contrast to the monocular image of the landscape photographer. The
pieces GRASS, SAND & CLOUDS have a fixed setting, 1.e., the wall. They can, however, hang
vertically or horizontally. To reiterate: photographs of grass, sand or clouds transmit their
meaning relative to the development of ideas involving scale, setting, randomness and order.
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VACUUM, 1975

50" high

50

Piedmont, California

In the show at William Sawyer Gallery you will find a
couple of new pieces based on an ir-regular format, Like
most of my work these pieces come out of a language
process and then perceptions are introduced into the
structure. In other words once the concept is formed in
the mind the rest of the activity is routine. [n this sense
the work is not organic. It is not a process of experi-
mentation. It is not a matter of selecting or adapting
parts in a search for visual coherency. Once the idea is
formulated all the decisions are made in relation to the
original idea. The idea must produce its own answers. It
must have a code or codes from which | am able to con-
struct a visual structure. An example of this process can
be found in the piece, VACUUM. For some time | had
wanted to make a piece with an ir-regular shape. During
this same time | was reminded constantly of the awk-
wardness of a vacuum-cleaner because it seemed to be
a permanent fixture in the living-room. | thought it was
too bad that the goddamn thing couldn't be a piece of
sculpture so that it would have at least a decorative
reason for being there. Enough of these domestic
shocks finally enabled me to see that here was a suit-
able object for expressing an idea about an ir-regular
shape. The banality of the object now intensified my
enthusiasm for presenting it as a solution for a prob-
lematical structure. For me the hidden aspects of art
always exist in full view—usually in front of me.




50" high

LAMP, 1975
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BODY FRAGMENT #1. 1975 60" high
BODY FRAGMENT #2, 1975 ' 60 high
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CAUSAL/REFLEXIVE

SOUNDING N-1-K-0-M-AT, 1973

In the pieces, SOUNDING THE N-I-K-0-M-A-T, JUMPING WITH NIKOMAT and
THROWING NIKOMAT, there is a conscious attempt to join cause and effect within a
photographic structure.

SOUNDING THE N-I-K-O-M-A-T relates to the act of speech in which each image IS
presented as a gesture of sound expressive of an alphabetic character. In this case the
camera produces a series of images naming itself.

The pieces JUMPING WITH NIKOMAT and THROWING NIKOMAT integrate the act of
photography with the images photographed.

In all of these examples the imagery is derived from language. Different words are
considered as models for potential action. The sounding of a name is documentary in
its effect: it's descriptive. SOUNDING THE N-I-K-0-M-A-T refers to itself, Though
throwing and jumping transmit descriptive messages, these terms will expand the
structure to include forms of an automatic response.

THROWING NIKOMAT is represented in two photographs by the documentation of the
activity. The complimentary images illustrate the photographs taken automatically by
the camera during the course of its flight.

in JUMPING WITH NIKOMAT the camera partakes in all stages of the 3-part sequence;
namely, recorder, recording, recorded.
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JUMPING-WITH-NIKOMAT, 1873

33"

x 14"

54
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guess his present and future also) and lets the camera
be itself. There is one of your photographs that illustrate
this quite well, two pictures of a man throwing his
camera in the air, “Photograph by 'someone’ " and
“Photograph by Nikon". This seems to be related to
the so-called “aesthetics of the snapshot”.

—Minor White
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THROWING
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28" x 22"

1973

HROWING-NIKOMAT,



CA MERA-M‘H’EM ENT, 1972
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If you norm ally usea sponge to wash dlshes or pots,

16" x 20™

Because |am near—suc_i;hted I often

see things that are not there.

NEAR-SIGHTED, 1973 207 x 16"
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At a certain point (X) when walking to work | often have a clear impression of where
| am. | ask myself will | recall the impression on reaching point (Y).

Usually | do not.
XY 1974

28

This question never arises when | am walking home downhill.

10" %

28"
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No word is used which is not immediately considered
an individual; whose inner light is utilized. and shadow

too.
—Francis Ponge
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JANUARY 8, 1974, 1974

ON SUNDAY, JANUARY 6TH, 1974,
MY DAUGHTER KESA AND I VISITED MY
MOTHER AT HER APARIMENT IN THOMAS

PAINE SQUARE.

I MENTIONED TO MY MOTHER
HOW WELL SHE LOOKED AND. I USED
MY DAUGHTER'S INSTAMATIC TO
TAKE THIS PICTURE.

ON TUESDAY, JANUARY 8TH, 1974,

MY MOTHER, CORA RUTH THOMAS, DIED,
LT
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DISPLACEMENT FROJECT

CHARACTERISTICS:

CoMvUNICATION V1A TELEPHOME ASKING RORERT LEVERANT 1F HE WOULD PARTICIPATE IN IDEA ABOUT PORTRAITS

OF FEOPLE AMD THE SPACE THEY OCCUPY DURING PHOTOGRAPH, ML PORTRAITS TO BE MORMAL. FRONTAL .,

- FRAMED IN CENTER OF FOCUSING SYSTEM WITH EQUIVALENT SHOT OF UNOCCUPTED SPACE, THus DISPLACEENT.

By HAVING ANOTHER PARTY EXECUTE THE PHYSICAL PIECE. MY IDEA WAS FURTHER DISFLACED BY RoRERT'S

PARTICIFATION, Since I DID MOT KNOW THE PEOPLE OR SETTINGS. THE APPEARANCE OF PROJECT WOULD EE

UNKNOWN TO ME— AND THOSE REALITIES UMFORESEEN AND FRESH,

REGARDLESS OF WHAT YOU SEE. AN 1DEA HAS BEEN DEVELOPED BY ORE PARTY AMD EXECUTED BY ANGTHER.

EAcH STAGE OF THE DISPLACEMENT HAS 175 O RENDERING AND IS UNIFIED BY AN IDEA OR PRINCIPLE.

Frave 20 1S THE PHOTOGRAPHER TAKEN BY A PAR TECHNICIAN WHD DEVELOPED THE

FILM AND MADE THE CONTACT SHEET, THE WORDS ARE MINE, THE PIECE BELONGS TO ALL WO PARTICIPATED,

11/7/72
Lewis C. THomas

DISPLACEMENT PROJECT, 1872 32" x 20"
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PROJECTS: Installations

DUTCH INTERIOR

25 16 X 205 13 BLACK 12 WHITE
Lewis C. Thomas G

STACKED

SHUFFLED

25—16 x 20's: 13 Black, 12 White, 1972 SET (on floor)
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DUTCH INTERIOR

From day to day, we witness the growing repugnance
felt by people of a greater awareness for words of a
visceral, analogical or incantatory character. On the
other hand, the visual or descriptive adjective, the word
that contents itself with measuring, locating, limiting,
defining, indicates a difficult but most likely direction
for a new art.

—Robbe-Grillet

.. .50 my advice would be to drop the 'known’ aspects
and move out into a grander, more surprising form of
presentation, The ‘future of art’ lies in its theoretical

expansion.
—Mel Bochner

DUTCH INTERIOR can be carried by hand (portable),
distributed after calculation (variable) and designed by

definition (coding).

Photographic conventions such as paper size, 16”7 x
20", chemical processing, printing, developing, fixing,
washing, glazing, mounting, displaying are used as tau-
tuluﬁical references in determining a non-metaphorical
WOrk.

Perspective is fixed by placement; where it is.
Symmetry is shaped by arithmetic, 13 Black & 12
White, and their causal combinations. Exposure to
surface color black as reflective, white as opaque,
express sensation; Positive & Negative,

DUTCH INTERIOR has no depth. It is flat and simple
supported by existing planes. Motion is experienced
through unity and the materiality of the photographic
process. There is no deception.

Since the work is portable, its closed position is
stacked. Other locations from floor to ceiling can be ar-
ranged by setting or installation. Randomness is
performed by an act of shuffling.

Dutch interior refers to Dutch painting of the 17th
century. Within this kind of genre horizontal perspective
(floor patterns) and left—right light source simulate lin-
guistic processes. The understanding of the term should
not be confined to an analogical code.

DUTCH INTERIOR, 1973 Installed deSaisset Art Gallery, University of Santa Clarz
25—16 x 20's: 13 Black, 12 White
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PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS

PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS is any part—even the least or most remote — a
work in-progress begun 1972. The Corners come from a portable ensemble
consisting of twenty five photographically processed prints. Each print
measures 16" x 20" of which thirteen are black and twelve are white.
Because the work is an ensembie, it can be stacked, shuffled, set or installed

The idea for this work results from the reading of Malevich’'s THE NON
OBJECTIVE WORLD and Mondrian’s PLASTIC ART AND PURE PLASTIC ART.

In this sense, the twenty five 16" x 20"'s — thirteen black and twelve
white are literary. In this sense, the portable is conventional depending on
arithmetic, measurements and process for its potential meaning and the
relationship of these factors for its actual structuring.

Developing and fixing twenty five pieces of blank photographic paper is
hoth a tedious and absurd process. At that time | had no plan for presen-
tation which added equally to the ridiculousness of the process. The work
is made in a mood similar to a fanatic’s dream to see an idea succeed.

When the work was shown in 1973 as an interior, | was afraid of the
baldness and simplicity of the piece so | invented a title, DUTCH
INTERIOR, fabricated propaganda, and in general, gave into the need for a
metaphor. | know now however, the prints are not imageless. They are the
Images.

In the fashion of information art, this work undergoes the labors of docu-
mentation developing a history of positions and installations. This material
is of course enclosed in an innocent publication.

PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS is next to the last step in a spiralling configura-
tion that will hopefully end as a ceiling in another place. By adding biack
and white photographic prints to the sculptural perspective of gallery
corners, | intend to make the space of the gallery the object of the work.
Useage is easily understood from a theoretical view-point while the anxiety
Is maintained existentially when the work is exhibited.

"Je suis I'espace ou je suis.”

PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS, 1974 Installed Atholl McBean Gallery, San Francisco Artlnst:tut; "
25—16 x 20’s: 13 Black, 12 White
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PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS, 1974
25—16 x 20°s: 13 Black, 12 White










PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS, 1974
25—16 x 20's: 13 Black, 12 White
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THE SAME 25 16 x 20'S
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THE SAME 25—16 x 20s, 1976 Installed WEST COAST CONCEPTUAL PHOTOGRAPHERS La Mamelle, Art Center, San Francisco
25—16 x 20's: 13 Black, 12 White
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'PROPOSAL FOR NATIONAL EXHIBITION | 1974

EFRDM; LEW THOMAS, 243 GRAND VIEW ﬁ?ﬁUE@_SAE:FRéﬂﬁlscﬁ, 94114, (415) 647-4290

70:

FROM JANUARY 12 70 FEBRUARY 6, MILLS COLLEGE ART GALLERY, OAKLAND,
CALIFORNIA, WILL PRESENT MY ONE PHOTOGRAPH EXHIBITION, "8 x 10."

THE INSTALLATION INVOLVES A WALL (not necesgsarily flat and eilther
interior or exterior) ON WHICH AN 8' x 10' RECTANGLE CAN BE MASKED
CFF WITH 3/4" BLACK OR WHITE PHOTOGRAPHIC TAFE. A PHOTO®APH IS
THEN TAKEN ANKD THE CORRESPONDING 8" x 10" GLOSSY PRINT IS ATTACHED
TO THE CENTER OF THE RECTANGLE.

THE ONLY REQUIREMENT FOR OTHER INSTALLATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES
IS THEAT THEY COINCIDE WITH THE DATES OF THE MILLS COLLEGE EXHIBITION.

ALL INSTALLATIONS ARE TO BE CAREFULLY DOCUMENTED. CREDITS WILL BE
POSTED IN THE MILLS COLLEGE ART GALLERY. FHOTOGRAPHS OF THE SITES
HI?L BE MADE AND EACH PARTICIPANT WILL RECEIVE AN ORIGINAL SET OF

PRINTS. s '

IF YOU ARE INTERESTED IN JOINING THIS NETWORK EXAMINING THE PER~

SPECTIVES OF THE PHOTOGRAPHIC OBJECT, PLEASE WRITE OR PHONE FOR
FURTHER DETAILS. '

8 X ]0 an exhibition of one photograph

. rec
3/4" photo tape

8’ X=glossy
g" x 10"

10’

M. ..the world exists to end in a book." Mallarme

g x 10, 1974
1978 photograph (from the series Reproductions of Reproductions) 407 x 30

/0



It then becomes clear and certain to him what he

knows is not a sun and an earth, but only an eye that

sees a sun, a hand that feels an earth.
—Schopenhauer

Dear Joan Murray:

Though "8 x 10" involves merely one photograph installed
at Mills Callege Art Gallery, it has taken nearly three months
of preparation and the process continues,

At this time there are approximately 24 sites including Mills
College and Lamkin Camerawark where the '8 10" is
‘nstalled, All documentation photos will be filed with me
before the end of the month and they will become a part of
the permanent record.

The photographic and written records will eventually
comprise the only information regarding the "8 x 10" as an
object of actual perception. This statement in itself explains
the problems associated with the object as idea, image and
fact.

Since my idea reflects an object. the space and installation
another object, the photograph of the space fixed ta the
center of the rectangle and documented with photograph
completes the configuration within the boundary of the site.
From this description you should see that an exhibition of
one photograph can become a complex event, Multiply the
event 24 times in different places with differing content
confined only by the abstract structure of an & feet x 10 feet
rectangle and the event has been transformed into a netwark
of active interpretation of the object—the object of idea,
image and fact.

| am not interested in showing the photographic image as a
distortion of the space photographed. i e. analytical and
negative. | am trying to join the photographic act with the
space in a manner that is physical, perceptible and, at any
point within the site, intelligible. Unlike the photographer
who with his mind and eye seeks a frame in which to bank
this content, | make my frame with my hand and simply
photograph. The sensitive photographer searches for content
that is interpretive and meaningful. | try to eliminate or
neutralize the content depending only on the structure to
reveal my intent.

| do not go to the gallery or the space with a collection of
fixed and memorable objects. | go there to find the here and
the now and that is what | photograph and that is what |
nope some people will find when they po there tgo.

As far as | am concerned. the installation at Mills is perfect,
classical. The reading material is posted on the outside of the
gallery and it is sensible. Inside the gallery the visuality is
pure and apparently simple.

On the outside wall of the gallery beneath the sign, "8 x 10,
's posted a letter and documentation photo by one of the
participants, Robert T. Dalton of Castaic, California, who
expresses perfectly the intentian of this work. | am enclosing
a copy of the letter.

Lew Thomas

8 x 10, 1975 Installed Mills College Art Gallery, Oakland, California
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“8 »'e lﬂn
Published by NOT-FOR-SALE-FEESS

Compiled by Lew Thomas
Designed by Ron Rick
Contributions from 24 Artists

48 pages, 16 photos, price $3.00 (incl. tax & post)

Since exposure of artists' work either in
gallery space or printed form is determined
by curatorial taste or critical opinion, the
project "8 x 10" is designed to counteract
the 1limits imposed by a closed system.

The finished form of the i1dea 1s now being
prepared as a publication. The book will
include documents and site photos submitted
by the 24 participants. The material was
filed chronologically and the presentation
of the work will be made without alteration
or decorative judgments usually associated
with art publications.

Many of the artists collaborating on the
project are being published for the first-
time. Unlike the competitive system
(regardless of how "open") that selects by
a strateqgy of solicitation, "8 x 10" 1s an
open hetwork of experiential cooperation.

Because I wish to make the project self-
sufficient (just as the i1dea is self-
generating), I am asking for vour immediate
financial support. Profits made from the
book will be reused for further publications
devoted to the unsolicited artist. 2l e

8x10

I
3
T

"8 x 10" published by NOT-FOR-SALE-Press
243 Grand View Ave

Price: $3.00 San Francisco, Cg
incl. tax & post. 94114

Name

Address Z1p

No. Copiles Total Amount

$3.00 each

READY AUGUST '75

8 x 10 BOOK, 1975 —
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BRACKETING

The term BRACKETING is herewith being used to indicate a method in which x units of space
have been isolated (photographed) and reintroduced as 2-dimensional furniture within the
space.

since there is no thought without an antecedent cause, the structure of BRACKETING pro-
ceeds from experience previously developed in the exhibits PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS & "8 x
10." Similarily, the finalization of form is unknown until the installation is completed. Instal-
lation in this form is no longer an external operation in which qualitative decisions are made
in order to present aesthetic objects in an expedient context. The installation of BRACKETING
becomes a co-efficient cause equal to the original idea; or else, there is no visualization past or
future except for theoretical posturing.

Some poets gain their insights from the color of ink and the blankness of paper they face
befare the act of writing. Thusly, there are artists who begin with the primacy of space and re-
create what is measurable.

There are seven units to BRACKETING. Walking west through the gallery in a clockwise course,
the first work invalves a rocking circle. Sheets of photo paper are mounted in varying degrees
of diagonal movement with only the architectural verticals within the images to normalize
positioning. The simple information of a panorama is complicated by the contradiction of
photo paper & phote illusion.

BLACK & WHITE Backdrop pieces face each other in a statement that fixes the space in an
abstract vise,

There is a linear panel that brackets the exposure of a gallery chair and another rectangular
bracketing piece that reflects the white paint of a gallery door.

One focusing piece sits freely on the floor in a setting similar to the shooting position. An ir-
regularily shaped work that begins with photos at the center of the window-wall fanning out te
the corners of the gallery completes the seven units.

Four pieces are stapled to the walls and the other three are prepared on styrofoam board.
When the installation was completed. labels were omitted as devices that would interfere with
the idea in that labels separate objects one from the other by their verbal intrusion.-

It should not go unmentioned that several times during the process of actualizing
BRACKETING some of the individual pieces appear woefully weak. Conditioning to fixed
objects as an aesthetic end stimulates feelings that tend towards panic when one is forced to
wait for the experience to work itself inside-out-ta the present.

Finally—reflection should not be understood as a form of thinking or analysis but more
accurately is the balancing of internal & objective forces within a satisfying whole.

This work aspires to a didactic purpose and as such should be treated as false. At least in art
everyone else’s truth is a distraction.
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06/30/75
70 John Allen

Darkroom Workshop
Zerkeley, California

The major part of the show is definitely under control.
Two objects 4 feet x 5 feet are ready as well as a
sumber of other works. The larger pieces are important
to the balance of the exhibition and they look good. The
onotobackdrop piece gives me complete satisfaction. |
Think it's a knockout but then my tastes are quite
removed from the monocular view of most
ohotographers. Don't fear, | have plexiglass for some of
the larger pieces that will add glossy conviction to the
total process. WHAT IS THIS SHOW? Let's say it's just
znother move on my part to demonstrate the use of
ohotography as a reflexive medium for defining actual
space. I'm using the term "bracketing’ in the
zrammatical sense to express the parenthetical
zhstracting of objects within a given space. In this
=xhibition the viewer is presented a set of recorded

* ymages and the opportunity to measure the records with
the actual information since they both exist
simultaneously in the environment. You might say this
s literal documentation incorporated in a phenomenal
method. The techniques | am using employ
documentation as a kind of measuring device. AND. |
«now of no other exhibition that has taken the actual
space in which the photographs presented refer directly
to where the photographs were taken. There have been
modest attempts to locate a single point within a given
space re-presenting that point with photography. In
SRACKETING a series of photographic pieces are made
1o represent the space and objects where they are being
shown. The work is not interpretive. I'm not looking for
any ghosts in your gallery. There's no romantic
obsession with light or the cultivation of strangeness
through the history of things. | simply want the viewer
o experience a sense of reflection within a specific
context produced by photography. It's my current
conviction that there i1s no art without reflection and
the more experiential the sense of reflection the
stronger is the art regardless of how humble the work
might appear.

Make sure that Sharan Golden receives credit for her
zssistance in this project, BRACKETING.

BRACKETING, 1975 Installed Darkroom Workshop, Berkeley, California



BACKDROP CLOTH, 1975 48" % 60"

BRACKETING, 1975 48" x 60"
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WITRUVIAN CONTEXT

82/12/7%

"o Elena Layland, Art Gallery

=zn Jose State University

My |ast three shows (PHOTOGRAPHIC CORNERS, 8 x 10 & BRACKETING) were done without
5= security of studio objects. They were shows whose meaning is developed within the space
= the gallery during the installation. Since the relationship of ideas to the space are meant to
\mi=grate in practice, the actual appearance or effectiveness of the work cannot be known
wntil the presentation is completed. In the new work, THE VITRUVIAN CONTEXT: 1480 to
1276, the only objects brought to the gallery will be a copyslide of the Da Vinci drawing,
cnarcoal for drawing over the slide when it is projected onto the wall and an SX-70 Polaroid
=mera for photographing parts of a model's body (black male). The slide will be projected to
e scale of the actual model and they will be photographed in a progressive sequence with
e prints being fixed within the corresponding area of each drawing. I'm certain the instal-
‘=100 will be quite attractive on a visual level with the drawing (outline) acting as a faint
wmoression of markings into which the polaroid prints are set resembling a series of miniature
windows through which the contemporary content may be viewed. The shiny brilliance of SX-
70 orints will produce an effect of stainglass insets. The piece will consist of 6 to 8 drawings
=nd polaroid prints. Each drawing will expand the information of the figure until it is complet-
=c n the manner of the original model. Therefore, the series will run from left to right in a
=mple, arithmetical relationship between drawing and polaroid print: first drawing, one
ohoto; second drawing, 2 photos; third drawing, 3 photos; and so on. . . This work is entirely
contingent on presentation; the pieces or objects are specifically accountable within the
Soundaries of the actual space. The show exists in actual time. No object except an idea
supports the meaning of the show and no object is taken from it. It either works here and now
or 1T's a failure. THE VITRUVIAN CONTEXT purely relates to the issues of installation and
context, and it is formulated from a purely photographic response to these concerns.
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THE VITRUVIAN CONTEXT: 1482-1976, Installed San Jose State University Art Gallery, San Jose, California, 1976









DEPOSITION

DEPOSITION: 1974-1976 Installed San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, 1976
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Ly, Div'n a3

Text

LEW THOMAS

Panels from DEPOSITION: 1974-1976 ' 17" x 22"

OR IS IT (reprinted from The New Commercialist (A Review) October 1978)

"What | am saying does not mean that there will heaceforth be no form in art. It only means
that there will be new form, and that this form will be of such a type that it admits the chaos
and does not try to say that the chaos is really something else. The form and the chaos remain
separate. The latter is not reduced to the former. That is why the form itself becomes a pre-

occupation, because it exists as a problem separate from the material it accomodates. To find a
form that accomodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now.""

Quotes are similar to images. They are reproductions that serve to illustrate the outside of a
text. Like a photograph. Or is it a medium whose material resolution instantly gaps rational
causality; or that, attempts to discuss or define photography lead directly to analogy or mysti-
cism.

A photograph signifies the past. The sign is always present. A shift in tense like language. Or
cogito. (1) think therefore () am not, (1) write to form-u-late a case, nominative; a will,
possessive; (I) cannot see my eyes except in reflection, objective. My-self. Who am (1)? Today.
And image disembodied from the root of perception. Like a photograph. To mask the identity
of my instincts. In-order-to-act formats are invented for control. History. Who am (1)? Today.
Formats are invented for my control. Genre. What is the purpose of photography? Comfort,
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- control, emotion, identity, perception, reflection—to form-u-late a will. Format. Format,
Format. Ideology. If (1) see a photograph of a penis and another of a prick, are they the same
object? A vagina or cunt? The interpretation of one, the other, is an arrangement of

information.

Fetish, ritual, perception—a form-u-lated experience. The anesthetized Image. Like a photo-
graph.

“And | have known the eyes already, known them all/The eyes that fix you in a formulated
phrase/And when | am formulated, sprawling on a pin/When | am pinned and wriggling on
the wall/Then how should | begin."

A photograph? Or is it? Or is it "the recording of phenomena purely by means of the effects of
phenomena.” Is photography transparent in the manner of a true method—that which
communicates itself; the reprod uctions of reproductions? A photograph reads like the real
world because it designs it. Today the photograph is the world: the world is a photographic
model.” "0 moon my pin-up.” The "Third Show'” at Camerawork Gallery divides the photo-
graph between the connotative aspect of the sign and its signifier. The work in the show does
not invoke the private language of ritual such as repeated actions of camera-pointing, artificial
lighting or print manipulation to mystify the evidence of our senses. The imprint of these
patterns is traceable to the fiction of genre and its identification with a proper name,

"'Each proper name pretends that it is the origin and end of a certain collacation of thoughts
that may be unified . . . The indicative value that | attribute to them (names of authors and
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doctrines) is first the name of a problem.™

The competitive struggle of artists estranges community experience; and the dismay of artists
Is traceable to this coded hierarchy. Photography in the "Third Show™ examines the
authorization of form by asserting the presence of the signifier and by distancing the object of
perception. The “re-ordering”® of photography into systems that analyze ifs capacity to in-
scribe consciousness with meaning and value asserts an activity of remedial will as being more
instructive than the decorating functions of vision. When photographs reveal their originary
functions, i.e., the power to conceal alienation, to transmit "uncriticized ideology’ in forms
that are "familiar, well-know, transparent myths in which a society or an age can recognize
itself (but not know itself),”’ then, and only then, will the mirror and the frame undergo dis-
illusion. This leads to a critique of genre, to contextural questions, which in turn lead to a dis-
ordering of knowledge where the individual can put aside “spontaneous consciousness,” the
“institutionalized subjective.” "What's really at stake is one’s image of oneself."”

In Hal Fischer's piece, 18th & Castro x 24, a "perpetual calendar” is constructed out of
automatic images and "cold type." The straight forward presentation of photographs and text
confounds the abusive functions of interpretation and taste because of its simplicity and
accessibility. A project grouped around a set of combinations, contrasts and perceptions
moves forward with the obvious continuity of a machine.® A site is subjected to an automatic
witness, a camera that records in intervals the data of time. To counter the automatic observa-
tions, a monologue is appended to the matrices of the documentary surfacing the problems of
context. The frame and the mirror are shown as mechanical and arbitrary devices. It is inter-
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esting to see how artless photographs reveal more about the construction of photographic
vision than the work of pure description or synthetic objects. Fischer's decision to rigidly fix
the view of the camera and its constant perspective stereotypes the docuy mentary and the
fiction of objectivity. The genre is penetrated by the admission of the photographer’s voice.

"I was not one man only,” says Proust’s narrator, “'but the steady advance hour after hour of
an army in close formation, in which there appeared, according to the moment, impassioned
men, indifferent men, jealous men .. . Ina composite mass, these elements may, one by one.
without our noticing it, be replaced by others, which others again eliminate or reinforce. until

in the end a change has been brought about which it would be impossible to conceive if we
were a single person.”

The Cross-coding of photography and language releases the discovery of the Other and does
not suppress the awareness of | myself am that risk insofar as | am the other. Film is
advanced frame by frame ineluctably recording its own rendezvous by nature of its seriality.
Fischer's tinkering with the codes of the documentary directs attention to the problems of
form, or how it, form, is constituted and whether it can be divided by its inside or outside: or
is there an outline? What does the photographer the viewer, or the critic perceive? Anyone
looking into the photograph chooses from a set of terms, identity and difference, that control
and unify the hetrogeneity of signs flooding our vision. The signs float upright in conscious-
ness no matter how chaotic or disorienting the content may seem. The field of 3 photograph
diminishes towards a center of enclosed information and draws the photographer and viewer
alike into a state of imagined security and endless diversion. The enclosure cannot be felt or
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seen, it has no weight or texture; photographer and viewer co-exist in a transparent discourse
where the need for meaning and emotional equivalents are incessantly rendered in reprodu-
cible forms (terms). The inside. Content. Or is it.

(1)'ve heard Fischer comment with self satisfaction that some of the work in "Third Show"
including his own reaffirms the presence of people and the issues of content as central to the
practice of photography. ThIS may be the case but to this critic the statement is provisional.
The "Castro Street piece” is mttrestlng because of its integrity and adherence to a methodical
process where the structure of "making equal,” subject and object, dissolves the distinction
between language and photography.

"If one is always bound by one’s perspectives one can at least deliberately reverse perspectives
as often as possible, in the process undoing opposed perspectives, showing that the two terms
of opposition are merely accomplices of each other.”"" The strategy of plural voices allows
Fischer to break out of the enclosure of interpretation that dissimulates form, format, classi-
fication in an exchange of views where the photographer is no longer problematic to the
appropriating power of photography. The view of unorthodox street conduct does not exclude
the role of the photographer, All aspects of the work are open. The resolve to accept signs that
deny the transformative appetites demand patience and willingness to work in a state of
aesthetic doubt. Compared to previous works by Hal Fischer, the growing interest in format
and presentation has advanced his photography to a greater degree of transparency. No longer
using the photograph as the only point of contact, the referential quality of the work increases
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geometrically to positions that inevitably converge in an outline of expanded context. In the
"Castro Street piece” the photograph is desensitized and combined with figures of type

denoting interchangeable modes of discourse.

Footnotes:

1. Deirdre Bair. Samuel Beckett: A Biography. New York:
Harcourt Brace lovangvich, 1978, pape 523.

2. T.5. Eligt. The Waste Land and (Other Foems, New York:
Harcourt Brace & World, 1562

3. The contemporary world is dominated by the presence of
the photozraph. Its power to displace perspectives of the
exterior world is now eguivalent to the spontaneous act of
seeing, This is translated into a formalist theory where the
thing photographed is less important than the photograph
itself. The status of the photograph has reached a position
wherehy the world is now compared to it. The photography
of Donna-Lee Phillips, Meyer Hirsch, William Delappa and
Peter [¥Agastine, whase work is not on view in this
axhibition, explore 3 photographic model of the world
inasmuch as the meaning of the exterior world has already
been appropriated by the power of photography. In Ms
Phillips' series of photographs in which an identical nude
figure is superimposed with diagrams depicting different
kinds of surgical operations, a cross coding of the functions
of photography serve as criticism of the sexual exploitation of
the object in forms ranging from "nude” photegraphy to a
manual reproducing official medical practices. Meyer Hirsch
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wxposes the repetitive system of the daily newspaper by in-
serting his identity into the senality of an alien process that
ritualizes consciousness in modes of production.

Peter I'Agosting’s photographic analyses of the construction
of films in which images by Godard, Robbe-Grillet and
Antonioni are translated from 2 continuous process to cne of
discrete units explicate the problems of authorship and the
meaning of the external warld insofar as the photographic
madel 15 not only theory but a property.

4. Ezra Pound. ""Pisan Cantos Ixxxiv.”

5. Jacques Derrida. Of Grammatology. Translated by Gavatri
Chakravorty Spivak. Baltimare: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1978, page liv,

6. Meyer Hirsch’s term for mediating the process of arder
and disorder.

7. Louis Althussizr. For Man. London: NLE, page 144

8. Paul Valery. Leonardo, Poe, Mallarme, Translated by M
Cowley and James R. Lawler. Princeton, New Jersey.
Princeton University Press 1972, page 15.

§. Evan Watkins. The Critical Act. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1978, page 169,

10. lacques Derrida. Of Gramatology. page xeviii



OUTSIDE/INSIDE

Frag: Ray Mares, fap e

The (New) COFFEE GALLERY:

Photography: LEW THOMAS
OUTSIDE/INSIDE

Sound: Geoffrey Cook
June 19 — July 26, 1976

Performances & Reception
June 29th, 7:00 p.m.

Sir Lawrence Washington
The Friends of Art
(Howard Hack, Cheryl Smith, Edward MyCue)

The (New) COFFEE GALLERY
1353 Grant Ave.

UTSIDEVINSIDE, 1976 Installed The Coffee Gallery, San Francisco
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n,

from OUTSIDE/INSIDE:CHOICE (Written Installation), 1976
1978 photograph (from the series Reproductions of Reproductions) 40" x 30"
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INSIDE/ OUTSIDE

CORRESPONDENCE (A Written Installation), 1977 Galeria de la Raza, San Francisco
from the exhibition INSIDE/QUTSIDE curated by Masashi Matsumoto
1978 Photograph (from the series Reproductions of Reproductions) 40"x30"
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change will things, it execute and process of idea to
~ WRITING(S) yourself commit you oncE. imitation or stylization of
problems only are theY. manageable become will
photography illusionistic of distortions the, time and space
of fictions, beginnings falsE. processes film other of look
the with himself concern to have not does hE. work
own his for criterion a as photography traditional to relate
not does hE. illusionistic not are that values and photo-
graphic is that material with deals photographer thE.
radical are results the image the from freeD.

technique graphic of mingling a not and photographs be to
meant are that photographs evolve will range this for
respecl. scale grey of utilization full mean will normalcY.
value material its for exposed completely be should surface
photographic thE. frameable not is it, finished is it wheN.

real is what represent to means a find will vision his
internalizes who photographer the, style of pretentions from -
freeD.

authenticity its be will completenesS. aesthetic is it when
not; effective it is when completed is concept
photographiC.

definition constant of state a in is it, interpretive not is iT.
freely work my about talk can I. process enlarge they
because acceptable are relationships verbal.

referential notis iT. not is it or is it what is either iT.
ideas of effectiveness measure to used is standard 1:1A.

photography internalizE. taste and values comparative by
judged are that pictures create will they and decorative
and obsessive are preoccupations thesE. aesthetics and
composition inhibiT. visible the for disregard with ideas
executE.

competitive and redundant simply are techniques effective
promise which aims theiR. content their for exploited

be should photography on manualS. space is camerA.
structure present to time with integrated be can geometry
and movement camera, progression film, speeds shutter,
stops F., scale and measurement, perception expresses iT.
method is camerA. moment decisive the necessarily not is
that idea an identify to used be can film of rolL. structure
implies and movement possesses, serial is film rolL. content
are photography of materialS.

object the photography making concept by displaced is
photography traditional of concern and object the is which
illusionisM.

(s) image than rather (s) idea be can photography for base A4l

NOTES, 1972 reprinted from San Francisco Camera, Vol. 1 No. 6
1978 photograph (from the series Reproductions of Reproductions) 40" x 30"
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Nothing more ordinary than what is happening te me,
nothing simpler than the solution to the
problem before me.

Francis Ponge

Conceptual photography is an investigation of the photographic process. In most constructions
it articulates a binary relationship of methodology to content. Unlike experimental or even
fine-arts photography, it relies on a direct process or common technology to the degree that
sufficiently expresses the intention of the artist. The work in this exhibition is generally char-
acterized by a non-visceral content which confines its meaning to measuring, locating, limit-
ing or defining directions uncommon to pictorial photography. In fact images, which hitherto
have been the collective source of photographic culture, are here incorporated into structures
or formats that are alien to a tradition of illusions. They are alien in scale, i.e., one-to-one
representation of visual information; the use of camera perspectives to isolate and analyze
lateral movement with concurrent modes of scanning; a systematic use of seniality that 1s not
merely an analogy for motion; the formulation of coding devices to develop structure and en-
courage the viewer in a rereading of the actual process; the combining of various photographic
genres to produce reflexive formats; or language and time which in conceptual photography
are equal to light and space respectively.

There are now logic and ideas in photography and
individual photographs. Noi just things, or peaple, or
decisive moments. There are other concomitants like
scale, materiality, anti-decisive moments, metaphor and
motion which are independent of the classical elements
of light, tone, expressiveness and likeness. . .

Robert Leverant

The work in this exhibition was selected hecause of a preoccupation with the meaning of the
photographic object and not the continued exaltation of a privileged image. It is this inquiry
inta the nature of the object that unites the independent works into a projected whole or ag-
gregate of philosophical interests. The issue confronted by the artists here are so divergent
from the normal functions of photography that they can be considered ideologically different
in development and origin. These issues involve the use of ideas as a primary source for the
practice of photography. The relationship of these ideas to the visual object exists in a referen-
tial state where idea and representation are as clearly calibrated as the marks on a ruler. The
meaning of the object is always recognizable for what it is. Regardless of the intellectual
powers associated with certain historical photographers, their immersion into an orthodox tra-
dition has diluted the radicalism of their thinking to the extent that their influence is pro-
longed by a process of imitation.

Empty enigmas, arrested time, signs which refuse to

signify, giant enlargement of the tiny detail, narratives

which come full circle: We are in a flat and discon-

tinuous universe where each thing refers only to itself.

A universe of fixity, or repetition, of absolute obvious-

ness, which enchants and discourages the explorer.
Robbe-Gillet

Conceptual photagraphy in its purest form has displaced the image and its sophistry of seeing
with a new arrangement of visual ordering namely: the idea, process and the meaning of
photography itself. Although this sequence i3 interchangeable during the execution of a photo-
graphic work, it is quite different from the secondary status granted by artists who use photo-
graphy to record their activities whether it 1s painting for reproduction or saleable documenta-
tion. A conceptual photographer always begins at the beginning in a search for authenticity
and the work in this exhibition is no exception. My thanks to Carl Loeffler whose assistance
and resources have made possible an exhibition of photography that is beyond the scope of
those who manage the art in this area; and to Samuel W. Samore who shares one-third of the
responsibility of this exhibit,

INTRODUCTION TO WEST COAST CONCEPTUAL PHOTOGRAPHER'S CATALOG, 1976, LaMamelle Art Center, San Francisco

95



LETTERS

Concerning The Photography and Language show
at La Mamelle Arts Center and Cameraworks
Gallery in San Francisco, The exhibition is up
until November 22, 1978,

Dear Mr. Thomas,

Just one cormrment about the Phatu_graphy and Lang=
uage exhibition. Being the first exhibition of the relation—
ships between Photography and Language to be done with
the emphasis on Photography, is it tomially justified to
curate the show in such a manner that it may actually
misrepresent certain artists’ work due to yvour decision
to restrict entries to an 8 X 10 inch horizontal format?

I kronwy that 1 felt & little galled at having to conform to
your preconceptions of what the show was about and re—
sented you using the exhibition as an excuse to "do a
plece", When you curate a show, especially in this sit—
uation where much of the work shown has not had exter—
sive visibility, yvou take a responsibility to show the work
in its proper context without taking such curatorial liber-
ties with the wark. This is my aobjection to the format
of the show. [ admire yvour urgs to put on unious exhib=
itiong like B8 X 10 back in 1975, but in this instance the
show purports to represant a certain direction within
Fhotography; so ean you justify from an historical point
of view having the artists who participate restrict their
entries to your format limitations?

Sincaraly,

Jameas Hugunin
Los Angeles

Dear br, Hugunin,

In reply to your letter of July 1, regarding the 8 10
inch horizontal forrmat for the Photooraghy and Language
exhibition held jointly at the Arts Center and Camera-~
work Gallery, let me begin by saying that | was not the
author of the format. [t is unfortunate that oy "8 20 10"
book should be the causeé of erronecus identification.
Howewver, any policy involving the exhibit must have the
unanimeuws consent of John Lamkin, Carl Loeffler and
rmiysalf, Sa, if the format appears to be an "excuse to
do a piece", this judgerment must be shared by the thres
of us.

Froem my reading of your articles and publications
which I adrmire for- their analytical efforts to define
FPhotography as an intellechz] medium, your comimeants
expressing "preconceptions” and misrepresentation
came as a surprise to me.,

Because of the experience during the West Coast
Conceptual Photographers' exhikition which was designed
to show & physical kind of photography using seriality,
scale, and eccentric formats, we decided to find a stra-
tegqy that would eliminate curatorial choices of "where
do we hang this" and "how does this look" syndrome. In
other waords, even in the WCCP show we found ocurselves
relyving on institional sensibilities that in theory is de-
plorable. Let the galleries and mussurms worry about
the historicity and other forms of assthatic antertain-
mert, It iz our desire and businoss to craate altermative
structures that involve the highest form of risk. A risk
circumscribed by artist and theoretician,

Within the format of the 8 X 10 inch horizontal print
artists are free to send as many photographs as they
deenn necessary to complete their projects: they are free
to send copies of original work because of installation
procedures where unmounted prints will be staplad to the
wall; or, to enable artists outside California to partici-
pate vid the copy in that they can reduca non=-transport—
able pieces to entities that can simply be mailed. How
can this forrmat e considered a mannar that "may act=
vally misrepresant certain artists! work"? If you mean
eccentrically shaped photo pieces or hyperbolic objects
are necessary for the seriocus investigation of the uses
of photography and language, then of course this show
will blow it. Ewven in the area of the object or aesthetic

corrmodity whereky Photography is currently supposed
to represent the new bourgecis art market's reed for
inexpensive, "ariginal" items, the choice of the 8§ X 10
inch format is morally and politically defensible,

Therefore, the conditions and policy of the Phota-
graphy and Language exhibition make it possible to install
work without subjective mediation, encouragss the sub-
rrission of work beyond & regional scope, neutralizes the
Fetishistic values of the object, equates an exhibition with
theory, and finally provides a concephual context wharsa
guestions are not only related to the identity and mean—
ing of the art, but of the artist alse.

We are aware that many photographers will not part—
icipate because of the format. That is our gamble. We
may end up with 3 pieces or 240 square Inches o 4500
sguare feet of space,  But if these so called Language
artists took the time to think out the implications of the
forrmat they ought to undarstand that one more "hot" show
will only satisfy personal exposure, These same artists
would not have felt comfortable in the show regardless of
conditions,

Speaking now only for myself I don't see any need for
producing a show that is compatible with the mentality
that extends from Rochestar to Carmel. The Romantic-
iz of  Photograpky is hardly the iscue now.

I hope thiz information finds you in an indefatigable
mood and | am grateful for vour honesty and e mater—
ial you have made availanle to the exhibitions,

What we are doing ia not predictable.”

YVery Sincerely,

Lew Thomas
Szn Francisco

FHOTOGHRAPHY AND LANGUAGE Photogramby arid
Lamguage is the utke of an exhibit that will consist of
reencurrent installations at La Mammele A Cenper and
CAMIRAWORK Callery, and a book of the same title,
publivhed convurrenthy with the eshobdt, that will poo-
vigde an estenson o the gallery nstallations and aka
serve partially as an eshibition catalng The exhibit will
open Ootobor 22 and run thitugh Howember 21, 1974
Far the exhibir we are soliciting all types of phetagraphy
m which words and images are (ained ina visual presen-
fatan such as diarsic (subjective doomeatation],
narrative [objective, clowsd temporal sequence), sem-
pne (the demystification of signs], etc, Also welcome
are wonks where the ordering of words and/or images
imply anather level of representation (e nage jusia-
poaitioned in such a way that words for language) are
imglied, even though ot wed)

boy the book, Phovceramhy and Language, we are salic-
iting fexds of sritcal or theoretical mfopmation related
1o larguage and photography or any written waoik related
o photogaphy that transcends the usual orthodawy of
photairaphic writing

Ihe installation of these exhibits will be esperimental in
that the curators are attemping (o avoid the usual es-
thetic and logical decisions In Fanging the exhilbet, 1 e
atrangement of like subject matter, arrangement of wark
bt e wesually pleasing, pustaposition of pieces to canvey
the curatin’s message, et To accomplish this, we are
requisting that all work submitted be im 8-nch by -

inch kosizantal format The sk ridy he origingl werk
ol copies of nruEinaI work The plece mf; canuise of
g ane He Bl print_The peints will be given a
I"ILl'I"IEr WEE‘II. rEL#l'-Pj a.ng W H:1Elfi,lr T3] I:E(' I:"n:EIE! in

TISC o ek i e fnea F i e ]

GMEETs (not protecied with plass, staples or pushpins
wsed, et ] Phetography and Langudge s being jointhy
o ated By Crarnchd Mangwa, dwector of CAMERA
WORE: Carl Loettler, divectar of ' La Mammele and Lew
Thomas

Al weork sent for consideration for the exhibic and the
Basok should be addressed ta Photograghy and Language
cio Lew Thomas, 243 Crand View v | 5an Tiancisco
A 94114 and should include $3 hand|ing lee and any
pertinent infermation shook the artist and the work Al
widrk ta be retarned after the exhibiz should be sent in a
revisable shipping contamar with teturn  postage n-
tluded. The deadine for work solsmitted o the exhihil
anl the boak is July 31, 1976

‘When writing for further information.  please Be spe-
cifre about the projeets] you are interested in submle-

ting

R A Dy e FLART (e we P renrrectly sliled Al Pouie G sheer coey "Trarite arn Alorelln b
Ftmct | con ™, srbeeeacn The oot Hie shoodd rean. "Tharity and Morfilby b0 Magison’. e doophy
sgrat thic vrrar snd spolocis ta bie, Dewsl-th srd cor readsrs, 54

LETTER CONCERNING PHOTOGRAPHY & LANGUAGE TO JIM HUGUNIN, DUMB OX, Volume one, Number two, Fall 1976




michael snow: cover to cover
a review by lew thomas?

1. Michael Snow’s book Cover to Cover could raise in some partisans of the art world the need to
sweat. The majority of photographic artists use the format of a book as an excuse to pour out their
sensitivities. Snow, however, turns a book into a machine that powers its own imagery within a
reproducible system. In notes prepared in 1967 for his film, Wavelength, Snow explains issues central
to his art-making: “‘I was thinking of, planning for, a time monument in which the beauty and sad-
ness of equivalence would be celebrated, thinking of trying to make a definitive statement of pure
film space and time, a balancing of ‘illusion’ and ‘fact,’ all about seeing.” Cover to Cover demon-
strates a preoccupation with enclosure, the releasement of radical information engendered in a
reflexive process and the commitment to detach the work of art from arbitrary interpretation. Snow
is not the first artist or poet to find in process an ideological solution. In the essay, The Book, Spiritual
Instrument, Mallarme writes, *Yes, without the folding of paper and the secrets it establishes, the
shadow sprinkled in black characters would offer no reason to be spread like wreckage of a mystery
on the surface, in the gap raised by the finger." Or now, 1977, when the thin, wafer-like volumes of Ed
Ruscha have been received in the communion of the avant-garde, the stitched binding of some of
these small books still evokes the fading aura of perfection *‘verging on ritual.” At first glance, Cover
to Cover exerts the same persuasiveness and authority. It looks and feels like a sculptural book
carved out of coated-paper-stock and painted edge-to-edge with the metallic greyness of printer’s
ink. Handsomely published by the Nova Scotia Press, voluminous in relation to the genre of the
“artist’s book'" and to which this book provides the latest mode |, we are presented with more than 350
full-page, vertical halftones, and enough type to identify credits in a kind of rolling screen style. In
fact there are two screens moving on parallel axis where time and space are sandwiched between the
perspectives of a binary structure. This strategy is equated with the naturalism of the book or its
recto-verso coding. Cover to Cover begins at the phenomenologic door (recto) through which Snow
enters (verso) revealing page by page (coextended to the photographic frame) the autonomous
relationship of two photographers, Keith Lock and Vince Sharp, to Snow's heuristic world. *1 am
working,” Snow said before 1970, *to use photography in a very enclosed way so that there is nothing
outside the work itself that is used in the photograph...as in certain kinds of painting which have an
autonomy of their own."” This dialectic which can be split between the historical need for “authen-
ticity’’ and a modernist phasing out of connotative values is here illustrated by Snow in a primary
field of reproduction - the photographic book. Are the processes that direct our lives more meaningful
than the information they transmit? Has the classic *‘whatness’” of a thing been subverted by how we
get it? Cover to Cover presents us with the manifold uses of the “mechanical reproduction.”
Graininess of film signals the change from a reproduction of a photograph to a reproduction of a
photographic copy. The door and windows are merely parodies of the frame. The Datsun is used as a
propositional form of motion. Fingers, hands, arms, head, hair, paper, shirt represent objects in a
game of sleight-of-hand or mechanical cunning. A black recording disc or the book itself are of fered
to us in sequences and priniciples of circularity, displacement, inversion, reversal and looping that
produce in Cover to Cover the converging of reproduction with reflection. Even without a written text
to parallel the visual narrative Cover to Cover is an exemplary work of photography and language.
For ten vears Snow has breached the pictorial tradition of photography - an exasperated tradition
currently prolonged by a few symbolists and a mass of imitators. Simply on a retinal level Cover to
Cover transmits a systemic madness inherent in a structuralist world. For if you look at the images
of Michael Snow stripped of the aesthetics of the ‘limiting of arbitrariness,” you should see a kind of
“hip”” frankenstein, rigid, mechanical, speechless, who can walk and drive upsidedown within the
context of a linear, divided, parallel state of being. ‘‘By means of the unity that it provides and the
problems that it eliminates, this notion of totality is well adapted to introduce into pathology an at-
mosphere of conceptual euphoria.” (Michel Foucault, Mental Iliness & Psychology).

37

REVIEW, 1976 reprinted from La Mamelle, Art Contemporary, VYolume 2, Number 2/3
1978 photograph (from the series Reproductions of Reproductions) 40" x 30"

97



THE ONE...THE OTHER (sic)

by Lew Thomas

"Alas, in this occupation, you begin like
the one and end like the other!!

Courbet

"Some people get i cheap thrill out of
detachmant "

Matsumotao

"Art — in other words the zearch for the
beautiful and the perfecting truth, in his
own person,; in his wife and children, in
his ideas, in what he says, does and pro-
duces — such is the final evoluticn of

the worker, the phase which is destined to
bring the Circle of Nature to a glorious
close. Aesthetics and above Aesthetics,
Morality, these are the keystones of the
economic adifice. ™

Proudhon

"Nowadays a Cage concert can be guite a
society event.”

Cardew

March 1,
To. Dr.
EECA

San Francisco Maseum of Modern Art

1977
William Fielder, chairman

A representative of SECA has formally
asked me to write a paper on Bay Area pho-
tography concerning the avant-garde. This
information, I am told, will be printed
with other essavs in a comprehensive index
listing names, dates, places and reviews
of photographic exhibitions held in San
Francisco and the Bay Arca during 1976.
The objective nature of an index repre-
sents a significant change in the distri-
bution of informaticn because it is not
limited to a system of arbitrary cheices.
John Berger puts it this way: *7T have
come to see that the arranging of artists
in a hierarchy of merit is an idle and
essentially dilettante process. What
matters are the needs which art answers."
&n accurate index could be a fundamental
step in this direction.

However,; the theme of the avant-garde,
as it was loosely presented, seems outside
the scope of my activities since I am
neither ¢ritic nor historian. In fact,
the term itself projects an image of ex-
tremist doctrine that hardly relates to
issues that ceoncern my work, namely: nor-
malcy, language, structuralism and the
problematic of photography:

1
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December 12, 1971
To Minor White
Arlington, Mass.

Bobert Leverant sent me your re-

guest for examples of my work.

The work may appear oddly =imple.

It relies on a non-visceral con-

tent deprived of sex and sympa-

thy. The meaning is confined to

measuring, lecating, limiting or

defining a photograph that i=s
reflexive of itself. The ex-
pression of imagery is szecondary

to an insistence on ideas and

their releasement through the

agency of photography. The work

is formulated by language and

not by a reading of nature.

Scanning, seriality, the objec-

tive usze of perspective are in-

ternal to the methodology. The

formats employ coding devices

that encourage the viewer in a

rereading of the photeographic

process. In this context, time

and language are egual to the

"elas=ical elements of light,

tone, expressiveness and like-

ness..."

This kind of photography, allegedly
referred to as "eonceptual," has had enly
incidental exposure within the museums of
San Francisco. You might =av that mus=um
policy as it specifically relates to pho-
tography has been distinguished by the ex-
clusion of these issues, T am not talking
about anti-photography or documentary ovi-
dence that supports the activities of other
art farms like Earth art, Body art, Per-
formances and Installaticng. No, I mean
problematic photography in which guestions
are posed In opposition to a set of stan-
dards, which has produced a tradition of
commodities whose value at any lewvel of
the structure is more monetary than ass-

thetic.

Problematic photography centradicts
the assumpticns of conceptual art and
rhotography whose operant form is a "law
that can be shown on the basie of certain
rules to exclude no logical possibilities.
The comfortable autconomy of conceptualism
c¢an now be viewed as merely harmetic exer-
cises in a competitive struggle for sco-
nomic survival in the marketplace of art.
And the "felt" image of humanistic photog-
raphy is simply inadeguate in deciphering
the codes that determine our perceptions
of reality. "The 'ereative' principle in
rhotography," writes Walter Benjamin, ™“is
its surrender to fashion. Its motto: Ehe
world is beautiful. In it is unmasked
photography, which raises every tin can

THE ONE. . . THE OTHER (sic), reprinted from San Francisco Bay Area Photography, 1976, SECA & the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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subject,; % unction of 1te merchan— hares it becssme inscoershls From The coB-—
disability discovery. Becauss, fan*> of the work itself., T2= rotrosrer
howeaver, fare of this photographic f£ive lessons that produced EE: chao
creativity is advertising or assoclation; be listed as follows: a.) The sSpace
therefore its correct opposite is unmask- which an artist yveamns, i.e;,; ths
ing or construction." Neither repetitive or museum, is temporal and inadequate IO
practices nor the perfectability of the the demands of purposeful or radical =rt.
photographic print can reverse the tradi- b)Y In relation to the support—siiuccurs
tion of the "unmasked" photograph that as a whole, the independent artist is de-
freezes the dialectic of the tradition in- fansslass and depends categorically on
to a program of connoisseurship. This valuss similar t5 those of an entertainer.
linear tradition cannot sustain itself in- c.} Rejection is usually not personal; it
dafinitely through the practices of anal- is more insidious because it operates os-
ogy, mechanical advancement, or purity. tensibly as a curatorial process that 1is
It must bear some responsibility to con- nothing more than a fiction concealing the
temporary reactions and mental adjustments economic interests ¢f the material struc-
forcing critical issues into a present ture. d.) So-called “high risk" exhibi-
frame of analysis. tions, particularly in photography., =re

A museum ought to provide space for limited to marginal space within the
intellectual examination of photography. museum, while the depth of resources are
0f course nothing may be wrong with a devoted to the historical survev refle::—
zseries of choices that determine photo- ing the hierarchic reference (an obsession)

of bourgeois art. e.) This tradition

L 4
not prolonged by c¢reative internalization
it is mediated by a system of communica-

tional cliches known as the press relesss,
review and the picture-book catalog.

graphic examples for promotion, but it is
in relation to these decisions that the
outsider is forced into a state of alien-
ation and subversion. I must confess that
prolonged counteractivity has produced
within me a sense of paranoia to the ex-
tent where I now have a picture of the
museum as an instrument of repression.

March 20, 1976

To Thomas Albright

September 30, 1974 gan Francisco Chronicle

John Humphrey
San Francisco Museum of Art

A friend told me you are putting
together a show entitled PHOTOG-
RAPHY & ART. Though I have no
real idea of the nature of the
the rumour makes 1t
that you cannot ac-

exhibition,
clsar to ma

The real threat to contemporary
art is not the issues of lan=-
guage or structuralism; it's
really the closed nature of the
system which iz managed on a
pelitical level. In other worcs,
every artist knows how it feels
to go on trial and for what?

The sexual fantasy of the exhibi-

cept my work as either photog- tion? The rewards for craftsman-—
raghy or art. Thig troubles me ghip? Servicing the elite?
deeply because I respect the Sure, some can get over on the
contributions you have made to strength of their objesects but

" photography in this area. How- hers too, the object ends up in

ever, I must take the position
that the work I am dpoing is
simply remote from your tastes
and ‘ideas.

If T dori't hear from vou, I
will simply leawve it at that...

the laps of those who deserve it
the least. There must be another
way to practice art on a profes-
siondal scale. For once, Tom,
I'm in agreement with you. The
Mexican Museum and La Mamelle
can “take over the functions of
a maseum." M¥You can't alwayas
get what you want, but if you
try sometime, you will findg,

you get what you need." (Mick
Jagger)

I hardly see any reasons for disquising
the frustrations that contribute to my
point-of-view even though the rumour
was falsel

Puring the period 1971 - 1275 I have
been provided plenty of opportunities to
show my work in a museum context. This
may Seom ccntradlctnry or even hypocritical
based on previous statements expressed in
this letter. However, the idea of

Besides these two there ars othe
challenging museum practices dir
wards contemporary art.

There are the "floating"”

|'t| 1‘{
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the seminar, the museum, the radioc and
cable television. There's BLUXOME STREET
and LAMNGTON STREET. SITE. THE FARM. (AM-
ERAWORK GALLERY and WEST CDOAST PRINT CENTER.
All use photography. Some of the photog-
raphy shown in these spaces logks as good
ag the photographic prints hanging in mus—
gums. However, the image as object is
something I am resistant to. But in the
new time/frame South of Market, in the
meadow-like loft of 70-12th Street, photo-
graphic exhibitions have been mounted on
a scale egqual to the museum.

The two shows I am familiar with are
WEST COAST CONCEPTUAL PHOTOGRAPHERS, March
1976, and PHOTOGRADPIY AND LANGUAGE , October
1376 — exhibitions detached from the crip-
pling criteria of "quality" and the guaran-
tee ©f security.

March 15, 1976
To Jan Butterfield
Ban Francisco

The feeling that yvou might not
find time to see the exhibition,
WEST COAST CONCEPTUAL PHOTOG-
RAPFHERSZ, has occurred to me and

I hope the suspicion is unfound-
ed. BAn 'imageless cataloyg resem-
bling "contraband" has been
assembled for the show and it is
g8 thorough explication of purpose
and information. For 2 long time
it has confused me why pesple who
are literate and committed to the
issues of contemporary art take
so0 long in showing serious inter-
est in work that directly con-
fronts these problems. My guess
is that without the semblace of
an audience the work waits ...
"hip" art iz OK if it is predi-
gested in the theoretical sauces
of the NY art magazines.

What I'm trying to say is why

not take a chance and investi-
gate an exhibition that has no
precedent in this area. I

don't want to make it appear

that the "breakthrough'" in
photography has happened; rath-
er, it is the context whereby
something indicative to the

Bay Area might be taking

glatcas

It is not my intention to

offend you or anyone - I sim-

ply wizsh you would attend...

In the two exhilbitions, WEST CQAST
CONCEPTUAL PHOTOGRAPHERS and PHOTOGRL PHY
AND LANGUAGE, nearly 150 photographers
and artists participated. The former
show was a "free-form" installation of
rhotographic works in which scale,

100
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seriality, camera perspectives, construc-
tion and methodologies were projected on a
level of sculpture without resorting to a
confusion of graphic processes. It was
"straight" photography only ripped out of
the prison-house that extends mentally
from Carmel to Rochester and vice versa.
The term, "conceptual,” was strategically
joined to the title of the exhibition more
a5 a purgative to the photographic system
than f£6r reasons of classification.

On the other hand, PFHOTOGRAPHY AND
LANGUAGE was devoted exclusively to theory
and ta the problems of structure. Here,
the meaning of photography, artist and
curator was examined extensively by parti-

cipant, spectator, reviewer and, most im-
portantly, in the boock - PHOTOGRAPHY AND
LANGUAGE .

Decembear &, 1976

Petery Bunnell
Frinceton University

I appreciate your letter of inter-
est eXpressing concern for some of
the projects we are deing In San
Francisco., Ik's true, ws are
amateurs when it comes to the
business of promotion.

Anyway, here's a copy of the *

F & L bagk. It'=s by no means
definitive but it has an aus-
picious gquality since it was
finished at the bindery on the
day André Malraux died.

There are a few stars in the
Lineup but it ie mostly made

up from unpublished material.
The book has its faults cen-
tered mainly around the id-
eology of the typographical
error but even here it's amaz-
ing how the book predicts
political tendencies of the

70's in imagery and content,

I hate to ask you for the

$6.95 but we are under-the-

gun to pay our bills., Please
cansider this letter in-voice.

Influential traditions are built and
generated in and by print and, tradition-
ally, critiecs and curators have summarily
dismissed ideas and exhibitions that are
outside the dominating ideology; and the
burden of proocf is always carried by the
artist. Some controversial issues can be
tolerated within the frame of the exhibi-
tion because it represents merely a tiny
node in a system transmitting comparatively
weak wvibrations through the medium as a
whole. Without a text, the referencs
point of departure, the museum or gallery,
cannot alter the course of action open to
artists, i.e., the next exhibition, for




which they must line up for competitive
slots in the schedule. The system, con-—
sciously or unwittingly, keeps artists
separated one from the other in an exasz-
prerated search for recognition. A genera-—
tion of new art forms from Happenings to
Contextural art are the results of this
systemic frusktration no matter how ideolog-
ical they may seem in appearance.

In print however, artists bridge the
spatial gaps with a medium that is essen-
tially portable, With the advent of the
"artist's book," the proliferation of
cheaper printing processes, the arrival of
ARTWEEE, INTERMEDIA, LEFT CURVE, VILE,
BOMBAY DUCK and LA MAMELLE, to name only a
few, artists have found a temporary commu-
nications network relatively free of in-
stitutional manipulation. Even here pho-
tographic artists have had to de-emphasize
a classical reluctance to allow their work
to be printed in an inferior =ztate, and Lo
overcome the sentimentality of language as
it hag been associated with the image.
Most importantly, this wave of publications
allows artists to view themselves on a
seripus level of commitment, and at the
sames btime, enables them to assimilate the
maximum impact of language.

In the area of photography where I
have witnessed and participated in projects
invelving groups of artists expressing
ideas and information pertinent to them-—
selves and realaty, it is evident that
commitment, individually and collectively,
in duration and intensity, i1s the raw mate-
rial that holds it all together. There
are individual conflicts within a faction
and there are contradictions of taste and
experience between factions; but a coali-
tion of skills can smerge whose sense of
accomplishment can make the gallery, the
mussum,; the institution, psychologically
chsolescent.

This complex of skills, ideas, ideol-
ogies is under persistent threat of finan-
cial crisis. The depth of contexlk as ik
now exists should produce a set of intel-
lectual patrons whose interests will re-
flect a maturity beyond the possession of
chjects and social mystification.

s Very truly yours,

Lew Thomas
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May 31, 1977

To Martha Chahroud
Rochester, N'Y 14607

On behalf of all artists participating in the PHOTOGRLP =Y &
LANGUAGE book including myself, | want to than« you =
the comprehensive and intelligent review of this pudic=en
in Afterimage, April 1977.

Even though most of the material normally pnnted in A5
image 15 of little interest to me, | cannot think of 2nyone 20
the West Coast who would have taken the fime to anz\yz= e
structuring and content of the book in the manner preses=x
by your carefully written article.

Perhaps the only area of disagreement | find with T5s r=vem
Is the selection of artists whose work you singled oot m 25
cuss. In this case there was something predictable zbout e
evaluation. However, | am amazed by the clarity of disomc-
tions you make in relation to the philosophical nzture = e
book. By not invoking false issues or photographers whes=
use of language is merely a padding of pictonal intzres= yoe
WEI’Ef able to deal with the substantive material of the boos
itself,

People who have access to publication, print. are o0y 2wz
of their power in so far as it furthers their own bourzeas
position of security and reputation. For the most part = coes
not occur to them that they practice a one way producses &
meaning in which the receiver is nothing more than 2= s
logical patient. The domination of printed matena! oy " ==2
sources creates a false enclosure reducing participahos
while at the same time controlling ideas and issues From
these statements you can see that | look upon the bock 2= 2
weapon to be used against the existing structures of zese
tic oppression. |t's unfortunate that most people ars
mystified by the examples of publication 2nd accent pesmes
ly the conclusions presented by a few self appointec
historians of photography some of whom appear in your
periodical. We are out to change a faw of these dominz=s
positions and in the process awaken the nead for 2 moe=s
thoughtful and independent attitude towards photogrzomy

| am curréntly editing an issue for Dumb Ox which =

utilize photographic work from the Bay Area that express=s
ideological content of society and photography. The wors w
In some instances appose conceptualism because of 2 mars
"problematic’ investigation of the photographic obect
When it's ready, I'll send you a copy.

Thanks again for your fair and significant review of Phoes
graphy & Language.

Lew Thomas
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Phetograph by Ron Rick

PHOTOGRAPHY & IDEOLOGY:
Theory, Review & Correspondence
Lew Thomas

‘Some people get a cheap thrill out of detachment.’
-Masashi Matsumolo

In Bertolt Brecht's writings there’s a Theory of Radio
challenging the false relationship between sender and re-
ceiver. In this kind of divided system, informations and
meaning are controlled and limited by the the power of
production in which the recipient of messages is voiceless,
an ideological patient.!

THEORY: A similar theory can be applied to photo-
graphy when the one-way flow of information is connect-
ed to the social structures that dominate our awareness

through the apparatuses of communication. Photography.
that is totally identified with the systems reproducing

information emerges as an authoritarian center in the
production of meaning. 'It is clear that while production
furnishes the material object of consumption, consump-
tion provides the ideal object of production.’? Images in
this perspective are the ‘material object’ of photography.
To fix or limit their signification to a perceptible
impression results in the division of meaning. Something
is hidden.
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Opposing, contradicting or demystifying the structures
informing consciousness represent actions of a political
type in which the role of photography is not immune to
criticism. Photography bears a fundamecntal responsibility
to the reality of the system. In this instance the ‘ideal
object of production’ is not only determined by consump-
tion but by its manifestation or communications...
‘No needs, no production.” This theory locating photo-
graphy as a center of production, the production of
meaning, demonstrates ontological issues inherent in
photography, the identity problem of imagery and print,
the division of its object into material or ideal forms.
Again, processes mediating information such as print,
advertising, cinema, video and television can be materially
defined as photographic,

Before  bmages  are processed  through  technological
screens, they can be made “cameraready’ simultaneously
with type. A Clineshot’ reproduces LVpe or imagery in
the same process. The halfione is a tonal varation
between  the polarities of black and  white  without
negating the interchangeability of tvpe or images either as
language for reading or as visual shapes. In other
words, blocks of tvpe can be designed 1o emphasive
their visibility while the studv of photographs  will
result n a reading of information. The transmission of
these patterns by mechanical or digial svstems of e
production produces effects avmospheric 1o the mind.
Unlike painting,  sculpture or even  cinema, phuoto-
uraphs are evervwhere, all the time, interpreting us with
ar without our knowledge of their presence. N

In an ascending arder photography is a process, a power,
an industry, whose ageney is superior to the meaning of
its function and the object of its functioning -~ imagery.
Onlv a nearsighted ddeology seans the significance of
photography simply as a medium. Submerged within the
‘material ahjects” of pimtugruphy are signs, abstract and
clusive, whose combinations can produce a network
of structural meanings. The locking of these structures
into a mass of communications will leave the individual
peveholomeally vulnerable wo the extent where conditions
of  malfunction  are  diagnosed s aberrant  behavior
even though the structures themselves may have reached
a state of corruptibilicy,

" After all, tf beauty (like language) is one of the arms the

ruling class uses to pacify us and ‘keep us in our place’,
then one of our tasks is to turn that weapon around
and make i work against the enemy. One way to do
this is to demystify beauty and to show how the ruling
class uses it against us; another way is to effect a
‘transvaluation of values’ in which we make a vice of
the bourgeois concept of beauty while making a wvirtue
of a very different concept (eg. ‘Black is Beautiful’)
which the bourgeoisie will be unable to recognise or
accepi.t

It's no problem now to see why Conceptual art, for
example, which mostly subsists on photographic evidence,
curiously looks like the thing it was meant to displace,
namely, the object in its hardened form. Even film
with its pervasive influence needs a controlled space simi-
lar to the cnclosure of the gallery to transmit its illu-
sionistic messages. In a corresponding way it is in-
telligible why the fixed image as an historical object
of contemplation or connoisseurship is totally inadequate
to challenge structures paradoxically created and main-
tained by the mechanism of imagery - photography.
How can any work delivered in a package marked
Masterprece and whose historical acceptance is contingent

PHOTOGRAPHY & IDEOLOGY. 1977 reprinted from Art Contemporary. Volume 2. Number 4




on ‘aura’ and ‘uniqueness’ presume to expose hidden
meanings or even guilt when their bondage to repressive
structures contradicts the problematic origins of their
creation?

Day by day the need becomes greater to take possession of
the object - from the closest proximily - in an image
and the reproduction of an image. And the reproduction,
as it appears i illustrated newspapers and weeklies,
is perceptibly different from the original, Unigueness and
duration are as closely entwined in the latler as
transcience and reproducibility in the former. The
removal of the object from its shell, the fragmentation of
the aura, is the signature of a perceplion whose sensitivity
Sfor similarity has so grown that by means of repreduction
it defeats even the unique

Can the undisguised meaning of photography be charac-
terised as 'the product of complete alienation™ Isn't
imagemaking or newsgathering circumscnibed by the allo-
cation of space in a classic division of production and
labor? Contemporary artists work in the face of para-
dox: Once a work becomes a work of art, it assumes
the status of a lie despite inspiration or conception.
Photography that does not move toward the problematic
runs the risk of being controlled by the appartus of
production and those who control it.”

REVIEW: A buok exhibiling ememplalv lendencies
Lo IEI ll'.l.{"' FIT! !}'Il( I d‘t IL iI'I P]“ !L( ’[‘;!"d Ph\" I"i Evtdfﬂ ce
bv Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan. It has none of
the sentimentality or scavenging muotives expressed by
TR TINS phmm_pdphen and publishers in their exploitaton
ol Lhe Family Album. Evidence goes straight to one of the
sotrces of the Auman condition  nsutatwonal  iles
Lo re-present from photographic artitacts the social tamily.
Here we are given further proof, ur let us say, evidence
hidden not in the bureaucratic sanctuaries of the museum
or university. but in the authentic California archives
ranging from the Aeronutronic Ford Corporation, New-
port Beach, w the Vewerans’ Admimistration Hospital,
Palo Alto - some of the domams ot power.,

A revengeful God has given ear to the pravers of this
multitude. Daguerre way hiv Messiah. And now the faith-
ful savs to himself: ‘Since photography gives us every
gun rantee of exactitude that we could destre {they really
believe that. dheé mad [oals!) then photography and Art

etre fhe sanie th prrgr.

Indeed, files have been pulled from the darkness of their
chamber, spread apart under peace ful light, vielding
incorruptible secrets buried in the memory of the photo-

graph - evidence. Not the banal or tedious evidence of

veality as i1 passes from day o day. No, it's the
evidence of Art... more pmnflhal the image has reached a
point of saturation whereby  the camera has  been
rendered harmless in the anonymous production of vis
ceral statements. One still goes to the 'scene of the crime’
but this time it's to a reproduction selected with the
care and skill of a successful Kafka. There is in
Eridence the fant {lickering of stvles moving sometimes
between Man Rav  wmedl Weston, Minor White and
Challabian, illuminiiing the ambicnt glow of the docu-
mient. [U's all so meresting 1t makes me vearn for
volume  two ;Jrrwlt[ing the Ilq:ll.{ati'lfl: L‘uding uf  the
selective process  in which  the  wnexciting  pictures
onght be seen in a comparative fonm,
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The text or ‘afterword’ presents another problem
potentially spoiling the punw of Ewvidence as a 'ﬂﬂ,af
maodel. Terms imploring magic, “20/20 vision,” 'vin'vang.
leaps of logic,” and "this little rime "

And how am I io face the odds
Of man s bedevilment and God 's?
i, as stranger and afraid

In a world I never made.

All this makes me wonder: Is this book the inspirec
product of intuition, or is it, in fact, an excercise of
the contemporary appetite? We must wait for the reactons
of the ‘albinos” who adminster the culture from Cah-
forma 1w Rochester. Will they ask the guestion - s 1
photography? And is it art? Questions like these pre-
occupy  the ‘intellectuals’ of photography and their
response will provide a gauge 1o the controversial
character ol Evidence.

By the same token tredit must _be given ta the
San Francisco Museum of Modern art for venturing ous
into the area of contemporary phnluq’raphv especially as
i alfects and suppons new frends in the prublfm tie
ol photography, Whether the museum would have done a
show of this kind without the incentive of a book, 1s
open Lo ﬁper:ulatiun Evidence as a book overlaps a couple
of genres in publication - namely the photographic hook
amel  the  artist-book. This hook s tight and finels
polished 1o a finish reminiscent of the Bechers' presenta
tion of anonymous industrial sculpture or Michael Snow s
comvincing use of formalism in Cover fo Cover
The prining of Evidence was done in the same
professional shop that gave us the deluxe vision ol
Ansel Adams.

Since we cannol be certain that we are being put om’
by phowgraphy or by the truth, we are faced with a book
whose substance s problematic. Whether Evidence is
merely a mild current in ‘new  wave' photography.
which invokes language, structuralism, 'new documen-
tary,” or Benjamin's theorv of “unmasking” and ‘conscrue-
tiem,” does not alter the importance of this book n us
commitments and ceonomic nisks. One repressive aspect
al this culture is the beliel that art is made by others.
The “ripping off of this activity is perpetuated by a
vlosed- system, subtle in s pl{:-mntlun afl l]'lt V-
garde. Sce the March issue of Artforum for a LFANS PATCe
example of dialectical humor in which 111 pettoners
declare themselves: for “academic: freedom in education
and creative freedom” in a jowrnal celebrated lor s
inbreeding of reputations.

Peaple, artists, in opposing the structures that keep then
defenseless and insignilicant, will Tind they alreds bave
the comtent they think is missing. In print lvsever
artists can rewire stroctures  short-circunting  the oo
procity of needs,

CORRESPONDENCE: April 13, 1977
Ta Donna-Lee Phillips

San Franciseo

My commitments o photography are becoming comples
heciuse the issues are not as simple as they once were
I am developing a disturbingly moral need 1o jusths
my work... make i useful. These terms il me wulk
loathing but they persist. So when vou come to a choree of
whieh road o ke, vou do osooat vour own risk ol
commitment, Fventually vou will lose sight of shen anl
where it began to change, and by that ome. the return
effort may prove impractical or ideologically impossible
Something like Mallarme's Thraw of the Dice

i



Therelore, T think we are talking abow phomgraphy that
is - depositional,  problematic. o ‘new  documentary.”
The production of meaning preoccupies the work ol
peaple who are tving o shake photography our of o
static role determined by aesthetics and  commereial
pursuasiveness, This kind of phawography is dialectical,
attacking and dislocating, even subverting dological
meaning  hidden in visual messages presented in the
limiting context of art and advertising. There's 1o
question the phowwgraphy I am thinking ol represents
poliical commitment in which 1t own meaning s
sometimes disguised as theory,

Lets say it's not a phowgraphy visawvig polities or
propaganda. No, it's a photography appealing 1o intelli
gence and it is supported by methods of liguistics,
structuralism and semiotics. It differs from conceptualism
in s emphasis on content as being manifestly more im-
puttant than the hermetie issues of lormalism.

From what [ have done, seen or read, the work can be
characterized by exhaustive explication of issues . ‘over-
loading.” The viewer's sense of perception is assaulted by
means ol comparing, contrasting, contradicting - oppos:
ing information with information, images with images.
The wark jums, clarifics, interferes, intercedes, confuses,
communicates. These are methods of stress in which the
viewer s challenged o participate in the process.
However, the ef'ﬁcac_v of process is not an end-in-itself

Contrary 1o this, onlv vesterday, 1 visited a friend who
15 working on a silverpoint drawing whose content is
nothing more than an antique lampshade (some ideology)
and 1 struek me as imcomparably beautiful ® After all,
that is a rule of ar. @5 it oot w make something
heawmiful. All the theory in the world cannot alter this
unfortunate truth. I'm not interested in the fetishism
of the object; but when the object is classically rendered
as something perfect unto itsell, it is terribly difficult to
dismiss the incorruptible logic supporting its presence.

The saying is, Donna-Lee, "you pays your money and you
takes vour chances,'

FOOTNOTES;

| Hiecl's Pheory of Radio was made known o me by Peger
TV Awroseine cdurang  recent conversation.

I Karl Marx, The Crundrisee, . and trans. David MeLellan
(Sew York, [H7 1), po 25,

d. The ubiquity of the photograph i comemparary society was
wiache parently clear vome by Allan Sekula

Lo James Roy MacBean, Venr o Est or Godurd and Rocha ar the
Crossraady, (Bill Nichols, ed. Morres and Methods, Berkelev, Calill,
1976, University of Califorsia Press), p. 98,

3. Walter Benjamiu, Shoet Hestory of Photography. trans. Phil Paon,
(New York, February 1977), Ariforum. p- 19

6. Mel Bochner, Ten Misundervandings (A Theary of Photography,,
[™ew Yaork, 1970}, Mulilplch, [he,

i James O'Connur, The Corporaitons and the State, (New York,
197:4), Harper and Row, p. 6 (This chapter, The Need jor Produrnion
and the Praduction of Needs, reflects pertineny assoviations when
commaedities are wdentified with communications. The translaton
frm a verbal 1o a2 visual structure can also be made from
Rubbe Grillev's For a New Nowel: Essuy on Fiction, (New York,
1967}, Grove Press,

% Charles Baudelaire, The Mirror of Art, Trans, Jonathan Mayne,
(Mew York, 1956), Doubleday p- 234

"The Silver poim drawing referred 10 is the work of Howard Hack,
Craskland, Califormnia.
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All art 15 & rovoll ogainsd man's fate.

Wos o s ever writhen, painted, seulphod, modeled, built, o imeented cveept liteeally et vt of hell,

Art —= in other words the search For the beautiful aml the perfecting truth, in his awn person, fn bis
wifie and children, in his sdeas, in what be says, does and produces — — such is the Foal evelution of the
wirker, the phice which & destined to bring the Cirde of Nalure io a glerions elose. Aestholics snd
abaree: Avsthetics, Morality, these nre the kevstones of the sennomic sdifice.

It is clear that while produschion furdsbes the materlal object of eonsumption, comsumption provides Use
ideal abject of production,

In o divided system of Fabay commmumications wherchy the sender controls aed limits infoemation amd
ing). the recipicnt of thew e @ voiceless —— an ideological potient.

Itis mot truly speakiog, the Labour that & divided: but the men: —— Thivided inio mere saipicls of men
—— bk indo small Fragments aod coamles of Bife; so that all the litthe pieces of fbellizesee thal b left
in mnm is nod ensngh b make 2 pin or 8 nedl, ke ecbasds iteell in miking the point of @ pin or the head of
& uail,

Thave coma to see that the sremigme of arkists in o Rieravehy of merit is an idle and esseativlly dilottamte
process. What matters are the needs which wri anvwers

Contrmporary artists work in the e of prredoy, Onee s work becomes 0 work of ard, it asmmes the
stats of n lie despite Inspiration or coneeption,

Omby dull and jmpetent srtisty soreen thelr werk with sincerity. In art thire iv need for truth, not
sincerity.

Art is 2 Packed,

aecsermmy advice wunld be o diveg fhe Towen” aspects aod srove ot into a grander, orore srprising forem
of presentation. The Tutare of art” lies in its theeretical exponsion, -

¥ grive wewrniing of o danger. Bewson bus now imprisomed art in o bax of spuare dimensions, Forescring the
dangers of the fifth gnd sixth dimensions, 1 fesl, singe the Gith wnd sivth dimensions form o cabe in which
art will stiffe. Escape before it is oo Lie.

It then becomes clear and cortain b bim what be ko i3 oot 8 sus and an earth, butondy an eye thot
sees the man, 2 hand that feels an costh.. .

Every light iz o shade, compared to higher lighis, 61 you come b the min; and every shade is o light,
compared to deeper shades, 6l you come bo the night. When, therefore, wou huve outlined any space,
vir b o Pesson fo ask whethe e 8 i in Fight oe chado, Tt anby, of what colsr it is, and b what depth
of that colour.

What is drowing? How docs ane do it? Tt is the oct of warking ose's way throegh sm invisible wall of fron
which seenms i lie between whit nne fecls and what e can do. How i one Lis et througrh this wall, foe it
dies no goad to wse forecF Inomy opinion, one mus wndermine the wall mnd Bleone's way throwgh, slowly
and with patienee,

Sorme peogtle et a cheap thell sut of detnchsent,

An auther who tesdhs a writer nodhing teaches abody mnything, The determining factor is the
cxemplary character of production that ennbles it, first, to lead other produsers bo this production, and
secondly ta present them with an improved spporats For their e, And thic apprar ahiss is hetter to the
dwpree that it lesds consamers.

It is elear that whily production furokshes the mate i nibvjesct <of eomsumgtson, aminmption provides the
ideal object of production.

T dli it s s Whie spnce: of & gallory with » collection of Bxed and memsorabie shiccts, I go there o find the
hore und now ond that is what | presect. That b what [ evpect people to find when they too are there,

We, Suprematists, throw open Uhe way b vna
Hurry!
For tomocrow you will st recagnize ws.

Tou re consbdered mal until vour slen succeeds.
Why i3 there something instead of nothing?

The whele fiekd of buman sctivity, the progress of civiliotios, the temdemcies of society, bear witness 1o
this process. All that mokes o man, sll that he loves ausd hates, oll that affevtys and interests him, become
for him a matier of art. e wvompaoses it, polishes i, harmonizes At vantil by the prestige of his work one
eoubil say he makas matter disappear from it.

Man makes nothing acenrding to aatures be s, 1 dae put it this wav, & coremouinsl ankmal fun aninal
faconmier).

The future of art” lies in its thearetical expansinn.

What i fair in neen, passes away, st oot s in art.

He i trawhled by on image of himsell, suffers when be is mamed. He Firuls the perfection of 4 homan
relatimship in this vacano of the fmape: to abalishin wnsdl, between anesell and others —=
afjectivis: 2 relationshin which adiechvinas i on the dda of the image, an the side of domiation, of
death.

call may life | have been the victim of my senses, 1 hase, |
Fucking & the Iyricism of tha: grewple.

I Fot Fusiller le geaeral Aupick!
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