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The Crisis of the Real

Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe
that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the
America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the
hyperreal and of simulation. It is no longer a question of a false
representation of reality (ideology), but of concealing the fact that
the real is no longer real. . . . JEAN BAUDRILLARD'

TODAY WE FACE A CONDITION in the arts that for many is both confus-
ing and irritating—a condition that goes by the name postmodernism. But
what do we mean when we call a work of arl postmodernist? And what does
postmodernism mean for photography? How does it relate to, and challenge,
the tradition of photographic practice as Beaumont Newhall has so conscien-
tiously described it?* Why are the ideas and practices of postmodernist art 5o
unsettling to our traditional ways of thinking? These are questions that need to
be examined if we are to understand the nature of today’s photography, and its
relation to the larger art world.

What is postmodernism? Is it a method, like the practice of using images
that already exist? Is it an attitude, like irony? Is it an ideology, like Marxism?
Or is it a plot hatched by a cabal of New York artists, dealers, and critics, de-
signed to overturn the art-world establishment and to shower money and fame
on those involved? These are all definitions that have been proposed, and, like
the blind men’s descriptien of the elephant, they all may contain a small share
of truth. But as 1 hope to make clear, postmodernist art did not arise in a vac-
uum, and it is more than a mere demonstralion of certain theoretical concerns
dear to twentieth-century intellectuals. 1 would argue, in short, that postmod-
ernism, in its art and its theory, is a reflection of the conditions of our times.

One complication in arriving at any neat definition of postmodernism is that
it means different things in different artistic media. The term first gained wide
currency in the field of architecture,” as a way of describing a turn away from
the hermetically sealed glass boxes and walled concrete bunkers of modern ar-
chitecture. In coming up with the term postmodern, architects had a very spe-
cific and clearly defined target in mind: the “‘less is more’’ reductivism of
Mies van der Rohe and his disciples. At first postmodernism n architecture
meant eclecticism: the use of stylistic flourishes and decorative ornament with
a kind of carefree, slapdash, and ultimately value-free abandon.

Postmodernist architecture, however, combines old and new styles with an
almost hedenistic intensity. Freed of the rigors of Miesian design, architects



rj ' CRISIS OF THE REAL

felt at liberty to reintroduce precisely those elements of architectural syntax
that Mies had purged from the vocabulary: historical allusion, metaphor, jokey
illusionism, spatial ambiguity. Whal the English architectural critic Charles
Jencks says of Michael Graves’s Portland building is true of postmodern archi-
tecture as a whole: “*It is evidently an architecture of inclusion which takes the
multiplicity of differing demands seriously: ornament, colour, representational
sculpture, urban morphology—and more purely architectural demands such as
structure, space, and light.””

[f architecture’s postmodernism is involved with redecorating the stripped-
down elements of architectural modernism, thereby restoring some of the emo-
tional complexity and spiritual capacity that Lthe best buildings seem to have,
the postmodernism of dance 1s something else. Modern dance as we have
come (0 know it consists of a tradition extending from Ldie Fuller, in Panis in
the 1890s, through Martha Graham, in New York in the 1930s. As anyone
who has seen Miss Graham’s dances can attest, emotional, subjective expres-
stonism 18 a hallmark of modern dance, albeit within a technically polished
ramework. Postmodernist dance, which dates from the experimental work per-
lormed at the Judson Church in New York City in the early 1960s, was and is
an attempt to throw olf the heroicism and expressionism of modernist dance
by making dance more vernacular.” Inspired by the pioneering accomplish-
ments of Merce Cunningham, the dancers of the Judson Dance Theater—who
included Trisha Brown, Lucinda Childs, Steve Paxton and Y vonne Rainer—
based their movements on everyday gestures such as walking and turning, and
often enhisted the audience or used untrained walk-ons as dancers. Postmodern
dance ehiminated narrative, reduced decoration, and purged allusion—in other
words, it was, and is, not far removed from what we call modern in architec-
ture.

It 1s interestng to note that more recently this aesthetic of postmodernist
dance has been replaced in vanguard circles in New York by an as-yet-un-
named style that sceks to reinject elements of biography, narrative, and politi-
cal issues into the structure of the dance, using allusion and decoration and
difficult dance steps in the process. It is, in its own way, exactly what post-
modern architecture is, inasmuch as it attempts (0 revitalize the art form
through inclusion rather than exclusion. Clearly, then, the term postmodernism
1s used to mean something very different in dance than it does in architecture.
The same condition exists in music, and in literature—each defines its post-
modernism in relation 1o its own peculiar modernism.

To edge closer to the situation in photography, consider postmodernism as it
s constituled n today’s art world—which is to say, within the tradition and
practice ol painting and sculpture. For a while, in the 1970s, it was possible 1o
think of postmodernism as equivalent to pluralism, a catchword that was the
art-world equivalent of Tom Wolfe’s phrase “*The Me Decade.”’ According to
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the pluralists, the tradition of modernism, from Cézanne to Kenneth Noland,
had plumb tuckered out—had, through its own assumptions, run itself into the
ground. Painting was finished, and all that was left to do was either minmimal-
1sm (which no one much liked to look at) or conceptualism (which no one
could look at, its goal being to avoid producing still more art “*objects™).
Decoration and representation were out, eye appeal was suspect, emotional ap-
peal thought sloppy, if not gauche.

Facing this exhaustion, the artists of the 1970s went off in a hundred direc-
tions at once, at least according to the pluralist model. Some started pamnting
frankly decorative pattern pamntings. Some made sculpture from the earth, or
from abandoned buildings. Some started using photography and video, mixing
media and adding to the pluralist stew. One consequence of the opening of the
modernist gates was that photography, that seemingly perennial second-class
citizen, became a naturalized member of the gallery and museum circuit. But
the main thrust was that modernism’s reductivism—or, to be fair about 1,
what was seen as modernism's reductivism—was countered with a flood of
new practices, some of them clearly antithetical to modernism.

But was this pluralism, which is no longer much in evidence, truly an at-
tack on the underlying assumptions of modernism, as modernism was per-
ceived in the mid- to late 1970s? Or was 1t, as the critic Douglas Crimp has
wrilten, one of the '*‘morbid symptoms of modernism’s demise’’?" According
o those of Mr. Crimp’s critical persuasion (which 15 to say, of the persuasion
of October magazine) postmodernism in the art world means something more
than simply what comes after modernism. It means, for them, an attack on
modernism, an undercutting of its basic assumptions about the role ol art in
the culture and about the role of the artist in relation to his or her art. This
undercutting function has come to be known as *‘'deconstruction,’”” a term for
which the French philosopher Jacques Derrida is responsible.” Behind it lies a
theory about the way we perceive the world that is both rooted in, and a reac-
tion to, structuralism. _

Structuralism 1s a theory of language and knowledge, and it is largely based
on the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics
(1916). It is allied with, if not inseparable from, the theory of semiotics, or
signs, pioneered by the American philosopher Charles S. Peirce about the
same time. What structuralist linguistic theory and semiotic sign theory have
in common is the belief that things in the world—Iliterary texts, 1mages, what
have you—do not wear their meanings on their sleeves. They must be deci-
phered, or decoded, in order to be understood. In other words, things have a
““deeper structure’’ than common sense permits us to comprehend, and siruc-
turalism purports to provide a method that allows us to penetrate that deeper
structure,

Basically, its method is to divide everything in two. It takes the sign—a
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word, say, in language, or an image, or even a pair of women'’s shoes—and
separates it into the “‘signifier’” and the “‘signified.”’ The signifier 1s like a
pointer, and the signified 15 what gets pointed to. (In Morse code, the dots and
dashes are the signifiers, and the letters of the alphabet the signifieds.) Now
this seems pretty reasonable, 1if not exactly simple. But structuralism also
holds that the signifier is wholly arbitrary, a convention of social practice
rather than a universal law. Therefore, structuralism in practice ignores the
“meaning,’’ or the signified part of the sign, and concentrates on the relations
of the signifiers within any given work. In a sense, it holds that the obvious
meaning (8 irrelevant; instead, it finds its territory within the structure of
things—hence the name structuralism.

Some of the consequences of this approach are detailed in Terry Eagleton’s
book Literary Theory: An lntroduction:

Fust, it does not matter to structuralism that [a] story is hardly an example of
great literature. The method 1s quite indifferent to the cultural value of its
abject. . . . Second, structuralism is a calculated affront to common sense. . . .
It does not take the text at face value, but "displaces’ it into a quite different
kind of object. Third, 1f the particular contents of the text are replaceable, there
15 a sense in which one can say that the “content’ of the narrative is its struc-
ture.,”

We might think about structuralism in the same way that we think about so-
ciology, in the sensc that they are pseudosciences. Both attempt to find a ra-
tionalist, scientilic basis for understanding human activities—social behavior in
sociology’s case, writing and speech in structuralism’s. They are symptoms of
a certain historical desire 10 make the realm of human activity a bit more neat,
a bit more calculable.

Structuralism fits inle another historical process as well, which is the grad-
ual replacement of our laith in the obvious with an equally compelling faith in
what 15 not obvious—in what can be uncovered or discovered through analy-
s15. We mught date this shitt to Copernicus, who had the audacity to claim that
lhe earth revolves around the sun even though it is obvious to all of us that the
sun revolves around the earth, and does so once a day. To quote Eagleton:

Copernicus was followed by Marx, who claimed that the true significance of so-
cial processes went on ‘behind the backs’ of individual agents, and after Marx,
Freud argucd that the real meanings of our words and actions were guite imper-
ceptible to the conscious mind. Structuralism is the modern inheritor of this be-
lief that reality, and our experience of it, are discontinuous with each other.”

Poststructuralism, with Derrida, goes a step further. According to the post-
structuralists, our perceptions only tell us about what our perceptions are, not
about the true conditions of the world. Authors and other sign makers do not
control their meanings through their intentions; instead, their meanings are
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undercut, or ‘"deconstructed,”” by the texts themselves. Nor is there any way
to arrive at the ‘‘ultimate’” meaning of anything. Meaning is always withheld,
and to believe the opposite is tantamount to mythology. As Eagleton says,
summarizing Derrida:
Nothing is ever fully present in signs: it is an illusion for me to believe that 1
can ever be fully present to you in what I say or write, because to use signs at
all entails that my meaning 15 always somehow dispersed, divided and never
quite at one with itself. Not only my meaning, indeed, but me: since language is
something | am made out of, rather than merely a convenient tool 1 use, the
whole idea that | am a stable unified entity must also be a fiction. . . . 1t is not
that I can have a pure, unblemished meaning, intention or experience which then
gets distorted and refracted by the flawed medium of language; because language

1s the very air 1 breathe, I can never have a pure, unblemished meaning or expe-
rience at all. '

This inability to have “‘pure, unblemished meaning or experience at all’’ 1s,
[ would submit, exactly the premise of the art we call postmodernist. And, |
would add, 1t is the theme that characterizes most contemporary photography,
explicitly or implicitly. Calling it a “‘theme’” 1s perhaps too bland: it s the cri-
sis that photography and all other forms of art face in the late twentieth cen-
tury.

But once we know postmodernism’s theoretlical underpinnings, how are we
to recognize it in art? Under what guise does it appear in pictures? If we re-
turn to how postmodernism was first conceived in the art world of the 1970s5—
namely, under the banner of pluralism—we can say guite blithely that post-
modernist art is art that looks like anything except modernist art. In fact, we
could even concede that postmodernist art could incorporate the modernist
“look’” as part of its diversity. But this pinpoints exactly why no one was
ever satisfied with pluralism as a concept: it may well describe the absence of
a single prevailing style, but it does not describe the presence of anything. A
critical concept that embraces everything imaginable 1s not of much use.

‘The critical theory descended from structuralism has a much better chance
of defining what postmodernist visual ari should look like, but even with that
there 1s some latitude. Most postmodernist critics of this ideological bent insist
that postmodernist art be oppositional. This opposition can be conceived in
two ways: as counter to the modernist tradition, and/or as counter to the ruling
“mythologies’’ of Western culture, which, the theory goes, led to the creation
of the modernist tradition in the first place. These same critics believe that
postmodernist art therefore must debunk or *“*deconstruct’ the “‘myths’” of the
autonomous individual (**the myth of the author’’) and of the individual sub-
ject (*‘the myth of originality™). But when we get to the level of how these
aims are best accomplished—that is, what style of art might achieve these
ends—we encounter critical disagreement and ambiguily.
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One concept of postmodernist style is that it should consist of a mixture of
media, thereby dispelling modernism’s fetishistic concentration on the medium
as message— paintling aboul painting, photography about photography, and so
on. For example, one could make theatrical paintings, or filmic photographs,
or combine pictures with the written word. A corollary to this suggests that the
use of so-called alternalive media—anything other than, say, painting on can-
vas and sculpture in metal—is a hallmark of the postmodern. This 1s a view
that actually hits photography up from its traditional second-class status, and
privileges 1t as the medium of the moment.,

And there 15 yet another view that holds that the medium doesn’t matter at
all, that what matters s the way in which art operates within and against the
culture. As Rosalind Krauss has written, **Within the situation of postmodern-
15, practice is not delined in relation o a given medium—[e.g.,] sculpture—
but rather in relation to the logical operations on a set of cultural terms, for
which any medium—pholography, books, lines on walls, mirrors, or sculpture
itself—might be used.”""" Siill, there is no denying that, beginning in the
1970s, photogruphy came to assume a position of importance within the realm
of postmodernist art, as Krauss herself has observed.'*

Stylistically, 1t we may entertain the notion of style of postmodernist art,
certain practices have been advanced as essentially postmodernist. Foremost
among these 1s the concept of pastiche, of assembling one’s art from a vanety
of sources. This 15 not done in the spirit of honoring one’s artistic heritage,
but neither 1s it done as parody. As Frederic Jameson explains in an essay
called *"Postmodernism and Consumer Society’’:

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the wearning

of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language; but it is a neutral practice of such
mimicry. without parody’s ulterior motive, without the satirical motive, without

laughter, without that still latent feeling that there exists something normal com-
pared to which what is being imitated is rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody,

parady thal has lost its sense of humor. . . "

Pastiche can take many forms; it doesn’t necessarily mean, for example, that
one must collage one’s sources together, although Robert Rauschenberg has
been cited as a kind of Ur-postmodernist for his combine paintings of the
1950s and photocollages of the early 1960s." Pastiche can also be understood
as a peculiar form of mimicry in which a simultaneous process of masking and
unmasking occurs.

We can see this process at work in any number of artworks of the 1980s.
One example is a 1982 painting by Walter Robinson titled Revenge. The first
thing to be said about Revenge is that it looks like something out of a romance
magazine, not something in the tradition of Picasso or Rothko. It takes as its
subject a rather debased, stereotypical view of the negligee-clad femme fatale,
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and paints her in a rather debased, illustrative manner. We might say that it
adopts the tawdry, male-dominated discourse of female sexuality as found at
the lower depths of the mass media. It wears that discourse as a mask, but il
wears this mask not to poke fun at it, nor to flatter it by imitation, nor to point
us in the direction of something more genuine that lies behind 1t. It wears this
mask in order to unmask i, to point to its internal inconsistencies, 11s inade-
quacies, its failures, its stereotypical unreality.

Other examples can be found in the paintings of Thomas Lawson, such as
his 1981 canvas Batiered to Death. Now nothing in this work—which depicts
a blandly quizzical child’s face in almost photo-realist style—prepares us in
the least for the title Batiered to Death. Which is very much to the point: the
artist has used as his source for the portrait a newspaper photograph, which
bore the unhappy headline that is the painting’s title. The painting wears the
mask of banality, but that mask is broken by the title, shifted onto a whole
other level of meaning, just as it was when it appeared in the newspaper. S0
this painting perhaps tells us something about the ways in which newspapers
alter or manipulate ‘‘objectivity,’” but it also speaks to the separation between
style and meaning, image and text, object and intention in today’s visual uni-
verse. In the act of donning a mask it unmasks—or, in Derrida’s terminology,
it deconstructs.

There is, it goes without saying, a certain self-consciousness in paintings
like these, but it is not a self-consciousness that promotes an identification
with the artist in any traditional sense, as in Veldzquez's Las Meninas. Rather,
as Mark Tansey’s painting Homage to Susan Sontag (1982) makes explicit, il
is a self-consciousness that promotes an awareness of photographic representa-
tion, of the camera’s role in creating and disseminating the **commodities’ of
visual culture. |

This self-conscious awareness of being in a camera-based and camera-bound
culture is an essential feature of the contemporary photography that has come
to be called postmodernist. In Cindy Sherman’s well-known series **Untitled
Film Stills’” for example, the 8 x 10 glossy is used as the model from which
the artist manufactures a series of masks for herself. In the process, Sherman
unmasks the conventions not only of film noir but also of woman-as-depicted-
object. The stilted submissiveness of her subjects refers to stereotypes in the
depiction of women and, in a larger way, questions the whole idea of personal
identity, male or female. Since she uses herself as her subject in all her photo-
graphs, we might want to call these self-portraits, but in essence they deny the
self.

A number of observers have pointed out that Sherman’s imagery borrows
heavily from the almost subliminal image universe of film, television, fashion
photography, and advertising. One can see, for instance, certain correspon-
dences between her photographs and actual film publicity stills of the 1930s.
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But her pictures are not so much specific borrowings Irom the past as they are
distillations of cultural types. The masks Miss Sherman creates are neither
mere parodics ol cultural roles nor are they layers, like the skin of an onion,
which, peeled back, might reveal some inner essence. Hers are perfectly post-
structuralist portraits, for they admit to the ultimate unknowableness of the
“L7 They challenge the essential assumption of a discrete, identifiable, recog-
nizable author.

Another Kind of masking goes on in Eileen Cowin’s tableaux images taken
since 1980, which she once called Family Docudramas. Modeled loosely on
soap-opera vigneltes, film stills, or the sort of scenes one finds in a European
photo-roman, these rather elegant color photographs depict arranged family sit-
uations in which a sense of discord and anxiety prevails. Like Sherman,
Cowin uses herself as the foil of the piece, and she goes further, including her
own family and, at times, her identical twin sister. In the pictures that show us
both (wins at once, we read the two women as one: as participant and as ob-
server, as reality and fantasy, as anxious ego and critical superego. Cowin’s
work unmasks many of the conventions of familial seli-depiction, but even
more unportantly, they unmask conventional notions of interpersonal behavior,
opening onto a chilling awareness of the disparity between how we think we
behave and how we are seen by others to behave.

Laune Simmons’s photographs are as carefully staged—as fabricated, as
directorial—as thosc of Cmdy Sherman and Eileen Cowin, but she vsually
makes usc of mumaturized representations of human beings in equally minia-
turized enviromments. In her carly dollhouse images, female figures grapple
somewhat uncertaly with the accouterments of everyday middle-class life—
cleaning bathrooms, confronting dirty kitchen tables, bending over large lip-
stick containers. Simmons clearly uses the doll figures as stand-ins—for her
parents, for hersell, lor cultural models as she remembers them from the
1960s, when she was a child growing up in the suburbs, She is simultaneously
interested in examining the conventions of behavior she acquired in her child-
hood and in exposing the conventions of representations that were the means
by which these behavior patterns were transmitted. As is true also of the work
of Ellen Brooks, the dolihouse functions as a reminder of lost innocence.

The works of Sherman, Cowin, and Simmons create surrogates, emphasiz-
ing the masked or masking quality of postmodernist photographic practice.
Other photographers, however, make work that concentrates our attention on
the process of unmasking. One of the these is Richard Prince, the leading
practitioner of the art of “‘rephotography,’” Prince photographs pictures that he
finds in magazines, cropping them as he sees fit, with the aim of unmasking
the syntax of the advertising-photography language. His art also implies the
exhaustion of the image universe: it suggests that a photographer can find
more than enough images already existing in the world without the bother of

=

. Sherrie Levine, After Walker Evans: 2, 1981
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making new ones. Pressed on this point, Prince will admit that he has no de-
sire o create images [rom the raw material of the physical world; he is per-
fectly content—happy, actually—to glean his material from photographic
reproducltions.

Mr. Prince 15 also a writer of considerable talent. In his book Why I Ge to
the Movies Alone, we learn something of his attitudes toward the world—
attitudes that are shared by many artists of the postmodernist persuasion.

The characters he creates are called “*he’” or *‘they,’” but we might just as
well see them as stand-ins for the artist, as his own verbal masks:

Magazines, movies, TV, and records. It wasn’t everybody’s condition but to him
it sumc‘limcs seemed like it was, and if it rcally wasn’t, that was alright, bat it
was gomng to be hard tor him 1o connect with someone who passed themselves
off as an example or a version of a life put together from reasonable matter. . . .

And a second passage:

They were always impressed by the photographs of Jackson Pollock, but didn’t
particularly think much about his paintings, since painting was something they
associated with a way to put things together that seemed to them pretty much
taken care of.

They hung the photographs of Pollock right next to these new **personality™
posters they just bought. These posters had just come out. They were black and
white blow-ups . . . at least thirty by forty inches. And picking one out felt like
doing something any new artist should do.

The photographs of Pollock were what they thought Pollock was about. And
this kind of take wasn’t as much a position as an attitude, a feeling that an ab-
stract expressionist, a TV star, a Hollywood celebrity, a president of a country, a
baseball great, could casily mix and associate together . . . and what measure-
ments or speculations that used to separale their value could now be done away
with. .

[ mean it scemed to them that Pollock’s photographs looked pretty good next

o Steve McQueen's, next to JFK's, next to Vince Edwards, next to Jimmy Pier-
sal’s and so on. . . "7

Prince’s activily is one version of a postmodernist practice that has come to
be called appropriation. In intelligent hands like those of Mr. Prince, appropri-
;ﬁnn 15 certamly postmodernist, but it is not the sine gua non of postmodern-
ism. In certain quarters appropriation has gained considerable notoriety, thanks
largely to works hike Sherrie Levine’s 1979 Untitled (After Edward Weston),
for which the artist simply made a copy print from a reproduction of a famous
1926 Edward Weston image (Torso of Neil) and claimed it as her own. [t
seems important (o stress that appropriation as a tactic is not designed per se
0 tweak the noses of the Weston heirs, to épater la bourgeoisie or 1o test the
mits of the First Amendment. 1t is, rather, a direct, 1if somewhat crude, asser-
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tion of the finiteness of the visual universe. And it should be said that Lev-
ine’s tabula rasa appropriations frequently depend on (one) their captions and
(two) a theoretical explanation that one must find elsewhere.

Those artists using others’ images believe, like Prince, that it is dishonest to
pretend that untapped visual resources are still out there in the woods, waiting
to be found by artists who can then claim to be original. For them, imagery 1s
now overdetermined—that is, the world already has been glutted with pictures
taken in the woods. Even if this weren’t the case, however, no one ever

" comes upon the woods culture-free. In fact, these artists believe, we enter the

woods as prisoners of our preconcetved 1mage of the woods, and what we
bring back on film merely confirms our preconceptions.

Another artist to emphasize the unmasking aspect of postmodernist practice
is Louise Lawler. While perbaps less well known and publicized than Sherrie
Levine, Lawler examines with great resourcefulness the structures and contexts

- in which images are seen. In Lawler’s work, unlike Levine’s, 1t is possible to

read at least some of its message from the medium itself. Her art-making ac-
tivities fall into several groups: photographs of arrangements of piclures made
by others, photographs of arrangements of pictures arranged by the artist her-
self, and installations of arrangements of pictures.

Why the emphasis on arrangement? Because for Lawler—and for all post-
modernist artists, for that matter—the meaning of images 1s always a matter of
their context, especially their relation to other images. One often gets the teel-
ing in looking at her work of trying to decode a rebus: the choice, sequence
and position of the pictures she shows us imply a rudimentary grammar or
syntax. Using pictures by others—Jenny Holzer, Peter Nadin, Sherrie Levine's
notorious torso of Neil—she urges us to consider the reverberations between
them. :

In James Welling’s pictures yet another strategy is at work, a strategy (hat
might be called appropriation by inference. Instead of re-presenting someone
else’s image, they present the archetype of a certain kind of image. Unlike
Prince and Lawler, he molds raw material to create his pictures, but the raw
material he uses is likely to be as mundane as crumpled aluminum foil, Jell-O,
or flakes of dough spilled on a velvet drape. These pictures look like pictures
we have seen—abstractionist photographs from the Equivalent school of mod-
ernism, for instances, with their aspirations to embody some essence of human
emotion. In Welling's work, however, the promise of emotional expressionism
is always unfulfilled.

Welling’s pictures present a state of contradiction. In expressive terms they
seem to be ‘*about’’ something specific, yet they are *‘about’ everything and
nothing. In the artist’s eyes they embody tensions between seeing and blind-
ness; they offer the viewer the promise of insight but at the same time reveal
nothing but the inconsequence of the materials with which they were made.
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2. Lowise Lawler, Artist's Stucdio (Allan McCollunt), 1983
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They are in one sense landscapes, in another abstractions; in still another sense
they are dramatizations of the postmodern condition ol representation.

The kind of postmodernist art [ have been discussing 18 on the whole not re-
sponsive to the canon of art photography. It takes up photography because
photography is an explicitly reproducible medium, because it is the common
coin of cultural image interchange, and because 1t avoids the aura of author-
ship that post-structuralist thought calls into question—or at lcast it avoids that
aura to a greater extent than do painting and sculpture. Photography 1s, ftor
these artists, the medium of choice; 1l is not necessarily their aim to be pho-
tographers, or, for most of them, to be allied with the traditions of art photog-
raphy. Indeed, some of them remain quite happily ignorant of the
photographic tradition. They come, by and large, from another tradition, one
rooted theoretically in American art criticism since World War Il and one
rooted practically in conceptual art, which influenced many of them when they
were in art school. But at least as large an influence on these artists 1s the ex-
perience of present-day life itself, as perceived through popular cullure—TYV,
films, advertising, corporate logoism, PR, People magazine—in short, the en-
tire industry of mass-media image making.

| hope I have made clear so far that postmodernism means something differ-
ent to architects and dancers and painters, and that it also has ditferent mean-
ings and applications depending on which architect or duncer or painter one 1s
listening to. And I hope that I have explained some of the critical issues of
postmodernism as they have made themselves manifest in the art world, and
shown how these issues are embodied in photographs that are called postmod-
ernist. But there remains, for photographers, still another question: **Whal
about Heinecken?'” That is to say, didn't photography long ago become in-
volved with pastiche, appropriation, questions of mass-media representation,
and so on? Wasn’t Rebert Heinecken rephotographing magazine imagery, in
works like Are You Rea?, as early as 1966, when Richard Prince was still in
knickers? |

To clarify the relationship between today’s art-world-derived postmodernist
photography and what some fcel are its undersung photographic antecedents,
we need to consider what I would call photography’s inherent strain of post-
modemism. To do this we have to define photography’s modernism.

Modernism in photography is a twentieth-century aesthetic which subscribes
to the concept of the ‘‘photographic’” and bases its critical judgments about
what constitutes a good photograph accordingly. Under modernism, as it de-
veloped over the course of this century, photography was neld to be unique,
with capabilities of description and a capacity for verisimilitude beyond those
of painting, sculpture, printmaking, or any other medium. Modermsm in the
visual arts valued (I use the past tense here partly as a matter of convenience,
to separate modernism from postmodernism, and partly to suggest modern-



14 | CRISIS OF THE REAL

Ism's current vestigial status) the notion that painting should be about painting,
sculpture about sculplure, photography about photography. If photography
were merely a description of what the pyramids along the Nile looked like, or
ol the dissipated visage of Charles Baudelaire. then it could hardly be said to
be a form of art. Modernism required that photography cultivate the photo-
graphic—indeed, that it invent the photographic—so that its legitimacy would
not be questioned.

In 4 nutshell, two strands—Alfred Stieglitz’s American purism and Liszlé
Moholy-Nagy’s European cxperimental formalism—conspired to cultivate the
photographic, and together they wove the shape of modernism in American
photography. Moholy, it should be remembered, practically invented photo-
graphic education in America, having founded the Institute of Design in Chi-
Cago in 1937. As the heritage of Stieglitzian purism and Moholy's
revolutionary formalism developed and coalesced over the course of this cen-
tury, it came (o represent photography’s claim to be a modern art. Irenically,
however, just at the moment when this claim was coming to be more fully
recognized by the art world—and I refer to the building of a photographic
marketplace in the 1970s—the ground shifted underneath the medium’s feet.

Suddenly, it seemed, artists without any allegiance to this tradition were us-
ing photographs and, even worse, gaining a great deal more attention than tra-
ditional photographers. People who hardly scemed to be serious about
photography as a medium—Rauschenberg, Ed Ruscha, Lucas Samaras, Wil-
liam Wegman, David Haxlon, Robert Cumming, Bernd and Hilla Becher,
David Hockney, and so on—were incorporating it into their work or using it
plain. Photographic-ness was no longer an issue, once formalism’s domain in
the art world collapsed. The stage was set (or what we now call postmodern-
Ism." Yet one can sec the seeds of a postmodernist attitude within what we
think of as Amcricun modernist photography, beginning, I would argue, with
Walker Evans. However much we admire Evans as a documentarian, as the
photographer ol Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, as a *‘straight”” photogra-
pher of considerable formal intelligence and resourcefulness, one cannot help
but notice in studying his work of the 1930s how frequently billboards, post-
crs, road signs, and even other photographs are found in his pictures.

[t is possible to believe, as some have contended, that these images within
Evans’s images are merely sell-refercntial—that they are there to double us
back and bring us into awareness of the act of photographing and the two-di-
menstonal, cropped-from-a-larger-context condition of the photograph as a pic-
ture. But they arc also there as signs. They are, of course, signs in the literal
sense, bul they are also signs of the growing dominion of acculturated imag-
ery. In other words, Evans shows us that even in the dirt-poor South, images
of Hollywood glamour and consumer pleasurcs—images designed to create de-
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stre—were omnipresent. The Nehi sign Evans pictured was, in its time, as
much a universal sign as the Golden Arches of hamburgerland are today.

Evans’s attention to signs, and to photography as a sign-making or semiotic
medium, goes beyond the literal. As we can see in the images he included in
American Photographs, and in their sequencing, Evans was altempting to cre-
ate a text with his photographs. He in fact created an evocative nexus of signs,
a symbology of things American. Read the way one reads a novel, with each
page building on those that came before, this symbology describes American
experience as no other photographs had done before. And the experience Ev-
ans’s opus describes is one in which imagery plays a role which can only be
described as political. The America of American Photographs is governed by
the dominion of signs.

A similar attempt to create a symbolic statement of American life can be
seen in Robert Frank's book The Americans. Frank used the automobile and
the road as metonymic metaphors of the American cultural condition. which
he envisioned every bit as pessimistically as postmodernists do today. While
not quite as obsessive about commonplace or popular-culture images as Evans,
he did conceive of imagery as a text—as a sign system capable of significa-
tion. In a sense, he gave Evans's take on life in these United States a critical
mass of pessimism and persuasiveness.

The inheritors of Frank’s and Evans’s legacy adopted both their faith in the
photograph as a social sign and what has been interpreted to be their skeptical
view of American culture. Lee Friedlander’s work, for example, despite hav-
ing earned a reputation as formalist in some quarters, largely consists of a cri-
lique of our conditioned ways of secing. In his picture Mount Rushmore, we
find an amazingly compact commentary on the rale of images in the late twen-
tieth century. Natural site has become acculturated sight. Man has carved the
mountain in his own image. The tourists look at it through the intervention of
lenses, like the photographer himself. The scene appears only as a reflection,
mirroring or doubling the condition of photographic appearances, and it is
framed, cropped by the windows, just like a photograph.

Although Friedlander took this picture in 1969, well before anyone thoughl
to connect photography and postmodernism, it is more than a modernist expli-
cation of photographic self-referentiality—I believe it also functions critically
In a postmodernist sense. It could almost be used as an illustration for Jean
Baudrillard’s apocalyptic statement, **For the heavenly fire no longer strikes
depraved cities, it is rather the lens which cuts through ordinary reality like a
laser, putting it to death.””"" The photograph suggests that our image of reality
is made up of images. It makes explicit the dominion of mediation.

We might also look again at the work of younger photographers we are ac-
customed to thinking of as strictly modernist. Consider John Pfahl’s 1977 im-
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age Moonrise over Pie Pan, Irom the series Aftered Landscapes. Ptahl uses
his irrepressible humor to mask a more serious intention, which is to call at-
tention to our absence of innocence with regard to the landscape. By interven-
ing in the lund with his partly conceplual, partly madcap bag of tricks, and by
referencing us not o the scene itself but to another photograph, Ansel Ad-
ams's Moonrise over Hernandez, Plahl supplies evidence of the postmodern
condition: it seems Impossible to claim that one can have a direct, unmediated
experience ol the world; all we see is seen through the kaleidoscope of all that
we have seen belore.

S0, In response Lo the Heinecken question, there is abundant evidence that
the photographic tradition incorporates the sensibility of postmodernism within
its late or high modernist practice. This overlap seems to appear not only in
photography but in the painting and sculpture tradition as well, where, for ex-
ample, one can see as proto-postmodern Rauschenberg’s work of the 1950s
and 1960s or even aspects of pop art, such as Andy Warhol’s silkscreen paint-
ings based on photographs.™ Not only did Rauschenberg, Johns, Warhol,
Lichtenstein, and others break with abstract expressionism, they also brought
into play the photographic image as raw material, and the idea of pastiche as
arlistic practice.

It seems unreasonable to claim, then, that postmodernism in the visual arts
nccessarily represents a clean break with modernism—ithat, as Douglas Crimp
has wrilien, “*Postmodernism can only be understood as a specific breach with
modernism, with those institutions which are the preconditions for and which
shape the discourse of modernism.”"” Indeed, there is even an argument that
postmodernism 1s inextricably linked with modernism—an argument advanced
most radically by the French philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard in the book
The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge:

What, then, is the Postmodern? . . . [t is undoubtedly a part of the modern. All
that has been received, if only yesterday . . . mst be suspected. What space
does Cézanne chullenge? The Impressionists. What abject do Picasso and Braque
attack? Cézanne’s, What presupposition does Duchamp break with in 19127 That
which says one must make a painting. . . . A work can become modern only if it
ts first postmodern. Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its end
but in the nascent state, and this state is constant. >

lt 1s clear, in short, that postmodernism as | have explained it—not the
postmodernism ol pluralism, but the postmodernism that seeks to problematize
the relations of art and culture—is itself problematic. It swims in the same
seas as the arl marketplace, yet claims to have an oppositional stance toward
that marketplace. [t attempts (o critique our culture from inside that culture,
believing that no ““outside™ position is possible. It rejects the notion of the
avant-garde as one of the myths of modernism, yet in practice it functions as
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an avant-garde. And its linkage to linguistic and literary theory means that its
critical rationale tends to value intellect more than visual analysis. But for all
that, it has captured the imagination of a young generation of artists. And the
intensity of the reactions to postmodernist art suggests that it is more than sim-
ply the latest fashion in this year’s art world.

Many people, photographers among them, view postmodernism with some
hostility, tinged in most cases with considerable defensiveness. I suspect that
the problem with the idea of postmodernism for most of us is the premise that
it represents a rupture with the past, with the traditions of art that most of us
grew up with and love. But it is only through considerable intellectual contor-
tions that one can postulate so clean a break. One has to fence-in modernism
s0 tightly, be so restrictive about its practice, that the effort hardly seems
worthwhile. So perhaps, contra Crimp, we can find a way to conceive of post-
modernism in a way that acknowledges its evolution from modernism but re-
tains its criticality,

One of the ways we might do this is by shifting the ground on which we
define postmodernism from questions of style and intention to the question of
how one conceives the world. Postmodernist art accepts the world as an end-
less hall of mirrors, as a place where images constitute what we are, as in
Cindy Sherman’s world, and where images constitute all of what we know, as
in Richard Prince’s universe. There is no place in the postmodern world for a
belief in the authenticity of experience, in the sanctity of the individual artist’s
vision, in genius, or originality. Whal postmodernist art finally tells us is that
things have been used up, that we are at the end of the line, that we are all
prisoners of what we see. Clearly these are disconcerting and radical ideas,
and il takes no great imagination to see that photography, as a nearly indis-
criminate producer of images, is in large part responsible for them.

This essay was published in the fall 1986 issue of Views, the journal of the Photographic Re-
source Center in Boston, and appeared, in revised form, in the catalogue o Photography and
Art: Interactions Since 1946 | Abbeville, 1987]. It began life as a lecture delivered in February
1984 at the Friends of Photography in Carmel, California, for whom 1 had organized an exhibi-
tion titled Masking/Unmasking: Aspects of Postmodern Photography.



