Good News

By Robert Adams

I 1886 a group of painters, among them
vomarkobde moen ke Degos, Pissareo and Seweal,
arranged to hold an exhibiton in Paris, On
opening doy the crowd wos foe the most port
characteristically hostile. Signac, another of the
]1.|_5|'|'i1'i|:-|||:||ﬁ_ pfberwnrd  deseriboed  one visilor
whose wavs were représgentative in tone the man
apparently spent the doy running hetween the
exhibition hall and a nearhy cafe, enlisting
everyons he could Lo come and join his ridicule, He
wis =0 anxiows, i fnet, o el i with s new
recruils thot be would impatiently toss his entry
Coir gl (b cuemsnile aitenel ot snd mol sven watl for
the change.

Thyir ineaeden e is rocaonee bed |:|?.' Jdudin Reseadad in byis
History of Impressiondsm, a disturbing book as it
cotnlogs the abuse o which the improssionists
W 5|.|hj|_'|_'l:|:|:|. Hewald's concluaion 13 hleak: “the
only thing to be lenened Trom the critics wis hiow Lo
sulfer the ating of their attacks and carry on just
the same, necomlishing o task which more than
any other required serenidy.” 1L 15 o summation
that has, unfortunately, some relevance even
ooy,

Recently I spent an evening with a photo-
grapher wehom T hoed not met before; the time wais
pleasant encugh in one woy — he seemed to like
my work — but o8 the hours possed [ wonded the
thing over. Except for holf a dozen of us, the lucky
fow, he dismissed people ond their work with o
Germanie thoroughness; ic seemed o8 i he were
poing down the mdex of an imoaginary survey of
conlemporary photlography; with cach name he
pronounced the harshest judgment, and, whenev
er possible, added seandal, | wos reminded of my
vears in graduste school among lilerature sty
dents, many of whom were alrendy Coilod writers,
apparently condemned to being articulate only
ahout their bitterness,

Thoeugh thiz particular photographer’s disease
of .H]:Ih'il i# unusunl in degreee, it is |.||:r::-r1m1;|t1-l;¢
pmot unusual in kind, Poorly concealed envy s
siuddenly commonplace among us, & sense of
generosity and community i5 abruptly gone,

When 1 am looking for wavstoexplain this, [ ean

Firved them, There are too many of us, and as we go
without work, the numbers of geademied rise, and
then they go unemplosed too, The money problem
sonerd o lod, Mot long ago ] discovered that it would
be possible for me to sarn an adequate living by
Tectiring about photography, but ot the aame time
| knew that it vemained impossible to survive by
photogrnphing, by doiog what T was to lecture
about. Trony of this sort does not sweelen life.

The raneer that one finds now in discessions of
photography 18, bowever, comples inorigin.Theee
i#, for inatance, the fact that photographic eriti-
cism s curron Uy moslly the provines of the young,
rgome of whom have not vet often enough made
fools of themselves (o be coutious, or sufTovod
enough to be charntable, And there 15 the [rustrat-
g pature of the mediem itself; in photography i
15 harder thon io painting Lo cztablish s recognizn-
hle stvle; this has ed o desporote efforts toogel
style at any ecost, first, and in turn o some
technically accomplished but otherwise empty
pletures that have angered those who must write
nhout them,

Mossons o bod behavior do pot, howevier,
excuse i, One is left on the one hond with, in many
coses, uneivil opd unjust criticism, apd on the
other with the pictures, and with what we learn
from photogrophers about their ereabion, Whai
dizturbe me iz the unrelatedness of much critical
rhidorice, which is fregquently savoage o the ex peri
enceol the artist, David Smith, the sculptor, wrote
once, in bewilderment, in his journal, “Does the
oilocker realize the amount of affection which
o itsloe ;o waork of art — the intense aftection . .
and {otal conviction?"” ILis g commitmoent thal wis
perhaps most eloguently explained by Camus ina
deaeription of the crentive process: 1 am talkiog
ahout what all of us, artists unsure of being artists,
but certain that we are nothing clse, wail for doy
after day, so that in the end we may agree to live"
That i what the photographer, among others,
tries to make — something so important that by it
b, anid he hopes we, can agree to live, Todo this he
runs risks and makes sacrifices, and i0 s open e
gquestion whether some critics understand this
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when they atlack. Bdward Hoagland, an essayist
who does understand, synopsized well, in o review
ity the Meww York Times of a photography book, the
price paid for erealion in pholography:

Photography, among the arta, is espe
cially naked .. .. If a bully can dis-
hearten, sav, a novelist, by telling him
that ol the world's stories have alveady
been written, how much easier it 15 to
bodger o photographer with the elaim
that every picture has been taken a
Bunedred timos, The novelist can solemn-
Iy =it on hiz manuscript for years, not
Lelling anyvore what he i working on,
shiow 1t to noone, and whocan gav he's a
phiony? The photogropher in the mean
tirmee 8 out in the ruck of the atrest, to all
appearances ag serufly as if he were still
runping  backwards faking wedding
pRCTies,

Togo after the photographer, this desperate clown,
with quantities of aeid s itself, in o worse way,
clownish,

&

Camus obaerved, on another occasion, that Ythe
oy people who can help the nrtist in hos ohstinate
guest are those who love him, and those who,
themselves lovers or ereators, find in their own
passion the measure of all passion, and hence
know how to eriticize.,” My assumption i= thal as
erithes we dowant to help artisis, [Facritie’s proper
Tunetion is to save us from Failed arct, it must also be
to snvie us By proseryving sucoessful oet, by rescuing
important artists from isolation and dizcourage
ment, and thus by enabling them to continue to
waorl.

What T would like to explove, then, is how we
might aid pholographers of vision. Or, restated, to
nsk what kinds of crtieal responses (o photos
grapha are useful — what kinds promote the
creation of more and belter pictures.

Al to begin with, if [ were (o choose 3 model of
the critieal response that seems o me in short
supply I would point, at the rigk of seeming an
evangelical preacher or just a sentimentaliat, o
thad Hlustrated eotalog thal friends of Man Hay
once prepared of his work, It was entitled simply
I!'J'q.lr.'u.lI f'r'l'rr'n'.

L

What are legpitimate hases for the judgment of
photopgraphs? Sinee it s always easier to be
negative, let me begin by suggesting some widely
used but wrongheaded bases lor judgment, ones
we might profitably ahandon,

The must popular one is, [ think, siecerdy, Iisn

topic dear to many adolescents because, in the
thrill of disillusionment, they beliove themeelves
to bave made a revolutionary discovery — there
pre people who are frouds, j

Among the fundamental problems in applying
this aceusation ns photographic criticism 18 that i
ig, s literary critics learmed severnl gonerations
ago, hard to prove, It is one thing to suspect o
person of being flse, and another to establish that
he ig the photograph is theee, the only relevant
ewiclemes, nnd it is difficult o make it prove the
CRse,

Thie Fed is, 10 seems boome, Ehad wee ol et out of o
mixture of motives, Mozt phetographers them-
gelves connol say for aure why they photlograph.
This uncertainty 15 a legitimate prod to self-
gerutiny, but is8 not much of a hasis for scorming
others' suspectsd compromise. We all have to eat,
and how we connect that need with the needs of the
gpirit 15 o matler none of ws con alford o be
eepecially selfrighteous ahout,

In fact let me suggest o thesis, just o pul
“sincerity” in ils place: “sincerity™ 15 often, in at
liass s gemses, 0 negntive atbribate inan aetist,
who by definition iz looking for Farm, for overall
shape in life bevond the limits of immedinte social
or economic or political condifions, Bome of the
worst ark, it 18 to be noted, is done by the mosl
sincere people (in this comnection I am reminded of
the  principle enunciated by the film maker
Godard: “One only speaks well with detach-
ment”). James Jovee, for example, might be
aecused of not being o very sineere [vigshman; he
doez not really seem to care as much about Trish
independence as he does about using the strogele
for it to illustrate other truths, Walker Evans
might be necused similarly of having not been very
sincers in his concern for poor southern farmers;
does e not really use them os particularly
defenseless stand-ins for all of us, and 18 not that
uge rather cold and insineere?

The lerm sincerity, then, bas with art to be
subtly affixed, so that it refers eventually to what
might be colled the sineerity of the orlist’s
detachment. When we disucss that, we are coming
cloge to o legitimote eritical focus, becoose witl if
we ore concerned with the essenee of his art, the
overall configuration an artist finds in his mate-
cial, the meaning he discovers in the sceming
confugion of life,

Another improper standard of judgment is, it
sevms to me, bregrophy, the artist’s lafe. Tt is nol
legitimaote 1o dislike Marianne Moore's pootey
because she wore cragy clothes or Faulkner's
povels because he deank teo muoch, and 1t s nol
particularly germane o altock a picture beeause
tho person who took i1 worked for Life mogazine or



a university, was or was not a socialist, did or did

not like Minor White, and s0 on, Max Koeloff

suggested a while back that an introduetory book
on 4 photographer ought to detnil, among other
things, “the artist's class origins” and “profes.
sional eontacte.” As o general rule, no it should
net. the reason being that the only thingz that
distinguish the photogeapher from every hiod v else
are his pictures; they alone are the proper basis for
our interest in him. If pictures cannot be umndoer
stoce] by themsolves, then that i3 8 reason for
taulting them: major art is by definition, made 1o
st mlome,

Finally, [ hope as the years pass that crities will
drop as much of the heavy ncademie e hineey ns
i& consistent with getting at the truth. Elaborate
ideational schemes or interpretntion, such as
payvchoanalvais, tend generally to lead away from
ihae |I]'| ""Irr,lﬂl'ilri'h.li I'II'II't. in b racee, |nrp.H'\-|'th-|-||p|;i.
ty what is mysterious and of greatest value in thie
work. As George Orwell once wrote, “one can e |y
inferpret o poem by reducing it Lo an allegory —
which is like eating an apple for the seeds,” | like
that simile beeavse there are so iy wonderul
pictures of apples (think of those by Cezanne,
Stieglite, Steichen ., ) and we don't want to forget
to enjor cating them.

[deas are, however, the prime concorn of BOHTIEY,
sowatch out. Orwell, in the same essay, illustrated
the dangers of overinterpretation b quoting a
passage from o book on Hamlet, "In. . _Hamlet an
unconscious incest-wish incapacitates the hero for
marringe with the girl he has wooed . .. Orwall
then observes, in a line 1 like Lo quote (o my
intellectual friends, “Very ingenious, one leels, bl
how much better not to have said it!” How much
better, Orwell implics, would the pliy seem — how
much richer, how much more complex. like life
iteelf,
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Suppose then that we agree to leave off on
sincerity, the details of a person's private life, and
interpretive diagraming. Whal then?

To begin with, we oughl to decide whet her oy
public discussion of a particular work is approp-
rinte. There are legitimole ressons for b pyge
hesitant to speak. Silence is, after all, the context
for the despest apprecistion of art: the only
important evaluations are finally personal, inte.
rior ones, (A seene | particularly enjoved in Anmie

Holl was the one in which Woody Allen, standing
in line with Diane Keaton to et into o movie, is
foreed Lo listen to & man hehind them explicate
films; what agonies cross Allen's face.) And sven
assuming public discussion might be helpful, there
are 0 many ways to make it unhelpful: with
photographs, becavso they tend to be loas inflected

thun paintings, there is, for example, the question
ol whether one has seen enough (Corlier-Bresson
was right — anybody can take one or two ol
pletures, or by extension, a lot of bad onesy Fairly
to guide public taste requires a great deal of
Prepsralion.

Let us supposze, though, that one hos caretullv
determined that a body of work is had, unambigu-
vusly bad. IT so, is it not the eritic’s duty o speak
up? lan’t there an obligntion net ively toelenr nway
the second-rate and the imitative? A critic's job is
o support work of merit; how can good work thrive
unless the other is conscientionsly separated out?

Such guestions are not to be answored quiekly,
dohn Rewald, in talking about Seurat and his
imitators, located the centerof the problem: “While
it 18 true that those wha tried (o cash fn on Lh
researches of Seurat and his group were so wonlk
thal they only underlined the alrengih  pned
originality of the others, it is also true that puiblic
guceess, when il enme ot lnsl, bemporarily went to
them, as it always goes to the vulgarizers hefore
reaching the initinl inventors." Arl history is (ull,
ol course, with people who did not live long enoy ih
to enjoy a svmpathetic publie, and their hiHery
nrgues thot eriticism should actively try (o sposd
juEt ce,

L the other hand, there is the amply document
ed possibility thalt a eritic’s judgment may be
wrong one defender of the impressionists sagerted
that no newspaper had ever discovered a new
figure of talent; it is o hard thesis to refute sven
nowl. And there is a tactical consideration: in
those cases whore there is n defensible neod fur
making, in public, a negative judgment, usually
the most damaging negation 18 silonee. 11 s i
triism among publishers, for instance, that a bad
review, nomatter how bad, i better than no review
at all, Their attitude is grovnded in eeonomics, [
admit, but even looked at more seriously,
negative review usually implies at least that the
wssues raised by the work are important. No review
immplice the worst — bBoredom,

Maybe on oecasion, then, we do not need to fear
bad work as much ns we had thought. Perhaps we
can sometimes just let it do itself in. Concetvahbly
we have been guilty of overkill, ns wore thie judges
of the French salon, who for some vedrs stomped
an “R"” on the stretchers of rejected praintings,

L

Il one’s decision is, nonetheless, to write or
apeak, one's first obligation is absolute — o Fil v,
Much criticism is apparently based on the mistak.
en notion that becouse net (s mysterious, critielsm
should be too. But eriticsm and art are not
synonymous. Criticism’s job is to clarify, without
destroying, art's mystery. Short of that it is o



cliegmsy, intrusive emborrossment,. When e
Art Forum, Tor example, D am reminded negatively
of an axiom by Robert Groves: “The writing of
gl H]'Ij.{l!h]'l a8 moral macter,” The fallore of Art
Forwm g therein precisely desceibed. T is elotied
with jargon, vague nhsteactions, tortured ayniox
— all evidence of the writers’ concern with
themselves, 11 there 18 0 practical corrective, [
aometimes think 1t might he for the writers to he
fesrced tooemulate the cighth contury Chinese poet
Po Chiu, whao, according to Arvthur Walew, “was in
the habit of rending his poems to an old peasan
woman and altering any expression which she
could not understand,”

Assuming thal ome writes as lucidly as one can,
what 15 the proper subgect? Henry James proposed
asking of art three gquestions, They are modest oo
appropriate;: What is the artist trving 1o do? Does
b dder i0? Was it worth doing?

The first question — what is the artist frying to
da? — ean, 1 owddmit, hog one down in eritienl
subtletics. How does one know an artizt’s inlent,
exedpl in those roee cases where there i o diney or
ather outside evidence! The only final proot of
iptent is in whaol bos been ealled gefideved infont,
the finished work itzell; the et itean be argued, 18
irrelevant. But what [ think Jommes haed in mind js
more o malier of common sense, orwhat one might
wish wore common gense, He just suggests that we
start oul by asking what il seema ke the poal wis,
[t gounds like clementary justice, but countless
roviows pre hased on violnting that justice, Ellen
Glasgow, the novelist, put the issue well a long
Lirpte ogen “Surely, there ean be o worse fshion in
criticism than the practice of rebuking an author
benvee  he has not written another, and on
enlirely differont book, which he had oo intention
of writing .. ."

Adter nsking “Whal is the artist Lrving to do?™
James” second question, *Does he do 187" 12 simple
lowie, o answer it one checks whether the work is
internally eoherent, whether the end sought 15
peached within the vules of operation esiallisbel
by the artist himself,

The lost question (0 cannot be asked, as some
ceitics would, before the other two) — “Was it
worth doing?’ — s of course the most important,
Many aendemics would like to avoid it entirely, but
the rest of ug won't let them, We insiat, finally, thot
i ocritic make plain his own values., Mine, for
example, when [ try fo measure whether some-
thimg wos worlh doing, run e questions like these:
Ihid it reveal Form {(which 15 to me a synonym for
Boauly1? Wos it lresh; did id moke old truths new?
Was it a work of significant seope; did it reconcile
important  clements bt had  before seemad
irreconcilable? All of which come, | suppose, 1o

neking whether it helps us, in Bamuel Johoson's
phrose, w "betler endure or enjoy Life”

diomes’ three questions oulline the right meotho-
|'|||]-:|p;jl.'. then, bui heaven kpows ey do not
cosure suceess, Theee are only o few people who
seem able to wrile |.:“:|-|'Ii'¢'1=|:|,-' H I-e'|'||.:'l;|| abromt
photographs, Among these few, the best — John
Srarhowshi — 18 [ believe so good that e will be
remembered as having been the equal, or more
tlan that, of S il tn his constraetive intfluenen
on the medium, His writing has made him envied,
of congrse, bt Lhe drony = Lhit s competitors seem
to mizs some of the most obvions ]{g'_l.-'h_; ta his
suiccess, Amongg hese s thol he weales only aboa
what he likes. It 18 a practice that cuts down
competition from the staet: o be clear about baow
and why something works isdiffienlt, wherens just
to turno one's animosity loose on something weak i2
both fun and sofe (who con secuse vou of being
senbimental?y Mo wonder that the affirmative
esnyve stand out and, assuming they are about
respectable work, last longer. Weak pictures drop
away of their own weight, ns does discussion of
them, but the puzzle of stronger work remains; we
are alwoyvs groteful Lo the person who enn help us
see it betier,

Tor put this nnother way, our best crities hove the
courage to take what seems the biggest visk, 1o
forget themeelves, Critieal wriling aboul success-
ful pictures b8 o eolewlated and in sone respects
deomed redundaney, repeating in words whal and
how o pieture meand, duplicating i in other than
the optimum mode, which is, if the picture works,
abwvioualy the visgunl mode, The ondy (hing 1nk can
bring thiz off, azsuming gifta of insight and
1'!li.|:ITl'.HHi1:ll'l. iw 1l |||'|'rh'.-ll comimitinent Lo #hinee o
picture with others. Anwvthing less than that
menns defoat, calling ottention not to the picture
butl Lo oneself,

¥ o &

[ sometimes dream of an ideal photographic
jowrnal, mavhe one distributed on microfiche sowe
wcan all afford it Inmy imagination it is as=emblod
in somebody's garage in the Midwest. It 15 a
migiaine devobed to successful work beeause that
15 all we have time for; it 15 a journal notable for s
boet and eivility and lucidity (o form of courtesy ),
and it 15 8 mapazine full of pictures because they
pre the point, We might just eall it Goed Mews, And
we won L allow ourselves to be lobeled sentimental-
ists, hecause our title does not imply that good
news s, in Lhe short run, Hhe news or even o
majority of the news, Actually, calling for good
pews is a0 regquest bosed in pessimism, inoa belief
thad good news is rare and that we cannot affort to

overlook nny of it
LB O]



I wosuled like to elose with two thoughts, courtesy
of others, one for erities and the other for
photogrophers, First the one for eritics, ns il was
phrased by the director of the art department at
Tmmpeulate Heart College in Los Angoles: in hor
words, “All people in this world are made to mee
eerdenes or to signify something, Perhaps it can be
said that as arlists some are made only to show
what surface light does to color, . Still others moy
be here only 1o roveal the possibilities of the color
blue” In that spirit we ought, as crities, and ns
people often called upon Lo judge our collengues, (o
remember that no subject matter is unimportant,
and no human response Lo it urwaorthy of our
attention.

Thie word of encourngement | would like to give
Lo photographers is in the form of a statement by
Matisse about painting, o stalement wecan apply
by analogy. Matizze onee remarked that " a pointer

has o real enemy bul bis own bad paintings.” Itis
poasible that, were [ to look at vour work, T wouled
misunderstand or misjudge i, hut my mistake
would be of limited significance, assuming that
wvour work is aubstantiol and that vou who made il
seeit clearly, A good picture powerfully vindicates
itaell in time; i is for steonger than o mistoken
critic,

"A painter bas nooreal coemy bud his own bad
paintings,” That statement bringz me back to the
proper subject of eriticiam, Surely o photography
eritic's most important job is, in the highest sense.
to help photographers of promise defeat their only
el cnemies, their own bod pictures,



