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Edward Ruscha,

Twentysix Gasoline Stations,
1963.
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Sherrie Levine, After Walker Evans: 4,
(Allie Mae Burroughs), 1981.
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The Photographic Turn:
Fine Art Photography and
Post-Photoconceptualism

Takanao Seki
Art historian

“Photography will always exceed the institutions of art, will always participate
in nonart practices, will always threaten the insularity of art’s discourse.”*
Douglas Crimp

Looking back on the relationship between fine art and photography in the postwar
period, the rise of photoconceptualism—conceptual art focusing on photographic
practices—coincided with the emergence of the concept of “fine art photography”
in the 1960s. Just as photoconceptualism appropriated photographs as a way

of questioning the status of autonomous artworks, photography was being
institutionalized as a field of art.

The modernist photographic discourse developed by MoMA was central to this
process.? In the 1964 exhibition The Photographer’s Eye, John Szarkowski, recently
appointed as director of the museum’s photography department, proposed five
categories: The Thing Itself, The Detail, The Frame, Time, and Vantage Point.
Invoking the leading figure in modernist art criticism, Clement Greenberg,
and Heinrich Wolfflin on whom Greenberg’s criticism relied, Szarkowski
argued: “it should be possible to consider the history of the medium in terms of
photographers’ progressive awareness of characteristics and problems that have
seemed inherent in the medium. . . . As such, it is hoped that they may contribute
to the formulation of a vocabulary and a critical perspective more fully responsive
to the unique phenomena of photography.”

The photographic medium had come to be valued as a unique artistic format,
different from paintings, following a modernist discourse conceived by MoMA,

a place of great influence, that attempted to define photography’s specific
characteristics. In the '70s, for instance, the photographic market was gradually
taking shape in line with this discourse, and photographs, formerly categorized by
history, region, or theme in libraries as geographical or historical “documentation,”
were beginning to be understood as the “artworks” of a photographer and
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categorized by the artist who had created the said image.* As a result, photography
was established as an art and photographers began to be referred to as artists. In
this way, so-called “fine art photography” came into being.

On the other hand, we must not forget that the target of photoconceptualism
at the time was the institutionalization of photography as an artistic genre and the
modernist concept of aesthetic autonomy on which this process was based.>

As mentioned earlier, much like the modernism in art represented by
Greenberg, modernism in photography involved an exploration of the medium’s
specificity. While paintings and sculptures could separate their representational
function as something extrinsic, photography is a medium established upon
indexicality—physical traces of light on photosensitive paper or film®—and, by
nature, it is inseparable from representation. Photography thus unconditionally
evokes the referent existing outside of the image—something excluded by
modernist art—due to its own characteristics deriving from an optical mechanism.
As pointed out by Victor Burgin, Szarkowski’s discourse theorizing photography,
which is inevitably associated with external reality, as an autonomous form,
encompasses a contradiction at its very root.” Photography is not pure nor
autonomous; rather, it is an impure medium that fundamentally contradicts
modernism.

The character of the said non-autonomous photography that invades the
purity of modernism is, of course, related to the strategies that distinguish
photoconceptualism. Take Edward Ruscha’s concise and mundane pictures
in Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1963) [p. 84, Fig. 1], the image- and text-based
journalistic style of Dan Graham’s Homes for America (1966-67), or Robert
Smithson’s Monuments of Passaic (1967); these are clear documentations of the
truth of “the thing that has been there.”® What is common in all such early stage
photoconceptualism is a documentation that completely eschews any artfulness,
thereby displaying an attitude to photography as something reduced to its
indexicality while using the medium specifically to deny its own status as art.
Ruscha's words in an interview from 1965 precisely embody this concept:

Above all, the photographs I use are not “arty” in any sense of the word. I think
photography is dead as a fine art; its only place is in the commercial world, for
technical or information purposes. I don’t mean cinema photography, but still
photography, that is, limited edition, individual, hand-processed photos. Mine
are simply reproductions of photos. Thus, it is not a book to house a collection
of art photographs-they are technical data as is industrial photography. To me,
they are nothing more than snapshots.®

Ruscha’s photographs are simply “industrial photography,” not “art photography.”
Or at least, if one is not aware that he is an artist, they could appear that
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way. Ruscha was not alone in this. In photoconceptualism, unlike in fine art
photography, photographs appear primarily in printed matter such as books,
magazines, or advertisements with no artistic quality at first sight.!

On that note, let me touch on an interesting anecdote. Back then, Ruscha’s
Gasoline Stations was kept in the “Transportation” section at the New York Public
Library, shelved among books about cars or highways." This illustrates how
photography was positioned outside the art field and belonged to a different
mode of distribution. Since its emergence in the nineteenth century, photography
functioned as a medium for recording and collecting all kinds of things and
events in various fields including the press, science, and law. Yet, as the conditions
of photography based on such reproductive technology—in other words, the
conditions of photography as something outside of art—became evident, what
surfaced in photographic art practices was the medium’s documentary nature
rather than its art-like aspects.

Through not only conceptualism but also Earthworks, performance art, and
site-specific art, it could be said that the reason the photographic medium was able
to assert its presence in the '70s was because of its position as the outsider in art.
This is not unrelated to how the artists of the Pictures Generation, including Cindy
Sherman, Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and Richard Prince, had all chosen the
photographic medium to practice appropriation. There is nothing as unconfined
by the medium’s specificity as photographs made by the capturing of subjects. A
medium that can appropriate paintings, sculptures, films, or even photography
itself through the mere act of capture; that is photography.

For example, in her photographic works titled with the conjunction “After,”
Levine rephotographed images taken by major figures like Walker Evans, Edward
Weston, or Eliot Porter, turning them into her own works. In this process of
appropriation, it is important to note that the subject of appropriation was pictures
printed on exhibition posters or in photobooks. By comparing, for instance, Evans’s
photographs and Levine’s After Walker Evans 4 (1981) [p. 86, Fig. 2], it is apparent that
the latter has a more intense contrast and less tonal gradation than the former.
Levine’s photographs therefore declare that the work itself is nothing more than
printed matter as she highlights the material differences through mechanical
reproduction. Furthermore, Levine’s practice consistently considers all images as
readymades, while photographs themselves are readymades as a reproduction of
existing scenes. Thus, Levine’s photographs are double-readymades and, in that
sense, her pictures, which are reproduced once again, become a copy of a copy of
a copy. This acts as a pointed criticism of the art system upheld by originality and
authenticity.

The attempt by MoMA’s department of photography to promote the
institutionalization of photography was the target of criticism by the proponents
of the photographic practice of appropriation. Douglas Crimp, an art critic who
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organized the exhibition Pictures (1977) at Artists Space in New York, announced
in a critical essay published three years after the show “the triump of photography-
as-art” with the “revival of expressionist painting” as one of the “various attempts
to recuperate the auratic” that emerged in the mid-'70s, and argued that “the
photographic activity of postmodernism operates . . . only in order to subvert and
exceed them.””? “It does so precisely in relation to the auratic, not to recuperate

it but to displace it, to show that it too is now only an aspect of the copy, not the
original.”t3

This “recuperation of aura” is tied to the presence of vintage prints created
by the photographers themselves or under their instructions at the time when
the picture was taken. Photography, in principle, can produce countless prints
from one negative, yet this reproducibility is impaired as vintage prints require
the involvement of the photographer—authorship—and are treated as a piece of
art embedded with the notions of scarcity and authenticity. The characteristic of
photography as rooted in reproducibility is pulled back to the “aura” by the power
of the art industry and market dynamics. In other words, what recognizes and
promises the authenticity of the art piece is nothing else but this institutional
framework. The photographic practice of appropriation exposes the operation
of turning a photograph into a piece of art through the engagement of multiple
systems such as the museum, the art market, or the gallery.

One of Crimp’s intentions in advocating for Pictures was a resistance strategy
against the auralization/institutionalization of art and photography. This again is
closely related to the “institution-critical” aspects which disrupt the coherence of
the museum that he saw in this strategy.’ In museums, art and documentation
such as printed matter are frequently kept separate. If the mission of the museum
is to categorize and systemize miscellaneous and heterogenous objects through
collections and exhibitions, Levine or Prince’s practices of appropriating art
historical illustrations or commercial photography blatantly disrupt such ordering
of things. The concept of the works are exposed to a fundamental and qualitative
shift; a shift from artworks backed by the notion of irreplaceable originality
or authenticity to something replaceable—reproductions, copies, and fakes. It
effectively obliterates the differences between the exhibition of an artwork and the
exhibition of documentation (printed matter). The hierarchical order that divides
the original and the copy, what is art and what is not art, is disturbed from within
the museum system.®

Photography is a medium inseparable from the disruption and upheaval of
this boundary within art practices. It questions art’s uniqueness, and authenticity,
the artist’s originality, and the art institution grounded upon these concepts.
Photography as a medium thus became one possible paradigm in postmodernist
art practices.

It should be noted that Levine’s appropriation went beyond this institutional
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critique. The target of her appropriations are all men; the process of

rephotographing their pictures as a female artist asks the question: if a photograph

by a male photographer is rephotographed by a female artist, does that work

become the “work of a woman”? It explores how gender defines the meaning of the

work and asks what kind of framework we are looking at the photograph through.

Levine’s signature tautological structure of a photographed photograph is

suggestive of that question as the viewer then faces the fragmentation of the gaze

looking at a photograph of a photograph. Like the gaze of the viewer looking

at Levine’s gaze looking at Evans’ gaze looking at the Alabama farmers in After

Walker Evans, different gazes are nested within each other, creating a chain. In this

fragmentation of the act of looking, we are inevitably made aware of our own gaze

looking at the photograph.

To look at the image by Evans/Levine makes the viewer constantly go back

and forth, not just between the original and the copy, but also between the two

gender categories, and thus between the “before (male)” and the “after (female).”

Our gaze is unable to directly see the original photograph while evidently seeing it

at the same time. It is torn apart by the (im)possibility of the act of seeing. Levine’s

photographs achieve this kind of vibration; the act of looking at a photograph of

a photograph will continuously be “vibrating” in “the space in the middle” where

classification is impossible.®
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