Types of Documentary

1) Traditionary humanist approach:
Rooted in empricist knowledge theory

2) Marxist-realist approach:
Rooted in materialist theory of knowledge

3) Postmodern conventionalist approach:
Rooted in textualist theory of knowledge



Two Approaches to
Traditional Documentary

1) Documentary - - merely recording what exists.

2) Social Documentary (or what Robert Capa
called "Concerned Photography") - - documents
used to awaken our social conscience,
change conditions.



The Conventions of
Traditional Documentary

The events seem to narrate themselves.

Photo as transparent window onto reality.
Evidence of the image-maker is suppressed.
What is constructed is made to appear natural.
Link between referent (world) and sigh (image)

seems guaranteed by optico-chemical chain of
causality.



Documentary
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Social Documentary
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Maren Stange on Lewis Hine: Hine himself, deeply aware ol photo-

graphs as representations, proposed ll‘lr.il. a phutugraptT 1s often more ef-
fective than the realily would have been, ” because ' in the picture, the non-
essential and conflicting interests have been eliminated, Nevertheless, as
Hine was also aware, the “added realism~ that enhances the medium
derives from the photograph'’s status as index — that is, as a symbol fulfilling
its_representative function “by virtue of a character which it could not
have if its object did not exist,” to quote a standard semiotic definition.®?
Art historian Rosalind Krauss, ¢laborating on the definition, described the
photograph as an index or trace, “a signifying mark that bears a connection
to the thing it represents by having been caused, physically, by its referent.”
Photography, Krauss writes,




MAKING HUMAN JUNK

GOOD MATERIAL
AT FIRST

No fulure and low wages e link

SHALL INDUSTRY BE ALLOWED TO PUT
THIS COST ON SOCIETY ?









The Farm Security
Administration Document

Franklin D. Roosevelt initiates the R.A.
(Resettlement Administration) and puts
Rexford Tugwell in charge.

R.A. name changed to F.$.A. in 1937 and
Tugwell hires Roy Stryker to oversee photo
documentation to promote F.D.R.'s farm
policies of rural relief and land administration
as carried out by the F.S.A.



F.S.A. Photographers

Stryker oversees many socially-concerned
photographers: Walker Evans, Arthur Rothstein,
Carl Mydans, Ben Shahn, Dorothea Lange, Jack
Delano, John Vachon, Marion Post Wolcott,
John Collier.

In 1938 Edwin Rosskam hired to solely design
exhibits and supervise the use of FSA photos
in books and magazines. By 1940 over 1400
images per month.



The documentary or realist film tries to take subjects of national importance and
place them on the cinema screen without the use of fiction stories or glamorous
actors. Its makers follow a policy which suggests that, by a common sharing out
of everyday experience, a desire for a betterment of social conditions will arise.
They believe in using cinema as a means of popular education ... In the simple job
of presenting facts as facts they believe that correct implications will inevitably be
drawn. They have found in this everyday material of the streets, the factories, the
fields and the foundries a certain freedom which has its true roots in public ser-
vice. They have brought to the screen the dignity of human labour.



The photographers did not own the pictures they made; these went into
a central file over which Stryker had complete authority. He had the option
to suppress or even destroy images he deemed politically inappropriate,
and of 270,000 negatives made for the file, Stryker punched holes in about
100,000. He was also in a position to control the captions that accompa-
nied any photographs he released for publication or exhibition and there-
by ensure that viewers would be directed toward desired interpretations of
the pictures.



.as David
Peeler has observed, the photographers tended to concentrate on women
and children as the innocent victims of the depression, knowing that they
wauld most readily arouse the sympathies of the middle class.




FSA Books

Edwin Rosskam oversaw the publication of
the following books:

American Photographs by Walker Evans
Land of the Free by Archibald MacLeish

American Exodus: A Record of Human Erosion
by Dorothea Lange and Paul Taylor

Let Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee
and Walker Evans

12 Million Black Voices by Richard Wright and
Edwin Rosskam









Arthur Rothstein wrote about his widely reproduced photograph
The Dust Storm (1936), of a farmer and his sons trudging through a dust-

beclouded landscape:

In the beginning it was a record, after which it became a news

picture, then it became a feature photograph, eventually an his-
torical photograph, and now it’s considered a work of art in most

museums. It has a life of its own.






The shadews cast by the fire-escape rungs overwrite the langudge of
the sign. “Open,” proclaims the word at the center - of that si sign; “closed,”
ded_a’rges?li—_—\—h e grid cast across the sign by the shadows from the slats of the
fire escape. If the “colored” balcony is open temporally, these diagonal bars
- suggest, it is enclosed spatially, its restrictive railings amplified in number
and symbolic weight to the bars of a viewing cage; and if the balcony is open
weekends, it is closed during the week (the deceptive ellipses after Sunday
notwithstanding). The shadows propose a structure of intermittency: not

only the opening and closing of the balcony but also the blinking of the
organs of perception, human and mechanical. -













Stryker Statement

From 1935 - 1943 some 270,000 photos were shot
under the auspices of RA & FSA. Of this work Roy
said:

"l think the work we did can be appreciated only when the
collection is considered as a whole. The total volume has a
richness and distinction that simply cannot be drawn from
individual pictures themselves. Most, there's rural America
in it. It's the farms and the little towns and the highways
between."






Dorothea Lange, Farner Wha Left Nebwaska, C rr!}l.-;rnr: (. rahfﬂrruu Felwriary 1939
An American Exodus
carron: T put mine in what T thonglt was the best investment—the good
old carth=but we lost on that, too, The Finance Co. caught up
with us, the Mortgage Co. eanght upowith vs, Managed to lose
SLE000 in three vears. My boys have no more [uture than have,
so far ax [ oan see ahoead,”









“When Dorothea took that picture, that was the ulti-
mate. She never surpassed it. To me, it was the picture of Farm Security. . . .
So many times I've asked myself what is she thinking? She has all of the
suffering of mankind in her but all of the perseverance too. . . . You can see

e . ]
anything you want to_in her. She is immortal.”




When Florence Owens Thomp-
son, the woman in the photograph, finally was identified and inter-
viewed by the Associated Press in the 1970s in a story that appeared
under the title “Woman Fighting Mad over Famous Depression
Photo,” she declared of Lange that “I wish she hadn’t taken my pic-
ture” and complained that “I can’t get a penny out of it. She didn’t
ask my name. She said she wouldn’t sell the pictures. She said she’d
send me a copy. She never did.” In effect, Florence Owens Thomp-
son was complaining that her rights had been violated.
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.11 Dorothea Lange,
Untitled, from Midweek
Pictorial (Oct. 17, 1936),
Fsa Scrapbook, ULS,
Farm Security Admini
stration Collection,
Prints and Photographs
Division, Library of

( ‘nngn'w.



Y

DIAY T

t|t_‘ |1L-

.z “Diade las Madres” Bohemia Venezolana (Mav 10, 1964.),
Oakland Muscum
r.3 Malik, “Poverty Is a Crime.” Black Panthers’ Newsletter o, no. 8

(Dec. 7, 1972), back cover Spec ial Collections. Alderman Libi ary,
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To see life; to see the world, to eyewitness great events; to watch the
faces of the poor and the gestures of the proud; to see strange things —
machines, armies, multitudes, shadows in the jungle and on the moon . . .
to see things thousands of miles away, things hidden behind walls . .
Things dangerous to come to; the women that men love and many
children; to see and to take pleasure in seeing; to see and be amazed; to see
and be instructed.

Thus to see, and to be shown, is now the will and the new expectancy
of half mankind.

To see, and to show, 1s the mission now undertaken by LIFE.






Tactic 1n visual rhetoric:

Part stands in for whole:
"synecdoche”
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Men
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“It seems to me curious, not to
say obscene and thoroughly terrifying,” he was later to write, . . to
pry intimately into the lives of an undefended and appallingly dam-
aged group of human beings . . . for the purpose of parading the
nakedness, disadvantage and humiliation of these lives before another
group of human beings, in the name of science, of ‘honest journal-

ism.”” But_however terrifying it might have been, prying is exactly
what they did.







I wasn’t very conscious of it then, but I know that Flaubert’s
esthetic is absolutely mine. Flaubert’s method I think I
incorporated almost unconsciously, but anyway used in two
ways: his realism and naturalism both, and his objectivity

of treatment; the non-appearance of author, the non-subjectivity.
That is literally applicable to the way I want to use a camera
and do. But spiritually, however, it is Baudelaire who is the
influence on me.



The tenant farmers in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men
not only did not feel at ease with Evans, they actively disliked.him.
Years later, Margaret Ricketts would remember that he “didn’t talkwith
them. He didn’t even talk down to them.” She would complain gbout
“his indifference to them as people and h15 obvious loathing for the

way they lived.”







In his first section, on the Burroughses, Evans approached his sub-
ject fro from a distance; as if stowly tracking in with a movie camera, be-
gmmng with the buildings — the tool shed, the chicken house, and
the main house from the rear. Moving in slowly, the photographs
reveal _@“_ﬂl the porch. Then the details — the washstand, the
view through the porch door into the kitchen, the bed, the fireplace.
Finally Evans introduced his characters, one by one: Floyd with a
quizzical frown, Allie Mae gazing squarely into the camera, Lucille
in a straw hat, Floyd Jr., Charles, and Squeakie, the baby, napping un-
der an empty flour sack. The chapter ends with a still life of Floyd’s
field-weary shoes.







‘BE{ZMI}?’ from Agee's Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1939)

It is my belief that such houses as these approximate, pr
at t@ﬂy chance achieve, an extraordinary ‘beauty.” In
part_because this 1s ordmarily neglected or even. misrep_rt;-
sented in favor of their shortcomings as shelters: and in
part because Their esthetic success seems to me even more
Important than their functional failure; and finally out of
the uncontroltable effort to be faithful to my personal pre-
dilections, I have neglected function in favor of esthetics.
I will try after a little to rectify this (not by demial); but at
Present, a few more remarks on the ‘beauty’ itself, and on
the moral problems involved in evaluating it.

T_he houses are built in the ‘stinginess,’ carelessness, and
traditions of an unpersonal agency; they are of the order
of ‘company’ houses. They are furnished, decorated and
used in the starved needs, traditions and naiveties of pro-
foundly simple individuals. Thus there are conveyed here
two kinds of classicism, essentially different yet related and

[181]




Durmg the Christmas season of 1943 he smgled out The Bombed

Buzidrngs,

recent

y_published boo!

otographs of

war-torn public buildings in London. The book was not so_ much a

protest as an apprematmn of the particular aesthetic of the ruined

state. Evans called it “a handsome record of destruction” and added
his conviction that “many of these charred, strewn, gaping images,
signed by such names as Wren, Adam, Nash, Soane, and Stuart, make
a moving reaffirmation of their dignity and style. Ruin_sometimes

adds beauty as well as pathos.”










- ' R

=
i
o ——
















John SzarkowskKi: Evans's photos give us
straight, Puritanical stare; he spurned artifice.

Evans: "You don't touch a thing. You manipulate
it if you like when you frame a picture, one foot one

way or one foot another. But you are not sticking
anything in."”

Recent scholarship comparing Agee's descriptions

with Evans's photos shows he DID move objects around
to make the sharecropper's home cleaner and more
aesthetically pleasing in its simplicity.

Mrs. Floyd Burroughs: "Oh | do hate this
house so bad! Seems like they ain't nothing
in the whole world | can do to make it pretty."



The tenants, after all, were
paisicrihics -

never given copies of the book dedicated to them “in gratefulness and love™;

and Evans never even printed the family portrait that George Gudger care-

fully posed, and would have been delighted to have. Even the assumption

of the genre itself belies the equality of address. As part of an effort on the
part of privileged, socially conscious members of society to represent to other

members of that society the plight of the underprivileged, SE_Eial documen-

tary operated under the assumption that the voice of the oppressed could

not effect necessary changes in society, and must be supplemented by more

articulate voices. Agee and Evans preempt the voices of the tenants.







+walker evans +sherrie levine

hermann zschiegner



Hermann Zschiegner
+twalker evans +sherrie levine

On July 24th 2008 I did a Google image search using +walker evans +sherrie levine
as my search parameter. This book is a collection of all twenty-six images of Allie
Mae Burroughs, the most famous of the Evans photos of the Burroughs family that
[ could find on that day.

They are positioned to match the original print with any whitespace around the
image representing the cropped area of the reproduced picture.

File size, pixel aspect ratio and URL of all images are included as a frame of refer-

ence. It is only in reading the file names that we can identify if the reproduced
image is a Levine or an Evans.

New York, July 2008
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The FSA Document focused on rural poverty
and on natural disasters for the cause of The
Great Depression.

John Gutmann's photos of Depression Era urban
environments shows another story.
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Edwin Hoernle argues in 1930 in Der Arbeiter Fotograf:

If the bourgeoisie depicts proletarians and their world of suffering, it is only to
provide a contrast, a dark background to set off the glories of bourgeois
‘culture’, ‘humanity’, ‘arts and science’ and so forth, so that sensitive folk can
enjoy a feeling of sympathy and ‘compassion’ or else take pride in the
consciousness of their own superiority. Our photographers must tear down this
facade. We must proclaim proletarian reality in all its disgusting ugliness, with
the indictment of society and its demand for revenge. We will have no veils, no
retouching, no aestheticism; we must present things as they are, in a hard
merciless light.”



Leben eines
Jungproletarie







Outsider vs. Insider
in Documentary

Ansel Adams vs. Toyo Miyatake
on Japanese internment during WWII
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"Throwgh his tense of timing, Weegee furns the
commonploces of o great cify info extraordinary
psychological docoments."=Nancy Newhall, Acting
Cm.::hr of Phetography, Muscum of Moders: Art
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- sensational qualities, conspicuously lack skill. Bruce
Downes, publisher and editor of Popular Photogra-
p“hrcould even write in the introduction to Weegee
on Weegee (1962) that he “accumulated an impres-
sive collection of pictures, the photographic quality of
which was uniformly poor.”







W. Eugene Smith



The new photo reporter, the creative editor and the new cameras were three
basic elements of modern photojournalism. The fourth, which gave the first

three their condition sine qua non was an econunm-_m%njpetition
between the growing numbers of illustrated magazines for more readers and
rhereforc higher profit from higher advertising rates. This again meant a
competing market for Interesting photo reports.




IT LIVES IN ANCIENT POVERTY AND FAITH










Bruce Davidson’'s
East 101st Street
(late 1960s)

A white outsider in Spanish Harlem
versus Roy DeCarava, an African-American
in Harlem.






Until we see photographs of black experience made by black
photographers, “all photographs of non-whites made by whites . . . will be
suspect, for we ourselves, as audience, will continue to lack the knowledge
and understanding necessary to gauge their true merits and flaws. Thus we
are not only deprived of the view from one side, but are in fact being cheat-
ed out of both.”



Photojournalism that universalized its subject through general-
ization or that undermined the immediacy of its subject through aestheti-
cization, Coleman deemed a failure. These were precisely the shortcomings
he saw in Danny Lyon’s book on Texas prison life, Conversations with the
Dead (1971), and Bruce Davidson’s East 100th Street. Lyon never con-
fronted the issues of brutality, homosexuality, and racial segregation in
prison and thereby failed to come to grips with the reality of his subject.




Roy DeCarava, whose art expresses a specifically black awareness and whom
Coleman considered to be one of the premier photographers of the time.
That DeCarava was not on the cutting edge of formal invention—a reason
for Szarkowski to discount him as old-fashioned—was irrelevant to Coleman:
DeCarava had something important to show us.
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Roy De Carava and Langston Hughes
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Gordon Parks: Gordon Roger Alexander Buchanan Parks
(November 30, 1912 - March 7, 2006)
was a groundbreaking

— W W W W .
American photographer, $osva0
musician, poet, novelist, : Seeng,
journalist, activist and film “ : : : : :
director. He is best remembered tegetaq

for his photo essays for Life
magazine and as the director
of the 1971 film Shaft.



In the_spring of 1952 Ralph Ellison published his novel Invisible
Man, a revelatory account of what it was to be black in postwar
America. Ellison’s good friend, Life magazine photographer
Gordon Parks, was so impressed by the book he decided to create
images illustrating some of its key moments. Ellison himself
helped out and Life published four of the results on Augustﬁ25.







The opening photograph, of a young man emerging from (or
perhaps disappearing into) a manhole, is a striking if ambiguous
symbol of black experience. The final image—published only
once—was an elaborately staged scene from Invisible Man's
prologue. It shows the book’s narrator holed up in a windowless
cellar into which he fell during a riot. He is drinking sloe gin
and listening to jazz records, surrounded by lightbulbs he has
connected illegally in order to banish the darkness. This is the
place from which the narrator recounts his story.









A girl named Tron,
a village called Andien
In a war now teetering on

Photographed by
LARREY RURRCIWS

Text by
M BWACHEER
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"IN THE AMERICAN WES 1

[PHOTOGRAPHS BY RICHARD A WEDON |
















"New Documentary”

(Abigail Solomon-Godeau)

Both Marxist-Realist approaches and Post-
modernist conventionalist strategies are hostile

to traditional documentary's sentimental humanism,
the ease with which it can be appropriated by
reactionary media; it has lost its ability to show

the forces at work in our society, it has become
part of the dominant media that itself needs to be
"deconstructed"” by a new type of documentary.



The illustrated papers met with early criticism; Siegfried Kra-
cauer in an article in the Frankfurter Zeitung, 10 October 1927,
wrote:

In illustrated magazines, the public sees the world whose reality
illustrated magazines prevent them from perceiving. . . There never
was an era which was so ill-informed about itself. The device of the
illustrated magazine in the hands of the ruling society has become
one of the most powerful means of striking against the spread of
knowledge. The successful implementation of this strike is helped
by the jumbled arrangement of the pictures. The arbitrary way in
which they have been placed side by side systematically precludes
the connection which stimulates consciousness. The picture idea
ousts the real idea; the photographic snowstorm reveals the in-
difference to what the photographed objects were meant to convey.

Similar sentiment was echoed by Bertolt Brecht in 1931:

The tremendous development of photojournalism has contributed
practically nothing to the revelation of the truth about the conditions
in this world. On the contrary, photography, in the hands of the
bourgeoisie, has become a terrible weapon against the truth. The
vast amount of pictured material that is being disgorged daily by the
press and that seems to have the character of truth serves in reality
only to obscure the facts. The camera is just as capable of lying as
the typewriter. '



Most photojournalists repeat-
ed a formula that stood for objective reporting, consisting of images of
the victims of oppression or images of confrontation, for example, demon-
strations in the streets. Such imagery, thought Coleman, aroused sympa-
thy for victims or rigidified one’s anger at political opponents but did pot
]eac_l__ta action or suggest solutions to problems.




Roland Barthes (7/1969): But here
again what we are given to look at, even though it is given us straight and in no

way composed by framing or contrasting elements together, its still too worked:
the fixing of just that unique instant rather than another seems gratuitous, too
wilful, the result of a cumbersome voluntary insistence on using a particular
pictorial language, and the pictures that succeed in this way have no effect on us
at all; our interest lasts no longer than an instantaneous reading of them — they
don’t reverberate, they don’t disturb us, our response narrows down too soon
on a pure sign; the perfect legibility of what is given us to look at, its reduction
to form, relieves us of the need to take deep within us the scandal of the image
— once reduced to the state of pure language, photography can no longer
scramble our prejudices.



the realm of shock photography, which Barthes correctly charac-
terized as photographs that cannot really wound us because the photo-
grapher had already thought for us and shuddered for us, leaving us with
little to do but show a polite and concerned interest or indignation?




The liberal documentary, in which members of the ascendant classes are

implored to have pity on and to rescue members of the oppressed, now belongs
—— -

to the past.



In the liberal documentary, poverty and oppression are almost invariably
equated with misfortunes cause by natural disasters; causality is vague, blame
is not assigned, fate cannot be overcome... Like photos of children in pleas for
donations to international charity organizations, liberal documentary implores

us to look in the face of deprivation and to weep (and maybe to send money...).



Documentary testifies, finally, to the bravery or (dare we name 1t?) the
manipulativeness and savvy of the photographer, who entered a situation of
physical danger, social restrictedness, human decay, or combinations of
these and saved us the trouble. Or who, like the astronauts, entertained us
by showing us the places we never hope to go. War photography, slum
photography, “subculture” or cult photography, photography of the
foreign poor, photography of “deviance,” photography from the past—

W. Eugene Smith, David Douglas Duncan, Larry Burrows, Diane Arbus,
Larry Clark, Danny Lyon, Bruce Davidson, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee,
Walker Evans, Robert Capa, Don McCullin, Susan Meiselas . . . these are

merely the most currently luminous of documentarian stars.



Sekula’s points are

relevant in the present context because he exposes as politically dangerous
the “celebration of abstract humanity [which] becomes . . . the celebration
of the dignity of the passive victim.”
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rience those same feelings under similar circumstances in ac-
tual life; it will lay in the souls of men the rails along which
the actions of those whom art thus educates will naturally
pass. And universal art, by uniting the most_differc?nt people
in one common feeling by destroying separation, will educa.te
people to union and will show them, not by reason but by life
itself, the joy of universal union reachmg_ beyond tf}e bounds
set by life. . . . The task of Christian art is to establish broth-
erly union among men. (What Is Art?, London, 1959, P 288.)

Hine is an artist in the tradition of Millet and Tolstoy, a realist mystic. b
His realism corresponds to the status of the photograph as report, his
mysticism corresponds to its status as spiritual expression. What these
two connotative levels suggest is an artist who partakes of two roles.
The first role, which determines the empirical value of the photograph
as report, is that of witness. The second role, .through which the ph.o- b
tograph is invested with spiritual significance, is that of seer, and‘entaxls b
the notion of expressive genius. It is at this second level :chat Hine can )
be appropriated by bourgeois esthetic discourse, and invented as a
significant “primitive” figure in the history of photography.

111

I would like to conclude with a rather schematic summary..All
photographic communication seems to take place within Fhe’:’ conditions s
of a kind of binary folklore. That is, there is a “symbolist folk-myth
and a “realist’ folk-myth. The misleading but popular form o,f" "
this opposition is “art photography” vs. “documentary ph'otograpl.xy.
Every photograph tends, at any given moment of reading in any given.
context, toward one of these two poles of meaning. The oppositions ‘
between these two poles are as follows: photographer as seer vs. pho- b
tographer as witness, photography as expression vs. photography as i
reportage, theories of imagination (and inner truth) vs. theories of em- 1
pirical truth, affective value vs. informative_ value, and finally, meta- =
phoric signification vs. metonymic signification. 0 4

It would be a mistake to identify liberal and “concerned do.cu‘”-
mentary entirely with realism. As we have seen in 'the case of }'hn.e; 1
even the most deadpan reporter’s career is embroiled in an exPressmmS
structure. From Hine to W. Eugene Smith stretches a continuous tra-
dition of expressionism in the realm of “fgct.” All phqtography 'tlt'mt ,
even approaches the status of high art contains the mystical possibility L
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of genius. The representation drops away and only the valorized figure
of the artist remains. The passage of the photograph from report to
metaphor (and of photographer from reporter to genius) in the service
of liberalism is celebrated in one of the more bizarre pieces of photog-
raphy ever written. This is the enemy:

[Strand] believes in human values, in social ideals, in decency
and in truth. These are not clichés to him. That is why his
people, whether Bowery derelict, Mexican peon, New En-
gland farmer, Italian peasant, French artisan, Breton or
Hebrides fisherman, Egyptian fellahin, the village idiot, or
the great Picasso, are all touched by the same heroic quality
—humanity. To a great extent this is a reflection of Strand’s
personal sympathy and respect for his subjects. But it is just
as much the result for his acuteness of perception which finds
in the person a core of human virtue and his unerring sense of
photographic values that transmits that quality to us. It is all
part of an artistic process in which the conception of form,
the just balance of mass and space and pattern to frame, the
richness of texture and detail transform a moment of intuition
into an immutable monument. (Milton Brown in Paul Strand:
A Retrospective Monograph, The Years 1915—-1968, Millerton,
N.Y., 1971, p. 370.)

The celebration of abstract humanity becomes, in any given political
situation, the celebration of the dignity of the passive victim. This is
the final outcome of the appropriation of the photographic image for
liberal political ends; the oppressed are granted a bogus Subjecthood
when such status can be secured only from within, on their own terms.



We really don’t know very much about what happens when people look at
photographs. We assume things. Theorists assume a great deal, and they
often raise questions that are legitimate and valuable, but their analysis is
not often based on real research. . . . I think it is an area about which we
know very little, certainly not enough to make the kinds of assumptions

we’re dealing with here.



There was a time, at the end of the 1980s, when the critique of documentary photogra-
phy based on the “aestheticization of suffering” was so influential that it became virtually
impossible to defend documentary practice. Any such defense was regarded as at best naive
and at worst ideologically suspect.

Then came 9/11. I have argued elsewhere that the attack on the Twin Towers, the most
photographed event in history, effectively reset the clock on documentary images, clearing
away years of accumulated censure.' The affective unreality of the event cried out for rep-
resentation, and most people experienced it as an image. Photography’s special capacity as a
medium of mourning brought us close to it again, and made us realize how much we need
public, shared images to make sense of such events.



The trenchant critiques of docu mentary
photography by Martha Rosler, Allan Sekula, Ablg“lil Solomon-Godeau, and others _were
necessary corrections at the time to a great deal of muddled mysufication 1b0ut_ht, nature of

photographic representation, and about the real effects of public images. But over time thef;e

critiques became intellectually enshrined as definitive, and later writers and artists ll_aan to

treat them as unassailable truths rather than as timely interventions.



The modernist respect for
purely visual meaning has been rejected for a belief that meaning can exist
only in language or in structures derived from language. The primacy of
originality has been rejected through an attack on the very possibility of
originality; the respect for subjective expression has been undermined with
a theory of subjectivity as a social construct. The modernist belief in uni-
versahty has been replaced by an emphasis on the historically specific.




There are moments atwhich the orthodoxies that govern the way we interpret
the pthUgl’apth image appear to undergo a profound sea change, when we
recognise that the frameworks that are sustaining certain practices, and the
readings of those practices, are inadequate to the images that are being made
and to the demands they are making of us. One of the most significant of these
moments took ptace in the 19/0s, when the impact of structuralist, Marxist and
psychoanalytic theories on photographic practice, complicated and politicised
the relationship between image, social reality and the subject, revealing the space
of photographic production as effectively a site of ideological production,
thereby_disrupting the fragile coherence of the coﬂcePtual framework " that
sustained the notion of the fine art photograph.




There is no single language of photography, but a plurality of codes which are
combmed within the image. (Eco’s text, ‘Critique of the e image” is especially
helpful in this respect.) This becomes more complex when considering a “mixed’
system, as in reportage. Here we must examine all the codes inherent in the
photographic signification and then those of the journal itself, to discover how
they integrate and work with each other:

Each photograph signifies on the basis of these codes, the number and
type of which varies from one image to another. Some of these are (at
least to first analysis) peculiar to photography (e.g. the various codes
built around ‘focus’ and ‘blur’), others are clearly not (e.g. the
‘kinesic’ codes of bodily gesture). Further, importantly, it was shown
that the putatively autonomous ‘language of photography’ is never
free from the determinants of language itself.



Trad. vs. New Documentary

Danny Lyons's Conversations with the Dead (1971)
versus
Morrie Camhi's The Prison Experience (1988)









In his emphasis on the specific, Coleman is consistent with that straip of
postmodernist criticism inspired by Marxism, but his position is not eptire-
ly congruent with postmodernism. Many postmodernist critics, in their effort
to articulate the political implications of images, find it necessary to equate
the specific with language. Only that which can be said is precise enough.
Photographs by themselves, without the interpretation of words, are too
ambiguous to explain a specific political circumstance. These critics are
uninterested in the purely visual or the preverbal meanings of pictures.
Coleman did not go this far.




Marxist-Realism

Rooted in Marx's model of society as:
Superstructure/Economic base

where the economic level determines

what emerges on the cultural (super-
structural) level. So critical intervention

Is best aimed at material, economic issues.
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Martha Rosler

The Bowery in two
inadequate descriptive
sysiems
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stewed
boiled
potted
corned
pickled
preserved
canned

fried to the hat




According to Owens, the artist ‘refused’ to picture those ‘twice
victimised: first by society, and then by the photographer

who presumes the right to speak on their behalf’. Rosler is

said to reject the tradition of victim photography in which

‘the photographer inevitably functions as an agent of the system
of power that silenced these people in the first place’.’® Thomas
Crow noted that this work was a ‘milestone’ of Conceptual art:

The Bowery juxtaposed a series of strictly depopulated
photographs of derelict storefronts with a running list of
American slang expressions for drunks and drunkenness,
from familiar to arcane, from whimsical to despairingly
bleak. The anti-expressive intensity in the combination of

text and photograph defies both ordinary pathos and critical
paraphrase.



drunk

derelict

bum

dead socldiers

dead marines




The photographs confront the shops squarely, and they supply
familiar urban reports. They are not reality newly viewed.
They are not reports from a frontier, messages from a voyage
of discovery or self-discovery. There is nothing new attempted
in a photographic style that was constructed in the thirties
when the message itself was newly understood, differently
embedded. I am quoting words and images both.
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Although Rosler’s technique aligns her with the historical avant-garde
tradition of appropriation and montage, her placing of journalistic images taken
from the contemporary war theater within ordered domestic interiors creates not
only a clash of images but a critical confusion between the static, ideal tableau of
commercial pictorial photography and the instantaneity and unpredictability of the
documentary’s “jittery flow of events.” (Rosler, 1981) In the assumed domestic
sanctuary of the middle-class home, we are confronted with our own complicity in
the bourgeois aspirations that lay at the heart of the war. The shocking
juxtapositions in Bringing the War Home strip away and call into question the

conventions of traditional documentary photography.



Questions Raised by Marxist-Realist
Photographer Fred Lonidier:

1) Should the artist work in collaboration
with his/her subjects?
2) Might not artists train workers, etc. on
how to make their own images to repre-
sent themselves and their issues?
3) Should artists exhibit in labor union halls
and other venues outside the art world?
4) Should artists compete with the mass media's
sophisticated technology or remain "low tech"?



Londier gives various subjects
as possible topics for activist
photographers:

1) Address issue of declining real income of
workers.

2) Focus on attacks on labor unions.

3) Investigate problems of undocumented labor.

4) Address attacks on social services, welfare, etc.

9) Conscioushess raising over labor history.



BETTY JOHUNSON, NURSING ATTENDANT, SEIU 434

| don't feel really good patient care with Family Planning.. And there it's like
a rush-through thing too. You're rushing but you got to put in an IUD, you
aotta it for diaphram...and you leel pressured in those things because you
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in't give me thae forms bocause sho didn't want her record to look bad. it was for her own
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| PHOTOGRAPHY AGAINST THE GRAIN
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Essays and Photo Works 1973 -1983




” Documentary photography, says
Sekula, has “contributed much to spectacle, to retinal excitation, to voyeur-
ism, to terror, envy and nostalgia, and only a little to the critical under-
standing of the social world.”



Allan Sekula

Another theorist and critic who responded to many of the same ideas as
Sontag, but with somewhat less pessimism, is Allan Sekula. Sekula agrees
with_Sontag that photographs acquire meaning as part of a discourse.
Taken as purely visual objects, they have only the potential for meaning,
but in association with a text (not necessarily a written text, but a set of “lin-
guistic propositions”), photographs do become meaningful. But Sekula says,
in much the same manner as Sontag, “Any given photograph is cnnceiv&bly
open to appropriation by a range of ‘texts,” each new discourse situation gen-
er:g{mg its own set of messages.” Unlike Sontag, however, Sekula thinks it
is possible to anchor a photograph in history, to define the original historical
context in which the photograph was made, and thereby attach to it a mean-
ing that arises from the intentions with which it was made. I




As_an alternative to the aesthetic discourse in photography, Sekula
describes an art with its own built-in, self-conscious, social discourse. Agists
inﬁved in_this kind of work refuse to treat photographs as privileged
objects, treating them instead as “common cultural artifactg L
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7%of our population
own 84% of our wealth
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~ Youwant some advice?

- We got $800,000 to fix
up our place,all tax-
exempt. And many of
Nancy 5 deslgner clothes
are donated.

Try charity!
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our friends’ reactions Lo see ﬂ
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[ogetherness really exists in

aur Tomily, My daughter and |

operate the lunch room at the

Valley Inn. My sons work

part-lime with their dad

eldest 1w S

hanging sheet-rock. And my
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have 7 cars and 2 motoreycle

i our family



I don't feel that Rachie play-
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ative effect on his per
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policeman). His childhood
gun-playing won't make |
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with guns he learns to social-
ize with other children, |

the neighbors who are offer
ed by Richie's gun, either the
father hunts or their kids
the first (o take Richie’s gun
and go off and play with
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Postmodern Conventionalism

Social reality is viewed as a complex of texts,

of a variety of competing discourses: the
dominant discourse via the mass media, the
minoritarian discourse via art, subaltern cultural
forms (Rasta, etc.).

Intervention into this dominant discourse is via
messing with the codes/conventions of that

media discourse. Quotation, appropriation, pastiche,
efc. used to perform this "internal critique.”



Artists, not photographers, were aware of how
Rauschenberg and Warhol had used photography and began to use it them-
selves to investigate the implications of conceptual art and to document
their ephemeral or inaccessible works. Appropriation came out of thlS back-
gmund and not the photng_dphxc tradition that extends back th through
Frank, White, Adams, Weston, and Stieglitz. Traditional art phutggraphy,
says Solomon-Godeau, remained virtually oblivious to the groundswell of
postmodernist thought. As a result; the photographic mainstream h1t a cul-
de-sac of academicism and exhaustion. For her, appropriation is not a new
development in the photographic tradition _but a crfique of that tradltmn
arising entirely outside it.




Appropriation is a recognition of the fact that all experience and
even the subjective self are mediated by preexisting imagery, and it is me;ém
to challenge the central modernist assumptions that artworks can be origi-
nal and that they are the product of the independent and subjective vision
of an artist.




By asserting that all imagery 1s
quotation and, therefore, that meaning arises from quotation, from the rela-
tionship of one image to other images, and by ta}_{ing_an image from one
context and using it in a different context where it acquires a different
meaning, appropriation undermines the modernist assumption that_ the
meaning of an image is inherent and asserts the contingency of meanigg.




Louis Althusser's Influence
on PoMo Conventionalism

Althusser discards Marx's Superstructure/Base
model for a series of mutually interrelated material
yet semi-autonomous, practices:

ecohomic

political

ideological (cultural production)
theoretical

Thus economic isn't primary,; cultural production
becomes an important area to critically intervene.



oday what we are experiencing is the absorption of all

virtual modes of expression into that of advertising. All

original cultural forms, all determined languages are ab—
sorbed in advertising because it has no depth, it is instantaneous
and instantaneously fo_g_‘ten Triumph of superficial form, of
the smallest common denominator of all signification, degree
zero of meaning, triumph of entropy over all possible tropes. The
lowest form of energy of the sign. This unarticulated, instanta-
neous form, without a past, without a future, without the pos-
siblity of metamorphosis, has power over all the others. All cur-
rent forms of activity tend toward advertising and most exhaust
thémselves therein. Not necessarily advertising itself, the kind
that is produced as such—but the form of advertising, that of a
simplified operational mode, vaguely seductive, vaguely consen-

sual (all the modalities are confused therein, but in an g];l;gnua.tcd

agitated mode).




Influence of V. N. Volosinov's
Marxism and the Philosophy
of Language

Volosinov {pub. in 1973): "The domain of ideology
coincides with the domain of signs. . ..
Whenever a sign is present, ideology is present too."
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Rephotography is a technique for stealing
(pirating) already existing images, simulating
rather than copying them, “managing” rather
than quoting them—re-producing their effect
and look as naturally as they had been produced
when they first appeared. A resemblance more
than a reproduction, a rephotograph is essentially
an appropriation of what'’s already real about

an existing image and an attempt to add on or
additionalize this reality onto something more
real, a virtuoso real—a reality that has the chances
of looking real, but a reality that doesn’t have

any chances of being real.



Prince’s camera also teases out gender stereotypes
exploited by Madison Avenue advertising in a series ot
“portraits” culled from fashion advertisements. From
1977 to 1980 he created a number of multipart works
involving several models striking similar poses.






liberate them from their contexts. Through careful
cropping, he excises all existing ad copy, logos, or

captions. He strips the images of any identifying markers,
emancipating them from their signifying origins. In the
process, Prince may also concentrate on just one detail of
an image—a watch on a man'’s wrist, a gloved hand, the
curl of a hairdo—enlarging it to the point of abstraction.
By allowing things to slip out of focus or, on the contrary,
bringing them into sharp, almost clinical relief, he ascribes
a hallucinatory cast to his pictures. He further promotes
this sense of disequilibrium by photographing color
images in black and white, and conversely, black-and-white
images in color, which gives them a distinct bluish or
reddish tint. The “fashion” shots from 1982-84——e¢legant
black-and-white pictures of masked and coiffed models
shown in intense, claustrophobic close-up—verge on the
unrecognizable. '



Both a role model and sex symbol, the
cowboy appeals to men and women alike. His hyped,
exaggerated masculinity has also made him a gay icon, a
fact no doubt embraced by Philip Morris, whose desired
demographic knows no bounds: a smoker is a smoker
regardless of gender, age, race, or sexual orientation.
Lifted from the readily available archive of Marlboro
Men, Prince’s Cowboy series, begun in 1980, captures
these multiple connotative levels. Prince makes the most
of the lush, high-budget, art-directed aesthetic of the ad
campaign. After eliminating the text and enlarging the
image, he does little to these already gorgeous pictures.
They stand on their own as relics of an imagined,
individualistic culture. As art, the Cowboys refer as much
to Frederic Remington’s paintings of a mythologized
American West as they do to the collective unconscious
of the mass media, which includes both the Hollywood
Western and Marlboro’s appropriation of it. While Prince
never moralizes, the photographs’ origins in advertising
designed to lure everyone and anyone to a life of addiction
1S ever present.









Gary Gross’s photographs of Brooke Shields reside
at the symbolic center of this timeline due to their dual
role as soft-core pornography trafficked within popular
culture, and as the origin for Richard Prince’s Spiritual
America (1983), in which the artist re-photographed a
Snlgleﬂage from the original T975 series. It is crucial
to consider simultancousty the roles of both the original
Gross series and the Prince appropriation, as the two
taken together create a critical conflation of how both
popular and art images function in society, splicing
together what had previously been perceived as high
and low image types with profound implications for the
reception of both. Prince’s re-photographing of Gross’s
popular icon pierced the division between mass culture’s
commodification of youth, and art culture’s investigation
of youth. Spiritual America stakes claims on all repre-
sentations of youth, no matter their cultural location, thus
opening the doors between the gaze of art and the gaze of
the masses.







My desires needed satisfaction . . . And satisfaction
seems to come about by ingesting; perhaps “perceiv-
ing” the fiction her photograph imagined. I felt I was
in partnership with the picture. There didn’t seem to
be any interruption between what was imagined by
the picture and what was imagined by me. It had an
oppressive effect, a glowing hallucinatory energy.
There was a libidinal intensification and relief from
possession and jealousy. I became infused with this
picture, almost as if  was being x-rayed. And this
came about when I finally re-photographed the im-
age. —Richard Prince on Spiritual America, c.1979
(http://richardprinceart.com/write spiritual.html)









Levine’s work can thus be seen to
present a problem-case for the ‘picture’. To Crimp and other theorists of the

earlier moment such as Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Levine’s photographic appro-
pﬁﬁ_’_[ions of original works by older, male, modernist photographers such as
Edward Weston seemed exemplary of a postmodern attack on such foundation-
SIDEIES of modernist aesthetics as originality, authenticity and individual crea-

tivity.
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