Lewis Levenberg

Looking at (Non-Representational) Photography

Both topics and techniques of something other than representation are prevalent throughout the histories of photography. The task of this essay is to think the status of that other thing, by examining one photograph after another in which some element of form, process, or subject matter elides representation. In addition to formal analysis of photographic images, the essay relies on interpretation of their cultural, aesthetic, or other contexts. If it is possible to conceive of something other than representation in photography, and to express that other thing photographically and through language, then we can begin to understand what is at stake in representation itself. 
Nature and/as Abstraction
Alvin Coburn

untitled 

The visual codes at work in this picture are almost too obvious to the contemporary viewer. The soft focus, diffuse light, and range of grey tones available by developing a platinum print are almost beneath mentioning. This photograph remains interesting, however, because of the delicate position of the horizon, and the balance between detail and abstraction. Without trying to look at the image “like someone from 1912 would have,” it is still possible to examine the ways in which non-representational techniques are at work here. First, though the photograph purports to capture a moment of juxtaposition between the ethereal cloud and the eternal mountains, the two are separated by a band of empty sky between the horizon and the bottom of the clouds. That space, as well as the twin under-developed dark areas on the faces of the cloud and the mountainside nearest us, contributes to a sense of lingering, and of loneliness. The photographer may not be the only one to see this sight, once recorded, but his experience of it cannot be completely shared, either. What remains invisible in this photograph is the journey up the mountain, carrying all the equipment, waiting for the “right” clouds to come by, and later returning to the studio in order to bring that image into a form which others could look at, and interpret: “What does that cloud look like to you?” 

***

Alfred Stieglitz

Equivalent 

What strikes the eye in this instance of Stieglitz’s early work, before his encounter with Paul Strand’s work changed his aesthetic so radically, is of course the light source for the photograph itself. That sun, however, is occluded (so to speak) by the clouds that bank across the entire image. Rather than accenting a particular ambiguous cloud-form here, as Coburn did, Stieglitz produced an image in which ambiguity is the dominant effect on the medium. The clouds block the passage of light through that other so-called transparent medium, the atmosphere (of which the clouds themselves are of course a part). Atmospheric interference here engenders the image; without those diffuse condensations, the sun’s light would have been far too bright for Stieglitz’s equipment to capture the disk of the sun itself. The image would have been washed out, immediately overdeveloped. The clouds make the image possible despite, and at the same time, because of the fact that they hide its subject. This is coded visually as well, by the off-center position of the sun in the photograph, allowing more, thicker, darker clouds into the frame. Finally, the clouds emphasize the distance between photographer and photographed, because the viewer tries to look past or through them, and yet no matter in which direction they look, clouds are all there is to see. This uniformity, playing off of the distinct shapes within the clouds themselves, declares the space between sky and ground, and with the sun in the background, of space beyond the immediate heavens. The techniques of occlusion and distancing let the image refuse to be flattened into two dimensions, retaining its foundational heterogeneity. Ironic, then, that this joins Stieglitz’s other early works, as an “Equivalence”.
***

Minor White

Capitol Reef, Utah

This image seems to be a logical impossibility. Its complexity is staggering, from its complete range of tones, to the multitude of forms, and forms within forms, to the in conceivable perspective, to the seeming absence of shadows or highlights, and so on. The viewer must take for granted that the orientation of the photograph on display or in reproduction is “right-side up”.
 Here, representation is elided not by technique used to produce the image, but by an overwhelmingly intricate, detailed, focused, full, whole image that defies by its very complexity any representational assignment whatsoever. Only the title grounds the work in a particular location, and not as an “artist’s conception.” The viewer is forced to interpret not only the meaning of the visual codes presented by the image (for example, whether or not this photograph is a landscape), but the meaning of the very forms themselves (for example, what is a plant and what is a rock and what is the sky). Earth though they may be, most of these shapes seem as nebulous as the clouds of Coburn or Stieglitz. Here a skull appears, hemmed in by a giant jagged blade, or about to devour it. There a scorpion or a mountain or a rose might be visible – yet none of these are figuratively depicted, as such: they are visible only as interpretations of portions the chaotic abstraction of the photograph as a whole. 

***

Hiroshi Sugimoto

Celtic Sea, St. Agnes

The two large planes seen in this photograph are, of course, the sea and the sky. The calm horizon bisects the image, and that, it would seem, is that. But there is more at work in this picture than straight documentation, which is made clear by an examination of Sugimoto’s large collection of seascapes. Even without those other photographs to which one can refer, a closer look at this photograph alone reveals that the water, for example, is not a homogenous, flat surface. The depth and complexity of the ocean is expressed by turbulence across the plane of the water. A similar glance at the skyline is enough to confirm that there are clouds stretching across the image. And yet neither the waves nor the clouds seem clearly focused. The diffuse light from a broad area confirms that Sugimoto used a long exposure in this photograph. That technique qualifies as non-representational because it is, in a sense, a deception of the viewer. The initially simple dichotomy of earth and sky becomes a complex interaction, with the fractal parallels of clouds and turbulence hovering just at the edge of perception. Remembering that unseen link, the hydrologic cycle, between sea and sky requires a conceptual leap which the photograph would seem at first to reject by the firm division between the two. Only by looking closely at the picture, and recognizing the effects of the process Sugimoto used to capture it, does the vague and unstable status of that horizon become apparent. 

*****

Deconstruction and/of the Built Environment
Hiroshi Sugimoto

Union City Drive-In, Union City

Sugimoto provides another example of his technique of prolonged exposure, this time figuring the built environment in his subject. Again, this photograph is not an isolated phenomenon in Sugimoto’s work, but we can learn much by observing this particular image closely. What we see at first, centered and bright, is the familiar, elevated rectangular screen of a drive-in movie theater. That the screen is blank is not surprising, given the lack of cars in front of the screen – it would appear that no movie is being shown. However, closer attention to the periphery of the image, especially to the sky above the screen, reveals the elision of representation at work in this photograph. The trails one sees there mark the traces of lights passing through the air – and they mark the duration of the photographic exposure: at least as long as those lights took to move across the entire frame. Once that long exposure is recognized, diffuse lights around the horizon, the absence of an audience, and the off-center white rectangle on top of the screen itself can also be recognized as traces. This photograph used an exposure that lasted longer than the movie itself. “In these works the relation of the still image to cinema is reversed,” as David Campany comments. “Photography is not a snapshot here, rather it contains an entire film.” 
***

Brett Weston 

untitled
A gaping, jagged, utterly black void dominates the center of this image. The delicate representation of detail is marginalized by that figure, to its edges, and to the borders of the photograph itself. The cobweb, the paint, the pockmarks in the building’s frame on our right, and the creeping shadow above and to the viewer’s left, might all escape our notice because of that giant hole. What is strange is that this is the case despite the importance of the liminal in this composition. In the first place, the full range of light and dark made visible along those margins provides the contrast by which the eye can measure the “blackness” of the dominant shape, which disappears because there is no light there whatsoever (or, perhaps, the center is somehow underexposed). In addition, the fine, tiny details around the edges of the picture make the homogeneity of the void that much more apparent. Whatever themes are here suggested – abandonment, damage, a “break” from pictorialism, and so on – are as much a result of the deep black hole into which the viewer’s eye is drawn as they are of the shallow light borders which the eye ignores. That undivided attention to the center leads Szarkowski to comment that the hole is a “figure” rather than a “void” in Weston’s photograph, and then to move on to a contextual discussion of the mutual influences on the work of father and son, but it is in our interest to keep the focus here on what is represented and thereby ignored by the centering of the void here. 

***

Aaron Siskind

Kentucky

Here is another photograph with a void in its center. Again, the void provides a sensation of depth to an otherwise two-dimensional image. The graceful curves of the finely detailed wood and its grain, and the delicate, weather-beaten paint layered over that wood, skirt the center, with its single mark of light revealed from somewhere deep inside. The sharp focus and careful geometric balance of the forms spaced out along the wall seem incomplete, and if they are symbolic, then they signify nothing (all sound and fury, I suppose). Even the single decipherable letter, the “A” on the viewer’s right, is not fully revealed. This is symptomatic of the overall failure or refusal to signify, of the absence of a concrete representamen, of the photograph or its components. That “A” – what might it stand for? Of what word might it be a part? These questions are not answerable on the basis of this photograph. Even if the letter were taken on its own, it signifies only the indefinite article. We think of Lacan’s “unattainable object of desire” – the objet petit-a. And the title of the work: “Kentucky” – what relation could it bear to the image? What locates the setting in Kentucky? The title, too, is a surplus of meaning.
***
Thomas Barrow

Horizon Rib

A large, rectangular figure obscures the view of the horizon in this picture. The metal box, or the rusted, corrugated face of it presented to the viewer, is slightly raised on the viewer’s left, and the shadow underneath it reveals a platform upon which it rests. The viewer can thus assimilate the box into the landscape that was framed by the camera, along with the clouds, brush, and telephone pole which surround it. What complicates the image, however, is the second layer of obfuscation: the negative for this print has been scored across diagonally. The effect is like looking through a cracked pane of glass at the scene, rather than a perfectly transparent window; this photograph thus calls attention to its medium, “crosses out” that notion of transparency. The scoring, whose small oscillations mimic the corrugation of the container over which they appear, suggests that the motion used to damage the negative was affected, reflexively, by the material substance of the box which was represented on that negative. As the scoring lines fade away toward the corners of the photograph like the clouds, we seem to lose focus on them, and return to the distant background of the image, rather than the foreground of the score-marks themselves. This layered interplay of interventions contributes to an unsettling sensation of decay or decomposition. That sensation is accented by the sepia tone given to the print, subsuming the expressions of subjectivity, agency, or deconstruction under the impression of objective, natural forces at work.

***

Gordon Matta-Clark

Office Baroque

Like Minor White’s photograph of Capitol Reef, the spatial complexity of this image is almost too much to process visually. Perspective is skewed by the alternating angles of the cut and re-collaged photograph, and only once the exposed edges of the film itself are reconciled as “outside the image” (though they are, at least in part, centered), can the viewer begin to make sense of what is shown them. And just at that moment, the image gets particularly weird. For the building we see is just as riddled with breaks, cuts, and twists of space as the photograph within which it is reproduced. The almost-aligned parts of doorways and walls between pieces of photograph seem to be pictured from entirely conflicting angles, the light comes from everywhere at once, and debris is strewn about the space. The space of the room itself is not fully revealed because of those misaligned doorways and other partitions.  And yet those partitions, we see, have been sliced through in parabolic arcs, revealing the structure around, beneath, and outside them, precisely what they had been designed to occlude. Stepping back from the images, the viewer can then note that the arrangement of the photo-parts mimics those arcs. Thus we begin to see the overall vision of the artist, whose interventions in both subject and object are represented here, though none of them fully so. Thus, the hyper-representation undertaken by revealing parts and pieces of a holistic picture ends with anti-representation, suggesting most forcefully that which is not visible: the punctuality and materiality of the site-specific work. Campany’s interpretation: “His photographs push the limits of the descriptive document just as his architectural interventions break the perceptual habits of built space.”

*****

Excursus on the Representation of Memory 

… what I have lost is not a Figure … but a being; and not a  being, but a quality (a soul): not the indispensable, but the irreplaceable. 
– Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida
Anonymous: untitled (snapshot of Herbert Levenberg)
Mike Peters: untitled (portrait of Helene Ershow)

In the past two months, two of my grandparents died. I saw each of their bodies one last time, in repose, before their respective funeral services. Since they are both now buried, I will not see them again. Their absences raise a hard question for me: how do my memories of them relate to my mementos of them? On one hand, these two pictures seem to mark only their absences, reminding me that they are gone – but in this way, the physical presence of the photographs stimulates my internal memories – in a way, the photographic object functions here like an index. On the other hand, the photographs represent each of them at an earlier moment (of course – but by this I mean “earlier than the last time I saw each of them,” or “while they were still alive”). In this way, the physical photograph functions like a container for visual memory, replacing as well as stimulating my internal memories. Aesthetically, these two photographs are perhaps unremarkable compared to the other images discussed in this essay, and this is to be expected. The formal details of each straightforward photograph – one  posed and the other candid, one indoors and one outside, one formal and one casual – might be almost too trivial to note. They matter, however, precisely because these details give each photograph their personal meaning – in other words, the uses of these photographs are significant. We can say that in the case of these family photographs, as in much representational photography, the locations of meaning are present in these uses and effects of the material image, rather than the mechanical or electronic process of production of the image
. 
For the other photographs examined here, however, the process of production (or the trace thereof) is equally important to the production of the meaning of the image. Perhaps, then, we can begin to understand the tenuous connections between representation and epistemology, and when that connection is broken, on the basis of these photographs. These connections rest on the abstraction of photography away from the machinery of photography, of substance from substrate. Without a certain conflation between the image and its referent, representation could not be considered grounds for knowledge. In other words, in order to “know” that the image in a photograph is based on an object, and to begin to draw conclusions about that object “based on the photograph of it,” one must assume, first, that photography is fundamentally an agent of representation. Second, they must ignore that representation is a style among innumerable others. They must further collapse the whole process of making a photograph into a single, automatic, instantaneous action, one which is moreover absolutely faithful to the reality it claims to represent. These are conceptual leaps that are possible, engendered and encouraged, when viewing representational photography.
 However, when confronted by photographs like those we are examining here, in which something other than representation is emphasized in process and product, those assumptions are deeply challenged. 

***
Sally Mann
Untitled

One cultural assumption that is challenged by this photograph, for example, is that representing a deceased body touches on the taboo. Perhaps this is why Mann uses several techniques to circumvent that taboo, such as partitioning the body of the subject by excluding the head from the frame, damaging the negative and applying varnish over the print. The body lies on its side, facing away from the camera, so all we see of the form is its nude back, from the neck down. There is still enough clarity to make out the wounds left on the body’s ankles from having been bound, and the nudity itself of the body is incongruous in the midst of a dark wilderness, implying that the body was placed there by another. The damage to the negative results strips away and shreds the left side of the print, where the head might have been shown. The image we see is thus incomplete, a fragment of a trace of a document of an expired life, left to be forgotten in the forest. The addition of varnish on the final print serves to make this incompletion permanent, preventing any touching-up of the photograph ex post facto. The object presented to the viewer cannot serve as historical or legal evidence, or even as an indictment.  At most, the representational codes combine to suggest death, and they do so precisely because they distance the viewer from the image in all these ways, hinting at the decay of memory or the repression of the details unpleasant thoughts.
***

Benjamin Lowy

untitled

Everything about this picture is askew. The angle of the lens, shattered glass, bricks, abandoned stove, discarded kefiya head scarf, scattered knives, and cardboard or sheet metal all lie, like the body of which only the legs are visible, seemingly at random. Yet within that disorder, patterns emerge. All the forms seem to mimic each other’s oblique angles, forming a triangle with its apex at the head of the body, outside the frame, to the left. The bright red blood, white tiles, and blue garment are as incongruously paired as the bare feet surrounded by broken glass, coals, bricks, and knives. Those feet, the focus point of the photograph, are even crossed at the ankles, suggesting a resting position in the midst of the chaos around them. Perspective is distorted, in the photograph as in war, and these incongruities and political undertones might pass unnoticed. They become apparent, however, because of the very exclusion of the subject’s upper body from the image – their gender, for example, is unclear based on what we know of their body, by the same techniques as the gender of the body in Mann’s photograph was left undetermined. What suggest maleness here are the cultural markers around the body – the pants, the kefiya rather than the hijab. These cultural markers reveal another implication of the body’s posture: rather than the head, which is marked only by the scarf on the ground, or the hands, marked by the tools, building materials, and weapons strewn around, the viewer is presented with the soles of the body’s feet, so casually exposed. In this cultural context, such a gesture is a deep insult, perhaps this anonymous war victim’s final response to both his killers and his viewers. 
In one sense, these techniques of non-representation have become a sort of iconography of the topic of death. It is even conceivable that one might stage a realistic death-portrait, claiming that the subject of the photograph is dead, simply by employing these codes. The subject would be photographed supine or prone, from the neck down, or with only part of their face showing – and this could take place in almost any setting. A morgue, a battlefield, a coffin are expected, but the codes also work with a bed, a couch, the floor, a table, and so on. In this way, these particular non-representational techniques seem to become a form of representation itself. But they make a curious claim to authenticity, one which depends upon the viewer’s unwillingness to perceive unmediated death. 

*****

Towards an Eclectic Conclusion

Michael Snow

Authorization

This exhibit contains layers upon layers of Polaroid photographs, progressively taped over a mirror. The emphasis provided by the work is on the process of that work. The artist begins with his own reflection in a mirror, then sets up his tripod and camera centered in front of it. He takes an “instant” photograph, then tapes it onto the mirror, near, but not exactly, in the center. This begins a partial obscuring of his reflection, which proceeds through four more photographs, covering a central rectangle and the top left corner of the mirror. He shoots with self-developing Polaroid film, which means that the project can be executed relatively quickly. As each of the photographs are added to the camera’s view, the camera and the photographer are gradually hidden behind the photographs of themselves, an explicitly self-referential gesture. 

Certain variations in each successive photograph are apparent beyond the addition of the previous image to the whole. Though the “exposed” eye of the photographer (the one not looking into the viewfinder) is closed, he sees himself, in the camera, via the mirror. Perhaps without realizing, he adjusts his own position slightly when he returns to the camera from the mirror, so that “the same part of him” is still visible after three iterations of the process. The photographer also changes the position of his hand so that we see it both on the side of the tripod and wrapped around the base of the camera. Thus, though he is constantly seeing himself, the duration of the work leads to a sort of absence of self-consciousness on his part.  

Because it would be impossible with his equipment, unlike with a digital montage, to maintain clear focus on all visible parts of the image, the photographer keeps the camera focused on same place: that is, on his reflection, twice the distance to the mirror. When the Polaroids are taped onto that mirror, they are only half that distance from the focus point, which remains the photographer/camera position. This is why the accumulation of prints on the mirror are out of focus even when the mirror is in focus, as it is in the photograph of the exhibit used for this paper. Finally, the work is exhibited with the camera in its original position, so that the viewer is blocked from the ideal viewing position, front and center. In this way, the work privileges the camera-function over the mirror-function, recording over reflection. If the viewer wishes to see their own reflection in the mirror, they must stand off to the side, at an angle. In this way, the function of the photographs in this exhibit are not to represent the photographer and his camera in a mirror, or even the process by which he made them, as much as to obstruct both image and function for the viewer-mirror relation.

***
Naomi Savage 

Mask
Like Man Ray’s photograms, this form, a line-cut, exploits the photosensitive capabilities of the material on which it is inscribed, silver-plated copper. The image is unmistakably representative, and even figurative, in the sense that the viewer can immediately recognize “a face”. But that recognition does not fully situate this image within representational photography, for several reasons. First, the image is “made” rather than “taken,” that is, the image was not captured by a mechanical shutter on the copper, but etched into it. Second, though the image is indeed of a face, much representational detail is omitted – this is, no doubt, partly a result of the artist’s style, but it is also a function of the particular medium, since the unexpected is to be expected when working with this combination of materials, and what arises does not always appear just as it was conceived. Not only is the “face” (or, more appropriately, the “mask” – an articulation to which we shall return) we see an incomplete representation, floating unattached to a body, without ears or hair, but in some ways it is also a deliberately skewed representation. Though the image appears as a full-face picture of its subject, the “highlights” and “shadows” seem at first to be lit for a three-quarters view. That curious sensation is heightened by the seeming light-to-dark inversion. Even this is not exactly a correct observation, since the opposite contrast, at the top two corners of the plate, reveals yet another inversion of that dichotomy. 

This complex technique is perhaps alleviated by two other aesthetic interventions, one visual and the other linguistic. The final visual twist comes when, once adjusted to the medium of the image, the viewer notices an asymmetry between the eyes of the face in the picture: with one eye closed and the other open, the subject is winking at us! If this image is representational, it is hardly a passive representation. Then, we turn to the title of the work, which allows yet another level of interaction between the image, the artist, and the audience: “Mask”. Here is our final indication that something other than representation is going on in this work. First, the function of a mask is precisely to conceal its wearer, even (and especially) when it functions as a representation of another entity. It is significant that masks have specific, culturally contingent importance. The viewer can think of death masks in various cultures, notably those on the mummies of Egyptian royalty, cast in silver and gold. We are reminded that masks wear a fixed expression. And everyone has a metaphorical “mask” or two, which we wear every day, concealing whatever is behind our outward personae, that which is both familiar (to others) and strange (to ourselves). 

***

Clarence John Laughlin

The Language of Light

Both particle and wave, indeterminate and absolute substance, light speaks here through its trace, as in all photography. In that sense, the abstraction of this photograph represents that which escapes representation. As the photographer focuses on the liminal space between curtain and window, the gauze, through which light passes and off which it reflects, traps it in another borderland. Transmission itself is in view, and the fluid quality of the waves in the curtain and therefore the light serve to “bring something of the invisible world into the visible”, as Regis Debray put it.
 If light speaks here, what does it say? The message is unintelligible to humans, and only barely perceptible. We see only forms, without signs, in the ribbons and agglomerations of the light in the curtain. The dark bands of the windowsill and frame behind the curtain, for a moment, seem no more opaque than the window glass, the translucent shade, or the very air between them. Light speaks to, and through, all of them without mediation. It is their substance, not that of light, which censors this language, averting the viewer’s gaze and rendering the patterns on the curtain chaotic. Likewise, the substance of the photograph, not the contingency of the moment, mediates the recording of light and pattern. 

***

 Paul Outerbridge

untitled

This photograph is an example of a composition without representation. The geometrical shapes, sharp contrasting highlights and shadows, and the lack of a clear spatial perspective all combine to inscribe the absence of any definable, three-dimensional object. That the central figure cannot be definitively defined as a box, for example, because of the curious lighting that gives its shadows an Escher-like impossibility, is indicative of that absence of objectivity. The result is that Outerbridge has demonstrated the subjective agency that permeates the process of photography, from the setup of a shot, through the development and distribution of the image, complicating the viewer’s tendency to assume that photography is a transparent, faithful recorder or mediator of reality. In its abstraction, the photograph demands yet another layer of subjective interpretation, on the part of the viewer. The image’s meaning is as ambiguous and indeterminate as the light-source and perspective within the image. 

***

Uta Barth 

Ground No. 30

Is anything represented here? The vague, geometrical abstractions that converge and diverge in blurry grayscales and shadows seem at first glance to be a mistake. It becomes very hard to locate meaning in the material photograph when there is literally nothing in focus on the print. Only by careful examination (not to mention interpretation) of the patterns of light and shadow can the viewer establish a setting for the photograph, and even this is hardly concrete: “the corner of a room,” one might say, perhaps adding, “with a window in one of the walls.” Once such an assumption is put forward, it is possible to conceive of this photograph meaning something, or being useful in some way. I would suggest, however, that the extremely close focus employed by the photographer, and her use of a color photograph to show only shades of white locate this photograph explicitly outside of representation, and therefore outside of visual knowledge. Since the viewer cannot “see” what is in front of them, they cannot “know” what the image represents. This abstraction is important precisely because it reminds us that despite its disavowal of representation, the object in front of us is very definitely a photograph.  Perhaps it manages, finally, to break from the false objective equation between seeing and knowing. What is presented here (as distinct from represented) is simply the material object: the viewer must sooner or later pull back, to say, “here is a photograph”. Barth compounds this message by presenting the image on a two-inch-thick panel, emphasizing the materiality rather than the metaphor of this image. 
***

Duane Michals

A Failed Attempt to Photograph Reality 

It would seem that a picture is only worth about seventy-five words, after all: 

How foolish of me to believe that it would be that easy. I had confused the appearance of trees and automobiles and people with reality itself, and believed that a photograph of these appearances to be a photograph of it. It is a melancholy truth that I will never be able to photograph it and can only fail. 

I am a reflection photographing other reflections within a reflection. To photograph reality 

is to photograph nothing.

This photograph is strangely, and explicitly, representational. Bypassing the mechanical camera altogether, the artist inverts Susan Sontag’s proclamation that “all photographs wait to be explained, or falsified, by their captions.” In this case, not only does text comprise the entire “image”, but the caption to this photograph is perhaps the only indication that the object is a photograph, a gelatin silver print, to be precise. At the level of the text, the claim is straightforwardly representational: “reality is where representation fails.” This is perhaps a nihilistic standpoint, perhaps deconstructionist or postmodernist. Whatever the label, the work is certainly an intuitive gesture, in the strongest sense of the word. The text draws on the ancient opposition between an ideal reality and lived experience, where reality serves as the grounds for all that can be experienced, yet its objects can never be reproduced within that concrete experienced – perhaps not even expressed. 

In attempting to represent the concept of reality through language as opposed to photography, Michals employs a poetic articulation of both forms of expression. However, perhaps deliberately, his intervention in text runs against the same problem as that of the image: just as photography fails to capture reality, so does language. The several stray marks, some curious grammatical choices and one conspicuously crossed-out letter or word (quite central to the paragraph and the print, and occurring just before the word “truth”, of course) all suggest that the artist had a similar intuition. After all, written language must be read in order to be understood. To what, then, does the title of this work refer – another photograph or collection of photographs, or to this particular work, itself a failure to photograph reality? 

*****

 “It can be said with certainty only that photography has remained for a century and a [half] one of the most radical, instructive, disruptive, influential, problematic, and astonishing phenomena of the modern epoch.” 
– John Szarkowski

Tenuously, then, we can suggest some conclusions from this inquiry into photography without and against representation. First, it should be clear that representation is not an inherent quality of photography, but a style. Codes of representation include clarity, focus, distinction, fullness, simplicity, description, revelation, figuration, and metaphor. The codes at work in many of these photographs, by contrast, include occlusion, fading, blurring, distraction, emptiness, ambiguity, complexity, partition, layering, damage, and manipulation. We can see some patterned correlations between these techniques and codes of non- or anti-representation with themes like pain, loss, waiting, confusion, identity, and emotions – themes, that is to say, which elide representation. It has been beyond the scope of this paper to examine such contested areas of cultural representation as race, class, gender, or religion. However, there is much material in this (uncategorized) category of photography to examine through those lenses, and perhaps future researchers will take up the task. Most importantly, what is emphasized by these photographs again and again is that meaning is to be found not only in the photographic image, but also in its production, its uses, and its effects – that both substance and substrate, both objectivity and subjectivity, are at stake when photography claims to represent the world.  These photographs give us examples of a radical break in the connection between representational image and epistemological objectivity, reminding us that seeing is not always knowing.
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Lowy, Benjamin. untitled, from Preemptive War, 2003. color print, 13 1/8 x  19¼ in. Reinhardt et al, plate 52.
Mann, Sally. untitled, from What Remains, 2001. gelatin silver print with varnish, 30 x 40 in. Reinhardt et al, plate 19.
Matta-Clark, Gordon. Office Baroque, 1977. cibachrome print, 30 x 40 in. Campany, p. 99.
Michals, Duane. A Failed Attempt to Photograph Reality, 1975. Gelatin silver print, 11 x 14 in. Campany, p. 76.

Outerbridge, Paul. untitled, 1922. platinum print, 3½ x 4½ in. Szarkowski, p. 81.
Peters, Mike. untitled (Portrait of Helene Ershow), 1997. transparency, 1 x 1 3/8 in. Personal collection.
Savage, Naomi. Mask, 1965. line-cut photoengraving on silver-plated copper, 14 1/8 x 18¾ in. 
Siskind, Aaron. Kentucky, 1951. gelatin silver print, 13 9/16 x 16½ in. Szarkowski, p. 157. 
Snow, Michael. Authorization, 1969. 5 black and white Polaroid prints, cloth tape, and mirror with metal frame, 21½ x 17½ in. Campany, p. 169.
Stieglitz, Alfred. Equivalent, undated (circa 1930). Gelatin silver print, 3 5/8 x 4 5/8 in. Image reproduced from http://stage.phillipscollection.org/research/american_art/artwork/Stieglitz-Equivalent1851+.htm, retrieved 14 December 2008.
Sugimoto, Hiroshi. Union City Drive-In, Union City, 1993. gelatin silver print, 20 x 24 in. Campany, p. 182.

Sugimoto, Hiroshi. Celtic Sea, St. Agnes, 1994. gelatin silver print, 20 x 24 in. Campany 201. image reproduced from http://www.mexicanpictures.com/headingeast/images/HiroshiSugimoto.jpg, retrieved 14 December 2008. 
Weston, Brett. Broken Window, San Francisco, 1937. gelatin silver print, 7½ x 9 5/8 in. Szarkowski, p. 123.

White, Minor. Capitol Reef, Utah, 1962. gelatin silver print, 9 3/8 x 12¼ in. Szarkowski, p. 175.
� Rather than include each photograph in the body of the essay, I have provided an electronic album, stored online at � HYPERLINK "http://picasaweb.google.com/lewis.levenberg/PaperAppendixPhotos?authkey=rbnCaCQ6W7w#" ��http://picasaweb.google.com/lewis.levenberg/PaperAppendixPhotos?authkey=rbnCaCQ6W7w#�, organized by their order of discussion within the essay. 


� For that matter, the “right side” of the photograph may well be facing “up”, and who but White or a Park Ranger would know the difference?


� For a fuller discussion of this concept, see both Olu Oguibe and Yves Michaud, who each make this point explicit, in contradistinction from the linguistic-semiotic arguments of Roland Barthes and others, who privilege process over product as the site of significance.


� Thus, when Barthes wrote in “Rhetoric of the Image” that “photography cannot intervene within the object,” we must protest. It is not only a case of “trick effects,” but a matter of reflexivity, indeed, of identity. Consider, for an example from representational photography, any given snapshot taken during a gathering of friends or family in your own personal (digital?) albums: Do people not pose for pictures, gather together, face the same direction, smile? I am sure that an exception here would prove the rule, for if there are any purely ‘candid’ pictures among the collection, it is certain that upon seeing those, the subject photographed would have some human reaction. 


This is the other side of the “intervention,” the change in that which is photographed ex post facto – but this is the subject of a different essay. Even for the “Panzani” advertisements Barthes describes in that same essay, there was a subjective, human intervention in the juxtaposition of fruit with canned goods with table, and so on before the picture was taken, then the framing of the image by the photographer, the choice of lens, filter, angle, aperture, negative, and so on during the moment of photography and the process of development, and finally, the use and effect of the photograph as advertisement – what is this matter of making the objects into metonyms for Italy, ideal natural food, and so on, if not “intervention within the object”? Despite this small technical objection, I am indebted to M. Barthes for the succinct and penetrating question which, in a sense, founds this essay: “How does meaning get into the image?”


� “Representational forms have for a long time served to bring something of the invisible world into the visible.” Media Manifestos, 161.








PAGE  
 22

