Photographic Truth, Metaphor and Individual Expression

by Paul Hill

The three most disastrous inventions of our time
have been the birth control pill, the camera and
nuclear weaponry. The first offers sex in terms of
sterility, the second reality in terms of fantasy, and
the third security in terms of destruction.”

Malcolm Muggeridge

Whilst Muggeridge's barb about photography was
obviously meant to be a criticism of the medium itis
nonetheless a perceptive comment on the way we
seem to equate a photograph with truth. But, for
me, it is the fantasy’ offered by the ambiguity of
photography and the inherent surreality of the
process (i.e. you capture an image frozen in time

and by some wonderful alchemy it is possible for
this latent image to be used if you wish to reduce a
building to the size of a pin-head or to enlarge a pin-
head to the size of a building) that is one of the
medium’s greatest strengths. | would also add a
third element —believability (1.e. the objects in front
of the camera do actually exist), but this should not
be confused with truth either. It is one thing to be
aware of these elements, but quite another to be
able to handle them. Maybe this is the art of
photography? Or is it the resolving of the perennial
form versus content problem? For me form and

content are inextricably intertwined in photography
and the harmony of this marriage is the nearest we
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can get to reality or truth. To compare this union
with actuality is a trap that the medium invariably
leads usinto. It has been proved time and again that
the camera is a most unreliable witness and can
only be as impartial as the person pressing the
shutter.

The photograph offers us a stilled rectangle or
square of space as much as a “frozen moment of
time" (that millstone that is often said to be photo-
graphy’s raison d'étre). Cartier-Bresson’s visual
concept of the decisive moment owes more to his
grounding in Surrealism than to his supposed
recording of “slices of life”.

Although picture-makers are conditioned by
social, economic and cultural factors—as we all
are —the practitioners | am mostinterested in do not
choose to reflect current problems in the way that a

socially concerned” photographer would. Their
concerns are more to do with that joy of discovery

that makes us realise that we all have the capacity to
learn and grow through our own personal initiative
and sensitivity. These “discoveries” are made into
objects —photographs —that hopefully enrich our
society by making itaware that individual expression
can, and should, be pursued, not be an elite, but by
those who wish to contribute and commit them-
selves.

Itis my contention that the metaphoric use of the
camera to mirror the personal experiences and
feelings of the photographer is its most exciting
application. Of course, it could be proved that every
photograph is a visual metaphor. In other words, a
photograph of a tree, or even a person, becomes a
symbol, not the tree or the person recorded on the
emulsion of the film. In my experience very few
people perceive photographs in this way. Similarly,
it escapes most of us that, objectively speaking,
photographic prints are merely silver deposits or
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colour dyes on flat pieces of paper. The paradoxical
nature of the photograph is equally invisible to most
people. A photograph is an object you can hold and
feel, and yet when looked atitcan, atthe same time,
be an entirely different object —most often a small,
inviting, but easily coverable, “window” onto the
world “out there”.

This is, however, a little tangential to my main
concern which is how this often misunderstood
and abused medium is used to produce expressive
objects. Although | know it is tricky territory I'm
more intrigued by what a photograph connotes
rather than what it denotes. |'ve often thought that
literature's “struggle"” with words is somewhat similar
to photography’s fight against mechanistic and
representational limitations. It may sound far-fetched
but if we take Wordsworth's famous line —"| wandered

lonely as a cloud that floats on high o’er vales and
hills"—I think we find an unlikely analogy to what |
mean. When Wordsworth wrote that a cloud floats
over vales and hills he describes a universally
accepted fact: that clouds do float as they pass over
the earth. In the same way we can say quite
unequivocally thata camera can,and does, produce
an image of what is in front of it. But what that
assemblage of shapes and tones symbolises, or
connotes, is another matter. Wordsworth stated
that a singular cloud symbolised loneliness for him,
but is such an evocative use of metaphor or simile
possible in photography?

Is André Kertesz's New York photograph of a
cloud and a skyscraper building entitied “Lost Cloud”
(1937), more effective than Wordsworth's couplet?
When a photographer strives to produce an image
that transcends the descriptive, his or her attempts
often appear contrived —or futile. After allaroseis a
roseisarose. . ..

| have just mentioned transcendence, which, of
course, has metaphysical implications —and it must
be said that a large number of photographers wish
their work to reflect spiritual and mystical concerns
despite their utilisation of the "dreaded machine’.
This metaphysical area does not excite me per-
sonally. An American photographer, Gary Wino-
grand (I believe) once remarked: “There is nothing
more mysterious than a fact clearly stated™.

| am sure that the potential of the consciously
discovered, or made, visual metaphor was under-
stood early on in the history of photography. But it
has been hard-going trying to persuade the British
public, who, it seems, prefer objectivism to “all that
self-expression stuff”, that a photograph can, and
should, tell you more about the photographer than
the “real” world.

One of the first to recognise this potential was
Oscar Rejlander, a Swedish painter-turned-photo-
grapher, who settled in Wolverhampton in the
1850s. His photograph “The Dream” (1860) has
obvious Freudian overtones with a young man
asleep on a couch with his hand on his crotch. Next
to himis a crinoline frame which has naked wooden
dolls climbing all over it. When Rejlander died in
1875, a writer remarked: “He saw things uncon-
ventionally, which is what few photographers do; he
did not weary us with insisting on detail where it was
not needed”. How little things have changed in the
last 100 years of photography!

An equally unconventional image-maker was
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Frenchman Eugene Atget, a former actor who
photographed almost exclusively in Paris during
the early 1900s. Understandably his work was
seized upon by the Surrealists in the Twenties who
saw echoes of their own obsessions in Atget's
deserted palace gardens, tailors' dummies that
appear to walk, and reflections “floating” in shop
windows. Itis maintained that his work transcended
pure record-making, but Man Ray, who said he
discovered” Atget, thought he was naive —“like a
Sunday painter”. But his work has influenced many
major image-makers although we hardly know a
thing about the man or how he interpreted his own
work. He has become photography's biggest
enigma, and at the same time, one of its greatest
nfluences. | consider Atget's pictures to be seli-
portraits —but | could be wrong, and that is very

salutory. Some historians and critics think that Atget
is the greatest thing since the dry-plate whilst others
compare him to a week-end dauber. Who is right?
Does it matter?

Whatever we believe we have to admit that
photographs can prove almost anything—and
nothing is certain except that they exist. Surely there
are no answers in art as a whole—only more
questions. Who can say with any certainty that the
work of the “self-expressionists” will have a greater
or more lasting effect than that of the “propa-
gandists"? If one is involved in aesthetics one can
confidently say that it will. But if you wish to see
social change then you will gravitate towards the
latter group. (If you take the cosmic view what
difference will either group make to anything!)

As | have indicated earlier | am moved more by

.
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the introspective approach. Unfortunately, those
photographers who subjectively explore the medium
or use it as a vehicle for self-discovery are labelled
“self indulgent”. But what is more “self indulgent”
than transient polemics? Those who make visual
statements (objects) are at least being true to the
medium. They don't wish to judge so much as to
understand. The urge in human beings to work to
produce expressive objects (art for the artist's sake,
if you like) is as strong and primordial as aggression
or territorial prerogative. The contemporary makers
of expressive objects are also, almost certainly,
members of the same society as the rest of us and
surely their concerns are shaped and affected by
the same socio-economic factors that we all have to
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contend with. “Ivory towers" are erected by middle-
class intellectuals not by workers.

The road to creative fulfiment may be paved
with spurious intentions and strewn with fractured
egos, but at least it is part of an infrastructure that
attempts to reach an understanding of the human
condition. | have tried to show a small selection of
the work that interests me drawn from image-
makers who have used a medium available to us all
to celebrate their own individuality. Hopefully the
idiosyncrasies of the various directions shout out
that it is possible to escape the shadows of fear cast
by the “priests”, “politicians”, and “qurus™ in order
to enjoy that celebration.



