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ABSTRACT -

AT THE ALL-NITE CAFE:
SOME PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS ON PHOTO REALISH
\n /‘/AND RELATED MATTERS
Rudy Sparkuhl

The thesis. examines Photo Realist ﬁainting from two
N

interpretation,

' directioigjlny personal involvement and a philosophical

&//fﬁe First section, being mainly autobiographical, doc-

a
uments various factors leading to my doing Photo Realist

paintings, Originating in specific personal experiences, my
primary concern is the relation between the intense aware-
ness of physical presence Photo Realism provides and the
associations and meanings an individual Qiewéryconnects
with the situations depicted, ~ N f

The second section expands my view igto a general\ex-
amination of Photo Realosm, whlch | define as a branch of

Realism employing photographs to achieve a form of objec-

tivity, Touching on contrary interpretations, a3 case is

‘made that the non-interpretive nature,of Photo Realism re-

‘veals the visual potentials of commonplace sdbject matter,

thus .endowing it with value,

v

Throughout | work from the as%umptions that paint-

ings are a form of entertainment, primarily non-literary

in nature, for which a broad range of ‘interpretations is
. A .

valid,

N
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. PREFACE™..

' |f | have any partjcular expertisi it is in making

paintings, or more specificélly certain kinds of paintings.
‘ s ..

Thi's may be sufficient for being an artist. |'ve always be~

-.lieved that baintings p;Bvidg essentially visual experienc-

es which cajnot be fully translated ihto’language. | hold

that the verbalization of ideas on painting is secondary to. -

the making of paintings, Nevertheldss no one can really de-

ny that an exchange of ideas can affect the way people see

" paintings and can open various modes of underffénding bnd

appreciation, .

| ordinarily would not write this sort of paper were

~ft not required, But given:this prospect | have attempted
L . 1

to make it a worthwhide project by dealing with those "

. i : : \
things directly related to my own concerns as a painter,
| cannot'r(Ftend to be an art historian or theoretician,

This papefh is not so much an argument for my(point of view

as it is ¥description of it, What ['ve tried to do is to

take the implicit assumptigng and ideas | have about paint-
ing and then éxplicit and coherent. I‘Qe divided the thesis
into two sections. The first section documents various be-
llefs, influences, and experiences which form the basis of
my curreﬁt’work. From this specific base ['ve tried in fhé

second section to develop a more general examination of

the area of painting I'm involved with, Photo Rea]is%.

%




O

THE FIRST SECTION

1. Introduction

<

I am going to examine how | .came to be doing Photo

Realist paintings. What | will try to document i's the play

between ideas and tendencies, and certain events and ex-"
. 4 !

periences, It will be sort of a case history of how | cafie

\

to choose an existing art style as an expression of my per-

sonal needs as an-artist. It is this personal invo]vement

that has allowed me to develop more general ideas about

art and provides at least the emotional justification for

those ideas.,

’

- But to begin at the end.tin examining my development
as a painter |l've discovered some implicit assumptions |
accept on faith;: } :Sl

3 . [ [ . ‘ L3 .
1) The motivation behind any painting is never simple. or

" ~-
-

1 :]

pure. ,
Z)MArt is not a very effective means for the communication
of specific ideasf

3) In ﬁo.way can literature fully justify any painting s,

beiﬁg worthwhile or really explain why a paintind works,

L) Paiﬁzings, like other man-made objects, are meant to be .
used, Looking at pain;ings ought at leasckto'be a pleasent

pastime, a form of entertagnmeng ééd/pr enlightenment. [t

seems unreasonabie to believe that the only thing one can

* do with a painting is subject it to a'formal analysis,

° | 1
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/ The factually” mlnded might want to know some back=-
<grguéd |nformat|on | was born on September L, 1952 ein

Speyeﬁ West Germany. | came to Canadg\gn 1957. 1 present-

ly reside with my parents ir Roxboro, Quebec We are part

of that indefined entity the middle class, | have few
) strong memories of childhood, none that shed much fiéht on
//'lny being an artist, )

\ ‘When did | start doing art? I‘Jon't recall a' time
‘when | wasn't, By nature or tircumséance 'm introverted.
L!ve never taken too much ﬁleaSure in soéial\ae£ivit1es
and cannot fully defire myself as a member of a group, e~
even if- the group is compriégd of -artists, ArF is some-
thing |'ve always beeﬁ able to ao. When it came time to
heflne my life in terms.of goals and ambltnons i cone}uded
that | was an thlst. Art fills an unSpGCIfled need, it
settles any questlon of Justafylng my ex:stence. In a
world where values and meaning are no longer a part of our'
heritage | take the tii;g?f creating my own meaning quite
literally -~ | make thing®.awgsn -

| 'still surprise ﬁ;::??bwﬁen a painting turns out
well, A handsome handmade obje%ﬁéhgyaéproof that Ifm using
my time well., | feel uneasy when | go too long without
painting. My friend and fellow artist Bob Montgomery told
me that mak:ng art has tos~do with a fear of death a desirei

for,nmmprtallty. That view is perhaps a bit too extreme.

»
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iﬂg to prove mysglf to others. Yet | recall waking up at

’ .Iltékal y asked myself

\

- It might bé’tht I'm really being competitive,ltry-‘

3:00 a.m., the nlght of a crowded and successful openlng

to an exhibition nn thCh | was a maJor participant, and

"What's it all for"

)

praise seem only desirable in that they can provn%e the \

Succéss and

security aﬁd confidenca,which Wwill allow me moge freedom’ to‘
{
paint. The thought of being rlch and f%mous does have its
appeal though . ta L -
ﬁ ’
In revnsung this lntroductton I've come to reallze
that Ilhgve the problem of sounding quite depressed when |

0
take myself too seriously., |'m really moFe ‘cheerful than i

3

come actgss here. | actually enjoy what | do, -~ -

: J( 2. Some Continuing Interests

' What has always fascinated me about paintitg is

imageeWaking. By éécepting certain visual conventions the ,

- artist and the viewer can engage in world making., The 4

painting becomes a representation of a reality, actual or -

imagined, which can be, at times; more intense than real
life experiences. \ _
“ . . . .ot
This "other world" idea developed out of my interest
. - Nt ~ "

in literature. In constructing a fictional worild all the

details become important. A great part of the interest lies

in how the fictional details coirespond or contrast to the ¥

details in the real wérld. Because of ‘this- | have never

, the physicality of paint

: .
dealt with a painterly surface

>
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% can destroy the illusion. ¢ - f .
. 4 - RO I'
. ) ‘ My ideas aboug art first began to take skﬁne around
e -

.1967. My interest did ndt come from "ser.ibus‘art")thwt feom.
comic books, iilustra't‘ions, and book covers, The artjysts |
“first came to édm.bre were ones wjith strong literary. cyntent,
such as Bosch, David, and Dali..?hough my attitudes hgve

“ \L/changed greatly since then, | sti

| am most interested in
{7 art that refers to things outside of art,

R T's involvement with f‘iéurative art has led me to -

hayg a definite bias against Formalism. | must admit to a .

P -
R ]

certain insensifivity, to the more subte points of com- Coe
pos\i'tion. | used to paift pjecemeal, beginning with a cen- .

tral figure and composing the rest as | went aloné. | do

. - not mecessarily -a palnting as a gestalt, | am eqﬁa‘l ly in-

teﬁr‘ested in th i’ndividual elementy are l."gsolved. I dis- S
trust the Formalist approach because it conceives of a L.
subject merely ‘as a means- to making.a painting, | see ‘

the ‘péinting as a means of describing or r‘eveal‘i;ng some,

aspect of the subject. Besideé, most Formalist analyses . “

|
A . T
D . painting, as if the faults were the most interesting -
. - : !

p'al‘tS. ' @ w \

One of the qualities that attracted me to photdbraphy.

e | tve witnessed dealt mainly with what’ was wrong wi th/a ' w

was that it allowed me to compose intuitively. The\'v'”i‘ew;
- , finder isolates part of the world in a rectangular frame. By it

a justing my point of view to the object I'm photographing,

N

-

.
. s 0 4 ~ N
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eventual ly the view approximates what 1 co‘ns;der an aceept-

\
éble composntnon Recogmz:ng\)that the ;uoto may require

the elimination of some ambiguitjes, the essential composi - |

tion is determined when | press the shutter. The p'hg‘fograph
! 1 LA

) ' . . o X4 ! o .
reverses the compo‘§|t|onal ,process from cons€¥uttiing an

- imgge to: editing reality. The ‘camera records many accident-

t R ' -
£

al qualities. | prefer fo retain most of these because |
IRt - o

wish to'abide by ‘the v,isual loglc of the specaflc scene,as

A hd

the logic of makmg pa|nf:|ngs
For me pamtung has always been primari ly a form %f
entertainment, | reJect the idea that paintings should be

difficult to look at, that they demand rlgorous mtellec-

tual activity. The- rewardg for this may not be worth the

,\

effort. 1 strive.for .broader and admlttedly less defined -

-

goals, - RN . ’

3. A Descriptign of What |'m Doing

- L

|. hal best explain what it is that | do. | consid-
er rnyself a Realist panntér in that | make fairly obJe‘t‘.-
tive paintings of real 5|tuations. For th|s end | employ

photographs. In both style. and suquct matter my paint- -

.ings fall under the category of Photo Realism. One reason

in ,
for this is that | liked the sort of work the Photo Real-

ists were doing and thought | could do something similar

A}

and equally likeable. Nevertheless | try to establish

situations which result in photographs, and eventually .

- )

paintings, related to my own*-e_xperiences; I take field

vz




cale,. a street cornec a car du and seein what can be
IN , g

T .
trips to '"exotic" places li%e‘New YorR and Bostof)., The re-

' ' ~ . v y B

sulting photographs relate both jto the experience of cqé .

trip and to the contrast of familiar and unfamiliar environ-

ments. More recently 've begunsby choosnng a specufic lo-

-

found there. At the‘tlme of.writnng'l've ‘completed fifteen -
Photo Realist pgintings; six of subjects from fgreign cities,
four from thhin'half a mile of the university, and fiye ]

frop within two miles from my home,

? These are the mechanics | use in making a painting:, -

<

1) l take photographs with a‘'Zenit 35mm camera.-
2) 1 get a five by seven tnch enlargement made of the chosen

sMuect. .

-~

. ‘ % v .. t Lo
3) | crop the photo, if necessary, and aquire a suitable

strecher, e

3 Pad
[ .

4) Using correspondihg grids | make a line-drawing of the

photo on the canvas, A -
5) With the photo as a constant guide l naint“the picture, N
I use acrylic paint and various_brgshes. . -

i There is yet little directien'in my subject matter,

o

~though I'm somewhat attracted to mechanical things, often

-y
in a state of decay, What are consistent throughout all the :

paintings are certain stylistic traits These include traits .

'present in my.pre-Photo Realist palntlngs. My current paint-

ings are characterized’by ‘ NV

: T T
1) A limlted cPlor range, predominantly umbers and blues.
q ‘. ‘ N \

iy J—
.
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;2)~Linearity, a Bepgrationiéf colers into defined areass?

v
1 . 13 i
. v

3) .A -tendancy to resdlve dnclear areas in terms of flat pat]', 4,
: b Sl .
Lo . . v
. / terns, C , > 5 . )
PR . . . ) N
. l L) Little atmOSphere. ~ L )
. SN ? o “q
T e A 5) Statnc composutlons with llttle sugge tmon of movemert .
) ) ’ 0 » +
v S 6) A very clean finish, no brushstrokes; : o . .

i . v

-
)

- ' They are a by~ product of the way | transcrvbeﬁﬁﬁb image and

o
'handle palnt ldon't asc#*be any meaning to them, other than
Qs

. that they ldentlfy the patntlngs ‘as my own. Any sugnlfucant

RS
v

All of the above traits sgem to relate to control, . .

differences betweeq the photos and the paintangs, taking iq

account the fmpercht tgchniquev are more the result of my

trying te make a more coherent image.:The photo'is not al="

R ways completely sufficient, . . A .
\ oy . C ) ’ - .
R U - : . .
> vk, A Chronology of*Events . : ,
LN L
) . [ first became serjously I'nvolved with.painting a~

< round 1970 The important events and changes that result

- in my present interest in Photo Realism occurred mal )y

e

betweem then and 1975, This period coincides with my

dergraduate years at, Cdnco:éi\h What foﬁlows is a shdrt
' doéumentation,of She development of my work during th‘

3

fod, o .-

L]

1970 - ?hg{ summer before | entered CEGEﬁ at Sir George Wil~

tams my family took a vacatlon trip to Washington 0D,C, At .

the National Gallery of Art'| had my first exposure to a

-

~ large body of good art, I was pahtlcularfy taken by the
S N x o~

v
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A

Early Renaissance masters, especially Botticelli, Peruglno,

and R?:hael \These artists became my models of excellence,

It folTows that any ne holding “this attitude would be baf-

fled by Sir George, Mf interests were at total odds with my

4 -

new enviR%nment My fine arts coursg\emphaikzed happenings

and group projects, ) .

o

1971 - | began doing rather decorative fantasy landscapes

"y
influenced by Renaissance drt and the cover illustrations

Gallardo was doing for Ballantine BoDks, My aim was tp cre=
ate a decorative and beautiful strangeness, The painting

was ta be an object &F contemplation or daydreaming, Around -

the same time | did a séries of detailed pencil drawings

from life, Thése were not integrated into my paintings,
1972 - Eventually my paintings- approached a dead end, | ‘'was

wor#ing from models | could not transcend, That winter Bal-~

rd

-lantine released a book on Magritte, | began to see the pcs;‘:>
sibilities of using modern imagery Inf creating "strangeness',

About this time | ehcountergd’a fellow student, Bob Mont
gomery . Heav&ly influenced by Magritte and Colville, his

s

work was more 'advanceéd in a direction l'waif;entitively
-

Investigating. More importantly he shared my Ihterest In
figurative art in the face of the university's Indifferencel
1973 - Thét sprlng | did a large drawing and a painting both
of whlch*were strongly influenced by Magritte but based on

life studies, My romance wi th the\ﬁgnalssance flna[ly cul=

minated in a two-panal pajnting thematically related “to Gau-
-~ R

-

t
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guih‘s "Whence do we come?" At this point circumstances took
- over, Well into the summer | got a job.with the Normam Wade
e T

¢  Company.,| was often on the roadV;ssistingVWith deliveries,
One hot hazy day we were heading east on Sherbrooke. In the
‘ | , distance, stark against the hofizon, loomed. several oil re-
e fineries. Had the Pyramids theﬁselves been there\l could
not have been“more _impressed by the presence of thesc mon- o
’ e .

\ umental forms in the midst of a vast spadé. This event be-

camée’ the unifying factor for a number of [mages and sym-
[Y . ' ‘ 3 . -

bols, That fall | returned te the site and took photographs L
. - which | employed in making a huge symbolic painting, it was
- to, be the first tifie | had used photos In making a palntlng

and the first time | had used real experiences as subject
matter, About’ the time | was beginning the painting we

received ., in my drawing class, an assignment to do an er-

otic drawing, Surprislngly I had little trouble producing

Ings In th¢ summer of 1974. The latter palntlng contained a

5 ' somethlng slightly pornographic and pseudo'%utoblographical
” ¢
{ This daéwing and several that followed proved nasfy enough
I
i to be quite popular, This ‘aii culminated In two large palntr
‘ PRY
{

truck taken #rom’ a phétogrg'ph. This was the element " | moit
enjoyed, | felt the berverse sexual content to be somewhat
unhealtby and exploitive, ‘ |

v 1225 = That spr Bdb\Montgom?ry did a Photo Reallstkpalnt-

ing, | must admit.{that. | was Impressed. This was éertainly

a posslblll{zxfiéned up Ry my-use of the photograph, bit
A “ \

. v
\
i , - .
3
i ’ ' . 4 t
- . , \
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I still clung to the mysteries of the created world, Then |
duscovered a world (ar superlor in mystery and strangeness
to anything | could hope to create ~ New York’ City This was
the decisive event leading to my doing Photo Realism. l'wi)l
deal wuth it sepérately in a later sectlon.

September. 1974-Aprll 1975. - That fall | took a second trip

to New"YoFk and shot the photos for my first two Photo Real-
ist paintings. By circﬁhstances too complex and uninterest-
ing to relate | became involved in student politics, heiping
to organize(bus trips, exhibltiens, a co-op,etc, | could
draw a neat parallel between becoming a Realist and becom-
ung involved in the real world, but | wq\'t In March,l

was invited to take part in a three-man,skow at Powerhouse

A Galleryt\The undergraduate exhibition that spring was -not-

able for the large number of Realist paintings in it. | was:
intérviewed In ‘the Gazette for my participation in the show,
The forces of Formalism were on the runfahd l.was in the

forefront ( or so It seemed at the time). It would be an

Qunderstatement.to say that th¢ngs were happening feor-me. It

seemed quite obvious that this was all Iinked to the change

that had taken place in my work.,

Some observations can be made ebout my univérsity
experiences, In my first fear at‘SIr George | became In-
creasingly allenated form the. prevailing ideas ‘about art,

This meant that | had to clarify, at least to myself, what

was Efylng to achieve In my paintings. Through a varlet{

\ - '
. . . .

{
N




o e r——

T Nttt st ey e i

11

of reactlions and non-reactions | came to duestion if | could

"really communicate anything in my paintings. | became aware

that my "other world" idea was derivitive and lacking in a
meanjngful base in life. The same held true for mymsymbolic
work, The ;ymbols were more sensational than evocative. It
was bnly when | hit on m; present-linéJofywork that there
was a definite link between my life in general, my {nten:
tions in painttng, and the general reaction to the pafnt-
ings, Al these decisions and discpveries were‘the’re;ult
of oytslde preifures ( admlttedly some were imagined) as ..

well as introspective questioning.

»

Circumstances may [argely be responsible for my be-

coming a Photo Realist, Though it seems ‘inevitable that |

would have reMained, a representationalist, the actual di-

rection of hy work might han been different, Had | not -

. gone to New York, or met Bob Montgomery, or seen a certain

issue of Art in America, other things might have occurrea.

This does not really bother me sihce | do:not behieve thag

"my current style provides for the only or total expressnon

for whatever potentials | have as an artist, My style re=~"
. ‘0 »
flects my current attitudes but both are still receptive tg

change,

5. Photo Realism, What It's All Abdut

*

| first encountered Photo Reallist palntlhgs, in re-

produtions and slides, in 1972, | was Impressed but also

I PN P S
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threatened and somewhat outraged. The problem was that evéna
if | liked what | saw | could not morally appﬁ%ve of it,

- Copying a photograph seemed totally antithetical to the
struggle for meaning_In art, As a téchnique for making a
re;TfsticAimage lt,seemed'like qheating. Fo} reasons- |'ve
outlined my ideas began to change. If | could accept Photo
Realism as a valid art éxperience I st}ll lacked the motiv-
ational experience to do this sort of painting @yseff. That
is until the spring of 1974 ahd the annual fine arts busﬂ
trip to New York City,

In writing this section of the thesis | 've tried to
give a rather' literal transcription of my rééctlons to vari-
ous situations, i make no secret that |'m fascinated wifh ﬁy
subject matter, Everyone of my paingings is about the raw
data_ (the physical s{t ation) relevant to some meaningful
exberience. | reallg;;Zhat the situation and my expérience
of It are not the same thlng. My.palnplngs deal with the

ﬁggmer,‘what follows deals with the latter,

New York City - Montreal is real ‘but New York is realer, Hav-

‘ ing spent a good gart of four years- in downtown Montreal |
was Immune to It, ;t had become a grey backdrop, too fam=
illar and undistinquished to be'notlced. In contrast New
York Qas in every way extraordlnary;‘in variety, in scale,
‘.}n quality (brass and marble, not aluminium and marbled
cement), We had left Montreal during the last and worst snow-

storm of the season, and arrived In New York to clear post-

A

. e s
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card skys. As we roached, the towers of Manhattan were
snlhoueqeed in the sunr;se The streets were nearly empty,
an immense stillness pervaded the sharp black shadows, A
white mist rose from the manhoT\B\\Slowly the organic flow
of the city began. Events unfolded as,in a ritual proces~
sion, as if we Qere on a pllgrimage to the 'shrines of our
faith (as surely we were)., | had come to see the art, bw£/
the city provided the real experience and révelation.,There
are streé;s in New York which, seenuunder'the right, light,
look just like Richard Estes‘geinlings. This is not as*
dumb as it sounds] Estes "discovered'those streets. | N
wouldn't have really seen them without hini,

4

A bit of Free association: We are in Greenwich
Vibf;ge on Q]eeker Street, about which Paul Simon wroté a
song, Bob ‘Dylan used to play a club a few blocks from
here. In some nearby aﬁey the disillusioned poet had‘ls
fateful encognter with ""He", |In some nearby house, shroud-
ed in enchantme Dr.'Straege practices his arts.SWe walk
the deserted streets past»abandoned boutlques, the last
beatnik, alas, lies dy}ng in a ditch just outside Gremmage,

Pennsylvannia, We pass through Washington Square (another,

song) where the X-Men battled Mekano. A,bus takes us north,

. "Hey, Horatlo at da bridge, get to da bacg?ﬁ,da busi" A

_drunken cripple hobbles @long the sidewal ,.or Is It Kent

Allard in one of hls many gulses,

~ Late that evening Bob Montgomery and | went to the

:
'
;
N
£
3
}
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top of the Empire State Building. From the obseﬁvation floor
. .

-
‘e
<3

3
%
3
H

4

(the legendary headquarters of Doc. Savage) we see the
lights of the city sbread to theLhorizon, our Imrryr, our

| Dréaming City. Below (and it's farther down than up)'all is

i5erene and ordered, the blind chaos of nature has been -

}

bound. The height makes us all the more human.

When we retarned to earth we flowed with enewyy, We

-ran down thw Avenle of the Americas to our waiting bjs. At

v 4 o

night Manhatten stands silent, beyond passion,
Midnigﬁt approachéd, Our-last glimpse of New York

. . ‘ N " R k.
from across the river showed thagnthe spotlights on the’ -

i e A I T I AR @ iR B

Empire State Build{:g had been turned off. Someone passed

me a bottle of swee Jépple cider and the city slipped from

sight, e - v o
) | We drove through a storm, arriving the next morning

“in Montrea}} It was Saturday and early, the streets were
deserteaﬂgcbvered with slush from thg melting snow, Papers
scattered in tge wet wind. The buildtgg§~were too short, the -

streets too narrow, the shop fronts too ‘shabby, the sky too

grey. | boarded the commuter traln and fell asleep and missed

Cy * , - ° = ,
- zyfstop. Montreal wa¥ real too (or al:itoo real),

~ . should try to be objective about the New York ex-
perience. I'went expecting to be impressed and | was. | saw N
the best museums and the best parts of Manha¢ten under the
best conditions. There are o comprable counterparQs in Mont-~

real. | ddubt 1f 1'1] ever have a similar e;peraence: Indeed

o

- v ey ed 5 ewmee e 14
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the following October..But that time '| had my-“amera and

®

mis$ion,

4

. Some observations on the New York experience:

1) By encountering the far greater intensity of New York |
was able to see my own environment ahew,

2) My visual‘imaginétién could not compete with the real-/"

. a4

ity of the city as a souraerfupdwerFul imagery.

“

3) By being over-exposed to art of all sorts, my attach-

ment to certain pefﬁpds of art was lessened.
0 /

At the All- Nite Café
' "At the All-Nite-Café'- a poem

On the bus to Boston,
March 21st 3:47 AM

at the All-Nite Café L .

o . and Bus Terminal,
‘ White River Junction
A clear night and cold, T,
the puddles on the parking lot are frozen. -
Thé neon sign,red and white does not flicker,
you cast no shadow as you pass.

-Ihsfde, under the dim amber light, murmuring voices,

On the right, a clean'dull formica counter behind
worn beige vinyl stools on chrome shafts. :

A waitress serves but.all you see aré people's backs,
On the left, a glass case, . ‘
and racks of Life Savers, O'Henrys, Caramilks,
souvenir postcards, tourist brochures, - .

Time, Newsweek, Family Circle, and others,

things too familiar to register. i

Thru a gjJass door, the waiting room,
brightly florescent and empty..

Rows of plastic ¢hairs bolted- back to back
on the floor. ‘
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Another door on the right, the men's washroom,
green tile and plaster, three porcelain sinks with mirrors,
one towel dispenser, C

stiff brown paper towels. :
The pay toilets have metal grattings to the ceiling.
No dime no crap. (I catch the door as someone ieaves.)

[$)

A )

Again out .in the parking lot. :

Run around, walk around keeping warm,

talking and laughing in low tones, '

You knock twice, the driver opeps, you board,

Three people are in their seats, in the dark they look

asleep, . .

Time *passes, °
The last straggler walks down the aisle,
- eatting a Granny Smith apple. «
;18 AM, back on -the road, into the cold night.
on the bus to Boston.

”

The All-Nite Café& is a real place, though it has

a different name. | encountered it on a trip to Boston in

3

March 1975. So far it has engendered a poem. the painting

has still to come.

Riding a bus thru the nhight is .one of\;zgfe curious‘things
| enjoy. | get very little sleep, but thoughts. are
heightened to a point whére great truths are accessible,
There is a feeling of knewledge rather, than the possession
of it, a feeling of detatchment. There are no doubts, What
remains, in the light of day, is a sense of exectatfon
and purpese. The bus ride is a ritual of transcendental
moriotony that endows value on the destination, a neat an-
2logy for ‘the long labour of making a painting. leading to
a marvelous creation .at the end. R
The All-Nite Café and all its fellows is a poig-
nant pregnant pause in the journey. As you prowl its ’
dim=lit interior all the world outside is asleep. But |
must move on, | am seperate from the rest of mankind,
I~have a goal, a mission, - ' -

-

The aboyg thoughts,are a transcription of notes
made duringlenq just following a second trip to Boston. |
think they give a qur approximation of a state of aware-
ness which;~n reaéting to axstrange‘enULronment, endows

subject matter with meaning, |t is this initial reaction

@ - . [
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which establlshes the relatlon wuth the subJect necessary
2

for me to carry the project to completion. thinkof all
my paintings of exotic locales as souvenirs. o
Some Strange Occurrences.in Boston - The painting§ re-

sultLHg from my second frip to Boston were to be my Bi-
centennial projectﬁ‘§6me other interesting ghﬁggs,hap;
pened in the brocesé.

’ | had speﬁt Fhe day doing the museums.‘After
coﬁntlegé Madgnnas and Colonial portraits | stumblgd into
the Morris Louis exhibition at the Boston Museum of Art.
Maybe ail the old varnish haéfclouded my senses, but sud-

a——y,

deply a secret of modern art was revealed to me. Louis®
paintings.were so br}ght, undemanding, and dumb, in con-
trast to the somber burden of his}ory’fﬁe other paintings
carried. Let's face it; even a great Madonna loses its
effect placed next to a hundred AZdiocre ones. The past
hass beern done and redﬁne, and. | wanted no part of it. My
reaction to Louis seemed direct, pleasurable, and with= '

out filter of theory, history, or varnish. The room pro-
>

vided a wonderfu: recovery area for weary perception. Form-

erly | could not enjoy so-cal led Formalist painting be-

cause | had been trying to see a meaning or theory. Now .

AN

seeing them as objects for disengaging the mind in a rath-

er flat pleasant way may not, geE me into Artforum, but it

did Iead me to draw some conclusuons. Palntnngs are not |

necessarlly meant to be 'read", but rather to be used for

Ve
o




_ pleasure is wherever you find it.

-from proper sources. |'1l give you the event and.my reac-

AN . . )
a variety of purposes. It may be a tired chMché but visual

will continue -to enjoy

paintings for whatever reasong” | enjoy thém. [f this frus- .

trates some people, that's their aroblem. ” ‘
Another event took place that gay‘ﬁhi;h really
makes little éepsa in terms of painting. Hdweven, &Eingg - .

that effect my paintings and attitudes do not afways come’

tion. You can draw your own conclusions.
: e < . . !
After the museqmé;had closed and we'd had dihner ]

e

fhare was really nothing to do., One of our group had'or-t

iginally come from Boston and he suggested a place to'go.
—

The pl?telturned out to be';Qe basement of a discotheque’ » q

cafled "Katey's", It was a thoroughly unpleasantfexperi- . g

ence; the‘waitresses.kept"nying to sell me beer (which | | i
_ don't drink), a cloud of cigarétte (and other) smoke ?
‘fllled the Iow«ce:llnged room, and a three-man rock en-

semble did a passable lmltatton of an SS¥., A few.of us N

decided to leave early and head back to our bus in Cam-:
bridge‘.When we arrived we heard that moments after we

had left fhe discoteque a fight had broken out. The mem-
ber of our group who' had ledde’us there had been gashed wi th e

a broken bottle. Our departure}was delayed while the un;

fortunate fellow received sb1tqhes at a ho&pntalt At 12:20 {
that $brning wrote: o
The’ strange circumstances that surround our impending de~
- departure somehow confirm a previously unspoken feeling , D
- .
b/ M - ' .
. : <
. ' ‘ 3 < °
iy m‘ [ WA ST



that the city is threatening, the art is threatening. |
can see more clearly than ever before the true origins of
modern art and the weight of history that numbs to insens-
itivity and indifference for the past, and the break must:
be made to create somethlng new, and clean, and whole.

4

t . , While | may not be interested in many areas of .

N

— & . .
_ modern painting, for odd reasons | an no longer alien-
- . ' : 0 |
ated from it., In turn | am more receptive to changes in

-« . . . .
il my own painting. _ .- .
¢ N « °

a

"6. An'Interpretation of What |'m Doing . o

] ‘Y ’ .

fe o - - . . C .

£ s ~ Sometimes my mind works by delayed reaction. Some-
TN

f thing happens and weeks or months pass before it registers,

i n B . . H '

% In the summer of 1976 | heard part of a literary disci®sion

NR—

& - ?n‘the CBC. | don't remember the name of the pregram or the
‘speaker but | do recall an interesting point.” The topic
. seems to have been about Qhat makes for lasting liter jure.
s " The speaker stated that Shakespeare was still read Agi per-
» formed because hls ‘work touched on so many human concerns
¢ that each succeedlng generation could use it to" cllumlnate
»

.contemporary concerns. We are probably pervertlmg his or-.

A iginal intentions. But even if we knew what they were fhey

. would probably. be meanlngless to us. The quallty of h4s

H -

wor Kk rests in how we can use it to generate meanifgs to-

¢

day. . ' ' o -
L | — *

At one time | used to be frustrated with what other
fo

X

people saw in my work. | once made a humo&roushpaihting,ahd

someone saw in it the depths of existential dlspatr I 've
|
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concluded, for the present at least, that art is_not meant

for ercise commication. W hen | examine my* honest reactions
¢ ¢ ] ' o
to paintings (as opposed to aty professional reactions), as

* well as gther's reactions to my own work, all | can really.

expect an artist to do is to provide a situation that allows

[y

- . . &
various potentiafs for meaning.

u

.

1" have my own concerns for which, personally, my .
[,
work is an adgquate expression. |'ve had various interest-

ing experifdgCes out in the real world. These seem to come

LK .

from an, interse awarenéss of the .physical prsencexof real
things: This awareness infrea;tion to my own associations
_and memories js wh;t interests me. This is, the sort of sit-
‘uation | try to make available for others. with my pafnt-

-

ings. Everyone brings to a work upique visual and person- .

L4

{
4 . .

al .experiences. | believe my paintings cgn act.on these ex-

periences, engendering emotiondl and intellectual activ-

ities which are pleasant and which can possibly lead to a

greater-appreciation of all manner of visual events. P&rt

. .of the meaning therefore lies outside*the field of art..
. g .

\

If all one of my paintings does is to make you reca{{bi?ur

summer vacation|| would accept that as a vadlid meanin

4

2

The va 7é of a painting lies in the personal plea-
sure, enlightenﬂént, and/or insight it can provide. These
things, and notna*correct "reading ', -are what make art

worthwhile, | do not wish to imply that the most popular

s o

- art-is therefore the best. The ap{?ﬁp may rightly prefgc

- L)
-
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.o "When | began to draw from life.l found It was my eyes,
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~

‘one audience to another’ as .being more reflective of his con--

~

joys my work that he is enjoying It for all the wrong rea-
, .
sons, | have my intentions but | can only expect them to .
[ 4
come across to a degree, as | only understand them myself -

~to a degree, This g&plalnsL@hy | usualdy prefer. to keep.

silent and Jet people‘doywith”my paintings whatever they

4
|
cerns and values, | will, Rowever, not tell soméone who .en- < i
i 5
3
i
K
1
N §
g

“can,

a

If there Ts such a thing as progression inart It

-+

may lie In discarding things artificial and superficial, | :
. . P g i

I've trled to rid.mysart of any second-hand notions of

N

what a palnting ought tg be about, and deal with matters

relevant & mysel f, yet without being self-indulgent, My

-~
L]

-1ife Is not a pasglonate clash wltqwfate.,Mnst of it
. ¢
' edeals with commonplace occurences.” These are what'make
' - V. v’
11fegso uninteresting If you Just take themafbr granted;

>

;
s /

and not my hand, that | had to train, | can enjoy a rust-
i 7

ed car or'a-shopping mall, not Because.] necessarlly ap-

prove of thém cﬁlturaily or polit ‘ 1y but because | ‘ T

i 'ac&epf them as part of life. An bbjec is not only those

-»

“= . N -
medhlngs | ascribe to It, it exlsts in'lgself. Rotentially
all .visual events can be a source of interést (and subject

matter), and that can make |ife quite rich and meaningful. -
N . i B . \ o

\ “ 3 T——
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. " THE SECOND SECT!ON

1, Introduction

-

It has been some time since Hilton Kramer made his’
_now famous and notorious statement about the critical lack
of persuasive theory In Reallst'palnting. In the ensuing

! v
period critics, seeing the apparent viabillity of the art

g

form, have done their best to asiimjlate at least the newer

forms of Realism Inta the orthodox structure of art, As |'m

/ \
attempting to examine the area | practice, Photo Reallsm, |

must In some way Qeal with the vaét,boﬁy of lliterature a~=

bout it, My own bias comes from having seen and done Rhoto [
Reallst paintings be?ﬁfe~{ ever read apout' them,

. There seéms to be an a prilorl assumption In the

' llteraéur§ that art Is somgthlng created by specialists for
the benefit of other speclalists, Thl&hls a rather arrogant
bellef, especially whqp applied to rebresentétlonal art, -
/yﬁf?e | do not think one should proceed out of lignorance, "

b (there Must.be some limit to the amount of |lterary lnfofm-

i. - atlon necessary for understi:;/ng\vlsualalnformatlon. Some

- : middle ground must be acceptable, Examples of this might be

| 'Kpnneth Clarke's varlous television serles which attempted

| o to make art avallable‘tp anyone with only a limited knéQﬁ

. ledge of art and history, | don't belleve you should-be re=~-
.‘9 ~

°

. ' : , 22
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quired to devote your whole life to art to have a valid ap~

preciation and opinion of It, The llterature and my paint-
Ings seem®to address somewhat divergent audiemces,

With Photo Realism we have a body of a posterior

literature to which | cannot give more credence than to my

own reactions to the actual works, The palntings are the
prlmary and only essentlal statements with which it is nec~
essary to deal, From this polnt of view many contrary,’
though not necessarlI; contradictory, lnterpretatlons‘seem
possible, and are, | think, acceptable, |f | dlsagreé ora
even lgnore various interpre;atjons it Is not becauseé |,
necessarily find them invalid, but because | find the
underlying philosophical assumptions personally diagree=
able, | -prefer a rathe; loose approach to art that allows
It to ﬁgve broad functions of entertainment and/or en-

1

llghtenment.'

Before beglinning thils sectlon I feltalt my odlous
duby to read somq,qf the relevant |Iterature, Now, | don'tk\
usual ly read art magazlnes, though | do look at the plc-
tures, | frnally read several_ articles and Battcock's an-

S
thology, Super-Reallism, But only snatches of Informatloq

rema | ned with me. The trouble seems to be that the crit!qs )

prefer dealling with the general conceptlon of painting

f’om a photograph rather than deallng with real paintings,

| had the greatest difficulty relating what | read to what

| saw., L

\ .
~ , ' /‘\ ‘ i ;3 ) 23
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['m limiting ho;t of my references to éhe Ba:tc%;k
book, IF seems that there are few ldeas elsewhere thét are
hot also touched on here, as far as | remember anyway. | |
suppose I'fe}t It necessary‘to prove thatll'm~ﬁot kotally‘

fgﬁorant. lt Is however.an integral part of my beliefs as

" an artlst that | question the valldity of most art critic=

Ism. Since thls paper is @ot a literature survey I will

refer A the Blterature only as I find IL useful; k "

#+ 2, Definltions

lLinda Nochlin points out that Qhen Reallsm became a

. coherent movement In 4he mid nineteenth century its '"aim was

to nge a truthful, objective, and Impartial represestation
of the real world based on a’meticulous observation of %on-
temporary life",! | accept thls as a useful working defin-
ition for Reallsm In general, reallzing that It also ralses
some Issues, For an art form based In objectlvlty It shows
ltt)e cons[stency In style, When Courbet proclalmed that
“‘ﬁaglna&jon in art consists In knowlng how to find the
most complete ‘expression of an existing object"?, we musg

‘reallze that (aslde from the fact that he means "Real Ism" ’

A
a

. Linda Nochlin, Reallsm (Baltimore: Penguin, 1971),
P.. D : "

1861)., Translated by E.H,Muench In Elizabeth G|~

more Holt e sts to the ImpressiOhists
(Garden Cfty: "Anchor Booké 19£§;, P. 352,

Coe 8 .

+

2Gu}tave Courbet, "To a Group of Students", letter,




pendent on a'nuaber of factors., To ﬁaké a representational
Image yau must first have some system or structure by which
the lmFormitlon‘about the situation (meaning an'objepf or
chatlon in the real world as seem under speciflc condl~
tions) Is percelved and transcribed, Various systems exlist,
The "Ash Can'" palnters created a sort of analog of the phys-
icality of the sltuation through gesture and the plasticity
of paint. Harnett and Peto aétemptea a one {o one corres -
pondence of situation and. image, The "Luminlsts" strived fdr
precise tonal fidellty, ?erhaps:under‘the Influence of‘pho;
tography, In all these cases somé asgect of reallty ¥ de-
picted, But the approacheg are dependent on the conventions
the artists aéiept, whlchlln turn are dependent on the pos=
sibilitles history, éoclety, technélogy, and .a!-tlsn:sfl Imag= .
Inatlions and gbllltl s make avalllble:;oﬂthem, Perhaps this
i§ why contemporary Reallgklseems the realest. "Realism"
cannot stand up'as,an'absoque term-under rigorous examin=
at]on; Nevertheless we can use [t to qescrlbe a'géneral.
preoccupation with the representation of real visual sit- |
uations In art, | :

With Photo Reallsm | make the'assumﬁtlon that-thé
opergtlve worg,ls "Rea[lgm”. The term has been applied to
the @orks of such artists at Rlchara Estes, Robert Bechtle,
John Salt, and Audrey Flack, What thelr palntings have In’

common |8 that they are all derlved from photographs and

{

{ )
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whep he says "are") '"the most complete expression” I's de~’
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resemble the photographs to a large, Iif varying, degree.<
What the Photo Reallstsfﬁeem to be doing is acceptlng the
photo, being a truthful/r§presentation ‘of a real sltuatlon,
as a means for, reﬁderlng “the most complete ‘expression’ in

|
paint, The photo replaces "metlculous observation" from

1] Fe, | o .

4 Aacertain type ef photograph seems gene}ally fav=-

ored, one which déplct@ the situation In brlghtﬂliéht,éharp

’focus, and from a conventional point of view, The situation

-~

s primarily of a descriptive and non-evocative type, thus

wfulf)lfing the criteria of Impartlallty One problem with

this whole definition'is that some Photo Reallstsfgﬁn't
claim to be Realists at all, This is a question of inten-
tlon versus Image, If thg image does not convince me of -

the stated Intentlon | can assume that other Interpret-
ations are equally Yalld. .

As |'ve described It "Photo Réallism" refers prim-

‘arlly to a technical process, As such It does not neces-

sarily carry*wlth it any philosophical function, It dld not

‘-begin as a coherent movement with set objectlves, and | hes~

Itate to ascribe any unlty of Intention or phllosophy, As a

body the paintings do elicit a general reactlon or Interpret-

ation., This. leads‘me tg;concluae,that they present related

potentlals foir meaning whether this Is Intentlonal or not,

4
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3. The Use of the Photograph ' o

The quetion naturally arises as to why one would
prefer the photograph over direct observation from nature.
' 4
When | was first pondering thls question, since |'m some-

times asked I¥, | ran across a list by Audrey Flack, In

: zJi(;lturman‘s New Reallism, which explained some of the tech=-

ipcal, reasons. What follows s my own llst, partially based

W
on Flackls, 'dealing with my own_reasons. >

1) The photo Is a gyrawing aid, It's easier to draw from a
a phofo than from 1ife, -

2) It eliminates problems of models that move and shlft;
1ight tﬁat changes,

3) It has the unique propertles of freezing light, motlon,
and gesture, It allows the element “of time to be used,

k) The model is unchanging, It allows an indefinite time
for stddy and work.

5) It allowé_for scenes which through location are other~
wise Inaccessible, | ] e

6) It gives a demgnding model| against which to compare

your work,

h -«
B \

ay ‘ NP .
7) The resulting image Is more particular and less refer=

entlal,

8) The photograph reveals all sorts ob patterns and shapes
you may otherwise miss and which are Inter&sting In them=

selves ‘.

9) The camera replaces the sketchbook, [t records more In

' 4
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less time, ’ . . 4N

i
An important difference between Photo Reallsm and : 3
<ﬂther Realdisms lies in the relation»of the painting to the
subject%LAll Realists use systems to transcribe, and thus
transform, their subjects, A portrait by Andrew Wyeth is’ as

A
much about Wyeth's experience as a painter, hls philosophic=

o Bor bW L L SRR S ate @

al concerns,‘and his human relation to hils subject as it is

/ .
about the subject itself, The portrait reférs to a Wyeth

s BN S 52

archetype and a whole grea of concerns, in the history of
portraituresChuck Clgse, in contrast, es}ablishes a defined T
mechanicél-system'by which the subject s transfbrmed. After
this Initial declsién Is made,'hé attempts total’ objectiv]ty

in copying his processed Image, Becégsé we can so clear |ye.
comprehend how the painting came to be Iits relation to the
\;};ﬂgtlon lt'Qépicts is more obvious, Close tells us nothing

bout his subject other than how its surface features appear -

!
when subjected to certain conditions, ‘ .

Linda Chase quotes Robert Bechtle to Indicate this Q.
.
difference In attitude, He states that the traditional Real~

ist "is really more interested in the dlfferences between v
"the marks he makes on paper... and the thing itself.,,. |
L . 1 .

- think we're [?hoto Reallst{] not, We try to eliminate the.

differences... and resort to the camera to do it,"3

3 Linda Chase, "Existential vs, Humanlst Real I sm'.,
In Gregory Battcock, ed,, Super Realism (New York: Dutton.

1975), p. 85,
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The example of Close does show us that the photo

is quite different from the subject It depicts. Yet thé

differences Close is interested in result from how the

}camera records, acoordihg to objective principleg,'and not

N

from personal subjective interpretétioni. Close's personal
contribution lies in establishing the situation., One could,
knowing Close's system, produce a painting tontaining the~
esséntial meaningful qualities of a Close painting. One
couid ohly fake a Wyeth because one copid never share his
emotions and experiences.,

The basic difference between Photo Realism and

TOther Realisms lies in the nature of transforming a real

life situation -into an image in paint, The‘Photo Reallist
sacrifices @ large part of personal content in establish-
ing a more direct and obJective relatlonship.

It may be as;Zd why paint at all If the photo con-

tains the essengial informations In examining this questlon

-1 might remind you that Photo Realism generally involves a

a particular type of photograph. These photos are passive

in that they record ordinary situations in an ordinary way.
They resemble photos we are.all famillar with, we see them
reproduoed, we take them ourselves ( Though with less tech-

~

nical preficiency), We can ignore them. There is nothing
that compels us to see them as more than momentary sources
of information, or souvenirs to be kept in a shoebox, The

paintings of the photos, on the other hand, are active. Every
L

«

4
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mark, even those describing Maccidental™ qualities, is
made through the conscious act of the artist, ‘

We can acgept the phdtoéraph, because it is mech-
anical and familiar, as’'a true and objective image. The

painting, because it is created through choices ( even the

"decision to ‘copy) , is a work of fiction, It engages, with

our cooperation, In the grand fiction of making us seé or
recall something that is not there. Photo Realist paint-
inga may resemble photographs, yet they also resemble real
situations, The photo source, because it is so real be- N
comes an almost invisible intermediary betwsen the paint-

ing ﬁﬁarealjty. While the painting derives its verisfmil-

. ‘ . :
itudt from the photograph it does not carry over the over~

ly 'amiliér quality of the photo, Photo Realism doesn't
s

seem at all involved w1th the photograph as a work of art.,
}t exploits phoéggraphy for the possubtlities it offers to
palnting. Photo Readlist paintings are after all paintings
and thus beér comparisons with other t&pes o{‘represent-
ational paintings, 1 .

| realize that this point of view rests on the as-
sumption that paintinés, perhaps_for historical and cultur-=
al reasons, are not considered merely as sources of infsrm-
atiop. For purely documentry purposes they are inefficient.

Whatever value Photo Realist Paintings possess seems to lla

in how, by drawing on both painting and.photography,, their

form of documentation allows for richer and more intense pos -~

4




: ; . ]
'sibilités than their photo sources. One cannot discount
the fact that they are also beautifQIly,Crafted objects,

- the result of a great deal of work and skill, This is an

~

important part of the content and surely influences$ one's

\ .
e e 4 e . e o s <

R reaction to the subject. The very aet of painting singles

out the subject as worthy of attention. o 'y

R i

- .
5
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L, OtHer Interpretations

| realize that my examination rests largef‘ on
opinions, Others hold the opinion that Photo Realism is not
Realism at all., While | certainly do not wish anyone to

agree with this contrafy point of v?ew, | must.}n'ali f;ir-~
ness give it some recognition. There are actually two édrts
. = of interpretations | wif{ touch on; the first questions the
very validity of Photo Realism, the seéond sees it as hav- .

\\ . ing‘a valid function, though outside the Realist realm,
J:. Patrice Marandel noteé.gpat tra&itiona] fig- .

ura;ive painters, through the process of paihting. buiid
up information about what they perceive, In radical con-.

trast the Photo Realists begin with "an exact reproduction
' Y

of their subject"™ and proceed to reduce the information

through the painting process, "What is left out is aimost

as Impdrtant as what'is put in. The result is a deductive

[

T

N

TN \ \‘AJ.Patrice Marandel, "The Deductive Image",

" in Battcock, p. 42, N

‘\1‘
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' He funthef notes -that not only do Photo

Reatists not attempt trompe 1'oeil ‘effects but actually

»

exhibit many concerns abhorent to traditional Realists;

-

"The paintings have been influenced by the'recent devices

Qf'abstréct painting: enlargeﬁent or distortion of the

scale, flatness of surface, straightforward recognition of

the painting as a"pictufe, wholeness of image, all of which

forbid the beholder to take what is seem as real",b

Painting from a photograph as a meéns of giving

~.information about reality Is inefficient: N

o . A N
..+ the reason that painting today cannot be’in the pur-
suiq%of a real image has something to do with the quality
of the artist's experience of reality, From an inform-
ational point of view painted images have "too much to coms

ﬁete with: photographs, movies... Today's palnters' aim
- has changed: They cannot. discover reall;y any longer. Their

subjects are photographs, ‘illusions..,

Gerrit Henry believes Photo Realism to be the”un=~

4

fortunate result .of artists 'taking in deadly earnest the

-

self=consciousness inspired in them by thelr art-magazine

~

~scribes" .8 The artists sidestep any question of the rela-
(' “

. o ‘
|b'dg' p- L’Z. ' a e o0

Ibid .y p. b1,
tbid., p. 48, , - .

me—

Gerrit Henry, "The Real Thing", In Bé%fbock;;

@ N O W

P. 7.
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tion of style and perception to reality by promoting the

questiBnable absolute objectivity of the camera. Photo
Realism does not examine reality at all, but deals with-

"the artist's purely political beliefs about modern art".,9

/" " It is basically conceptual ,in nature: ..

If reality can no longer be forced to yield up an jdeal -
situation-as it once was by the classical painters, then . j
unreality will be ‘forced to do the same. In Photo Realjsm
reality is made to look so overpoweringly real as to make
it pure illusion,., the actual is portrayed as being so

real that it doesn't exist. What does exist i5 the mind :
which conceived of/the jdea of the patnting of a photo- j,: .

o graph of feality,wn‘all its intrinsic implausibilities" 10 !
One of thé most vitriolic criticisms of Pho®o \ o %

Real ism was mad; by the art editor of'Time, Robert Hughes. ..{ 3

His point is tha¢ Photo Realism is npthing mére than 'sim~ - i

ple-minded reprjéuction. The artists reveal nothing new

about reality or the phdfog%aph. The paintings areva ',., ,
trivializ%d mix of deadpan descriptiqn aﬁd gobbets of

£ modernism' - jthe picture-blane wistfully trying to be

flatadespitf/its illusionist lBéding“." Photo Reatlism
-

- R4
does not go\beyohd a simplistic variation on Pop con-
4 . ~ ‘

[N N
cerns with signs ans symbols,

-

Vg

A n%mber of points are central #o this kind of

? |bid., p. 13. S |
10 (bid., p. 1.

1 . L]

B . ~ i
" Robert Hughes, '"An 0mnivorou§ and Literal Des— . i
A pendenceﬂ! Arts Magazine, XL (June !914), 29, Co
. " “\ - .) 3
,/*"\/ ! é
1 - M e e : s P
‘ i ., ',“‘ " 3:’f ‘I ‘ _;-_l.x,‘ '-Q ' S ! T a f '
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:_\.A ,,A;__A_:LL_.._.:__..‘_\_—____‘__.__J____;___.M‘_____, o o,



PR R A

[ 4

[T Y
'

-t

3

criticism, Photo Realist paintings are seen as essential-
ly flat images repfoducing other fiat images and thus can *

% . .-
only be read as flat, Whatever illusionism is present is a

O contrive? falseness. Adherence to the phntograph destroys

the possibility of meaningful subject matter and .does not

allow for traditional Realist concerns. Neither can we see
.’the’ paintings in purely formal terms since the artists al- /
low too many decisions tq be determined by the photbgraph.u
What we-are teft'with ére paintings that provide'n sort of

false front for purely conceptual congerns, Photo Real ism

is suspect of being a valid example of the sort of thing ,

-

-Tom. Wolfe attacks in The Painted Word,. .

In cqnttast to thgse,negatlve views we should con-
sider the: ldeas of Chuck Ciose., He is perhaps the best ex-
xample of a Photq Realist whose primary concern is with the

photo as subject, ln elaborating Close's jdeas’ WIlliam

Dyckes suggests that the paintings should be read "in terms °

'of~field paintlng“.12 They are an exploratlon of the vis~ (,-*m

ual conventions assoclated with varlous reproductlQe sys=’

: 3
tems»(phétognaphy, three-color process,etc,). Their scale
and particular depth of fleld make us aware of the dlffég- ‘R

rence btween the painted Image and the humam face as we'’

8

normally see 1t, We are "forced to rellnquish this Eeal-v.

a

e v - B

v
‘2 WIIIIam Dyckes,"The Photo as Subject The -
Paintlngs and Drawlings of Chuck Close", ln Battcodk p.~147.

A ]
\ 1 .
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Isti{] Image and dea\ only with the real content of the

. palnting: how the detalls o®a face as recorded by a cam-

, y . | .
Dyckes points out, héwever, that ''so many persist In see-

ing these paintings as h“fhly factual representations of,

!

'\: . people... proof of the tQtal assimilation of photographic

W :
- syntax as visual fact"; '“ Perhaps it is thls assimilation
- : ‘ ¢
, LA that allows Linda Nemser to read the paTntings as “topolo-
. gical maps explorlng the nature of human matter and reveal-

» .

Close has made gontemporary lcons out of mortal flesh",15

- All representational styles rely on some conven=

~ - tion or syntax, When | saw a Close palnting I "read” It as

c

Reallsm, acceptlng (ts‘%yntax for what [t could reveal a-=

1

bout the face. It all’ depends on hoWw ane reacts to_ in-

a,
———~—*————“‘f0rmatlon presented Close does provide documentatTon for

\

hi's process which should make his Intentlons clear, His
more recent'work, employling grld_sttems, leaves |lttle
', doubt of where his Intereets lle. | question however If we

. must necessarily take these factors Into account when con-

—r

13 |bid,, ¥, 150.-
W ibid,, p. 152.-=

Ing man's baslc relationship wIth other materlal essences,

. 15 | inda Nemser, "The‘bloseup image", in Battcock,
5- 590 I A VRS “‘ )
. 5 .

era have been transformed-into color and shapes In palnt”.13

.
»

-
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\\;\ uct of the process, Morley 'chooses the simulated experience

- o ¢ 36 :f

f?onted with a-single Close palntlng The painting certalin-

¥

° 4
ly deals with,_ hls goncerns but unlntentlonally [t deals . . |

with other thlngs as'well, This Is Inevitable when one uses

an Image as loaded as the human face, R ’ 1

Perhaps the artist who most successf@fiy emphéslzes ‘
process as subjett Is Malcélm Morley. His early work falth- , .
nfully reproduces ihe grosser qua[ltles of gheap reproduc- |
tions, What results Is the "invisible pa{ntlng,vlt reverts
back to bekng & photographlc reproductio.n".‘6 Morley placed
- Importance on cutting his photos Into sgrlgf and p?lnflng e !
Individual squares on a grid, |h never seeing the whole im=

age until completion the subject matter becomes a by=prod- ?

of reality, the counterfeft, and subverts It from within

with an abstract eye",!7 What enables Morley to pursue o
thls somewhat questionable concern Is the reallstlic content

In his paintings, thé I1lusTon he first establishes and then

breaks down. Morley has slqbe.change& his style consfderably,
indlcating. that his Interests are quite different from those

artists who adhere to the photograph, Morley Is perhaps an

accidental founder df Photo Reallsm,

-

- -

16 Kim Levin, “Maldplm Morley: Post Style Illuslon- v
lsm", In Battcock p. 177,

- - ‘7'&!_1. po ‘790 - .
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N Any Interppetation is dependent on the mental con-

structs the viewer brings to the work, Adherence to contem-

Ll Vgt e

Rorary aift ldeologles requires the critlc to categorize
Photo Reallism within the possibllities available In those

ideologles. Reallsm, unless |inked to past tradltion and

thus réactlonary, Is not a likely posslblllty. The process4
\

Involved “tn Photo ﬁea!lsm bears a resemblance to the pro-
cesses used by some Conceptuallists, One could be tempted °‘to
draw other parallels, lnformagsona] theories do not allow
tﬁe‘phbtograph to stand\ln f%r reallty, | have tried to
point out that a much di¥ferent reading of the photo can

h

take place, though not [f one holds a-hyper-serlous and

-~

pseudo-Sclentlflc vlew of art, AN

L
It should be noted that most Photo Re;\ﬁsts do
make consclous changes from the photograph. This can be
seen In the comparisons of palntings and ﬁhg%ps Kb Agg_lg
’ ;_Aﬁggﬁca (Nov,-Dec, 1972), One has to determlﬁ?’why these

o

.changes were made, They seem to me to be primarily for
LA K—\—\
pictorial reasons, Ralph Golngs' YAlrstream Traller" |s
clearly a better Image about an Alrstream traller than

the photograph It |s based on,
\

5. Subject Matter
¥ A rough count of the_Photo Reallst EhThtlngs 1=

Justrated In the Battcock book tells me that almost three=

quarters of thelr subjects deal directly with some mani= ¢ L
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festatlon of the hrbanftechnologlcal soclety; Typlcal are
automobiles, storefronts, street scenes, Least typlcal are
subjects -wlth a rural or nature setting, subjects which =

* dominate more tradltlénal contemporary Realism,

One might speculate on the origlﬁs oflPhoto Real =
st Imagery. Pop Art seems an obvious source, with Its use
of photography and>commerclal art techniques and [ts &ntro-
duction of banal and unaesthetlic subject matter, But where
Pop engaged gﬁé imagery of commerclial products Photo Real-=-
-Ism employs the Imagery of the environment ltseif, Its
imaées are specific and, most Importantly, do not come
from a naturally flat source. Realism has tnad!tfonally
delt with contemporéry society, For a Realism to exlst to=- .
day, consldering the changes in both art and sogiety, It
wil] evidently look different from the Realism of Shahn
and Hopper. It seems a long and futi}e task to ferret out
Photo Reallsm's speclflc orlglnii a case can be made fqr
Pop, Surrealism (Dall clalms it), commercial |1hystration,
Conceptual Art, and trad{tldnal Real}sm. Bob Monggomery
sees It as Jittle different from Canadian High“Real ism,

“Mlndeed, Mary Pratt, Christopher)s wlfe; practices It and
Ken Dadby has been accused of practicing acdksgulseﬂ ver=
slon, | /

What seems to have happened is that the very ldea
of falthfully transcribing a photograph Into paint, #long
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" cloud studies,'8 Some system Is necessary to reproduce”
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with ‘the examples of the earllest practitioners$, espéclai- -

ly Estes, have tended to direct Imagery, The process [t=- =
self, belng an Important part of the céntent, establ|shes
relationships with certain types of subjects, Tom Black=-
well{s "Enfanta (the nose. of a proﬁellef aircraft) I1lus=
trates fhls. The painting records g speciflc object and Its
surroundings under speclfic conditions of light, The trans?
i tory qualities of light and reflections do not lend them=
selves to detallea 1ifg étudy. One might recall how Con=

stable employed engravings by Cozens to facllitate his

events which do not allow sufficient time for study, The

properties of ,the photograph give us a greater awangness of

‘the particulars of such events (as'they showed us how a

horse really runs) and, It can be argued, allow us to paint
them more satisfactorily and more specifically than pos=

Sble for aetists of previous times, Blackwell!s palnting

" could not look as [t does wlthout the use of the photograph,

the subject and process are Intrinsically related

——T

Robert Céttlngham's paintings of sectlions of store

'slgns use the camera's property of |solating and framlng..

Just by Iooklng‘through the viewfinder ImégeE are compdsed,
reallty |s edited, . U »

Richard Estes! palntlngé'apparently requtre more”

/
= \--\

18 Nochlin, Reallsm, p. 18,

-
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than one photo éach éo capture all the reflections. Now the
natural blas‘df the eye Is to elther see the reflections, as
In a m?rror. or to see through them, The camera, with jts
controlled focus, -makes us aware that they both exist sim-
ultanliously thus making us aware of the blas,

Te a large degreg Photo Realist paintings deal
wlith the sur'face quallities of tﬁé technologlical society, It
might be argued that these are best%revealed by~ the techno-
loglcal means of that soclety., This iIs why | flnd no l;suev
with the somewhat garish colors the paintfﬁgs assimtlate
from Kodachrome fllm. It has been polnted out to:me that the
fim's colors were determined by market research and not by
a desire for accuracy, Well we |ive Iln an artificlal soclety
In which the colors of our clothing, automobiles, homes , and
‘even food are determined by market research. I'h a pe(versé
way the fllm Is falthful to its subjects, '

The use of the photo Is the most efficlent means
fopfgéttlng certalin results In painting., If oné wished to
paint” an achrate plctuqe of a store window or a chrome.-
bUmée} and It did not resemble a photograph, whaé would it
look 11ke? True, the photo Introduces distortions, but to
an order far less idlosyncratic than those introduced by

the personal Judgement of an artist, All this Is not to say
.)that only those Jﬁvssts who employ the sort of quallities I
' have.descrlbed can be consddered Photo Reallsts, | only

wish to Indicate that these quallties have establlshed and
? d
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directed types of Imagery, What |inks Photo Realist painting
is a‘type of objective rendering and the possibilitles this

presentation makes avallable,
e )
e gr_:." N w

« /

A somewhat pretentious friend of mine once asked me
If | was Involved with my subject matter. | sald Ehat‘|'was.
"Then," he replled, "You're not a éhoto Reallst.," Apparent-
ly he had taken Ivan Karp, the great Photo Realist entre-
peneuf, to heart, The Interpretatlen Karp has successfully
promulgated about subject matter'ézlone of banality, The
"Image Is the focus: there Is a sense of detachment and ron-
Tnvolvement with the melancholy or distastful subject", 19 '
Using John Salt as an example, he notes that '"the saelection

of subject oF photograph Is an act of conviction undertaken

to satisfy the phllosophy of non-conviction",20 |t'is exadtév

ly this vaculty of meaning that allows us to "thrill lh
wonderment at how much,and how é;ny wayé,there still Is
to behold",2] .

Linda Chase glves another varliation of this arg;-
ment,ﬁghe existentlal orientatlon, She sees the photograph:

as a tool for Increasing objectivity since '"the artist's

19 {van Karp, "Rent ¥s the Only Reallty, or The
Hotel Instead of the Hymn", In Battcock, p. 24,

20 pbid, _p. 30,
2‘ Ibldi. P 350
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intergretatign does not equaj the object depicted".22 The

Photo Reallsts' primary concern is to revalue the visual N
presence of things by stripping away all assigned mean=
Ings, Seen in this light even the artifical and banal
"offers an incredibly facsinating and dlverse array of
visual information",23 A}l the essentlally meaningless

a activity of painting actJally affirms "the value of human
effort... The triumph of skill becomes a triumph ofgsplrlt
q; wel 1", 2b This all.tles In with other aspects 6f the
Avant Garde. Llnda'NochIln relates Photo Realism to the
writings of Robbe=Grillet, from whom she quotes: " Let

it be first 6f'all by thelr presence that objects and ges-

ture establish themselves, and let this presence prevall’

over whatever explanatory theory may try to enclose them Ih

a system of rpferences TR ’

Some of the above statements are true, the artists
‘do refuse to ascribe overt meanings and thelr subjects are
com%onplace What bothers me Is the simplistic nature of
the argunent. Battcock polnts ‘out, for example, Nochlin's

unwillingness "to accept the viehpolnt th? the very exlst-

o r—— -
.

~if .
22 chase, p.92.

23 \bid., p. 9k.
’ T

. 25 | Inda Nochlin, "Real I sm Now!', In Battcock,
) ) p- "8"‘200
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tence of referential subject matter In art automatically
nmeans there is a lliterary or symbollic content In the
vgork".26 Her bellef is that "qur responses [@aﬁ]'be re-
stricted to the.,. pictorial statements themselves rather -
than the subjects of those statemepts";27 Can we suppose
that an exact representation of an object will. be stripped
of all associational relationships precisely because the
representation is so exact? Robert Cottlpgﬁam has sta;ed,‘
“The.thlngs | pick out tdﬂbalnf say'more about a man than

a portrait of a man. Who made this thing, who put this'
sign up? It's a statement In itsel 1,28 Perhaps the critics -

demand too much of us and allow too few possibiMties,

¥ 6. A Personal Interpretation and“dther Matters
' One November day | was returning to 1230’Mountaln-
after an afternoon of taking photographs. In front of the
building was Guido Molinari, unloading paintings from the'
back of hisastatlonwagon - . the e;act sort of stationwagon-
you find in a Robert\ggghffe painting!l | just looked at hlm '
for a few seconds dnd turned away, mutterlng to myself
| ¢
. ;
” >

26 Gregbry Battcocki lntroductlon to Nochlln,"Réal-

Ism Now", in Battcock, p. 11

27 Nochlin, “Realism Now", p. 125,

28 | .Chase, 'N,Foote, and T.McBurnett, 'Photo Real~
Ists: 12 Intervlews“ Art In Amerlca LX (me\-Dec. 1972), 79.
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‘thereby srip them of “‘their real functions and assoclations

bh

Mit's all the same. It's all the same." Art and life'may not

il

"really be 'the same but sometimes they overlap in a most "

pecul far Qay. LY

While it is true that Photo Realisfs do not ascribe
meaning in fhe manner on some other representational art-
Ists, the very choice of object]vlty‘may imply a certain re-
latioq to the subject, If they don't like their subjects,
though some surely must, at least there seems a rec ncilia=

tion with the subjects!' existence. To quote Robert Becht[é& -

I can Identify with'my subject in a sense - | like it and
| hate it, There is a realization that my roots are there, 3
It deals with a very middle=ciass lifestyle which | tried
to get away from when | was younger, But eventually | had ~
to admit to myself that tht was who | was and, like It or
not, had to deal with it, .

| can't speak for lvan Karp, but | spent a good
part of my childhood in suburban 'shopping centers and rid-
ing in the backseats of 50's Chevys. |'ve eaten at MacDon= . -
ald's and slept at Holiday Inn, and ridden the New York i i

, * . .

subway. What |'m trying to say is that so much of the sub=-
ject'matter'of Photo Reallsm is concerned with commonly’ ’
shared experiences,ﬁxltﬁ things intrinsically related to our

lives and values.'L{can't simply dismiss them as banal and

leaving only lnteresﬁlng visual phenomena, Now ti#e photo=

graph treat$ ‘the subject exactly in this manner, recording

A

29 \bid., p. 7%. ’ .

———pps—
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~_without "knowing¥ what is (ecorded. We don't expect this in

painting, one of the chief aspects ‘of representationaf art
being recognition, The Photo Re;list paiﬁter Seemé to be
grying to convince us that he has no knowledge of his sub-
ject, We do not see those conventions lof theqaftist's re-
lation to his subject which ordinarily might allow us to
éategorl;e and thus dismiss the work, But neither are the
imagé and the situation ig depicts the same, so we do not
dismiss the image as we would’the real=-life situation, |t
is thi§ interaction betweem the pa[nting, which strives for

pure -presence, and all those memorlies, experiences, and

‘associations the viewer posesses, which allow him to recog-

nize the image, which makes for one of the prime qualities

S

of.Phéto Reillst painfing. I cannot look at a painting such

as Estes' "Valet" without recalling a certain spring morn-
3

ing, at a spot just across the street from Jack Dempsey's

~.does not impose his personal relationship on the subject.

Herein lies theCreason why so many Photo Reélists
ddal with bana] subjects: by depictlné them they can re-,
value for us a wﬁrld so familiar Phaf we no ionger are
aware of it, With this realization the subjects are no
longer really bana)l or unmetébhoriéal but are a force for
reintegrating art into the\cgﬁcerns.of society, phBto Real-

*fm is.a materialist art ‘form that can make all the mater=-

-
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ial world, whether natural or artificial, a source of eprich=-

ing experience. It sharpgns our awareness in a way that al-
fows for various levels and varieties of experience and

-

meaning,

There are limitations to any argument, .| may be
-diverging a ’bit but let me give a hypothetical scener}o:'
A friend and | are standing In front of a canvas | have re-
cently cg%pleted. ]t is a desert scene, brick-red rocks and |
sans, a pale copper sky. The conversation turns to the Iden= “
tification of tﬁg locale, The friend studies it and asks
2entathely, "Is it the Utah Salg Flats?" "No,~'\l | reply,

"It'quars."'

- ) x
P e . S I, Mo AL s~ Sintn

This situation presents Us with some problems, | ?
began by identifying Photo Realism as a technique, but be~ i
cause a discussion of this sort requires geNeralizations, -

most of what |"'ve sald applies to a certain kind of sub-
ject only.‘Di;regardlng the philosophical Impossibility of C ;
defi&ing common experience, what happens when the technlque, ‘
which ts such an essential bart of theACOntent, is applied |
tq subjects clearly beyond tommon experience? | suspect the , ‘
rzgzlt [s not that different, We can all relate to plains,

rocks, sky, and sand, though our knowledge of deserts comes

usual ly from secondary sources in literature, film, and ,

4 o

photography, But by stating that the desert Is on Mars the

whole meaning of the scene will likely be altered. Yoy

Vi

L
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might quéstionlthe argument that all you can Eeally deal"

1

, /
swith is the painting itself.I'm guilty myself of not let- /
ing paintings'be. By writing this |'m trying to convinee : .
yoﬁ that my way of seeing is correct, | think anyone in=-

* volved In painting has operational values, that is, cer=
) o

_taln Implicit beliefs necessary for one.to act. It is nec-"

essary for me to believe that literature and specialized
» - '

knowledge are Irrelevant and that paintings are basically
\w a

A
simple things, If | carefully examined this}l would find

it more cgmp]icated“than_l believed, But If | had to con-

sider every theoretical.problem | coulgl not poskibly be- ~

‘ gfn to paint. | reatize that séme pegple honestly see 3
paintings-in a way totally antithetical to my own, view,
yet In certaen contexts all our vlew; a}e valid, Art ' ' i
is big enough to contain.many diversities

Photo Realism is still falrly new, But eventual-

ly the environment that engender§ any-art form ce;ses to
exist. Photo Realism, being so tied to time and place,'f:
. exEremely vulnerable to change. In, twenty years most of
what the p?intlngs now depict will either no longer exist )
or will be In museums, We have assimilated the past to the

point where Van Gogh can become a decorator item in even s

the most bourgeols home. Whatever meaning or power & paint-

ing originally had, it Is reduced through time and famil~

larity to something far less. We become jaded. The artists

| know rarely,speék of paintings ovér forty years old, The
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impetus for new art may lie in old art getting toa comfort=

able, That our tastes in old art constantly change may be
" because thé’pést draws Ite vitality from the present, Photo
Real lsm happens to be one bf ‘the more interesting nov;ItIes
around, |t hedges on having lasting qualltles by establish-
Ing relationships outside art, Whether Photo Realism can
keep renewiqg itself when there Is an Esza§\print In every |
- living rooT'ls still up for question, Perhaps the possibil= o
ities of the technique of Photo Redlism have hardiy been
tapped, There Iis an enormous body of_poten&ti],subject mat=
ter, both commonplace énﬂ exotic, still to be exp)ored. As
® in any art form, lmaglnatlon and creatrvlty are stiif vi- B B

tal. What fun would art be if it did not stlll hold’a few

s

surprises?
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