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AITERNATE PHOTOGRAPHY
BY Richard Rhodes

The litle of this exhibition is much < pun as a polemic alferncate
photography, a photography from the allerncite galleries. Such word play is
probably ¢ lapse of taste, bhut i's also g convenlence, a convenience (or
acknowledging the work’s milieu. This is something that I wanted to do because
the fact is simply thatl Toronlo's artist-run spaces are where ol of this work
denves from. Thal's where most of it was first shown; that's where il's being
shown again now. And that makes this something of o relrospective. My
intenion from the beginning was simply to gather up into one room some of
the photographic work that [ had seen in those galleries spread out over
soverdl spaces and several years; 1o gather it up, augment it with new work,
cnd then stand back with the hope that some of the affinities and shared
directions in the work would begin o push forward and become real in the
room. There was the hope too that the exhibition then might become a sign for
the level of coccomplishment! in these galleries and an indication of the vitality
there

That vitality counts for samething. If counts especially in terms of the
polemical focus that’s the more dominant chord of the title If indeed thisis a
"different” or an “allemate” photography then it is so largely because of the
vitality within ils milieu, a viladity that lets the milisu play a part in shaping the
work. It shapes it in the sense that this is a photography surrounded by and
made in the midst of art, These pictures compete with painting, sculpture,
performaonce and video art for gallery space and attention. The work comes lo
reflect the concerns of these other arts, 1o pick up on their issues. And so it
becomes thal special thing a pholography grounded in the thinking of
contemporary art. I's a photography that understands how other art gets
made. It's not shy of experimentation; nor uninforrmed about the responsibilities
of art. It underslands that art-making is sormething more complex thom just
picturemaking; that what's required is some kind of opening up beyond just
the optical dimensions of an image towards conceplual and ernoctional ones so
that the Image becomes nol only of the eye, but also of the mind and of the
heart, so thal it becomes like a living instance of a way of perceiving the world
It's a pholography in o context where this is what counts, a.coniex! where crt
photography s considered art only il it shows itself to be as expansive as other
modermn art

And of course this puts pressure on the work, pressure because there is a
case o be made that usually art photography isn't as expansive. Seen from
Inside the art world, rather it often seems d lesser thing, something which hasn't
quite understood moedermn arf’s tevolution in sensibility, which is always to doulst
the fixed and the static, to doubt closed images. At least this has been the drift of
it ever since realism turned into impressionism and Cezonne's influence rise to -
the [ractures of cubism: clways there is the drive to achileve an immediccy and
fo layer surfaces or forms with an overcoal of subjectivity, with o breath of
confingency. This is what gave us Jackson Pollock’s exploded, serpentine




images, iImages we might say now are "de-Consiruc led” and of course from
Pollock cormes the basis for vitually everylhing since.

Bui orl photography often doesn't seem 1o understand this The very
earliest pictures, stretched technically to o limit of reception, had in their soft, frail
vignettes sormething of corresponding Openess. They were pictures that seemed
like tokens of a ioy of seeing, something akin fo John Ruskin's exhuberant visudt
descriptions in his prose, in fact an extension of the same spirit. This homage to
the fullness of the world makes them, ke mosl historical or documentary
photographs, lastingly appealing, vet unfortunately it was aspint that didn’t
iast Photographs began to get specialized and selective in thelr views You can
see this starting already in Atget, always looking where people arent, always
looking out of the present info the past. Bul mostly photography's specialization
involved tuming in on itself to take itself senously as o controlled, organized
picture, sornething which usually meant embracing a beaux-aris pictoriclism to
offect the control Some photographers like Sleiglitz ond Evans could still
produce images of freshness, as fresh as the photographs of artists like
Rodchenko, Man Rey and Herberl Bayer who were faking pictures s
extensions of their work, but by and large the photograph ground cdown intoa
game of composition and design, scrmelhing which even o theorist and
experimentalist ike Maholy-Nagy couidnt break out from. His abstract
pholographs seem like pastches of apstract painling, where the actual abstract
presence, so dlive in Kandinsky and Mondrian, et al, is reduced to being only o
ook or an “effect” And this is crl’s major probiem with photography: this ecse
with which it seems to contenl! itself with “effects’ with “striking piclures with
images that seem only 1o live by thelr graphic wits, This, measured against arl,
seems a souless type of enterprise, something technical, over-precious. There's
none of the starfingfrom-zero grappling going on that marks art with iis
existenticl power If cnylhing, with photography there is the reverse: it seems (o
begin with everything and then work backwards until it finds pictures, And
probaply more than any other considerciion, this one crectes modern art’s
unedse loward it If's uneasy with he angling and editing needed 1o crrive af
the pictures, to take them from the original flux of things. Thal seems proof of a
xind of narrowness, of a givng over 1o slereolypes, 10 pre-established visual
cruthorities, as if somehow the impulse was to turn the world into art, inslead of
marking an art that would open up the world. In this, the photograph seerns a
rnanifestation of the very “fixedness” that modermn crt has challenged over ifs
whole course.

Soy in A context that understands this, the photograph has o kind of seit
crificuing job to do. In effect, it has 10 start over again, detach itself from the
better-part of the last fifty years of photographic fradition. Even so-called “street
photographs’ no longer suffice o inlrocuce the casuciness of seeing that
rmodern art looks for. They did when Robert Frank first took therm twenty-cdad
years ago, but they have long since become d fixed genre, one that ends up in
self contradition since the casualness, the catching things on the wing, is by
now a studied affair, which empties it to its content. in effect furning street
photography's discompaosition info just cnother style of compaesilion. Instead of




having cul itself free from pictorialism, it only becormnes caught up in it again.
The thoughtiul spontaneity which is the life of this kind of photograph begins io
slip under an increasing graphic sophistication.

That's why as this exhibilion fook shape, a cerlain nongraphicness lo the
work becarne something of a tormal entry cand. For me this is what
distinguishes the work here as an “alternate” photography. By resisting graphic
composilion it doesn’t [all inlo the trap of "in-building” the print, furning it inlo
the precicus kind of black and white jewel that art photography has so oflen
used to signal if's "ariness” and which maore oflen than nol also usuclly entails
sorne miscpplication of Greenberd’s two-dimensional purism. Instead, the idea
wais 1o assermnble work thatl had a less materialistic self-consciousness aboul iiself,
work thal showed a kind of resllessness with its own printhood in fact, work thert
seemed 1o press af lis edges, showing somehow O desire 1o reclaim some of the
orignnat space that the print was a pichare of. This was the key element of its
anfipictoriclism: this pushing culward reversed the whole process of pichuze-
taking curn picture-making, reversed it so that the images seemed to connect
once agdin lo the expansive sensibitity that is modern arl’s.

For instance what slruck me about Peter MacCallum’s pholographs was
their equivalence of detailing, cn all-overness to them that counters
composilion on a flat plame. Sure, they are composed, but oddly only in away
that prevenls focusing in. They aren't pictures so much as windows, the space
seems so immediate, so poised. Central motifs are part of something, not
culminations. You roll off things, get suspended in the largeness of it all. In o very
real sense, MacCallum leaves it up to you as to what to look at. The pictures
simplify themselves until they are cdmost only scalar images of spaces of o
certain size, A certain expanse of inferest. And this is why the molifs merge info
plain spdce, why a corner view of o building, which is (he most priviledged,
rnost form-enhancing view, somehow mondages to tumn inte o look down both
sidestreets MacCallum's focus is across the full frame of the image, exlending in
fact past it He seemns always (o be involved in a consideration of what's fluid,
what's on-going in any given space, This is why the cars, the roads, the
infersections in his pictures, why for instance one series of photographs with
Toronto's bank towers cs ils subject becomes more an eassy on how they
contract and expand like an cecordian in space as the weather and the light
changes over different times of day, different times of year. He is atways looking
towards this broader continuity. If he fixes anything, slops cnything, if's thar, and
with you somehow made a part of il. His piclures don't seermn to denve from o
pointed, direcled camera, the situation sesms prior to that, or rather if the
camers is pointed then you are locked into a situation where there is that
momentary pause before shooting where the image in the viewfinder is being
checked for how it corresponds wilh the subject that is on the far side of the lens,
His pictures are full of the fullness of space; any sense of a play on two-
dimensiondlily is left far behind,

As s the case with Stan Denniston's Reminders loo. Here, the prints cre
simply working tools They are a bif like snago-shots, with only o limited pictorial

o




value in themselves. Whal's more importcnt instead is the thing that they build
towcrds, Each Rerninder is ¢ fusion of two prints. By thernselves each would
simply be o landscape photograph, Bimingham, Alcdama for instance on the
lefl, Monireal, @uebec on lhe right But as Denniston sets them side by side, the
lwo begin to connect. Bolh have o sequence of garage fronls, both seem o
involve a similar curving to the road. With looking, it becomes clect that the
two spaces are surrogales for each other, that despiie a thousand miles of
physical separahion, there is auniting sameness o them Sometimes il's a
sarneness that's sirnply objective, a matter of parallel circumstances that can be
pinned down in the pictures. Bul more interestingiy at other times the sameness
is clearly a bit forced, a matter of a subjeclive leap. Looking, you peing to
understand that the conslancy of the gestall and the handful of freesfraying
particulars is like a memory image, which is in faict precisely what the structure
of the work sets out to generate. In the pairing of the two documentary prints it
secks 1o re-creale Denniston travelling and seeing a new place thal reminds
him of an old one. The two spaces are shown as found, but what's particularly
engaging about the work is that the real subject — the mernory image, the
reminding — is something more or less capturec overtop cnd across the space
between the two prinls. It's something not in the pichures, bul rather created by
them. The pictures simply serve to genercte something that gels taken up inside
the head, they become parly {0 ¢ new kind of conceptuaiism in

photography.

This process of bringing the image inside 1s something that David
Clarkson's work has aiways cenlered on foo. Unlike Denniston though, Clarkson
builds the appearance of the inlemciization into his pictures. e does this
through o collage fechnique. Each of he several dozen photograpns that make
up cny given place is like on individual instamnce of seeing. They add onto one
another, filling out space in fits and sfarls the way he eyes un and pause over
a surface. His earliest work he called “Consfructed Photographs” but what
actually got constructed in lhe end was o kind of history of seeing the given
subject. In Montreat Park Building for example, the actual ouiline of the building
breaks down, or rather brecks apart as a consequence of Clarkson's tencering
of it through the series of layered bits and pleces. There are ov erlaps occuring,
as well as an assortment of slightly differing perspectives, and the bullding
hecomes the sum tolal of them. It becormes a composite of all this seeing,
sormething no longer reclly separate or chiective in the world. This overlap of
the photographer and the scene Hecomes even more obvious in some of he
subsequent work done in New York. In i, Clarkson begins {6 more conscicusly
conirol the shapes that the varnous discontinuilies engender; he starls using
them as metaphoric responses to the venu, getling derelict buildings 10 seem o
e imploding in decay or exploding with the implied viclence of the
environment More recently the work has come even further inside, with The
Promise being a kind of rausing over a map of America, a musing complete
with words writien info the collage image, as well as o constructed heart
melaphoerrically pumping awday.

Jaryee Sallourn's work, equally engaged with registering A subjectivity on
the surface of his prints, does this however without coming quite as for inside. He




stays oul in the world taking pictures of it but such oddly medifative pictures,
pictures hat seem 10 settle down on their own ephemerality, pictures that seem
to lock that ephemerdlity in as a kind of finality or end truth. I¥s not eqsy o
explain how this works The pictures are so fransient one doesnt want to weight
thern down with description that isn'l as fleet as they are Tcan only point ot
Ihings like the blomket set down on grass, becoming o temporary stop,
lemporary home; or a carpet lil by window light that loses its pattern in the
hght, the one dissolving into the other, or the pichure of fish in an aquarium,
rnoving through water, roving behind reflections on the glass — all these
things seem more than themselves, they seem parls of an o legory about
picture-taking, al least his kind of picturetaking. This is an cllegory that hos
come fo fake on an increasingly formal complexity too, Firgt in o sequence of
lableau setups which develop from image to Image a story line of doll-house
decth and destruction, but secondly in his most recent work, where e pictures
cre of television images. In the latter, these images of images are without the
usual play of one representational mode represenling another, Rather, as the TV
mages are brought fogether they establish various continuities between
thernselves, narmative continuities of course, but also spaticd ones In the end the
chump of pichures mandages 1o spin out past itself, suggesiing a kind of pervasive
emotional continuity, a kind of TV space full of melodramatic flicker, climare
after climang, and yet thin as air,

This kind of implicit environmenialism seeping from Salloun's work finds
an explicit expression in lsaac Applebounm's work, panticularty in a piece called
Mam to Man. l's a series of seven pictures, most of them provocatively sel
lecming as opposed to hanging against the wall These are pholographs
occupyIng space, photogramhs meaning to carmy their images into Spaces too,
Installed, the piece pufs you in the middle of a sequence of head turmnings, o
sequence of glomces that crystadlize in the yoom, carrying the presence of the
people with them. But in a corplicated way, so that there's no equivalence: the
man [or insiance dominales, seemmns foreground, the woman is remole, o kind of
viston; and the photographer seems present loo. invisible, but circulating,
moving about, moving in. The precise relationship between these pecple
rernains o conundrum, something vague and yvet how so unvague wnen they
carry lhis kind of presence. Applebaum always seems 1o be able to genergte
This kind of kinetic energy in his pictures, whether the energy cariiss over
physically info the room or nol, His Lovers impact as they kiss, seffing up a kind
of contradiction in lhemselves, o confradiction sornething like his newest “found
posters” which are lifercdly just that — found posters, presented as the
prholographs they are, direct from the streel — and which almost ask Us to
consider the contradiction of o camerarless photography, a photography that
simply Involves a selectivity and a sensitivily, o photography thal in a sense is
simplified down {0 its core components once the machine is set aside

Ot course this kind of descriptiveness of Ihe work in the show could be
extended and extended, but Il bring it to an abrupt stop now. This is only cn
introduction, s let sorneone else finish. The theoretical dimensions have been
set. What matters most is as I said in the beginning. those things made real in




the room. Rather tham more words [ prefer to say: look at the pictures, ook af the
progression from single photograph, 1o paired prints, to collage, to an incipient
envionmentalism, o an actual popping out into real space as you move frorm
MacCallum through Denniston through Clarkson through Scifioum through
Applebaum. Starting flat but restless, things get conceptudlized, iaken up into
the head, shown to be an immedidie act of perception and finally bracket a
space of their own. In a way if's a spiral conlinually curling outward from the
cld pictorialism. I like to think of this spircl as o kind of golden section of a
different kind of photography: extend it or cut it [he progression has o
constomey that remains And | prefer 1o end there on sormething fixed, but still

open.

RICIHARD RHODES is a Toronto critic and
associate editor of Parcchute magaozine

ARTIST STATEMENT

ISAAC APPLEBAUM

DAVID CLARKSON

My piciures exisi as public records of privaie responses 0 a place and not merely as Mmdps
of tormal coordinaies They aim at a methodelogy of sight which will not limit what is seen
To do so, the sites amd their images become as redels of each other, however fragmentary

or incomplete’ — David Clorkson

STAN DENNISTON

TG PIOCeUIG N ocoasion, an Lniarniiar scene wil cause the recal;, nrrnedioiely and
specifically, of ¢ scene from my past. 1 photograph the scene that has iriggered the mernory
(CUE). then I travel to the remermbered stie (RESPONSE) cnd photograph il The images are

{hen processed and mounted side-byside.
To avoid contrived similorities in the images, T leave the prinfing of the CUE until cfter the
RESPONSE has been recorded” — Sian Denniston

PETER MacCALLUM

TWhile some of my photographs may have documerniary value, mosi ware not aken for
that purpose. 1 happened to be in the middle of reading Marcel Proust's "Remembrance of
Things Past” when 1 began taking the pictures snown here While Proust had used the novel
(s Gn instrument to Te-invent his own experience, | was unable o imilale him directy.
Photography is a medium which is best suited to record the tfrue appecrance of the recd
world, not an irnagincry one. | have tried to avoid the pitfalls of "artistic” photography by
using o kind of *oneeyed” approdch; stanng hayd at things with one eye firmly shut”

JAYCES ATLOUM — Peter MacCallum
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“A case for context
A means of exchange” — Jayce Salloumn
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