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"*“Towards the Photograph as a Vulgar
Document”’

Optica Gallery

Montreal

Documentary styles in photography
achieved heights of artistic legitimacy in the
early 1970’s which seemed to be supported
on a solid foundation of historical precedent
and contemporary critical acclaim. The
1980’s have brought a dramatic rupture in
the evolution of traditional practice. Even the
inherent realism of classical camera practice
has lost its theoretical grounding under the
combined pressure of several deconstruc-
tionist critiques. The post-structuralist pro-
ject to dissect visual imagery into linguistic
components, the Marxist censure of social
documentary photography for concealing
social contradictions in the “seamless’” illu-
sion of realism, and the avant-garde search
for a new photographic formalism have to-
gether engendered a proliferation of ra-
tionally-controlled photographs. Recent
formal experiments rely on theory-based im-
age construction to minimize chance and
intuition and maximize structural clarity.

The 15th anniversary exhibition of Optica
Gallery, one of Montreal’s more prominent
artist-run spaces, summarizes, with the work
of 13 photographers, many of the 1980°s
avant-garde explorations of formal novelty.
““Towards the Photograph as a Vulgar Docu-
ment”’ features the explicitly artificial image-
construction of conceptual, appropriative,
multi-media, and studio photographs. Struc-
tured on the ruins of the myth of photo-
graphic objectivity, the exhibition functions
as a visual critique of realist representation.
The title’s provocative juxtaposition of ““vul-
gar”’ with ““"documents’’ recalls the theoreti-
cal ““debate on documentary,” labels the
appropriative strategy of re-working mass
media images, and suggests an ironical shad-
ing into a scatological attitude towards the
documentary-photograph-as-fetishized-art-
object. Sherrie Levine’s degradation of Ed-
ward Weston and Walker Evans originals to
the common denominator of mechanical re-
producibility best illustrates ““vulgar docu-
ments.”” Playing on the public accessibility
and popular acclaim of these high modernist
photographers, Levine effaces the “signa-
ture’’ of individual style and defaces the

66 C Magazine SUMMER/88

market value of the ““fine prints.”

“Towards the Photograph as a Vulgar Docu-

ment’”’ exemplifies a recent trend to argue

the ““debate on documentary’’ exclusively
in terms of theory-referenced images which
refute realist photography. This type of exhi-
bition is constructed to marginalize con-
temporary realist styles and to locate docu-
mentary photography as a prior practice re-
presenting the ancien régime of modernism.
Documentary photography serves as a main-
stream benchmark against which the new
studio-constructed appropriations are de-
fined as avant-garde.

Certain theory-constructed visual strategies
do solve some of the perennial visual and
political problems of documentary practice.
Laurie Simmon’s use of plastic dolls absolves
her from the guilt of exploiting people for
personal ends. Mitra Tabrizian/Andy Gold-
ing/Mark Lewis’ conflation of movie pub-
licity-posters with a leftist analysis of white
male supremacy, and Eileen Cowin’s femi-
nist TV soap-opera stills of family stereo-
types aspire to reaching the mass pubilic,
social documentary photography lost when
Life and Look ceased publication in 1972.
Editorial and contextual ambiguity is elimi-
nated by Suzy Lake’s visually incorporated
text which fixes her oversized, cardboard
authority figures to her cultural deconstruc-
tion. The viewer is forced by the minimalist,
nominal subjects of Tim Clark’s photographs
to deconstruct the ““real”’ subject of any
photo into a composite of the photographer’s
found and constructed subject, and the
viewer’s subjectively perceived subject. The
problem of the popular, but naive misin-
terpretation of realism-as-reality is elimi-
nated by George Legrady’s reduction of the
photographic medium to a reproduction
technique.

Studio-constructed formal strengths have
been substituted for realist weaknesses. But
studio-constructed photographs introduce
weaknesses which displace realist strengths.
Artist-imagined scenes designed to have the
look of rational intent can seem cold, slick,
insular, and rigid. Devoid of any realist refer-
ences to lived experience, this type of work
can above all appear unconvincing, nar-
cissistic, and self-mocking. Photographs
which deconstruct realism into consciously-
arranged elements risk self-deconstruction.
Laurie Simmon’s reductio ad absurdum to
doll-house play of the two grand genres
of classical landscape and environmental
portraiture results in photographs which
themselves are reductively simple. To simul-
taneously expose the ideology of cultural
structure, and to use visual methods which
explicate the photograph as a system of pic-
torial representation, becomes post-modern-
ist dogma. The moral didacticism of
““‘concerned photography’’ in the 1970s is
exchanged for the 1980s visual tutoring
in the basic “grammar’’ of photographic
language.
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Although post-modernist rhetoric critiques

the high-brow elitism of modernism, appro-
priative practice creates its own exclusive

class connotations. Exhibited in the socially
remote domain of the avant-garde art gallery,
re-worked mass culture images sacrifice pop-
ular appeal for the intellectual sophistication
of art theory. The appropriation of dominant
culture’s successful selling tactics to produce
leftist social exposés is double- edged. Sher-
rie Levine’s critique of the artist-as-creative-
genius and the photograph-as-marketable-
art-object is annuled by her stylistic im-
primatur, her signature—and her price-tag in
commercial galleries. Tabrizian/Golding/
Lewis’ cultural critique replicates the high
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gloss, the privileged inaccessibility, and the
larger-than-life domination of the aesthetic
system it purports to expose by re-con-
textualization. Whether appropriation is
viewed as a critique or a reinforcement of
dominant culture falls in the grey zone of
subjective interpretation. Re-contextualiza-
tion is fragile, and as prejudiced by the con-
text of viewing as classical realist photo-
graphs are.

The methodology of highlighting the prob-
lems of a traditional practice suppresses the
numerous deficiencies of the avant-garde
alternatives. External references to lived
scenes give realist photography a power to
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describe, involve, and convince which stu-
dio work cannot replace. Instead, presented
as opponents, appropriative constructions
and realist photographs are complements of
one another. While the understated formal-
ism of realism underlines the photograph’s
relation to real subjects, the evident manip-
ulation of studio-constructions accentuates
artistic invention. The first facilitates descrip-
tive clarity of content, the second empha-
sizes the “frame’” of stylized authorship.
Realist, as well as appropriative, concep-
tual, or multi-media photographs are “’con-
structed” and “‘self-referential.”” The facile
confusion of realist photographs with reality

Is important to deconstruct. But does a con-
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Installation, Optica Gallery

tinuous procession of explicitly artificial
photographs go beyond avant-garde novelty
to expose the subjectively influenced formal
construction of realist photographs?

The sub-text of an exhibition which proposes
a “debate on documentary,” but only pro-
motes studio-constructed work, is an attempt
to legitimate photography as an avant-garde
art by equating the medium with painting
and sculpture. The late 19th-century Pic-
torialists addressed the question, “Is pho-
tography art?’’ “Towards the Photograph as a
Vulgar Document’” asks, ‘‘Can photography
be an avant-garde art?”’

CLARA GUTSCHE
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