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Note to students:  This reading assumes you have an understanding of postmodern theory that you may not have.  Postmodern theory reached a peak in the 1980s when this piece was written.  Arising after World War 2, the destruction of Europe and its empires, the independence struggles of its colonies, postmodernism dealt with the failure of modernism.  It was a deep critical rethinking of many of modernism’s key values, such as artistic “originality.”  As you will read here, the issue of photography as an art of the copy rather than the original is a central issue.  To Douglas Crimp and other postmodern thinkers there is no such thing as originality; so-called “new” representations in any medium have many sources.  Postmodern theorists see the artist as a kind of magpie who gathers from whatever he or she admires to create a unique synthesis.  Reverence for Picasso as an original genius was thus considered retrograde thinking in 1979, the year of the big Picasso retrospective at MOMA, and 1981 when this essay was first published.  Another big sore point with Crimp is the institutionalization of radical art, and the collusion between museums and art markets, which characterizes the postmodern era and our own as well.  Such ideas will be familiar to you, so read through whatever difficult passages you may encounter.  When Crimp refers to the contributions of Rauschenberg and Warhol to the redefinition of “art” and “photography,” what is his argument and how does his position that of the Museum of Modern Art?
All the arts are based on the presence of man,
 only photography derives an advantage from his absence.  

Andre Bazin, 
“The Ontology of the 
Photographic Image”

For the fiftieth anniversary [1979] of the Museum of Modern Art, William S. Lieberman, sole survivor of the founding regime associated with the directorship of Alfred Barr, mounted the exhibition Art of the Twenties. The exhibition's subject was presumably chosen not only to celebrate the decade in which MoMA was born, but also because it would necessarily draw upon every department of the museum: film, photography, architecture and design, drawings, prints and illustrated books, as well as painting and sculpture. Indeed, a major impression left by the show was that aesthetic activity in the 1920s was wholly dispersed across the various media, that painting and sculpture exercised no hegemony at all. The arts then clearly on the ascendant, not only in Paris but more tellingly in Berlin and Moscow, were photography and film, agitprop posters, and other functionally designed objects. With only a few exceptions—Miro, Mondrian, Brancusi—painting and sculpture appear to have been very nearly usurped. Duchamp's Large Glass—not, of course, in the exhibition—may well be the decade's most significant work, and one is hard pressed to define its medium in relation to traditional categories.'
Art of the Twenties was all the more interesting and appropriate for the museum's anni​versary year because it came at the end of another decade in which painting and sculp​ture had been displaced by other aesthetic options. And yet, if it is possible to assess the 1970s as a time of the demise of traditional painting and sculpture, it is equally possible to see it as the decade of an extraordinary resurgence of those modes, just as the 1920s can be understood as a time of extreme conservative backlash in the arts—when, for example, after the radical achievement of analytic cubism, Picasso returned to traditional representation in his so-called neoclassical period.2 That radical moves should be accom​panied by or cause retrenchment is not surprising, but the degree to which such re​trenchment is currently embraced and applauded, even to the extent of obscuring whatever advances have been made, is alarming. In MoMA's annual report for its jubilee year, the museum's president and director give less attention to Art of the Twenties than to two of the year's other major events, both of which helped create the first substantial operating surplus in the museum's history. These were the sale, after many legal and public-relations difficulties, of the museum's "air rights" to a real estate developer for $17 million as the most crucial aspect of the mu​seum's expansion program; and the biggest blockbuster the museum had ever staged, Pablo Picasso: A Retrospective, which boasted nearly a thousand artworks and over a million visitors. One other celebratory event was singled out by the museum's top officials as of particular importance: the exhibition of photographs by Ansel Adams, one of the found​ing fathers of MoMA's Department of Photography—the first such department in any art museum, as they proudly point out.
The big real estate deal, the blockbuster retrospective of this century's leading candi​date for the title "artistic genius," the feting of the best-selling living photographer (a print of Adam's Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico recently sold for $22,000)3—the signifi​cance of the conjunction of these events can hardly be lost on anyone forced to cope with the social realities of the current New York art world.4 In comparison, the impor​tance of Art of the Twenties begins to pale; perhaps the exhibition must after all be seen merely as the swan song of the museum's first era and of the show's curator, who subse​quently moved to the Metropolitan Museum.
The notion of art as bound by and deeply engaged in its particular historical moment, as radically deflected from the age-old conventions of painting and sculpture, as embrac​ing advanced technologies for its production—all of this could apparently be swept aside by a notion of art as bound only by the limitations of individual human genius. Modern art could now be understood as art had seemingly always been understood, as embodied in the masterpieces invented by the master artist. Picasso—the man's signature adorned the T-shirts of thousands on the streets of New York that summer, evidence, one sup​poses, that they had attended the spectacle and were proud of it, proud to have thus paid homage to genius. But these T-shirt-clad museum goers were themselves part of another spectacle, the spectacle of response. The myths, the clichés, the platitudes, the idées revues about artistic genius—appropriately signified by this signature—were never so resound​ingly reaffirmed, not only by the mass media, from whom it was to have been expected, but by the museum itself, by curators, dealers, critics, and by artists. The very suggestion that there might be something suspicious, perhaps regressive, about this response was dismissed as misanthropic naysaying.
A short five-years earlier, in a text on contemporary art intended for art-school audi​ences, I had written that Duchamp had replaced Picasso as the earlier twentieth-century artist most relevant to contemporary practice. Now, it seems, I'd have to eat those words. In a special "Picasso Symposium" devoted to responses to the MoMA retrospective, Art in America asked various art-world personalities to give their views. Here is that of the re​cently successful painter Elizabeth Murray: "Picasso is the avant-garde artist of our time. ... He truly says you can do anything."s Her fellow painter, the former critic Bruce Boice, elaborates upon the same point:
Picasso seems to have had no fear. He just did whatever he wanted to do, and obviously there was a lot he wanted to do. . . . For me to speak about what I find so astounding about Picasso is to speak of what is most fundamental to being a painter. Being a painter should be the easiest thing in the world because there are and can be no rules. All you have to do is do whatever you want to do. You can just, and you must, make every​thing up.6
This, then, is the lesson of Picasso. There are no constraints, whether these are construed as conventions, languages, discourses, ideologies, institutions, histories. There is only freedom, the freedom to invent at will, to do whatever you want. Picasso is the avant-garde artist of our time because, after so much tedious discussion about history and ideology, about the death of the author, he provides the exhilarating revelation that we are free after all.
This creative freedom fantasized by contemporary artists and confirmed for them by the spectacle of a thousand Picasso inventions is seconded by the art-historical commu​nity. A typical, if hyperbolic response is that of John Richardson, writing in the favored organ of the U.S. literary establishment, the New York Review of Books7 Calling Picasso "the most prodigious and versatile artist of all time," Richardson rehearses the biography of artistic genius from its beginnings in the transcendence of the mere child prodigy by "an energy and a sensibility that are astonishingly mature" through the "stylistic changes that revolutionized the course of twentieth-century art" to the "poignant" late works, with their "mixture of self-mockery and megalomania." Richardson's assessment is perhaps un​characteristic in only one respect. He claims that "up to the day of Picasso's death in 1973 the power was never switched off."
Absolutely characteristic, though, is Richardson's view that Picasso's is a subjective art, that "the facts of his life have more bearing on Picasso's art than is the case with any other great artist, except perhaps van Gogh." And so we don't miss the meaning of any of these great works, Richardson insists that "every crumb of information should be gath​ered while there is time. In no other great life are the minutiae of gossip so potentially significant."8
It is, then, as if Duchamp's ready-mades had never occurred, as if modernism's most radical developments, including Picasso's own cubist collage, had never taken place, or at least as if their implications could be overlooked and the old myths of art fully revivified. The dead author has been reborn; he has returned with his full subjective power re-stored—as the contemporary artist puts it—to make it all up, to do whatever he wants. Duchamp's ready-mades had, of course, embodied the proposition that the artist invents nothing, that he only uses, manipulates, displaces, reformulates, repositions what history has given him. This is not to divest the artist of the power to intervene in, to alter or expand discourse, only to dispense with the fiction that power arises from an autonomous self existing outside history and ideology. The ready-mades propose that the artist cannot make, but can only take what is already there.
It is precisely upon this distinction—the distinction between making and taking—that the ontological difference between painting and photography is said to rest. The director of MoMA's Department of Photography, John Szarkowski, states it simply enough:
The invention of photography provided a radically new picture-taking process—a pro​cess based not on synthesis but on selection. The difference was a basic one. Paintings were made . . . but photographs, as the man on the street puts it, were taken.9
But MoMA's jubilee photographer, Ansel Adams, is uncomfortable with this predatory view of photography. How could the artist Adams wants to call a "photopoet" be a com​mon thief?

The common term "taking a picture" is more than just an idiom; it is a symbol of exploi​tation. "Making a picture" implies a creative resonance which is essential to profound expression.
My approach to photography is based on my belief in the vigor and values of the world of nature—in the aspects of grandeur and of the minutiae all about us. I believe in growing things, and in the things which have grown and died magnificently. I believe in people and in the simple aspects of human life, and in the relation of man to nature. I believe man must be free, both in spirit and in society, that he must build strength into himself, affirming the "enormous beauty of the world" and acquiring the confidence to see and to express his vision. And I believe in photography as one means of expressing this affirmation, and of achieving an ultimate happiness and faith.10
There is really less contradiction of Szarkowski's position in Adams's Sierra Club human​ism, however, than there appears. For in both cases it is ultimately a matter of faith in the medium itself to act as just that, a medium of the artist's subjectivity. So, for example, Adams writes:
A great photograph is a full expression of what one feels about what is being photo​graphed in the deepest sense, and is, thereby, a true expression of what one feels about life in its entirety. And the expression of what one feels should be set forth in terms of simple devotion to the medium—a statement of utmost clarity and perfection possible under the conditions of creation and production.''
Compare Szarkowski:
An artist is a man [sic] who seeks new structures in which to order and simplify his sense of the reality of life. For the artist photographer, much of his sense of reality (where the picture starts) and much of his sense of craft or structure (where the picture is com​pleted) are anonymous and untraceable gifts from photography itself.12
By construing photography ontologically, as a medium of subjectivity, Adams and Szar​kowski contrive a fundamentally modernist position for it, duplicating in nearly every respect theories of modernist autonomy articulated earlier in this century for painting. In so doing, they ignore the plurality of discourses in which photography has participated. Everything that has determined its multiple practice is set aside in favor of photography itself. Thus reorganized, photography is readied to be funneled through a new market, ultimately to be housed in the museum.
Several years ago, Julia van Haaften, a librarian in the Art and Architecture Division of the New York Public Library, became interested in photography. As she studied what was then known about this vast subject, she discovered that the library itself owned many books containing vintage photographic prints, especially from the nineteenth century, and she hit upon the idea of organizing an exhibition of this material culled from the library's collections. She gathered books illustrated with photographs from throughout the libra​ry's many different divisions, books about archaeology in the Holy Land and Central America, about ruined castles in England and Islamic ornament in Spain; illustrated news​papers of Paris and London; books of ethnography and geology; technical and medical manuals.13 In preparing this exhibition, the library realized for the first time that it owned an extraordinarily large and valuable collection of photographs—for the first time, be​cause no one had previously inventoried these materials under the single category of pho​tography. Until then the photographs had been so thoroughly dispersed throughout the library's extensive resources that it was only through patient research that Julia van Haaf​ten was able to track them down. And furthermore, it was only at the time she installed her exhibition that photography's prices were beginning to skyrocket on the market. So although now books with original plates by Maxime du Camp or Francis Frith might be worth a small fortune, ten or fifteen years ago they weren't even worth enough to merit placing them in the library's Rare Books Division.
Julia van Haaften now has a new job. She is director of the New York Public Library's Photographic Collections Documentation Project, an interim step on the way to the crea​tion of a new division to be called Art, Prints, and Photographs, which will consolidate the old Art and Architecture Division with the Prints Division, adding to them photographic materials culled from all other library departments.14 These materials are thus to be reclassified according to their newly acquired value, the value that is now attached to the "artists" who made the photographs. Thus, what was once housed in the Jewish Division under the classification "Jerusalem" will eventually be found in Art, Prints, and Photographs under the classification "Auguste Salzmann." What was Egypt will become Beato, or du Camp, or Frith; Pre-Columbian Middle America will be Desire Charnay; the American Civil War, Alexander Gardner and Timothy O'Sullivan; the cathedrals of France will be Henri LeSecq; the Swiss Alps, the Bisson Freres; the horse in motion is now Muybridge; the flight of birds, Marey; and the expression of emotions forgets Darwin to become Guillaume Duchene de Boulogne.
What Julia van Haaften is doing at the New York Public Library is just one example of what is occurring throughout our culture on a massive scale. And thus the list goes on, as urban poverty becomes Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine; portraits of Delacroix and Manet be​come portraits bv Nadar and Carjat; Dior's New Look becomes Irving Penn; and World War II becomes Robert Capa; for if photography was invented in 1839, it was only discov​ered in the 1960s and 1970s—photography, that is, as an essence, photography itself. Szar-kowski can again be counted on to put it simply:
The pictures reproduced in this book [The Photographer's Eye} were made over almost a century and a quarter. They were made for various reasons, by men of different concerns and varying talent. They have in fact little in common except their success, and a shared vocabulary: these pictures are unmistakably photographs. The vision they share belongs to no school or aesthetic theory, but to photography itself.15
It is in this text that Szarkowski attempts to specify the particulars of this "photographic vision," to define those things which are particular to photography and to no other medium. In other words, Szarkowski's ontology of photography makes photography a modernist medium in Clement Greenberg's sense of the term—an art form that can distinguish itself in its essential qualities from all other art forms. And it is according to this view that photography is now being redefined and redistributed. Photography will hereafter be found in departments of photography or divisions of art and photography. Thus ghettoized, it will no longer primarily be useful within other discursive practices; it will no longer serve the purposes of information, documentation, evidence, illustration, reportage. The formerly plural field of photography will henceforth be reduced to the single, all-encompassing aesthetic. Just as, when paintings and sculptures were wrested from the churches and palaces of Europe and consigned to museums in the late eigh​teenth and early nineteenth centuries, they acquired a newfound autonomy, relieved of their earlier functions, so now photography acquires its autonomy as it too enters the museum. But we must recognize that in order for this new aesthetic understanding to occur, other ways of understanding photography must be dismantled and destroyed. Books about Egypt will literally be torn apart so that photographs by Francis Frith may be framed and placed on the walls of museums. Once there, photographs will never look the same. Whereas we may formerly have looked at Cartier-Bresson's photographs for the information they conveyed about the revolution in China or the Civil War in Spain, we will now look at them for what they tell us about the artist's style of expression.
This consolidation of photography's formerly multiple practices, this formation of a new epistemological construct in order that we may now see photography, is only part of a much more complex redistribution of knowledge taking place throughout our culture. This redistribution is associated with the name postmodernism, although most of the people who use the name have very little idea what, exactly, they're naming or why they even need this new name. In spite of the currency of its use, postmodernism has thus far ac​quired no agreed-upon meaning at all. For the most part, it is used in only a negative sense, to say that modernism is over. And where it is used in a positive sense, it is used as a catch-all, to characterize anything and everything that is happening in the present. So, for example, Douglas Davis, who uses the term very loosely, and relentlessly, says of it:
"Post-modern" is a negative term, failing to name a "positive" replacement, but this per​mits pluralism to flourish (in a word, it permits freedom, even in the marketplace). . . . "Post-modern" has a reactionary taint—because "Modern" has come to be acquainted with "now"—but the "Tradition of the New" requires a strong counter-revolution, not one more forward move.16
Indeed, counterrevolution, pluralism, the fantasy of artistic freedom—all of these are, for many, synonymous with postmodernism. And they are right to the extent that in con​junction with the end of modernism all kinds of regressive symptoms are appearing. But rather than characterizing these symptoms as postmodernist, I think we should see them as the forms of a retrenched, a petrified, reined modernism. They are, I think, the morbid symptoms of modernism's demise.
Photography's entrance into the museum on a vast scale, its revaluation according to
the epistemology of modernism, its new status as an autonomous art—this is what I mean by the symptoms of modernism's demise. For photography is not autonomous, and it is not, in the modernist sense, an art. When modernism was a fully operative paradigm of artistic practice, photography was necessarily seen as too contingent—too constrained by the world that was photographed, too dependent upon the discursive structures in which it was embedded—to achieve the self-reflexive, entirely conventionalized form of modernist art. This is not to say that no photograph could ever be a modernist artwork; the photographs in MoMA's Art of the Twenties show were ample proof that certain photo​graphs could be as self-consciously about photographic language as any modernist paint​ing was about painting's particular conventions. That is why MoMA's photography department was established in the first place. Szarkowski is the inheritor of a department that reflected the modernist aesthetic of Alfred Stieglitz and his followers. But it has taken Szarkowski and his followers to bestow retrospectively upon photography itself what Stieglitz had thought was achieved by only a very few photographs. For photography to be understood and reorganized in such a way is a complete perversion of modernism, and it can happen only because modernism has indeed become dysfunctional. Postmodernism may be said to be founded in part upon this paradox: that it is photography's revaluation as a modernist medium that signals the end of modernism. Postmodernism begins when photography comes to pervert modernism. If this entry of photography into the museum and the library's art division is one means of photography's perversion of modernism—the negative one—then there is another form of that perversion which may be seen as positive, in that it establishes a wholly new and radicalized artistic practice that truly deserves to be called postmodernist. For at a certain moment photography enters the practice of art in such a way that it contaminates the purity of modernism's separate categories, the categories of painting and sculpture. These categories are subsequently divested of their fictive autonomy, their idealism, and thus their power. The first positive instances of this contamination occurred in the early 1960s, when Rauschenberg and Warhol began to silkscreen photographic images onto their canvases.17 From that moment forward, the guarded autonomy of modernist art was under constant threat from the incursions of the real world that photography has read​mitted to the purview of art. After over a century of art's imprisonment in the discourse of modernism and the institution of the museum, hermetically sealed off from the rest of culture and society, the art of postmodernism begins to make inroads back into the world. It is photography, in part, that makes this possible, while still guaranteeing against the compromising atavism of traditional realism.
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Another story about the library will perhaps illustrate my point. I was once hired to do research for an industrial film about the history of transportation, a film that was to be made largely by shooting footage of still photographs; it was my job to find appro​priate photographs. Browsing through the stacks of the New York Public Library where books on the general subject of transportation were shelved, I came across the book by Ed Ruscha entitled Twentysix Gasoline Stations, a work first published in 1963 and consisting of photographs of just that: twenty-six gasoline stations. I remember thinking how funny it was that the book had been miscatalogued and placed alongside books about automo​biles, highways, and so forth. I knew, as the librarians evidently did not, that Ruscha's book was a work of art and therefore belonged in the art division. But now, because of the considerations of postmodernism, I've changed my mind; I now know that Ed Rus​cha's books make no sense in relation to the categories of art according to which art books are catalogued in the library, and that that is part of their achievement. The fact that there is nowhere within the present system of classification a place for Twenty six Gasoline Stations is an index of its radicalism with respect to established modes of thought. 

The problem with the view of postmodernism which refuses to theorize it and thereby confuses it with pluralism is that it lumps together under the same rubric the symptoms of modernism's demise with what has positively replaced modernism. Such a view has it that the paintings of Elizabeth Murray and Bruce Boice—clearly academic extensions of a petrified modernism—are as much manifestations of postmodernism as Ed Ruscha's books—just as clearly replacements of that modernism. For Ruscha's photographic books have escaped the categories through which modernism is understood just as they have escaped the art museum, which arose simultaneously with that modernism and came to be its inevitable resting place. Such a pluralist view of postmodernism would be like say​ing of modernism at its founding [image: image3.jpg]


moment that it was signaled by both Manet and Gerome (and it is surely another symptom of modernism's demise that revisionist art historians are saying just that), or, better yet, that modernism is both Manet and Disderi, that hack entrepreneur who made a fortune peddling photographic visiting cards, who is credited with the first extensive commercialization of photography, and whose utterly uninterest​ing photographs hang, as I write this essay, in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in an exhibition whose title is After Daguerre: Masterwork  from the Bibliotheque Nationale.
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