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In 1977, when 1 started making my large color pictures, it was still possible to talk
about photography in, or as, art, in a way that wasn’t terribly different from the way
it was talked about in 1970 or 1g60. The classic idea of art photography was still pre-
dominant, and what I think of as the “new art photography™ was just emerging.
Cindy Sherman’s work was just becoming known, as was Sherrie Levine’s, and the
students of Bernd and Hilla Becher had just begun to malke their pictures, but had yet
to exhibit them. Walker Evans was alive and working until 1g75.

At the time, T was indirectly reacting to that classic idea, and liked the same pho-

tographers 1 like now—UEvans, Atget, Frank, and Weegee. But I was more immedi-
ately interested in the work of Robert Smithson, Ed Ruscha, and Dan Graham, because
1 saw their photography as emerging from a confrontation with the canons of the doc-
umentary tradition, a confrontation that suggested some nesw directions. I also noticed
and liked Stephen Shore’s and Garry Winogrand’s work, partly because of the cool and
knowing view of the American street and suburbs and partly because of the accept-
ance of the actual, vulgar colors of things. That vulgarity seemed to be related to
whatever there was of a new way of seeing the world in Pop art and, through that,
back to the rough, improvisatory aesthetic of the New York School.

If 1 really thought about photography as photography, or about photography
as art pure and simple, 1 had to admit that Evans, Atget, and Strand were better

‘than Smithson or Ruscha. But the problem was that the “better” seemed foreclosed

hievement. That was probably just the common defense mechanism of artists when

sy are confronted with the work of their betters. Any way of foreclosing the

d always studied the masters and respected the art of the past. I had a bit of
iime during the ’6os because I needed to work in and through a situation that
assumed the art of the past was “obsolete” (to use the Leninist terminology

¢) and that the only serious possibilities lay in reinventing the avant-garde
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project of going beyond “bourgeois art.” Clearly, this was nothing more than the
paradigm of the moment, but it was a long moment. Some people see this condition
of the neo-avant garde’s predominance lasting from 1955 to 1978, almost a quarter
century. So I remained ambivalent about “studying the masters,” at least for a while.
And that had something to do with ignoring Levine’s admonition. The fact that
nobody seemed to notice that her work was an admonition, or at least that it contained
a hidden, cryptic admonition, is no excuse for ignoring it.

Looking back on it now, I think my ambivalence in studying the masters was
one of the most important things that happened to me or that T imposed on myself.
Two problems seemed to have emerged as a result: Which masters? And how does one
study the masters the way they themselves studied the masters they encountered?

My answer to the first question was to study not just the masters of the photo-
graphic tradition, the result in part of thinking about Smithson, Ruscha, and others
who deployed or employed photography in Conceptual, post-Conceptual, and para-
Conceptual art. (Later I wrote about this in “Marks of Indifference.”) Like Duchamp
and later Warhol, those artists didn’t separate photography from other art forms and
other media; it wasn't taken as an art form all to itself, with special criteria and stan-
dards. Taking it that way was called “photo-ghetto thinking,” and young artists like
me thought that was a symptom of the decline in quality of work that wanted to con-
tinue the traditions of classic art photography.

There is obviously a dilemma here, one lacking an obvious solution. To consider
photography only within its own frame of reference, within the context of the stan-
dards established by the documentary tradition, seemed to condemn it to a restricted
status given the “expanded field” of *60s and ’7os art. Every young Conceptual artist

using photography but refusing to be called a photographer could point to the horing

174 JEFF WALL



Garry WWinogrand. New York Sherrie Levine. After [Falker
frtes

Giny.1969- Gelatin silver Euvans #3. 1981, Gelatin
print, 8% x 134" (22,3 X silver print, 10 x 8" (25.4 x
532 ¢m). The Museum of 20.5 cm)

Aodern Art, New York. Gift

of Mr. and Mrs. James IHunter

examples of traditional photography as evidence of the need to escape the confines of
the tradition and its aesthetic norms.

Unfortunately, this blending of photography with other things, like painting,
printmaking, or three-dimensional art forms, almost immediately led to the uncon-
vincing hybrids that are so sadly characteristic of art since then. An equally strong
argument could hence be made that escaping the confines of “photography” was a
road to ruin because there were no valid criteria in the intermedia world, nor could
| there be any. Photography, it could be argued, had a very specific nature as an art form
>{ and a medium, and combining it with other things resulted in nothing new as pho-
| tography but only the reduction of photographs to §lements in a collage aesthetic that
was not subject to judgment in photographic terhls, and maybe not subject to any

aesthetic judgment at all.

With this in mind, I realized I had to study the masters whose work, either in

photography or in other art forms, didn’t violate the criteria of photography but
either respected them explicitly or had some affinity with them. That meant, not nec-
essarily in order of importance: photographers as such and artists working in photog-
raphy who avoided the multiimedia approach, who in some way subjected themselves
to the serious aesthetic problems of photography (both Evans and Dan Graham, for
example); and artists in other forms or media whose work 1 felt was connected to
| those aesthetic ideas in some ways, ways I couldn’t necessarily always explain to myself,

but which I sensed and believed existed—traditional painters like Manet, Cézanne,

and Veldzquez, more recent artists like Pollock and Carl Andre, whose works showed me
something else, which I'll get to shortly, cinematographers such as Néstor Almendros,
Sven Nykvist, or Conrad Hall, and film directors and writers like Luis Bufiuel, Rainer

L Werner Fassbinder, Robert Bresson, Terrence Malick, and Jean Eustache.
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I think it is pretty apparent how cinematographers, cineastes, and traditional
painters contribute to the aesthetics of photography, and so there’s no need to go
into that in any detail here. In recognizing these affinities, T was just continuing
things that were already part of the classic photographic idea. Photography, cinema,
and painting have been interrelated since the appearance of the newer arts, and the
aesthetic criteria of each is informed by the other two media to the extent that it
could be claimed that there is almost a single set of criteria for the three art forms.
The only additional or new element is movement in the cinema.

I had been impressed by Jackson Pollock’s work since I first saw it as a child in
the late ’5os. I studied it and saw it more deeply during the *6os, in part through the
writings of Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried. I realized that the physical imme-
diacy and scale of Pollock’s work were qualities that, for me, created the affinity with
photography. That affinity was the enigmatic element in my earlier fascination with
his work, I now believe. When Frank Stella and Carl Andre, among others, extended
aspects of Pollock’s notion of scale, they separated the issue from the immediate con-
text of Pollock’s painting style and from many of the overly codified “’50s” values his
work exemplified. That freed some formal and technical aspects and energies and
made it possible for them to be taken elsewhere.

Even while T loved photography, I often didn't love looking at photographs, par-
ticularly when they were hung on walls. I felt they were too small for that format and
looked better when seen in books or as leafed through in albums. I did love looking at
paintings, though, particularly ones done in a scale large enough to be seen easily i
a room. That sense of scale is something I believe is one of the most precious gifts

given to us by Western painting.

176 JEFF WALL




Carl Andre. 14y Lead
Square. 1969. Lead, 144
units, overall: %" x 12" x
12' (1% 567.8 x 367.8 em).
The Museurn of Modern
Art, New York. Advisory
Committee Fund

Diego Velazquez. Las
Mennas. 1656. il on can-
vas, 10’ 64" x ' (518 x
276 cm). Museo del Prado,
Madrid

People who write about art often think my work always derives in some direct
: way from the model of nineteenth-century painting. That’s partly true, but it has
been isolated and exaggerated in much of the critical response to what I'm doing. I'm
~ totally uninterested in making reference to the genres of earlier pictorial art. I
extracted two things, primarily, from the Western pictorial tradition up through the
nineteenth century: the first was a love of pictures, which I believe is at the same time
a love of nature and of existence itself. The second was an idea of the size and scale
:_ proper to pictorial art, and so proper to the ethical feeling for the world expressed in
pictorial art. This is the scale of the body, the making of pictures in which objects and
figures are limned so that they appear to be on about the same scale as the people
looking at the picture. 1 don’t mean by this that there are no other valid or interest-
ing approaches to the size of a picture; I mean that life scale is a central element in
any judgment of an appropriate scale.

The painting and some of the sculpture done by the New York School and the
generation that came after intensified this sense of scale and physicality. My involve-
ment with that art as a young person helped me to connect what bothered me about
- photography with qualities in other art forms that held valuable indications for
aspects of photographic making. A sculpture by Andre seemed to me to have affinities
with Velazquez’s Las Meninas because they were bhoth of the same scale. You could,
1maginably, stand on an Andre while looking at Las Meninas and the whole experi-

ence would be resonant because the artists, so different in other respects, were in
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accord about the relation of their object to the body of the spectator who would see
it, as well as, of course, to their own bodies while they were making it.

Michael Fried’s great essay “Art and Objecthood” (1967) argues in some ways
against the isolation of and emphasis on the physical presence of art objects. He pro-
poses that, when works of art allow themselves to be reduced to their apparently fun
damental ontological status as physical objects and relinquish the illusionism that has
always distinguished them, something significant is lost. Fried understood “illusion-
ism” to mean not traditional perspectival illusion but its subsequent form as the
“optical” qualities of what he thought to be the best abstract painting of his time. 1
understood opticality to refer both to abstract painting as Fried intended but also to
traditional pictorial illusionism and, as part of that, to the optical character of photo-
graphs. I was fascinated to watch Fried abruptly shift his focus from abstract art to
nineteenth-century pictorial art at the end of the ’6os. I intuited that there was an
important affinity between his interests and mine.

I read “Art and Objecthood” to say that if an artwork simply cast its lot with phys-
icality and immediacy, it lost its essential possibility as serious art and was reduced to a
repetitious staging of the encounter between an object or group of objects in the world
and a person looking at that object. It soon became obvious that it was arbitrary what
the object was. To those who wanted to go beyond the canonical criteria of Western art,
this “staging” of the encounter with the remnant of an artwork appeared to be a new
and profound direction. But time has not treated that attitude well. Fried showed that
illusion is essential. That aspect of his work connected for me with the problem of the
size of photographs, and I realized that, in making photographs in or near life scale,
photography could be practiced to a certain extent differently from the way it had been.

This was not a question of making “big photographs” any more than it was a
question for Velazquez of making “big paintings.” The new sense of scale was not
significant in itself, and in isolation it is nothing new, since photographs have been
enlarged since enlargers were first produced.

I was interested in the debate about what both Greenberg and TFried called
“Jiteralism,” even though I had no trouble recognizing the superior quality of the cri-
tique of literalism. I was interested in the problem, even though I felt it had been
solved, because I don’t think there is a “loser” in a dispute carried on at a high level.
So even though I wanted my work not to be literalist, I appreciated the way Judd or
Andre forced the issue of present time and present space; it made the question of life
scale more complex and interesting to me than it would have been if it were just 2
reworking of seventeenth- or nineteenth-century pictorial approaches.

Some people have thought that the backlighting of my color pictures created 2
sort of “bracketing” of them such that their mere existence as “pictures of things in
the world” could be looked at askance and the physical constituents of their making

could show itself explicitly. That connects them to avant-garde attitudes about reveal-
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ing the making of the work in the experience of it and prevents them from being
“iust traditional pictures of things.” That’s probably true, but for me the backlight
ing was much less important in this regard than what I thought of as a sort of preser-
vation of some aspect of literalism in the construction of the picture.

The change in scale signified a complex of slight shifts of emphasis in the aes-
thetic canon of art photography. In my mind, or at least in one part of my mind, 1
wasn’t moving very far from the canonical aesthetics of art photography. At the same
time, I began to call my photography “cinematography.”

1 was involved in working out the formal and aesthetic matter of scale in a
frame of reference in which the lessons I wanted to learn from painting were partly
identified with and even confused with those to be gotten from the cinema. Scale had
nothing to do with this, because I don’t think there is much if any relationship
between the way we see moving pictures in the cinema and the way we experience
static pictures hanging on a wall in a lighted room.

“Cinematography” referred simply to the techniques normally involved in the
making of motion pictures: the collaboration with performers (not necessarily “actors,”
as neorealism showed); the techniques and equipment cinematographers invented,
built, and improvised; and the openness to different themes, manners, and styles. It was
probably an overstatement to identify these things strictly with filmmaking and not
with still photography, since photographers, to a greater or lesser extent, have used
almost all the same techniques and approaches; but it helped me to concentrate on what
was needed to make pictures with the kind of physical presence 1 wanted.

In 1973, Artforum published Roland Barthes’s “The Third Meaning: Notes on
Some of Hisenstein’s Stills.” 1 appreciated the way Barthes “stilled” the [ilm experi-
ence and studied single frames as if they were more essential than the moving image.
This emphasized the fact that films are made up of still photographs that we experi-
ence in a very specific, even peculiar way. We are looking not so much at the photo-
graphs but at flashes of their projection, too brief to permit the picture to be seen as

it is, which is static, like all photographs. That helped me concentrate on the fact that
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the techniques we normally identify with film are in fact just photographic tech-
niques and are therefore at least theoretically available to any photographer.

But it was not a question of imitating filmmaking techniques or making pic-
tures that resembled film stills. Tt was only a question of following the thread of the
recognition that {ilms were made from photographs and were essentially acts of pho-
tography. I had no particular aim in mind, only my sense of the criteria of pictorial
art as they had evolved and which stood over me as a standard of quality.

The notion of “cinematography” was the cause of one of the most complex and
confusing results of the situation I'd created for myself. Filmmakers such as
Fassbinder or Godard moved between very different manners and styles from film to
film, or even within single films. The openness and complexity of their photographic
approach were at once impressive and disturbing, since it seemed to play havoc with
the idea of “style” itself. Cinema appeared to be a form in which multiple, even con-
tradictory approaches were reconciled without effort, as if that were a natural condi-
tion of the form itself. There was obviously an element of pastiche, of ironic reference
to various other films and styles in this approach, but that seemed to me to be less
important than the experiential condition of the abrupt shift from style to style, or
manner to manner, that worked so well in films like fox and His Friends or Passion,
and which I did not see much in the work of still photographers. The fact that Godard
and Fassbinder might have been imitating their own masters, like Fuller or Sirk, with
greater or lesser doses of irony, was apparent but insignificant.

At the same time, the entirely unified environments created by the realist oF
neorealist works of the same period, like Pasolini’s dccatone or The Gospel According

to St. Matthew, Bresson's Mouchette, and Eustache’s The Mother and the Fhore,

clearly stated another fundamental aesthetic proposition, which was rooted in docu-

mentary photography and was happy to be so, that required no stylistic manrerisiy,

no referentiality, no “intertextuality.” Those films were committed to the directness
guaranteed by the nature of documentary photography and were easily th

terms of quality for anything else. They were usually better than anything else.
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But not absolutely better. From Fassbinder’s dream scenes and erotic fantasies it 1s
a brief step in time, space, and culture to the high artifice of studio cinema and to imag-
inary worlds outside the framework of documentary treatment. Cinematography as
“such did not suggest a choice to be made between the imaginary space of the studio and
- the seamless actuality of the documentary approach. The Brechtian spirit in which
Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet made Noz Reconciled in 1966 or Othon in 196y,
films I saw in the early '7os, also suggested that there was a theoretical and even polit-
ical stake in pursuing the thread of stylistic or technical indecisiveness, in not choosing

between fact and artifice, in working only in the shadow of choice, in hesitating.
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