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PROPOSAL FOR M.F.A. PROGRAM 
30 March 1984 

I am interested in using evidence of the past, such as photographs, documents and letters, 

and reconstructing it in the present. 

Juxtaposing images and ideas of past and present are a way of indicating a feeling that 

who we are and what we do is never free of the past, and that evidence such as photo-

graphs stops the past—and present—in the circumstances and contexts of that time. In 
doing this, I am enquiring into why people are what they are, and do what they do. While 

these enquiries may be about myself, my family, people close to me or issues which 

interest me, the intention is to engage the viewer in a process of re-evaluation of similar 

associations and recollections. 

Although in many ways the works may appear to be a kind of visual social history or 

documentation, I want them to be more than just memorabilia. My own response and 

involvement within the works will be important. Sometimes, for example, this has taken 

the form of a narration running parallel to other visual material. 

Visual work will start with exploring some of the following: 

— the idea of portraits; collaged collections of photographs of families in their past and 

present; juxtaposing parents as children with their own children, for example. 

— the construction of the new Parliament House in Canberra. While documenting the 

construction, the work will be an exploration of the various expectations of a building 

like this, through photographs of the workers and users, and the use of site plans, 

newspaper items, old photographs and documents. 

— possible involvement in the local 'Art in working life' project, where some Tasmanian 

industries will be documented photographically. My involvement would be an attempt 

to link the present with the past. 

— the 'team photo' for the Royal Quayle St, Croquet Squadron—a group of friends who 

reconstructed a traditional afternoon's entertainment. 

— an investigatiori of the Tasmanian railways, which were once a very important 

communication network. Openings of lines and stations were occasions for celebration, 

and the railways were very much a part of people's lives. Now other forms of transport 

are used for people and freight, and a way of life, like so many others, is disappearing. 

- other ideas and events are sure to arise during the course, and I would like to be able 

to respond to them, if they fit in with the overall concerns. 

Theoretical work will probably investigate the nature of social history, and the various 

ways in which it is recorded, with possibly a more thorough investigation of my own 

reasons for this research, and methods of doing it. 
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• INTRODUCTION 
October 1985 

During this course I have been trying to develop an art practice using primarily photo-

graphs and text, and as my proposal indicates, to extend this practice from a closely 

personal one, to one which addresses issues dealing with other people. 

I discovered quite quickly that once one starts photographing other people, a number of 

issues to do with the politics of representation arise, and these must be considered if one 

is to be a responsible practitioner. These issues became the subject of the first paper. 

In addressing this question of representation, the issue of reading a work became conten-

tious, and with it the question of author/artist's intent in the production of work. The 

attempt to resolve these problems in relation to my own practice is the subject of the 

second paper. 

Documentation of the work refers to the theoretical understandings developed in the 

papers, and also describes the process of production, and the decisions made along the 

way. 

The course has been a valuable experience in many ways. Mostly it has been important to 

be able to extend ideas through artwork, in a climate that encourages self-criticism through , 

contact with people who argue about ideas. 
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DOCUMENTATION OF WORKS 

Although a number of ideas were listed in the proposal, only three were carried through: 

. 1) 	James Nelson Textile Mill 

2) Invitation to the Game (croquet) 

3) Documentation of the new Parliament House in Canberra. 

These projects were similar in some ways, but also proved to be different enough to 

provide opportunity for the experiences gained in one to influence the others. This was 

even more so, because they were all carried forward more-or-less simultaneously. Because 

so much of the work required research and waiting for component parts to arrive, or 

arranging travel, it was necessary to orchestrate the progress of each piece so that the next 

step was ready when I needed it. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the advantages in working in this way, the prolonged resolution 

of some of the pieces has been a bit difficult to sustain. This may be a necessary casualty 

of this sort of course, and certainly of this sort of work, though I suspect that the future, 

with other sorts of interruptions, will probably bring similar conflicting demands on time, 

and attention. It is exciting to be working with the pieces as they are finally coming 

together, and it will be even better to see them installed. 

Some of the dilemmas associated with content, form and reading the works were addressed 

in the two theory papers, and will remain an interest, because I don't think they are 

resolvable—there will always be aspects which will be better explained, and where other 

points of view will develop my understanding of what I am doing. 
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James Nelson Textile Mill 

As part of its program of activities, the Kaleidoscope Community Arts Company in Hobart 

planned a photographic documentation project which fell within the guidelines of the 

Australia Council 'Art-in-Working-Life' program. Funds were received from the Australia 

Council and the Tasmanian Arts Advisory Board, Unions and Management, and six 

photographers were appointed to document working life in six worksites in July/August 

1984. Because the objectives of the program were compatible with the objectives of my 

course of study, I included it in my course proposal. 

The project itself was completed in 1984, and the work was exhibited in public places in 

each town, as well as at the worksites themselves. The exhibition then was shown at the 

Australian Centre for Photography early in 1985, and there are plans to send it to other 

galleries. 

My involvement during that time amounted to fairly continuous travel to and from the 

James Nelson Textile Mill in Launceston from June to November, 1984. Since then I have 

maintained a friendly contact with the mill, and have been interested in their recent 

development and expansion. While working there, I felt very much part of the place and 

enjoyed the relationships that developed with the people. 

As well as boxes of work-prints, I kept a comprehensive file on the project which includes 

• the contract 

• all correspondence with the factory 

• news clippings 

• working notes about the factory 

• orders for photos from workers 

• copies of documents 

• correspondence and meeting minutes with Kaleidoscope 

• articles to do with the Working-Life projects elsewhere 

• minutes and documents from the Textile Workers Union 

• all the negatives taken at the factory, and copy-negs of the family photos 

they provided 

• costs. 

I also became involved with helping Kaleidoscope in its revision of the philosophy of the 

project, and the planning of the 1985 project, to the extent of interviewing applicants, 

helping draft the contract, liaising with funding bodies etc. This information and minutes 

of meetings are also in the file. 

When the project began, I was aware that these projects, in Australia Council, Community 

Arts Board/Trade Union terms were meant to be 'participatory', but was also aware that 

Kaleidoscope itself was not really aware of these sorts of debates, and that involvement 

between artists and unions in Tasmania was in its very early stages. The emphasis in our 
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• project was to be on documentation of a fast-disappearing way of life and work. Corres-

pondence in the file shows efforts to raise the consciousness of artists and committee to 

the philosophy of art-in-working-life programs. At the same time, I was not at all clear 

about how I could happily work within that philosophy. I was trying to come to terms 

with working in a way which would satisfy me, without feeling as if I was compromising 

myself, and yet not exploiting the people I was working with, but representing them 

fairly. 

Another factor was that while in other parts of Australia these projects are organised with 

unions, and much of the content of the work is to do with labour issues, our project was 

organised mainly through management, with the goodwill of the unions. Most of the 

artists concentrated on documentation of the workers, some in a fairly traditional portrait 

form; some in the context of their living and working environments, and all with a sense 

of documentation for archival purposes. 

As it happened, 'my' factory turned out to be the sort where management had risen 

through the ranks, so there was very little conflict between management and union. There 

had of course been labour problems in the 70's when there was a massive downturn in the 

textile industry nationally. There had also been management problems two years before 

when the parent company in the UK had decided to close down its Launceston branch, 

and the factory was saved only by the intervention of senior factory management who 

put their own money into the place, and found a new Melbourne backer. Consequently 

there was a fairly healthy mutual respect between workers and management, and a good 

relationship with the Union Secretary, (not to mention a healthy labour-relationships 

rivalry with other Launceston mills). All parties realised that the necessary expansion into 

new equipment in order to remain competitive, would inevitably lead to loss of some jobs, 

but knew that it was either that or closure. 

Consequently the comment at my end-of-year review that 'I appeared to have a fairly 

benign relationship with management' was quite true; it was not always clear where 

management and workers started and ended, and there was at that time anyway, a 

recognition of mutual dependence. 

What was obvious at the outset was the great number of Lancashire accents, and 

enquiries revealed that the factory had been established in 1951 when twelve Lancashire 

families came from the parent mill to establish the branch. These people were all on the 

point of retiring so it was the end of a particular phase in the history of the mill. During 

those 30-odd years other families had arrived, and of course Australians had been 

employed as well. Everyone seemed to have been there for years and years, and there 

were children and grandchildren carrying on the tradition which I had only imagined in 

the mill towns of England. I had been initially a little disappointed that the mill was 
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• relatively recent and would have little 'history' (in my terms) and also that it used 

synthetics, rather than healthy natural fibres. I changed my view very quickly about such 

preconceptions. 

Because everyone seemed to have a story to tell, and because I did want to involve people 

in some way, I decided to make a collaged work which showed the current work of the 

factory, in relationship to its history. I circulated notices with what I had in mind and 

used the noticeboard near the timeclock. I attended the 10 o'clock foremen's meetings 

every day, and through these methods let people know that I was interested in looking at 

old photos and documents relating to life in Nelson in Lancashire, the journey out, 

arriving in Launceston and early life there, and photos and documents to do with the 

factory itself. It was very difficult to actually 'talk' to anyone, even in the tearoom, 

because of the noise. Textile workers lipread, or rather disconcertingly put their lips to 

your ear, and shout. 

I copied and returned all the photographs, and photocopied all the documents that turned 

up—the first cash-book, the fuel-oil notebook, someone's passport, old orderforms, the 

newspaper clipping that Enid kept, showing Eric and Stephen after they'd saved the mill. 

Those from the 'first families' who had retired, were invited in one afternoon for tea and 

lamingtons, and I made a special trip to photograph them all, in a group photograph 

which would go on the collage next to the christening photographs, and the 1952 

Christmas party. Those that were left of the cricket and golf teams were photographed 

separately. 

Before and after every visit I wrote to everyone who had helped me, and sent photographs 

to those who wanted them, those who had supplied old ones for copying, and to the 

retired people who came in for the afternoon. 

The project seemed to revive a sort of coherence around the place. Most people stay only 

in their own areas—even to the extent of having elaborate personal lunch areas—and 

didn't involve themselves much in the rest of the process. I really enjoyed being able to 

cross over from department to department. When the first workprints went up everyone 

wanted photos of themselves; one woman said she had been weaving since she was 14, 

and often wondered how she was going to explain to her grandchildren what she did. 

Because so much of the mill was dark, I had to use a flash all the time. Even if I had 

wanted formal portraits, it would have been impossible; they all moved so fast between 

the machines. Photographing became a game, where I had to catch them before they 

darted away. I knew they didn't mind this when they made a point of telling me whom 

I'd left out, or which part of the process still needed documenting. They called me 'Flash'. 

The collages themselves may be seen as fairly crowded and confusing in some ways. I 
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probably would have made more of them with less on them, if there had not been the 

constraints of the budget and the overall balance of the travelling exhibition to consider. I 

feel fairly happy with the five collages given the task, and the objectives, and the 

constraints. I also feel fairly happy with the process of involvement, not only with the 

workers and management, but with the Union Secretary who let me read all the union 

minutes that existed, and behind whose office door we found their Trade Union banner 

which was about to go on the tip. Many people went to see the work of all the worksites 

at the Launceston Library, and my work was hung in the weaving room at the mill for a 

month. 

As a follow-up to the project, funding had been given by the Literature Board to 

document the six projects, for a possible future publication. With the prolonged illness of 

the writer appointed, one of the photographers, Jim Marwood, was asked at short notice 

to take over this task. Through going again to Launceston to introduce him to the people 

at James Nelson, I remained in contact with the people there. By this time I had done a 

lot more reading and thinking and had written the first theory paper. I had also started on 

the 'Croquet' project, and had been making some large photographic figures. I had always 

liked the white shining fabric, particularly before it was woven, and had wondered if 

there was some way I could sensitise it in order to put photographic images of the people 

on the fabric that they had made in the mill. I had done some unproductive research on 

this a couple of years before, but resolved to try again. Julie Brown, who constructed a 

work in the School of Art Gallery in 1984, had found someone in Sydney who made his 

own solution for sensitising fabric. I obtained a bottle of this very expensive stuff and 

tested it on nine James Nelson fabrics, both sized and unsized. 

This involved painting it on smoothly under red light, three times, drying it thoroughly 

inbetween each application. The exposures needed to be much longer than usual, and 

when I tried an enlargement of about a metre across, the exposure was an hour's duration, 

for a very pale image. I decided that this was not going to produce anything that I could 

work with—it was too small, too complicated technically, too expensive for the size I 

wanted, and most of all didn't say very much about how I was feeling about the relation-

ship between the people and what they were producing. 

Instead, I decided,to try hanging the fabric in a dark room, and projecting images of the 

people and their machines across it, very quickly, in order to recreate the feeling of being 

in the dark, warm mill, with the people darting competently about. I copied the dozens 

- of workprints that had been made, and tried it out in a small temporary space behind the 

gallery, just for long enough to decide that it was worth continuing with. I needed more 

slides, a third projector, more fabric, and a tape of the mill. 

At this stage, while I was also working with the Croquet piece, I realised that I was not so 

much recreating the past in the present (as I had said in my proposal) but was recreating 

what had been the recent present in another sort of present. This was much more to do 
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with recreating people and what they are doing, rather than recreating specific historical 

events. I know this can sound suspicious in terms of considering the representation of 

people, but I can't feel that it is dishonest, or voyeuristic. I really liked the people in the 

mill and wanted to show that. I also wanted to get my photos off the wall, and loosen up 

photographic images. 

During one of his interviewing trips, Jim Marwood made a tape of the sounds of the 

looms. I went up again and collected more reject fabric, and recorded six people, in 

paired conversations. 

At our February review I managed to get all this together for the first time in an office, 

and at the time of writing this have not managed to get back to it again. I think it needs a 

lot of experimenting with the way the fabric is hung; it needs the sounds on the tape to 

be separated into two tapes, one with loom-sounds, one with voices, so you can walk 

through the sound to hear the voices; and it needs experimentation wiih the location of 

the projectors. 

I envisage this work to be in a small room. On the walls at each side of the entrance will 

be the framed collages, and I hope the viewer may walk right through to the rest of the 

exhibition. This may not be necessary or possible. 

The involvement in this project was a very useful exercise for me. In planning the 1985 

project, we changed it so that there would be only two artists-using-photography (we 

thought there may be printmakers, but we ended up with photographers), they would 

work directly with unions who would make any necessary arrangements with manage-

ment, and they would work as three-month residents in a collaborative (not necessarily 

participatory) relationship with the unions. This project is half way through at the time 

of writing, and seems to be much more sound than our project, though I think ours was 

probably appropriate for its time. 

I am still interested in working in this way, though I am not as committed philosophically 

as are some artists. I think some politically sound but very boring work comes out of 

these projects. However, I do think it is possible to work with integrity without some of 

the compromises that are expected. I would prefer to be making my own decisions, but 

at the same time:am prepared to work in collaboration, and within constraints. Michiel 

Dolk said recently, ' . . . it should not be necessary for the work produced to always 

be so functional; there has to be some place for art as a self-critical activity.' 

If there is any conclusion to my first theory paper, it is that there is no right or wrong 

way to approach these tasks; one can only be as well informed as possible about the 

issues, the processes and the motivations, and do the best one can. 
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James Nelson Textile Mill 

Set of five works, each 101 x 81 cm, 
collaged photographs and text. 
1984 
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James Nelson Textile Mill 

Photographs of installation, approx. 3 x 10 m, 
slides projected onto hanging fabric, with recorded sounds and voices. 
1985 



Grace Cochrane 
James Nelson Textile Mill 
Launceston 
Born in New Zealand in 1941, and 
moved from a teaching background 
there to completing a Bachelor of Fine 
Arts Degree at the Tasmanian School of 
Art in 1983. She is currently undertaking 
her Masters Degree there. 
Has been involved in arts administration 
for the last ten years and is at present a 
member of the Visual Arts Board of the 
Australia Council. She has exhibited in 
group shows in Hobart during the last 
few years and her first solo exhibition 
"Remarking Time was shown in Sydney 
and Adelaide during 1984. 
Statement 
Warmth, the high-speed whirring and • 
shuttling of machinery, and intense 
vibrating relentless noise, oddly combine 
a sense of alienation with intimacy, as 
communication takes place shouting 
into earplugs, hand on shoulder, lips to 
ear. 

Those working are by your side one 
moment then darting away, between the 
rows,' glancing, checking, replacing, 
resetting, adjusting - confident and 
skilled in their unconscious 
understanding and control of their 
machines. A quick word, then away 

- 
And they have been there a long time. In 
1951 twelve 'Lancashire families left their 

• homes to settle in Launceston and 
,establish a branch mill there. Now thirty 
years later these. people are all on the , 
point of retiring 7 some have already 
,done 'so, but there are still Lancashire 
accents everywhere - and children, 
grandchildren and newer migrants.. The 
Australians stay for years too, - 22, 17 ., 
23 7 out come the old photos of workers 

. as teenagers when they started.. 
My interest has been to try to • 
understand this factory and its peopleby. 
combining images of past and present. 

The feeling of unity I experienced seems 
to have something to do with continuity, 
and the way people are able to remain . 
individuals in such a collective work 
place. 
List of Works: 
Set of five works, each 101 x 81 cm 
collaged photographs and text. 

James Nelson Textile Mill 

Extract from catalogue 



New Parliament House, Canberra 

At the end of 1983, with twenty-three other artist/photographers, I was commissioned to 

document the construction of the new Parliament House in Canberra, over a two-year 

period. As I was applying to undertake the Masters Course at that time, and very much 

hoping to move away from the work I had been doing about myself and my family, I 

included the project in the proposal for the course. 

Work I had been doing involved juxtaposing old and new photographs so that past and 

present appeared as a tableau. I felt that who we are now includes the people we have 

been as well, and that this is also determined by the context of the time. Not wanting to 

move too far away from this, my proposal to the Parliament House Construction 

Authority was for a documentation of the workers on the site, but looking at them in 

relation to the philosophy of the construction of the building, and in relation to the 

history of Federal Parliament. After the first visit, I decided to make a panorama in panels 

of the front of the building and hang everything on that. A small maquette was made to 

explain the proposal to anyone who needed it. 

As with the James Nelson Textile Mill, I kept a file which included 

• all correspondence with the PHCA 

• the contract 

• a diary (to start with) 

• early working notes, names, issues, ideas 

• all correspondence, lists, orders, with the State Libraries of Tasmania 

(Hobart), NSW and Victoria (La Trobe) 

• correspondence with the National Gallery about glues, (contract requires 

archival quality) 

• photocopies of relevant parts of all publications to do with Federation, the 

move to Canberra etc 

• photocopies of selected newspaper clippings from the PHCA files to do with 

the construction of the building. 

I knew very little about Australian history and had to find out the sequence of all the 

events from Federation on. The first visit to Canberra was spent almost entirely in the 

National Library going through the photograph files. I ordered $300 worth of prints 

which all had to be rephotographed later and printed archivally to the size I wanted. Some 

photographs were also copied in the La Trobe Library. After going through microfilm in 

the National Library and in the State Library of Tasmania, I compiled lists of newspaper 

clippings which paralleled the narrative of the old photographs. Because the original 

newspapers could not be photocopied, I had to go to the NSW State Library and mark 

the pages of the Sydney Morning Herald and the Bulletin, and order negatives which 

could then be printed onto muralpaper. Argus negatives were ordered from the La Trobe 
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Library. The end of the story could be completed much more easily than I had expected 

because the PHCA kept newspaper clipping files from the beginning of the building 

project in 1981. 

The project took a long time to get started physically. There were always doubts about 

whether or not technical aspects of the project were going to work, such as printing the 

negatives of newspapers, and the large panoramas. In fact many mistakes were made, and 

much work had to be done again—several times. Usually the mistakes were caused by 

trying to deal with a future step while waiting for something to arrive. The panoramas 

were printed about three times. 

During the 1985 August vacation, it was possible to spread all the work out on a floor 

and look at it properly for the first time, in order to think about formal concerns, and to 

reconsider what it meant. 

It became clear that there needed to be some sort of separation between the line of black 

and white photographs and the collage underneath, and I tried every colour that was 

available over the course of a week and a half. The colour had to relate to the colours that 

would be used in the panorama, (which needed colouring to tie the work together, and 

give it a different feeling). Every day I thought I had it right, and every next day knew it 

was wrong. What I wanted was to have the building glow, but not dominate the line of 

photos, and yet relate in colour to the collage underneath. Most of the colours I tried at 

first made the whole thing look like a holocaust, and the coloured line lowered the balance 

of the work too much. 

I had earlier chosen to sepia tone the panorama as well as the smaller photographs, in 

order to make the centre line of photographs stand out. In the end the colours on the 

panorama, and the cream line across the middle, were chosen to complement this tone 

and not compete with it. 

When the time came to sort out the arrangement of the smaller pieces of the collage, it 

became obvious that a consistent formal solution had to be found. Thus, the seven 

centre panels have a vertical linking central photograph, while the other large photo-

graphs are slices of activity and exchanges between people (and with me). The sepia of 

the old newspapel-s has been carried through to the 1985 panel to be visually consistent. 

Similarly the paler archival document paper used mainly in the last panels has been 

included also in the earlier ones. 

It was very important to spend a lot of time with all the material and rethink the project 

in terms of what it actually looked like when it was all together. For a while the piece felt 

very 'anonymous'. My earlier work was very much to do with my relationship to whatever 

the work was about, and the meaning of the work lay between the various images. This 

one had taken so long to get the pieces together that I hadn't confronted it for long 
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enough to work out how I felt about it, about the building, the people, or the history. It 

seemed to need to be pulled back from display and documentation, and given some more 

ordinary life. It needed to have a closer relationship with the people who were working 

on the building, or the people of Australia—the ordinary people—and to me. My first 

thought was to handwrite the lines of Waltzing Matilda right across the cream stripe in 

the middle (it was orange then), but that seemed too trivial. I started collecting poetry 

and prose that seemed to give glimpses of other aspects of Australian life, and decided to 

handwrite them in small central panels within the collage. 

• The information on the panels fell into nine episodes: 

1. DECISION TO FEDERATE 

2. FEDERATION AND THE OPENING OF THE FIRST FEDERAL PARLIAMENT 

3. THE SEARCH FOR A CAPITAL SITE 

4. THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE FIRST PROVISIONAL PARLIAMENT HOUSE 

5._ THE OPENING OF PARLIAMENT IN THAT NEW BUILDING IN 1927 

6. EARLY STAGES OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE NEW PARLIAMENT HOUSE 

7. NEXT STAGES OF THE CONSTRUCTION 

8. INCLUSION OF MATERIAL ON THE BUILDING WORKERS' STRIKE IN 1984 

9. ANTICIPATING OPENING IN 1988. 

As work on the collage progressed, and I was able to read bits and pieces properly for the 

first time, my original interest in how a society changes was reinforced. There is an 

incredible difference from first to last panel, in everything to do with newspaper layout, 

the ways in which documentary photographs are taken, in editorial policy and in 

journalistic style. Opinions and values early in Federation about race, empire, and other 

states are interesting in their differences (and similarities) with the present day. Primarily 

it became obvious that there has been an enormous shift (even though not for all 1985 

Australians) in the relationship between Australia and Great Britain and Britain's role as 

leader of the Empire. Tracing the history of Federation and the establishment of a federal 

capital, not to mention the design and construction of an Australian Parliament House, is 

really an exercise in understanding a changing society. 

In searching for material for the handwritten panels, I went back to the architects' philo-

sophical statement for the art program for the new parliament house. I felt I was on a 

similar track. 

In keeping with the theme of inspiration and aspiration, visual docu-
mentation of the history of the Australian Parliament will play an important 
role in the Art Program. However, the depiction of past and present events is 
intended to reflect the changing human and social values underlying those 
events, rather than to stand as historical documentation for its own sake. For 
example, the Eureka Stockade does not just stand as one of the few events 
of open combat in Australian history but signifies the birth of the Australian 
democratic movement and the determination for political freedom. Thus, it 
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is the realisation of the values and convictions which gave rise to such an 
event as the Eureka Stockade which is capable of providing inspiration in the 
present and aspirations for the future. 

Now I am certain that the text I want is on the panels themselves, and will select appro-

priate excerpts from the newspapers rather than use unrelated prose or poetry. The 

content and style of this text will tell as much about 'changing human and social values 

underlying those events' as anything else I could choose. 

Another changing symbol is the 'national' flag. As the sequence of events became pieced 

together, it was noticeable that not only the flag itself changed, but that what it was or 

should symbolise was also debated. This debate continues into the need for such a 

significant flagpole on the new building, and what that says about us as a nation, 

particularly if we continue to fly the same flag. As well, the appropriation of the Eureka 

flag by the Builders Labourers Federation is discussed. It may be possible to include some 

visual narrative of flags in the collage, as this would be another symbolic way of showing 

changing social values, and the changing nature of government. 

An interesting aspect of this project is that while (for me anyway), it very much involved 

the cooperation of the union delegates and members on site, it has been a management-

organised project. It is unusual for unions, particularly construction unions to allow 

twenty-four non-union photographers to swarm all over their building. I was lucky in that 

my first visit coincided with the ending of a 17-week strike, and after meeting representa-

tives of key unions at their picket hut at the gate, I was taken with another photographer 

to the mass meeting held that day. Since then these people have been allies on every visit. 

So it is not an art-in-working-life project in the accepted sense of the term. Instead it is a 

Public Art Commission, which for some of the artists involves close liaison with unions. 

In its commissioning program, the PHCA and the architects have established a very 

important precedent in Australia. I think the Tasmanian Government is the only state to 

have a similar scheme. The experience gained with preparing contracts, selecting work and 

artists, budgeting, storage and allocation of work to sites in the building is a very 

important model. It will be interesting one day to find out just how much employment 

for artists has been generated here. 

While sorting out the workprints for this project, it became apparent that some of them 

fell into sequences, such as a series on concrete pouring, or erecting scaffolding. I would 

really like now, with the experience of the Croquet piece (and making life-size figures) 

behind me, to reconstruct these lifesize. They would probably be glue on canvas, cut and 

torn fairly roughly, reconstructed in a way that dealt with movement and not realism, 

and painted. The canvas would hang loosely, evoking construction itself. One of the 

pieces would be about the BLF meeting where photographs of the workers on canvas 

would be hung in a circle, like a meeting, with some of their newsheets, and maybe the 

Eureka flag included. This may not be resolved by the completion of the course, and in 
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fact I am not sure of my position with regard to some of the unions. I am not sure 

whether I can just present this information and leave the viewer to read it depending on 

their own point of view, or whether in fact I need to make a position clear. The urge to 

make something loose, bold and intuitive (i.e. choice based on unconscious experience) is 

fairly strong—and there are several rolls of failed panoramas to use as well. 
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Construction of New Parliament House, Canberra 

Nine panels, each 2745 x 1 020mm, 
collaged photographs and text. 
1984-85 



Construction of New Parliament House, Canberra 
(details) 



Union Meeting 

Circle of five collaged canvases, each 2500 x 1800mm, 
behind ten panels of cut-out figures, each 2000 x 1000mm. 
1985 
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Invitation to the Game 

In the summer of 1983-84, a friend who periodically invites a number of other friends 

around for a Saturday lunch, sent out an invitation to the opening meet of the Royal 

Quayle St Croquet Squadron. Everyone arrived appropriately clad and equipped. Because 

it was such fun, and because they were all close friends, I photographed them with 

nothing more than snapshots in mind. Later it was also fun to try to marshall everyone 

into some semblance of a team photo, because that is what 'teams' do. 

When I looked at the work prints later, there was still the feeling of fun about it, and I 

thought it might be possible to work with them somehow to try to recreate that 

experience. I originally thought of making team photos where the movement or 

rearrangement of people from several of the photos was collaged onto one, giving the 

feeling of the progression and chaos of the event. 

I started to work with the photos just after I had finished the James Nelson collages, and 

after the tightness of that work, and the serious thought I had been giving to the issues in 

the first paper it was good to be working with something that was just about fun. After all 

this is what most people use their cameras for; to record events they enjoy, and to 

celebrate the time spent with friends. The camera isn't always a weapon for social change. 

I started by printing the snapshots—fairly large, so that when they were all together and 

you walked up to them, you would feel part of the game. The photos are not important 

as single images, but together there should be some feeling of fragments of exchanges, 

scraps of conversation, involvement in the game. 

At this stage two separate visitors came to the School of Art from Sydney, and read the 

work in such a different way that I couldn't continue to work on it for some time. Their 

main objection was that the whole activity of dressing up and playing a game like croquet 

was itself a questionable social act, in that we were very seriously aping the upper class in 

bourgeois fashion, because we really wanted to be like them. More theoretically, we were 

Ietishising our oppression,' and if that wasn't politically reprehensible enough it was even 

worse to celebrate it through recording it. It seemed they would have preferred the 

mockery to have taken place by photographing players taking themselves seriously at a 

real croquet club. The argument was part of the notion that current devices in art practice 

are quotation, montage, self-reference and parody. My work seemed to use all of these, 

but parody was suspect because, 'to parody is to celebrate; parody is the legitimiser of 

consensus; it is a short term strategy; it shows us revelling in our own oppression'. 

However disconcerting this was, it was quite useful in that I had to address again the 

question of representation of other people, and also investigate the problems associated 

with viewers bringing other readings to a work. After spending all that time thinking about 

the politics of representation in the first paper, I couldn't believe that there were some 
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implications about that that I had missed, just because the subjects were my friends. No 

one wants to be labelled politically naive or conservative. 

I started by trying to investigate what humour is, and how it works. It seemed that most 

humour worked in the same way: where we make fun of ourselves as well as other people, 

and through doing this accept, or understand a bit more about ourselves and the world we 

live in. The only book that I could find that addressed the question in the way I was 

looking for was Koestler's The Act of Creation where the use of pun, paradox and satire 

are linked to discovery, creative exploration and experiment. This led further to an 

attempt to understand how art works as art, and in particular, how my sort of art works. 

The next issue which the croquet problem raised was that of the importance or otherwise 

of the artists intent in the reading of a work. It had become obvious that one can never be 

sure that viewers are going to make the same reading of a work if their own experiences 

and concerns are different. This seemed a particular problem if the work produced did 

not overtly state its message. The aspects of collage which I like, i.e. where the meaning 

or narrative or message lies between the images used, are also its greatest problem, if in - 

fact the viewer is not guided quite specifically to that meaning. 

By this stage, all these issues were relevant to the resolution of any work, so they became 

the subject of the second theory paper. I needed to know more about the motivation to 

work creatively in the first place, (our theory course had placed a great deal of emphasis 

on the notion of art being culturally determined, and there seemed to be a psychological 

and maybe even a physiological gap which needed investigation), the way the sort of 

work I wanted to make actually worked, and how to deal with the possibility of vastly 

different readings from the one(s) I had intended. 

This all took some time, and as far as the croquet photographs were concerned, the 

solution seemed to be to make it quite clear that this work was a comment on photo-

graphy, rather than a comment on class, symbolic class pursuits, and their fetishising. 

Bearing in mind the advice of people like Brecht, Harvey, Eisenstein, Sekula and others 

in the second paper, it seemed that what I was trying to do was comment on snapshots 

and team photos, as common forms of photography, through the reconstruction of a 

particular event. If there is social criticism in the work, I think the players were probably 

making it themselves in the first place. 

The wall photographs have become loosely allied to snapshots that might be found in a 

family album. While they will be jammed together on the wall to give the impression of 

participation in the event, there will also be references to photo corners, and possibly 

album captions. The 'team photo' has been recreated life size, reconstructed in a way, to 
)  invite participation. Similarly, a few individual figures will join the viewer in the 

installation. 
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While trying out the installation in the space available, it seemed necessary to find some 

device which would tie it together. For the team photo, I considered some association 

with frames, or album pages, and also wondered whether it would be better to simulate 

an 'outside' reconstruction by using artificial grass, or heaps of leaves. In the end it 

seemed to be best to use a simple patch of colour behind the three layers of photographs. 

Because the whole room felt so black and white, it then felt a good idea to continue the 

colour around the periphery of the floor, to unite the whole room. The dark orange 

hessian was chosen because it was most ambiguously inside and outside in its reference, 

and because the colour helped the photographs glow a little. It can I hope be read as 

either someone's back lawn, or an inside studio, which will relate to both the snapshots 

and the team (studio) photograph. The foot of the life-size photos were coloured a little 

to help unite them to the hessian. I hope good lighting will contribute to the unity of 

the piece. 

In order to be really sure of the meaning I intend to convey, I may add a name plate to 

the team photo. As well, a table will be placed in the doorway to the installation, on 

which will be placed the letters of invitation, which viewers can bring in with them. A few 

props like croquet mallets may be included. 'Invitation to the Game' can also read as a 

pun, both about croquet quite literally, and about the re- or de- construction of the 

photographs. It may also be a private reference to dealing with those two critics. 

My original idea of constructing the photographs so that a sequence of movement by 

one person in a single image helps recreate that movement or event, did not take place. 

In some ways it may have been too much of a steal from Hockney, and the more straight 

reconstruction seemed best at the time. I regret it a little though. If I can complete the 

work on the BLF meeting this idea may be pursued there. 
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Invitation to the Game 

Installation 4x 11m, 
40 photographs each 45 x 63cm ; lifesize figures. 
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Towards a Personal Photographic Practice — 1 

THE POLITICS AND PRACTICE OF REPRESENTATION 

Seminar Paper 1 
November 1984 



This paper is an investigation of the ways in which artists, and in particular those using 

photography, work with organised labour, or unionised industrial workers. It will 

specifically consider current Art-in-Working-Life programs in Australia, but earlier 

practices will also be discussed in order to see if the purposes of the involvement and 

these relationships between artist and worker have changed. 

The reason for this investigation is to clarify my own apprehension about some aspects of 

working in an area in which I am in fact quite interested, and I realise now always have 

been. I can see in retrospect, for instance, that the most important aspect to me of earlier 

working life was not what we were doing or producing, but the interest in making sure 

people recognised the value of their role in the process, and in doing this valued them-

selves as well. 

Earlier art-work about my family was also to do with the valuing of people and the 

recognition of my own place in relation to them. 

Recent experience of working as a photographer in a textile mill has reinforced all this as 

a concern and while feeling an interest in continuing with this work in some way, I also 

feel a need to understand more about what this sort of practice means, not only to me 

but to the people in the workplace as well. 

Artists in Australia usually involve themselves in working in industry through the trade 

union movement, rather than through industrial management. Other artists work 

individually, on political and social issues, but this paper will be restricted to discussing 

those who work with organised labour, or unions. These artists are usually art-school 

trained and skilled, with an educated social and political commitment towards the 

involvement. Trade unions have had a long association with cultural activities, but one of 

the things this paper will explore is whether there is a different sort of artist involved now, 

and whether they are making different cultural products, and for different reasons. 

Funding for the various projects comes from the unions and more recently from Federal 

and State arts funding bodies where art in working life, within the ambit of community 

arts, has generally been identified as a priority or incentive area for support and 

encouragement within the overall arts funding policies. 

Several questions'have persisted throughout research for this paper. 

- Why do artists want to work with unions in this way, and what do they hope to 

achieve? 

— What do the unions and their members expect from the involvement with artists? 

- Is current practice significantly different from earlier involvement and if so why, 

and how? 

— Where has the initiative come from in recent years—from unions, artists or other 

reformers? 
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— What sort of work emerges as most appropriate to the objectives of working in this 

way? 

The answers and solutions to these questions overlap and intertwine and new questions 

emerge. Implicit in the whole discussion is the single question, 'Do I still want to be 

involved?' 

Why do artists want to work with unions? 

Writing in Caper 13, 1981, the editors summarise their reasons for encouraging involve-

ment between artists and unions. 

The past decade has seen a resurgence of interest in art and cultural programs with the 
labour movement in Australia. Many unions have renewed support for cultural activities 
both for and of interest to their members, and for many working within the arts, the 
upheavals of the sixties and seventies—the social movements, the anti-war movement, 
rising unemployment—fostered a climate in which they reassessed their work and 
practices. As a result of this combined effort, significant steps have been made towards 
the re-establishment of the role of the arts within the labour movement. 1  

That publication was provided as background information for an ACTU national seminar 

Art and Working Life, held in 1981. Michiel Dolk, who wrote the editorial for Art 

Network the following year, an issue on socially engaged and community art, reinforced 

these reasons, pointing out that 'We are in a political climate where self-serving 

conservatism is becoming standard,' and that 'the spirit of free enterprise is diffusing its 

corporate aura over the arts.' As a way of combatting the conservatism and increasingly 

corporate nature of art practice he argues that, 

Despite the problems met in tackling the contradictions of 'popular culture', these are 
fundamental to the development of a viable public art . . . 

Perhaps one of the most positive directions which has emerged over the past ten years 
has been the possibility of exploring new contexts and social spaces for the production 
of art—from incidental manoeuvers in the public domain, to the more sustained links 
with sections of the union movement, resident action groups, the Aboriginal land rights 
movement, migrant communities, and the anti-uranium and nuclear disarmament 

campaigns.' 2  

A similar major c\onference between union workers and artists took place in Canada in 

1984. The report Art & Labour : Working Partners 3  identified the single major factor 

that emerged through discussions as, 

. . . working people, although integral to social, economic and political reality—are 
alienated from existing art forms; and that such alienation is detrimental not only to 
the workers, but also to the arts in general. (Chapter 2) 

This was reinforced by reference to a union report 4  which shows, in relation to television 

treatment of workers that: 
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(a) unions are almost invisible on television; (occupational prevalence is grossly 

disproportionate e.g. private detectives outnumber assembly line workers 12:1). 

(b) television, when it does pay attention to unions, depicts them as violent, degrading 

and obstructive; the workers are nameless, personality-less people who take orders, do 

their jobs and disappear. 

(c) on the three major networks, news coverage of social issues favours corporate 

positions by 68%. 

Martyn Novick in the conference discussions, said about this that : 

There is a larger politics which embraces the electoral process and labour activities. It is 
the success of the neo-right in shaping the perceptions of working people about them-
selves and the unions to which they belong. 

So they are saying that workers aren't just alientated —they are encouraged to be 

alienated. A number of artists have written about their personal disillusionment with the 

art industry and art market as they see them operating, and have given reasons for their 

change in practice. 

Carol Conde and Karl Beveridge, Canadians who now work collaboratively to produce 

photo-montages dealing with labour issues, say that we seem to take it for granted that 

our culture is determined for us. They used to make abstract paintings and sculpture until 

it became, as they say, irrelevant and boring to them. They also point out that on one 

level, in the mass media people are paid decent wages but have little or no say in what 

they produce. On the other hand those in the fine arts have some control over what they 

make but get paid little for it. In both cases, they say the audience counts for very I ittle. 5  

Their efforts appear to be directed towards making art that is relevant to themselves and 

to audiences, and also towards encouraging change, not only in society but in the ways 

artists operate. 

Laura Sky, a film director/producer who gave a paper at the Canadian Art and Labour 

conference mentioned earlier, discussed her own transition from the traditional role of 

artist, to that of an artist vitally involved in the movement for political and cultural 

change. She described firstly an experience where she travelled in Italy and France, going 

from church to church, from gallery to museum. Progressively she found the experience 

oppressive and became angry that the only images she saw were those of the 'forces of 

power, the wealthy, the elite, officers of church and state.' She felt that now as then, 

images of ordinary everyday life were invisible and asked herself what role the tradi-

tional artist played, in collaborating with the process of making these lives so invisible. 

She explains it in this way, 

In our lives as artists, as creative people, we are encouraged by a reward system —the 
implicit and explicit rewards offered to us that serve, in reality, to separate us from 
working people who face the struggles of everyday life. We receive status, respect, and 
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a specific veneration awarded to artists in our society. These rewards, are not, of course, 
matched by economic support. The rewards, and our need to internalize (them) —support 
that separation between even progressive artists and working people. This is often reflected 
in the art of these artists—as they too often show us the romanticized workers, or in the 
other end, the faceless masses. Rarely does the artist confront and portray—on an equal 
level, the working person that she/he is painting. As a result, rarely does the artist afford 
the audience the opportunity to face, in an equal manner, the person(s) portrayed in that 

painting. 6  

She points out the conflict that progressive artists face, between 'buying' the egotism and 

specialness of being an artist (usually because of their economic insecurity), and effective-

ness with the forces of change. This relationship is difficult to achieve because we must be 

prepared (as artists) to relinquish that separateness—the separateness that says artists are 

better than workers. 

These are the sorts of reasons that artists are giving for choosing to work outside the art 

institution, and instead, with Unions. 

What about the Unions? 

Changes in social, economic and political life have also affected unions and their 

employees, the ways they see themselves, and the ways in which they want to represent 

and advocate for themselves. It is hard for me to identify whether the current interest in 

collaborative artist/worker practice has stemmed from a union need for new forms of 

representation such as can be provided by artists or whether the initiative has come from 

artists, intellectuals or social reformers seeking more relevant fields in which to work 

themselves. 

Caper 78 7  includes histories, rationales, objectives and policies which support the idea of 

art-and-working-life programs in Australia, and documents cultural activities in the trade 

union movement over recent years. Jointly published by the ACTU and the Community 

Arts Board of the Australia Council, one must conclude that its contents are agreed upon, 

despite their origins. 

In this publication the ACTU art and cultural recreation policy is mentioned. It begins, 

The history of the trade union movement shows a significant impact on the cultural life 
of Australia and its development in the past. This impact needs to be extended and 
devetoped in current circumstances. 

The headings throughout the editorial extend these views, 

Strong cultural traditions reflect the capacity of the labour movement to build on its own 
history . . . 

The culture of the labour movement is about how we fight to create a better working 
life . . . 

Trade Union culture serves as a means of communication and organisation . . . not 
fitting unions to artists ideals, but fitting artists to trade union needs, or letting members 

develop their own skills, forms of expression and appreciation . . . 
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If people demand meaningful jobs won't they begin to demand meaningful art? . . . 

If unions aren't interested in culture, it's because culture often isn't very interesting . . . 

Some of these statements and the elaborations on them, are problematic to me, as they 

seem to imply, as much as earlier practices they sought to replace, an imposed view of 

what working class culture should be, or what workers need. For example, is culture 

to do with what one does every day at work? The Australia Council (along with trade 

unions) has been the major funder of Art-in-Working-Life programs in recent years, and in 

the same issue, Caper 78 published its funding policy as 

a response . . . to the resurgence of interest and activity by the trade union move-
ment in arts activities during the preceding ten years. 

It identifies its objectives as, 

1. To encourage art practice and policy which is informed by the concerns and issues 
affecting workers own lives, and which acknowledges working class tradition and the 
multicultural nature of that tradition. 

2. To encourage the development of opportunities for workers and their families to gain 
access to the arts and to enjoy opportunities for creative self-expression and 
participation. 

3. To promote communication within the trade union movement and between trade 
unions, artists and art organisations on cultural policy and practice and working life 
and to encourage documentation of this practice; 

4. To encourage community, trade union, private sector, local, State and Common-
wealth support for programmes and projects related to Art and Working Life. 

So this is where we are now. Some unions appear to want artists. Some artists appear to 

want to work with unions. Both appear to share similar political, social and cultural 

objectives, and funding bodies representing governments are identifying the area as a 

priority for incentive support, within the overall support for funding other art practices, 

such as Australian and international exhibitions, Biennales, support for individual artists, 

contemporary art spaces etc. Many artists are disenchanted with the art institution as 

they see it, and labour is seeking to find ways of becoming more articulate about its needs. 

What's different about current practice? What has happened in the past? Is this all 
something new? 

The last decade hasn't been the only time that artists and reformers have tried to improve 

the conditions of labour, and the perceptions of other people about labour, or in fact the 

perceptions of labour about itself. 

Su Braden, in her book; Committing Photography, says 

Almost since the invention of photography, photographs have provided the possibility of 
both evidence and counterfeit. For those who felt that to produce social change they had 
only to present the world with the pictorial 'evidence' of squalor, poverty, ill health, war 
or torture, the camera became the obvious means . . . (But) as views about the nature 
of social change have developed, with the emphasis moving from social reforms imposed 
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from above, to social action taken by the people concerned at first hand, so photographic 
practice which sets out to 'record' subjects of social concern has been brought into 
question. Above all the notion of the photograph as . . . a source of evidence, has been 
confronted with one in which the meaning of the photograph is understood to be 
inseparably tied to social consciousness, culture and custom . . . 

A principal question has emerged—whom does the photograph represent? Do the photo-
grapher's own ideas about the subject dominate the way the picture is taken and shown 
and, if so, is this bias (negative, positive, class-bound, or simply personal) apparent to 
those who see the image? 8  

She points out that photographs, while offering information, are not neutral tools, and as 

a purveyor of dominant cultural bias are capable of forming the vanguard of any invasion, 

where the incursionists take with them the ideologies, conventions, and often the context 

from their own world, as they launch themselves on the world of others. She suggests that 

the alternative to cultural invasion is that of 'cultural synthesis' described by Paulo Friere 

in 1972, in which the incursionists became collaborators, integrated with the people, and 

acting with them in collective authorship. People, in other words, should represent them-

selves. It is this philosophy of collaboration towards workers' self-representation which 

makes current practice different-from most practices in the past. 

The editors of Incite 9  say that one argument against this is that art workers in these 

circumstances are, 

less creative and more subject to compromise because of the collective (group) 
production method in which they engage. This is seen to be the antithesis of art which, 
it is assumed is the uncompromised production by an individual. What is missing from 
this argument, is that artists possess no such uncompromised authority. They are 
affected by social conditions, and dictated by art's own 'marketplace', including the 
grant system, the gallery system and all the various validating mechanisms which contain 
and control the distribution and exhibition, and consequently the production of art. 
These cultural institutions, . . . identify the work of art by the name of its individual 
author. In doing so they construct a history of individual artists, where another rich 
with people, materials and organisations actually exists . . . If artists are to leap the 
economic hurdles and cross the void of constructed and incomplete histories, . . . it 
will be necessary for them to take a hand in determining the meaning and value of 
their work. 

Victor Burgin takes up the notion of representation in a collection of essays 10  which he 

says have representation as a common concern. In his view a precondition of the recent 

emergence of this topic has been the break with longstanding Marxist tradition by e.g. 

Althusser, for whom he says, 'ideology is not "false consciousness" . . . it is inseparable 

from the practical and social activities and relations of every day life, and therefore a 

• necessary condition of any society . . . (Where) ideology is a system of . . . represen-

tations (images, myths, ideas or concepts . . . ) endowed with a historical existence and 

role within a given society . . . ' For Althusser, Burgin says, the subject and its 

experiences are constituted in representations. 
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So the question that must now be considered, is 'Who is represented; who represents; • 

and how?' 

Involvement by photographers in trying to change the life and lot of others has taken 

many forms. 

Su Braden asks, 

What kind of collaboration can there be between photographer and photographed 
which will ensure that the person behind the camera is not appropriating the 
identity of the person in front of the lens? 11  

Her book Committing Photography looks at the historical practice of photographers 

committed to social change in Europe and America, before considering current 

projects and practices in England which are very similar to those occurring in Australia. 

She looks first at the work of Jacob Riis, 

a Danish immigrant to America in the 1870's and an ex-police reporter turned social 
reformer (who) worked at the turn of the century to fight for the elimination of slum 
conditions on New York's Lower East Side. He sought to produce evidence which 
would offend the consciences of eminent and wealthy New Yorkers and force reforms 
upon landlords. He found that the most effective way to tell the story of the squalor, 
poverty and despair of the East Side tenements was to visit (them) with a camera and 
flash, often in the small hours of the morning. 

Su Braden suggests OD 2) however, that 

For all his humanity and in spite of his success in getting a certain number of 
rehousing schemes established after the publication of his book How the Other Half 
Lives (1901), Riis's attitude towards the poor was fundamentally based on pity and 
it appealed to the sentiment of pity in others. He was not concerned to reveal causes 
to the poor themselves to enable them to fight their own case. His intention was to 
use his photographs to reform the existing order but not to tamper with its established 
hierarchy. 

Lewis Hine also worked as a photographer in America in the early part of this century, 

and was convinced that his photographs could bring about social change. He was 

particularly concerned between 1908-1914 to expose the exploitation of child labour. 

Su Braden says (ID  4) 

(His photographs) express indignation and a great concern for the individual identity 
of each child photographed. Nevertheless, in hiw own terms, Hine did not feel he had 
achieved his aim of using the camera where words had failed. Despite his concern, 
despite the contact he established wth many of his subjects, he remained an inter-
preter of their suffering to audiences who were themselves mainly adult and middle 
class. Although in later life Hine began to despair of the effectiveness of his work, he 
never saw this failure in terms which embraced his own social position. He was, in fact, 
working in an age when the labour movement in America was fast growing. But few 
people of Hine's social group would have felt it more important to engender indignation 
among the working class on its own behalf than to imbue the middle classes with 
indignation on behalf of the conditions of working people. 
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With his later work, the 'Men at Work' study, where he hoped to find a more popular 

audience, and reveal to working people, the status and value of their 'new age' industrial 

employment Su Braden suggests that he again, failed to find the context or the public 

he had intended. She says these photographs reveal an even greater isolation between 

the subjects and the photographer than in his early work. 

A collective effort to publicise and change the plight of the poor was the large photo-

graphic project associated with the Farm Security Administration Scheme. This was set 

up by the Roosevelt Government in 1955 as part of the New Deal administration to 

lend support to its program, by documenting the effects of the Depression on the land 

and on the agricultural labour force. This scheme was run by Roy Stryker who employed 

and directed the photographers and who filed and selected all the work produced. These 

photographers were sent out with very specific tasks e.g. in 1936 Stryker included in his 

list, 

Relationship between density of population and income of such things as: pressed 
clothes; polished shoes and so on. And more particularly: 'The wall decorations in 
homes as an index to the different income groups and their reactions.' . . . 

(Later, under pressure from Departmental and Congressional criticism in the period 
following Pearl Harbour, Stryker was calling for,) 'Pictures of men, women and 
children who appear as if they really believed in the U.S. Get people with a little 
spirit. Too many in our file now paint the U.S. as an old person's home and that just 
about everyone is too old to work and too malnourished to care much what happens.' 
He goes on to ask for: 'More contented-looking old couples—woman sewing, man 

reading. 

One of the most well known photographers of the F.S.A. was Walker Evans whose photo-

graphs later appeared in the book Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Su Braden says of his 

work . . . 

They made his name but did little to free the subjects themselves from their conditions. 
The meticulous studies of light and shade which are the hallmark of Evan's photography 

• do not discriminate between the beauty he finds in the poverty-stricken farming family 
standing in front of their Alabama shack and that which he finds, for example, in the 
iron stove in a New England country house . . . It seems that the lack of any equality 
between Evans' view of himself as a skilled artist-photographer and his view of his subjects 
as the impassive objects of his studies does little more than romanticise their condition 
and aestheticise the human suffering. 13  

A very different form of photography took place with the worker-photographer move-

ment which developed 

in Europe (principally Germany, Holland and Britain) and America in the 1920s and 
1930s. (It) was a section of the Workers' International Relief (WIR), instigated by Lenin 

• in Berlin in 1921 to promote international relief for Russia's famine, and developed 
through the introduction of illustrated socialist literature. 14  

Members of the various associations were trained, as 'photoworkers correspondents', or 

'worker-reporters'. The manifesto of the Workers Film and Photo League in London said, 

in 1935 
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There are thousands of workers in this country who own cameras, but who only use them 
for taking the occasional snapshot. If even a number of them were to photograph the 
conditions around them—in the factories, workshops, dockyards, railways and country-
side, in their streets—we should have a valuable record of working class life, which would 
enable workers in different branches of industry to understand each other's problems. 

Su Braden observed that in Germany, where the worker-photographer movement had its 

roots, workers who photographed the rise of Fascism took enormous personal risks, 

creating their own visual imagery to counter the heavy symbolism of the Nazi Party. The 

process of learning to use the camera was seen not merely as technical instruction but as a 

process of self- and class-awareness. She suggests that 

The worker-photographer movement, despite its ultimate disappearance offers a historic 
precedent for a popular move to.intervene in the professional mass media's domination 
over public information. Its emphasis, on the process of educating awareness, passing on 
skills through their workshop, is as revolutionary as was the conscious recognition of the 
separate character and value of working-class culture. A further strength of the movement 
was the fact that it originated, not with producers, but with distributors, thus ensuring 
that the work always had an outlet. 

The potential of this movement in Germany before it was stopped by the war may perhaps 

be indicated by the respect and co-operation between its members, and members of the 

radical bourgeois such as George Grosz, John Heartfield, and others. 

In America, the Workers' Film and Photo League (WFPL) . . . offered material and 
moral support for strikers and their families. The league's membership . . . had the aim 
of providing militant workers and the unemployed with the skills to create a photographic 
record of the class struggle, while at the same time providing photographic material for 
radical publications and meeting an expanding demand from the liberal and mainstream 
press . . . 

They were critical of the glamorisation of commercial photography as well as the beauti-
fication and portraiture of bourgeois are—photographs in the tradition of painted portraits 
and landscapes. 

The league's exhibitions chose subjects similar to those dealt with by Hine, Riis and Walker 
Evans, but looked at Roosevelt's New Deal from a left perspective . . . 

The greater critical awareness and interest of the worker-audiences (in contrast to Hine's 
experience) bear witness to the success of the methodology. The American League only 
finally dispersed under pressure of McCarthy's anti-communist witch-hunt in the 1950s. 16  

Su Braden identifies some more recent photographers who have developed a collaborative 

relationship with their subjects. 

One is Phillip Jones Griffiths, a photo-journalist who photographed not just the suffering 

of the Vietnamese during that war, but also the young Americans themselves 'caught in 

the theatre of false propaganda', using photographs and an identifying text. Instead of 

appealing to American people on the basis of pity, he reversed things and appealed to the 

sentiments of self-disgust and dehumanisation of the situation. 

Pictures of Americans, brutalised by their own brutality, with carefully documented texts, 
had a new power to arouse an active anger. 
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Others are Eugene and Aileen Smith, who 

placed themselves . . . at the disposition of the people of the village of Minimata in 
Japan (which) had a history of a 20 year fight against mercury pollution by a chemical 
company. These photographs were produced in collaboration with the residents and 
presented in conjunction with a very specific text. 

So what about collaborative practice between artists and unions in Australia? 

Bearing all the previous accounts in mind, it is possible to look more clearly at what is 

taking place here. Australia has always had a strong organised labour movement, which 

wasn't quelled in quite the same way that e.g. the American and German movements 

were. 

In Caper 73, Charles Merewether traces the history of cultural activity in Australian 

Unions. Before the Second World War, art had mainly been in the form of banners 

'which served the significant function of representing the place of unions in the 

community and the dignity of labour. These were mainly designed and painted by 

tradesmen, not artists. Another important tradition was that of cartooning and black and 

white illustration, distributed predominantly through the mass media and workers press 

and often confirming itself to commenting on immediate issues.' 

By the period of the Depression, through the initiative of the communist movement, a 
consciously working class oriented cultural movement was founded. This encouraged a 
wide and diverse group of cultural workers to participate, and work alongside, and for 
working class struggles. During this period these artists consciously considered the 
social function of their work, and consequently sought to represent the everyday 
experience and conditions of contemporary life. Most notable was the establishment 
of the Workers Art Clubs in Melbourne and Sydney and then in other cities, during the 
height of the Depression in 1932. 17  

During the 30's and 40's an exchange was maintained between Australian cultural workers 

and those in America and Europe. Following the war a number of large unions.committed 

themselves to supporting participation in militant cultural practice. Some examples are 

the establishment of a film unit with the support of the Waterside Workers Federation. The 

New Theatre and Writers League had already been established, and somewhere along the 

way Actors Equity and the Musicians Union were established. Art exhibitions were 

organised by May Day Committees. 

Rather than ask for the reasons for the recent emergence of collaboration between artists 

and unions, it could perhaps be more telling to ask why these appear to be a lull in activity 

during the Menzies era between the second world war and the Vietnam war. 

One of the most active centre for artist/union involvement has been in Newcastle. Caper 19 

is devoted entirely to the history of cultural practice within unions there, describing the 

history and the current activity through the Workers Cultural Action Committee. 18  
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Today in Australia, the back page of an AIWL news sheet (August 1984) 19  lists arts 

officers employed by Labour Councils in five states, with an extra one in Newcastle, and 

contacts with project officers in all Australia Council boards. Over the last few years, visual 

arts programs, where artists and unions have collaborated, include 

Posters: 

— Redback Graffix 

7 Earthworks Poster Collective 

— Others, as described by Louise Dauth (20) 

Banner Painting: 

— Shipwrights and Dockers Centenary 

— Southcoast Miners Federation 

— Miscellaneous Workers Union, Newcastle 

— Newcastle and Northern District Metalworkers Union 

— Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences and Trades Hall Association 
and Banner Restoration project 

Trade Union Media: 

— Oceania Media Network 

— Union Media Services 

— Newcastle WCAC 

Art Workshops: 

— Victorian Trades HallCouncil 

Photographic Projects: 

— Re-presenting Work, Lidcombe 

— Retrenchment—Denying Skills, Newcastle 

— A Womans Work is—Newcastle 

— Industrial Woman—Melbourne 

— CSR Photographic projects 

— Working Life, Tasmania 

Murals: 

— BLF Mural, Melbourne 

— Ad Mural, Sydney 

— Trades Hall, Launceston 

Art Competitions: 

— WA painting and sculpture prize 

Historic Projects: 

— Newcastle Trades Hall 

There are many others, e.g. the Elizabeth photographic project, and the Mothers Memories! 

Others Memories project, which overlap into the more general area of community arts; as 

well as festivals, theatre, music and writing events with political and social concerns. 

Most of those who write about the experience of being involved in these projects confirm 
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• their commitment to the method of operating, but also note the problems that arise. 

Michiel Dolk says, 

In 1982 such associations have their limitations and are often beset with conflicts. But 
they should not be underestimated in their potential for engaging wider horizons than 
the circle enclosing the 'art community' within its specialised obsessions . . . The 
necessity for collaborative work is easily submerged by the continual emphasis on 
individual identity; creative possibilities are often checked by the pragmatic demands 
made on collective work. Many of us know the pit-falls of collectivism, but are 
unwilling to resign ourselves to the impotent gestures that may accompany an 
'autonomous art'. 21 

In a report on a one-day conference on photographic practice in the trade union move- . 

ment at the Australian Centre for Photography in 1984, Terry Smith notes, 

Most of the . . . debate concerned styles of work, the problems of different sorts of 
approach. Ian Burn, in response to the oft-expressed difficulty interventionist photo-
graphers had in justifying their activity to workers, pointed out that Union Media Seri/ices 
for example, uses photography to do specific jobs within the newspapers, leaflets, 
campaign posters which it designs for commissioning unions and other groups. He 
objected to the confusing wish to hang on to a notion of 'free-floating' photographic 
practice when acting in such situations. Others such as Michiel Dolk found this attitude 
unnecessarily restrictive, claiming that an experimental approach to imagery, and to all 
the relationships which shape photo-projects, should have priority. Still others, such as 
myself, felt that the ways in which both these viewpoints interacted was what made this 
type of work productive. 22  

There are also problems which need to be resolved in each project about the way it is to be 

presented. At the ACP seminar Ruth Waller and Ann Stephen debated the prominence of 

design in the Lidcombe Re-Presenting Work exhibition, asking whether there was a divorce 

between it and the nature of photographs on display . . . Nigel Lendon raised the question 

as to whether exhibitions need necessarily be thought of as the logical conclusion, anyway. 

Connie Hatch, writing in the magazine Obscura, outlined the progress of a project she and 

Janet Delaney embarked on, to 'document the disturbing changes (they) saw in (their) 

neighbourhood, South of the Market, in San Francisco.' They worked collaboratively, in,a 

'multi-faceted activity', but found that the choice and manner of the exhibition mounted 

at the end of the project 'had neutralised the active influence of the work on either 

audience (i.e. local non-artist residents, and photographic connoisseurs): 23  
a 

Caper 78 notes another problem, namely that 

Traditional romantic concepts of the artist tend to be widely accepted by trade unions as 
well as funding bodies. Many artists hold a similar view of their role. Few see themselves 
as workers creating a particular kind of product,—a fact reflected in the low level of 
unionisation in certain cultural areas, especially in the visual arts. 

Associated with the thought that it may be artists, intellectuals and reformers who are 

suggesting what the union cultural movement is and needs, is the thought that as well, 

unions are largely being encouraged to present their cases in art-forms that belong to a 
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past time, in the name of building on a cultural heritage. Caper 18 notes that, 

A union which has lost a sense of its culture loses an essential relation to its own history 
and the understanding which that gives in current struggles. 

It is important then that the Art and Working Life program should develop in ways 
which not only embody an understanding of labour movement history and its culture 
but also are able to contribute to the sense of its significance. The traditions are there to 
be built on, revitalised and transformed in that process. 

However, I feel that those traditions are not always revitalised or transformed, but often 

remain in a traditional form, with traditional imagery and style. While we may regret that 

television, video movies, Sunday tabloids, poker machines, football watching and the 

races take up most of most peoples' leisure time, we cannot ignore the fact that those 

vehicles and venues may be more appropriate to people who use them than we wish to 

admit. Why also do we always seem to assume that working class culture is only to do 

with work issues? Ours isn't. Whose is? 

In considering the emphasis that appears to be placed on working class cultural tradition, 

it is interesting to note Mick Carter's discussion on his view of Marxism in Australia in his 

article From Red Centre to Black Hole. 

He suggests that because Australia changed from being an outpost of the Empire and 

became instead a client state of the United States; because there is an increasing social 

and cultural complexity because of immigration, and because there are residual elements 

of a strong labour movement before both of the above occurred, and that this was not 

characterised by quite the class-system of the U.K. and Europe, we had a 'Marxism 

pressed into the service of an authentic nationalism.' 24  He says, 

The difficulty was that (left historicism) shied away from the present precisely because 
this was construed as an epoch tainted by cultural imperialism and thus an occasion 
for both national shame and militant action. It was the past that was constructed as 
being pregnant with a present and it was the past that would provide a blueprint for 
the here and now . . . This is clearly visible in the tetchy relationship the Marxist left 
maintained with mass culture. The only popular culture it could be interested in were 
historically outmoded forms—those that had managed to flourish before they were 
drowned out in the cultural simultaneity of monopoly capitalism. It was especially drawn 
to forms of cultural production that had been attached to the labour movement and 
these got elevated into exemplars for a reconstructed nation/class . . . It was Marxism 
that was profoundly productivist in character, having turned itself into a cultural wing of 
Trade Unions and the Labor Party, desperately clinging to an archaic and romantic model 
of socialism that had died in the thirties. 3  

If he is right, this may help to explain not only what appears to be that gap of relative 

inactivity between artists and unions during the Menzies period, between World War Two 

and the Vietnam war, but also what seems to be the traditional expectations by some of 

the artists involved, in the format of many cultural works produced now. 
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So is there a way in which I can work in this field? 

Susan Sontag said, 
The best writing on photography has been by moralists,—Marxists or would-be Marxists—
hooked on photography but troubled by the way it . . . beautifies. 26  

It is quite a moral dilemma for an artist to justify a course for him or herself when they 

seem to be a moralist hooked on photography but troubled by the way it beautifies, who 

is concerned about the way the art market and art institution appropriates artists and their 

work, who wants to work with content that has some social purpose, who believes that 

people have the right and the need to express themselves, and not have their images and 

issues appropriated by an incursionist with a predatory camera; but while feeling it 	. 

necessary to collaborate with people and even enjoy it, would like to retain some degree 

of independence in the production of their own work. Caper 18 notes that many 

artists 

• . • do not persevere to uncover ways of participating in the union processes, but 
instead opt out and satisfy their need for involvement in socially or politically 
committed activity by contributing to the broader social movements or small activist 
groups. Without demeaning such work, it often becomes the 'easier option' . . . 
The 'easier option' permits artists to retain their 'freedom' in the traditional romantic 
sense without pressure to evolve or transform their work, On the other hand, trade 
unionists may also encounter artists who become involved in 'trade union' or 
'community' work as a way of enhancing their art world reputations and so fail to 
produce work which is of genuine use or interest to unions and their members. 27  

Nevertheless, I think some important work has come out of this practice. Although not all 

critics agree with her conclusions or her examples, Su Braden's research indicates that the 

essential ingredient for effective social change through photography is for photographers/ 

intervenors to be prepared to become integrated participants in the cultural concerns and 

values of those in whose world they are operating. She suggests that this can happen most 

successfully in the following ways: 

— The collective photographic project which results from collectively held conceptions 

and a collectively taken initiative. Example: The worker/photographer movement. 

— The photographic project which results from collective organisation. Example: The 

Minamata project in which the protesters collaborated with Eugene and Aileen Smith 

to produce photographic evidence to promote their case. 

— The photographic project that has collective impact. Example: Philip Jones Griffith's 

'Vietnam Inc.' which appealed to the collective Western moral opinion and self-image. 

(This last example achieves collective participation in social change because the images, 

unlike commercial advertising campaigns, reverse rather than reinforce supposedly 

commonly held views of an event.) Unlike the early social-reformist view, Jones 

Griffiths presents the perpetrators of injustice with an insight into themselves. 

Should I want to continue to work in these contexts, the third course offers the most 

possible practice for me. Reversing expected views and observations, juxtaposing images 
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and ideas in unexpected ways; deflecting rather than reflecting reality, are to me ways of 

forming meanings-in-between, which viewers discover for themselves. Successful work in 

my view has involved multiple images, often with text. Photomontages with opposing 

images by Heartfield and Lissitsky in the thirties are some early examples. Connie Hatch in 

describing their protest photographic project said, 

We discovered the need to articulate what Walter Benjamin, in his Theses on the 
Philosophy of History, called the image of collective recognition which 'seizes hold of a 
memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger.' We sought that dangerous image which 
questions, contradicts, and ideally arrests the passive belief in the inevitable continuity 
of history. 28  

Edward Said, in an article which discusses who writes, and for whom, in The Anti-Aesthetic, 

identifies two ways of working which he considers useful. One is to use an 'immediate' 

visual faculty (television, news photography, etc.) to 'restore the non-sequential lived 

memory and subjectivity as fundamental components of meaning in representation i.e. 'to 

tell other stories than the official sequential or idealogical ones produced by the 

institutions of power'. An example he gives is Susan Meisalas book Nicaragua where 

intimate candid photographs of street-fighters are paralleled with textual accounts of the 

experiences of civilians, though reviewers have noted that production constraints 

unfortunately separated the text from the images. 

The second way is to open the culture to experiences of the 'other' which have (by 

repression) remained 'outside' . . . the norms manufactured by insiders. His example 

is the work by a young Algerian sociologist who re-enacts his own history, with text, 

using early 20th century photographs and postcards of Algerian harem women, taken 

originally by colonisers. In both instances Said concludes we have the 'recovery of a 

history hitherto either mis-represented or rendered invisible.' 29  

One of the perhaps more unexpected outcomes of artist/union involvement has been the 

realisation by artists that their separation from most peoples real life through the art 

institution treating them as special and different, has meant their separation also from 

everyone elses expectations of normal employment and working conditions. The report 

The Artist in Australia Today 30  indicated that artists are among the most highly 

qualified people in the community, and yet among the most underemployed and poorly 

paid. This realisation is resulting of course, in the formation of artists unions. 

It is probably necessary in conclusion to remember that artists are trained and motivated 

and educated to do what they have chosen to do and that this should include a thoughtful 

approach-to their practice—to the purpose and production and use of their work. While 

many artists may want to produce functional work, it should still be valid to be able to 

work in community or industrial groups and make art that is not necessarily purely 

functional. Should we assume that workers will expect artists to compromise themselves 

in their work, any more than artists should expect workers to compromise themselves for 
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art? Whatever the context or the purpose of a project, making art in my view, must 

still be essentially a self-critical activity. 
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Introduction 

It's said that children should not use 
stick figures when they draw! 
And yet I 've lain all night awake 
looking at this drawing here 
or orange men, stick figures every one of them, 
walking up a crayon mountain hand in hand 
walking up my wall. 

They're edging up against a ridge 
their back against the mountain 
pinned against my wall. 
And every one is smiling. 
They know the way a mountain laughs, 
especially crayon mountains made of brown. 
They know they're not allowed, 
these orange men. 

The issue in Sam Hunt's poem, School Policy on Stickmen, (Penguin, 1980) is that of 

representation—representation of people. The use of stick figures is a symbolic convention 

which does not allow for individual observation and interpretation by the child-artist. 

Similarly, the question of representation of people through photography raises a host of 

other 'not allowed's' ranging from questions about the authority or otherwise of the 

camera, or the reality or otherwise of the photograph, to the notion of authorship and 

the expectations and rights of any artist to observe, interpret and represent other people. 

Apart from the arguments raised in my first paper against practices (other than 

commissioned commercial work), where artists use the representation of people as 

content for their own work, there are also many arguments against the notion of signature, 

or the ways in which work is identified through authorship, and read as a biography of the 

artist rather than in the context of the production of the work itself. I t seems to me that 

while the notion of the death of the author can certainly put to rest the notion of the 

artist as genius, there must still be a place for the artist as a person, and that this person 

has a role as one who orchestrates skills, experiences, concerns and understandings in 

order to express something he or she wants to say, and that this can have a useful social 

purpose. Art doesn't happen by itself any more than artists are inspired by divine inter-

vention. It is made by people, in certain circumstances and contexts, for certain reasons—

social, political and personal. 

Consequently, the reading of work, in my view, cannot deny any acknowledgement of the 

role of the artist as a producer in a particular context. This must apply equally to those 

making oblique or obscure meanings and those attempting realistic representation or 

emotive communication, as well as those working in an overtly social or political way. 

Readers must be as concerned about the limitations of their own 'authorship' in making 

meaning from a work, as artists must be in producing it. As artists must consider how a 

work might be read, so readers must consider how, why and in what context it was 
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produced, and allow that this reading may require searching beyond appearance, and 

beyond their own experience and politics. 

Considering the artist/author and reader relationship in these terms, we can no more cry 

for the death of the author than we can insist on the abolition of the reader. There are 

as many understandings about the production and consumption of art, as there are people 

making it or producing it. 

The first parts of this paper are attempts to understand this relationship as a mutual 

dependence. They represent a groping for information which may clarify a context for 

the production of (my) art. 

The last part, 'Practice and Theory' attempts, more specifically, to locate theoretically, 

an art practice which uses multiple images such as photographic, graphic and textual 

images in formats such as tableaux and installations. Because my own work is represen-

tative of this kind.of practice, the paperis also by implication an attempt toAocate my - 

own work theoretically. 

There is an interesting dilemma associated with this attempt. In trying to identify a 

theoretical framework which informs a practice, it is implied that an artist knows what it 

is that he or she is doing, in making art. This can be seen as contradictory if the very 

practice of making art is considered an attempt to sort out the questions that motivate it 

in the first place. For an artist to write about or explain his or her work in another form 

can be seen as a negation of the validity of the art production itself. 

Do we know what we are doing? In fact do we really know who we are, how we do 

things and why we do them even if we think we know and can give reasons, explanations 

and excuses? It is suggested that in fact we do not know, completely. There are so many 

unconscious emotional, psychological, physical, historical, political, cultural and spiritual 

influences underlying conscious awareness that any search for meaning or knowledge or 

understanding can only be a search through all those influences, or an account of that 

search. It seems to me that both making art and reading it, are ways of attempting to 

communicate that meaning. 

We don't arrive in the world squeaky clean. Birth posits us in complexities over which we 

have little control, and even these vary vastly depending on where, when and by whom we 

are posited. So much is already determined for and around us, and one of the things that 

makes art practice so complex is that artists have such varied understandings and concerns 

about just how predetermined they are. 

It seems crucial to attempt to understand some of these influences, in order to understand 

how people choose to work in the ways that they do. 
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Figure 1. shows a schema where interaction takes place in every direction. In this diagram, 

art is seen as an interaction between production and consumption, with all the ideas, 

expectations, habits, beliefs, myths, desires and practices that influence this interaction. 

Production is seen as a synthesis by the artist, based on choices, conscious and 

unconscious, in order to make and communicate meaning. Consumption is seen as a 

selection by the consumer, based on choices, conscious and unconscious, because of the 

meaning communicated. The meanings may not necessarily be the same. 

Art can be and has been made to reinforce or explore a point of view about almost every 

entry on the diagram. It has for example, been made about or to do with paint, skills, 

desire, time, light, myth, the natural, the state, colonisation, and every combination in 

between. It has been consumed for similar reasons. 

The influences on the consumer areamirror image of those influencing the artist, with all 

the possible variations of individual difference that can be calculated. It would appear, in 

fact, that between producer and consumer a perfect match can never be expected or 

assumed. As well, one inevitably influences the others. This diagram is not intended to 

be a definitive classification because I don't believe this is possible. Other people would 

put emphases in other places. It is an attempt to broadly identify influences on both 

production and consumption, and in particular an attempt to show their mutual historical 

location. 

Sekula suggests, 
Suppose we regard art as a mode of human communication, as a discourse anchored in 
concrete social relations, rather than as a mystified, vaporous, and ahistorical realm of 
purely affective expression and experience. Art, like speech, is both symbolic exchange 
and material practice, involving the production of both meaning and physical presence. 
Meaning as an understanding of that presence, emerges from an interpretive act. Inter-
pretation is ideologically constrained. Our readings of past culture are subject to the 
covert demands of the historical present. Mystified interpretation universalises the act 
of reading, lifting it above history. 1  

A theoretical understanding of any art practice involves locating or tracing the influences 

on its production and the varying emphases of those influences on the choice made by the 

artist in the production of the work. By implication, this understanding will vary 

depending on theinfluences affecting the understanding of the consumer. I propose to 

discuss some of these influences in order to understand how they work. 
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An Historical Location 

The present is a priviledged position in that everything that has happened is behind and 

available for us to 'know', and it seems so necessary and so simple now to identify the 

social and political context of art production. It isn't so easy to consider that our 

current position will eventually be considered in the same way, as a past point of view; 

an historical context. 

The ways in which people organise themselves politically and socially are inevitably 

influenced by their cultural beliefs about for example, the nature of truth, reality, and 

knowledge, and these beliefs change. Artists, theoreticians an&critics are more aware 

now of hegemonic complexities and unwritten histories and are more sceptical about 

the motives of our society, and more critical of their own place within it. At the same 

time they have to acknowledge that people live in a reflected reality, or a reality of 

appearances. 

Our time is still influenced by the values of the previous century and before, despite 

the changes to thought and values introduced by for example, Marx, Freud, Hitler, Mao, 

Lacan, the polarisation of the superpowers, the development of the third world, the 

overwhelming of reality by mass-media and the change of consciousness being brought 

about by movements such as feminism. New areas of study such as sociology, psychology, 

anthropology and semiotics, and renewed interest in such practices as the occult, have 

made it possible to fill in some of the gaps and extend understanding. 

There are still nostalgic references to better past times and values, just as there are 

reactions to them and borrowings from them, both for rebellion and reinforcement. 

•To summarise all the philosophical, critical and cultural theories pertinent to a current 

practice is not within the scope of this paper. My intention here is to point out that art 

practice today is located within a critical discourse which seems wider and more inter-

active than has occurred before. Producers and consumers are variously aware of, or 

participate in this discourse and react to it, depending on their point of view. 
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A Psychological Location 

Since the 18th century creativity has been considered almost a divine gift. Similarly, 

although at the other extreme, alchemists and anatomists were 'frequently accused of 

owing their miraculous knowledge to the devil rather than to the deity.' 2  It was not 

until the end of the 19th century that scientific attempts were made to understand how 

thought and the creative process actually worked. 

In the current discourse of culturally determined production, biologically determined 

factors affecting the process of thinking, particularly subconscious thinking seem not 

much discussed, although writers and artists like Sekula, while arguing for a break with 

idealist aesthetics, say 'I'm not suggesting that we ignore or suppress the creative, 

affective and expressive aspects of cultural activity; to do so would be to play into the 

hands of the ongoing technocratic obliteration of human creativity.' 3  

Concerns about the problems of psychoanalytic theories of art, centre round a perceived 

unwillingness to consider 'the possibility of the social construction and historical 

variability of primary psychological processes, as well as to the possibility of differential 

human experiences, for example, by males and females in differing historical 

circumstances.' 4  

However, the ways in which individuals are motivated, and assimilate, synthesise and use 

their experiences very much affect the work they produce, and an understanding of this 

process must affect any reading of a creative work. 

Koestler points out that awareness is a matter of degree. 'Conscious and unconscious 

experience do not belong to different compartments of the mind; they form a continuous 

scale of gradations, of degrees of awareness.' 5  These range between the self-regulating 

activities of the body to the state of deliberate concentration on a particular problem. It 

is a changing scale because as we assimilate some skills and understandings they become 

a more automatic part of our consciousness. This linear gradient is where learning is 

transformed into habit. 

However at the same time, 'the intervention of unconscious processes in the creative act 

is a phenomenon,quite different from the automatisation of skills; and our unawareness 

of the sources of inspiration is of quite a different order . . . ' 6  

There are many examples in the arts and sciences where intuitive decisions and 'large 

chunks of irrationality,' 7  are embedded in the creative process. The writings for example 

of mathematicians such as Einstein indicate that 'a branch of knowledge which operates 

predominantly with abstract symbols, whose entire rationale and credo are objectivity, 

verifiability (and) logicality, turns out to be dependant on mental processes which are 

subjective, irrational and verifiable only after the event.' 8  
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. As well as a conscious scanning-process which contributes to thought, it seems that there 

is also a similar subconscious activity where 'the objects of the scanning-process are 

ultimately the individuals past experiences . . . incorporated in one form or another 

in his mental landscape. And the rules which control the scanning-process . . . are also 

derived from past experiences by abstraction and generalisation . . 	9  

Koestler's evidence suggests 'that the temporary relinquishing of conscious controls 

liberates the mind from certain constraints which are necessary to maintain the 

disciplined routines of thoughts but may become an impediment to the creative leap; at 

the same time other types of ideation on more primitive levels of mental organisation 

are brought into activity.' 10  An interesting aspect of this thought is that the primitive 

levels of mental activity which dominate the manifestations of the unconscious are 

pictorial rather than verbal images. Similarly, 'Rhythm and rhyme, assonance and pun, 

are not artificial creations but vestigial echoes of primitive phases in the development 

of language, and of even more primitive pulsations of living matter.' 11  

Other theories have been suggested about the relationship between language and the 

unconscious. In his discussion of the 'Oedipus complex', Freud concludes that the human 

subject emerges from this process as a 'split subject, torn precariously between conscious 

and unconscious' in a state of repressed desire. 12  Eagleton suggests that Lacan's 

originality in considering psychoanalytic processes 'is to rewrite the process of socialis-

ation (through Freud's Oedipus theory) in terms of language. For Lacan, the unconscious 

is structured like a language, composed less of signs than signifiers. The unconscious is to 

do with repressed desire, and for Lacan 'all desire springs from a lack, which it strives 

continually to fill. Human language works by such a lack . . 	13  Eagleton notes that 

Lacan speaks of the unconscious as a 'sliding of the signified beneath the signifier', as a 

constant fading and evaporation of meaning, a bizarre 'modernist' text which is almost 

unreadable and which will certainly never yield up its final secrets to interpretation.' 14  

Althusser is one philosopher who has attempted 15  to show the relevance of Lacanian 

theory to fields of study other than psychoanalysis itself, by looking at the relationship 

of the individual subject to society as a whole, in terms of Lacan's idea of the imaginary; 

the relationship of the small child to his/her mirror image. 

A 1945 survey of.. working methods of mathematicians in America showed that 

'practically all of them . . . avoid not only the use of mental words but also . . . the 

mental use of algebraic or any other precise signs; also . . . they use vague images . . . 

the mental pictures are most frequently visual, but they may also be of another kind for 

instance kinetic. There can also be auditive ones, but even these . . . quite generally 

keep their vague character.' 16  

These seem to be important points to make at a time when art production is so much part 

of a verbal dialectic. As Koestler points out, 'words are essential tools for formulating and 
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communicating thoughts, and also for putting them into the storage of memory; but 

words can also become snares, decoys or straightjackets.' 17  Einstein would never have 

developed his theory of relativity had he accepted the known notions of the meanings of 

the words time and space. Words can be artificial constructs where 'behind the most 

innocent facade hid(e) the traces of the particular kind of logic which went into their 

making.' 18  

As Whyte says, 'the awkward fact is that reason as we know it is never aware of its 

hidden assumptions.' 19  Koestler suggests that 'among all forms of mentation, verbal 

thinking is the most articulate, the most complex and the most vulnerable to infectious 

diseases. It is liable to absorb whispered suggestions and to incorporate them as hidden 

persuaders into the code. Language can become a screen which stands between the 

thinker and reality.' 20  He suggests that this is the reason why creativity often starts 

where language ends. 

This is not to suggest of course that the making of art is an innocent practice. The 

languages of words and symbols, notions of the aesthetic and of content all operate as 

persuaders, whether hidden or otherwise. But it may not be possible to read work in 

other than that language. An extreme view could suggest that a creative work is 

specifically inexplicable in any other than a similarly intuitive way. 

As well as attempting to understand a little about how thinking and the creative process 

take place, it seems important also to consider why we do it. Until about 1950 the 

dominant schools of psychology recognised only one type of motivation, and that was 

a negative one; 'the reduction of biological needs and drives, the diminution of tension, 

(the) escape from anxiety.' 21  As Koestler notes, 'Just as Freud's libido-theory had no 

room for dalliance, so learning theory had no room for curiosity, or learning-by-play.' 22  

Eventually consideration was given to goal-seeking as well as needs-reducing aspects of 

behaviour. Without going into detail in this paper it is now apparent that animals exhibit 

an exploratory drive that is not biologically determined, i.e. a drive that is not seeking 

bananas, sex or shelter. This can range from curiosity and inquisitiveness, to exploration, 

experimentation and problem solving, where the only motivation for learning is to learn. 

. . the organism functions not merely by responding to the environment but by asking 

it questions. The retain incentive to its exploratory activities are novelty, surprise, 

conflict (and) uncertainty.' 23  

- Related to this and relevant to this paper, is the element of satisfaction in the achievement 

or fulfilment of these desires or motivations. Not only is there satisfaction in achieving a 

goal but there is also a sense of self-admiration which of course can be associated with 

ambition, competition and vanity. These very same characteristics are exhibited by the 

receiver or audience as enjoyment or gratification, having set themselves the goal of 
reading the work. Response and enjoyment =discussed later, in relation to the 

identification of an aesthetic attitude. 
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An Aesthetic Location 

As with every other historical factor in the production of art, the notion of the 

aesthetic has changed along with political, social and cultural changes. Similarly we have 

assimilated this in our conscious and unconscious awareness so that it becomes part of 

an art practice, whether it is espoused or rejected. This section of the paper attempts 

to identify some research and points of view which may contribute to an understanding 

of the aesthetic in contemporary practice. 

Janet Wolff articulates a fairly common view in suggesting that the aesthetic has to be 

understood as a discipline within a social history. She points out that it was only in the 

18th century that aesthetics became constituted as a distinct discipline focussed solely 

on art, and separated in philosophy from questions of, for example, morality and 

politics. 24  Nevertheless she notes that the irreducibility of aesthetic value to social, 

political and cultural co-ordinates has become 'an increasingly worrying problem among 

sociologists of art, and Marxist aestheticians, who, while rightly refusing to reinstate any 

essentialist notion of 'the aesthetic', have begun to see the need to accord recognition to 

the specifity of art.' 25  She defends aesthetics in the face of sociological reductivism 

which would equate aesthetic value with political worth, but shows the terms, 

assumptions and judgements which operate in a traditional aesthetics to be not only 

socially located but in an important sense ideological. She goes on to say, The very 

products which aesthetics and art history posit as "works of art" cannot be uncritically 

taken as somehow distinguished by certain intrinsic features, but must be seen as 

produced in that history by specific practice in given conditions.' 26  

One aspect of art's specificity appears to be the existence of an aesthetic sphere which 

confronts us as a 'social fact'—the institutions, objects and practices of art and the 

accompanying disciplines of art history, literary criticism and aesthetics itself, all of 

which are historically determined. 

Another aspect, the question of aesthetic value, seems only able to be measured in a 

sociological context, by its level of enjoyment and apprehension. Wolff makes the 

point that, 

Discourse theory has provided us with valuable insights into the way in which we speak 
about art, and the manner in which we constitute and experience it. Psychoanalytic 
theoNes . .. although so far excessively dependent on essentialist or biologistic 
categories, offer a good deal of promise for the understanding of aesthetic gratification. 27  
(S he points out that) Schutz and other phenomenologists cannot attempt to answer 
the question of what art is, but they can tell us what is involved in seeing something as 
art. Their work (makes) it possible to discuss aesthetic merit in terms of the success or 
otherwise of specific features of a work of art in meeting the requirements of an 
aesthetic attitude. 28  

Wolff says this way of associating an aesthetic attitude to an attitude about everyday life, 

through bracketing one experience from another, leaves the way open for a proper 
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investigation of the manner in which the production and enjoyment of art are related 

to extra-aesthetic factors of social life. This investigation would have to bear in mind of 

course the understanding that traditional views of the aesthetic have been classbased, 

and that other aesthetics and values, just like other histories, have been and are 

unwritten. 

Similarly, Buchloch warns against the mythical images of individuality which dominant 

ideology currently imposes on aesthetic production. 

As in all instances where the self deems to be most secure in desire and where identity 
seems to be guaranteed in gratification and pleasure, one might have to realise that 
what applies to the narcissistic pleasures and gratifications of fashion and consumption 
in which the self is most clearly constituted in ideology and where the ideological 
apparatus is most successfully at work, by now applies equally to the traditional 
modes of generating aesthetic pleasure. 29  

Timpanaro, whose 'Marxism is materialist in a strict sense, in its emphasis on nature and 

biology as underpinning the social and historical,' advocates a 'theory of needs' which 

must acknowledge 'the relevance which certain biological data have in relation to the 

demand for happiness.' 30  Reinforcing his discussions, Williams suggests that we must 

search for certain 'permanent configurations', and that the 'interaction of . . . "life 

rhythms" is probably a very important part of the material process of writing and 

reading,' 31  and we could add, of making art. Fuller, also influenced by Timpanaro, 

'suggests that, 'the aesthetic constitutes a historically specific structuring of relatively 

constant, or long-lasting elements of affective experience . . . (where) the "spirituality" 

of works of art . . . may lie in their capacity to be expressive of "relative constants" 

of psychological experience, which, however they may be structured culturally, have 

roots below the ideological level.' 32  

Lovell, arguing that a sociology of art must be concerned with the analysis of social 

pleasures, says 'the discerning of the aesthetic form itself must be seen as a major source 

of pleasure in the text . . . Aesthetic sensibilities are class and sex-linked, and the 

politics of aesthetic pleasure will depend on the particular ways in which that 

sensibility has been appropriated and developed along lines of sex and class.' 33  Wolff 

concludes that it is by no means agreed 'how sociologists or Marxist aestheticians should 

conceive of "aesthetic gratification" or "permanent configuration" or even what these 

may be.' 

Koestler notes that 'the difficulty of analysing aesthetic experience is not due to its 

irreducible quality, but to the wealth (of) the unconscious and non-verbal character of 

the matrices which interlace in it.' 34  He suggests that the aesthetic experience aroused 

by a work of art is derived from a series of bisociative processes which happen virtually 

at once and cannot be rendered in a verbal language without suffering impoverishment 

and distortion. Perception is loaded with unconscious inferences which the artist exploits. 
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The conventions of a period lend coherence, but also tend to crystallise into fixed rules of 

the game of cliches, which may become so firmly established that producer and consumer 

are unaware of them. 

In her book, May 68 and Film Culture, Sylvia Harvey notes, that a Brechtian aesthetic 

argues 'not for the kind of pleasure obtained from the formal transgression of (these) 

artistic conventions, but rather for the kind of pleasure that derives from knowledge, 

from learning.' 35  She adds that 'If the categories of "production" and "work" can 

begin to be accepted as ways of reconceptualising those theories of art which are 

dependent upon notions of "individual creativity" and "genius", then it becomes 

apparent that an understanding of the laws of artistic production, or the mode of 

production of meaning specific to art, is a prerequisite for any writer, painter, photo-

grapher or film-maker who is interested in changing the direction of and transforming 

cultural production.' 36  She points out that the argument that anyone who is interested 

in transforming a society must first understand how that society works, is thus applicable 

also in the field of cultural production. 

Already it is clear that many fields of study must be considered in order to understand 

how art is made and what it means. 
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How Art Works 

It appears that one dimension of what makes art 'art' is how it works psychologically—

what effect it has as a communication, socially, politically, culturally, aesthetically. The 

ways in which it works or is received, has a lot to do with the way it has been 

conceived and constructed. 

Koestler 37  tries to show that all patterns of creativity are trivalent in that they 

contribute to humour, discovery and art. His diagram (Fig. 2) shows a triptych which 

he later describes under the headings Humour (Jester), Discovery (Sage, Scientist), and 

Art (Artist), and he argues that the creative process involves the discovery of hidden 

similarities between these through a process of bisociation, where unlike association, 

two habitually incompatible matrices will produce a new meaning. He discusses this in 

relation to e.g. puns, parody, impersonation, caricature, allegory, irony, displacement, 

coincidence and nonsense. His argument is that this kind of juxtaposition works in a 

similar way whether its result is a comic effect, a scientific discovery or an artistic 

revelation or implication. He suggests 38  that laughter is sparked off by the collision of 

matrices, discovery by their integration, and aesthetic experience by their juxtaposition. 

He argues that there are no clear dividing lines between these domains—creative activity 

in one area inevitably draws on the others, and he points out that the emotional climate 

changes across the range from aggressive (a characteristic of humour,) to neutral, and 

then to sympathetic, identificatory or participatory. 

One might take issue with Koestler for his identification of what should be listed under 

'art'. However as we have seen, sociologists have found it impossible so far to identify an 

art specificity other than the existing art institution, and some possibility of the measure 

of gratification by the receiver. In this light, we could accept Koestler's analysis, and 

suggest that for a number of artists at this time, the polarisation of art activity has moved 

further, using his diagram, to the left. 

He summarises the interrelated psychological aspects of creative activity as 'the displace-

ment of attention to something not previously noted, which was irrelevant in the old and 

is relevant in the new context; the discovery of hidden analogues as a result of the former; 

the bringing into consciousness of tacit axioms and habits of thought which were implied 

in the code and taken for granted; the uncovering of what has always been there.' 39  He 

also observes 'that the more original a discovery the more obvious it seems afterwards. 

The creative act does not create something out of nothing; it uncovers, selects, combines 

(and) synthesises already existing facts, ideas, faculties, skills. The more familiar the parts, 

the more striking the new whole.' 40  

This process is described in a complementary way by Benjamin, who according to Harvey, 

says that, 
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Figure 2 
from The Act of Creation, Arthur Koestler, 
Hutchinson, London 1966, Chapter 1. 
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the work has to be considered, . . .. not as a reflection of the relations of production, 
but as having a place within these relations. The author is himself/herself a producer 
and must therefore think of his/her work as not simply reflecting social relations but as 
inserted within a system of production, and as manifesting certain techniques which can 
either perpetuate or call into question what Benjamin calls the 'literary production 
relations' of the time. 41  

Koestler also makes some relevant observations about how creative work is valued, and 

suggests these hinge on originality, emphasis and economy. Firstly he suggests that the 

–measure of an artist's originality is 

the extent to which his selective emphasis deviates from the conventional norm and 
establishes new standards of relevance. All great innovations which inaugurate a new 
era, movement or school consist in such sudden shifts of attention and displacements 
of emphasis onto some previously neglected aspect of experience . . . The decisive 
turning points in the history of every artform are discoveries which . . . uncover 
what has always been there; they are revolutionary, that is, constructive and destructive; 
they compel us to revalue our values and impose a new set of rules on the eternal game.42  

He suggests also that following periods of crisis, of 'creative anarchy' there follow decades 

or centuries of consolidation, orthodoxy, stagnation and decadence, until a new crisis 

arises which starts the cycle again. He cites other parallels such as multiple discoveries or 

the simultaneous emergence of a new 'style', collective discoveries originating in closeknit 

groups, rediscoveries and crossfertilisations. 

Between these turning points by artists, Koestler identifies cycles of saturation where 

yesterday's discoveries became today's commonplaces; fresh images became cliches. When 

this happens the audience is 'exempted from the necessity to exercise its intelligence and 

imagination, and deprived of its reward . . . art becomes a mildly pleasant pastime: 43  

In order to counteract the 'deadening cumulative effect of saturation,' Koestler notes two 

trends; one to more pointed emphasis which 'tries to recapture a waning mastery over an 

audience by providing a spicier fare,' and the other towards more economy or implicitness 

—through what he calls 'infolding'. This is where the message is implied, where the 

recipient must intrapolate by filling the gaps, extrapolate by completing the hint, or 

transform by seeing through the disguise. I nfolding can take the form of 'leaving out', 

obliquity and compression, and if carried too far becomes obscure:This can be because of 

a time-lag in perception between artist and audience, or it may be a conscious or unconscious 

deception practised by the artist on the public or including himself.' 

As an example, Brecht's alienation device 'consists in turning the object of which one is 

made to be aware . . . from something ordinary, familiar, immediately accessible, into 

something peculiar, striking and unexpected: 45  
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Practice and Theory 

While attempting to be reasonably objective about providing a background for a context 

for art practice, the previous information is necessarily selective. However it was not 

selected to give a blueprint or recipe for future activity, but rather as a reinforcement or 

reassurance for a currently held position. 'Valery once observed that"there is no theory 

that is not a fragment, carefully prepared, of some autobiography." '46  

The sort of work which interests me, works because of many of the characteristics out-

lined earlier in the paper, i.e. 

• it is bisociative in that its meanings lie between known meanings (matrices) through 

the tendentious juxtaposition of multiple images—like Eisenstein's 'third sense'. 

• its meanings involve the guided participation of the viewer, although the viewer will 

bring different preconceptions and experiences to the reading of the work. 

• it acknowledges the predetermined or historical meanings, (or hidden understandings) 

associated with the materials, skills or tools used, the symbols, the context of display, 

the cultural readings of content and an idea of an aesthetic. 

• that original work comes about as the reworking of the already known, to make new 

meanings in a changing society. 

• there is likely to be an intuitive element, (choice based on unconscious experience) 

affecting decisions made in the production, and possibly in the reading of the work. 

• the artist is likely to be motivated by a curiosity to learn something for him/herself, 

as well as to communicate that to others. 

• that there is some relationship between humour, science (theory) and art which 

makes each of those work. 

Much of the philosophical, historical, cultural and critical writing of the 20th century has 

addressed itself to ideological questions of representation of reality and appearance, through 

issues relating for example, to class, power, recording of history, aesthetics, classification, 

and cultural production. The making of art has been studied through such broad enquiries 

as sociology, Marxism, semiotics, structuralism, deconstruction, modernism, postmodernism, 

psychoanalysis, capitalism, cultural history, feminism, literary criticism, and studies of 

popular culture and mass media. 

A practice which uses photographs and text has several specificities to contend with. There 

• is a wide range of assumptions about how photographs are read. These include assumptions 

about the relationships between reality and illusion, appearances and reality, and image 

and reality, as well as assumptions associated with different photographic practices such 

as snapshots, documentary photography, studio photography, advertising, fashion photo-

graphy, and 'art' photography. These assumptions affect accessibility to the work. 
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The second part of this paper will attempt to identify a theory of photography which 

underlies or informs the sort of work which interests me, seems to work best, and which 

I want to practise. 

Jacobs points out 47  that the photography-as-art issue died when photography was 

accepted by museums, universities, galleries and art periodicals, but that other issues 

have shifted the terms of the debate. Sekula, for instance discusses the opposition between 

documentary and expressive photography as 'photographer as seer vs photographer as 

witness, photography as expression vs photography as reportage, theories of imagination 

vs theories of empirical truth, affective value vs informative value, metaphoric significa-

tion vs metonymic signification.' 48  Jacobs suggests that the question of man vs machine 

is the basis of most of these oppositions. He observes that the central problem for photo-

graphic theory is the representational status of the image, and cites the research of 

Snyder and Allen who 'have effectively demonstrated what competent photographers 

have long known: that constitutive variables, both in photographic materials and in the 

options available to the photographer, mediate between reality and image.' 49  While 

ideally it would be necessary to know the contexts which engendered and mediated the 

image in order to understand it, Jacobs points out this confronts us as a troublesome 

paradox. Normally in a paradox the tension stems from the interaction between two 

known but contradictory states, while with the photograph it results from that which is 

present in the image and that (the context in which it was made) which is irretrievably 

absent. He suggests that 'the viewer must learn from this positive absence; must make 

plausible inferences from an inherently partial and elliptical body of information.' This 

is probably true of every artform; 'the reality contained in photographs, though hardly 

"reliable" or "authoritative", is no more circumscribed than that which we obtain from 

any medium, although the "windowness"of photography obviously differs from the 

other arts.' 50  

In attempting to identify efforts to develop a photographic theory, Jacobs shows that 

in some cases critics borrow from other disciplines, while others try to situate photography 

in larger historical and theoretical contexts. Burgin claims that photography theory must 

be interdisciplinary 'simply because the mediums many social and political contexts, poly-

semous qualities, and various uses transcends any single approach, (even though) simply 

juxtaposing one pre-existing discipline with another is not useful.' 51  For Jacobs, 

Benjamin and Barthes come closest to providing a way for thinking about photography. 

'Form and substance, like so many unities, are divided and polarised by those who would 

- find theoretical footholds through separation. For Benjamin and Barthes though, the two 

were inseparable, in theory and practice. The search for photographic theory entails a 

search for that style most appropriate to the paradoxes and other difficulties that the 

medium represents.' 52  In Jacobs' view, Benjamin's use of metaphor in his writing, and 

Barthes' use of parentheses, or related and unrelated asides, are dialectically based formats 
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which allow each to remain open minded, and are essential ingredients in the search for 

photographic theory, and one could add, in the making of photographic meaning. 

Considering this kind of theory in practice, Sylvia Harvey notes that 'the kind of 

artistic production which Brecht advocated, was one which went beyond the mere 

recording of surface appearance and . . . sought to penetrate to some understanding 

of the material and historical processes which produced the phenomenon.' 53  Reality 

is seen as a process—subject to change and able to be changed. H is anti-illusionism 

attempts to call the attention of the audience to the ways in which the forms of art 

strive to give an account of a social reality which lies beyond them, and at the same 

time to invite (the audience) to take part in the work of transforming that social 

reality. 

This notion is relevant to photographic practice where emphasis is often on the fact of 

representation. Harvey quotes Godard as saying 'A photograph is not a reflection of 

reality, but the reality of a reflection.' 54  Both those views are commonly held and 

practised, but Harvey argues that a practice such as Brechts espouses the notion that 

there is a social and political reality beyond those facts, and an art practice should 

explore that reality and involve the audience in that exploration. Reinforcing this view, 

Tagg notes that 'as Pierre Macherey has shown, to study the ideology of a society is not 

to analyse the system of ideas, thought and representations (the history of ideas 

approach) or to produce a new metaphysics of the image. It is to study the material 

operation of ideological apparatuses to which correspond a certain number of specific 

practices. 55 

Sekula points out that 

the most developed critiques of the illusory facticity of photographic media have been 
cinematic, stemming from outside the tradition of still photography. With film and 
video, sound and image, or sound, image and text, can be worked over and against each 
other, leading to the possibility of negation and metacommentary. . . . The critical 
anti-naturalism of Brecht, continued in the politically and formally reflexive cinematic 
modernism of Chris Marker, Godard, and (others) stands as a guide to ideologically 
self-conscious handling of image and text. 56  

I n writing about film -makers, Harvey says, 

(Am>one) who intends to conduct a political struggle within the terrain of cultural 
production must know about the specificity of that terrain. The attempt to inject a bit 
of radical political content into the ancient terrain of narrative structure will fail 
without some understanding of how those structures have worked, and therefore how 
they can be reworked. 57  

These comments could be applied to any art practice. Changing the content has to go 

along with changing the way in which the work is constructed. 

On the other hand, only focussing attention on the skills, devices and conventions of an 

artform are not enough. As Eagleton notes, writing about literature, 'You cannot determine 
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realism of a text merely by inspecting its intrinsic properties. On the contrary you can 

never know Whether a text is realist or not until you have established its effects.' 58  

(Literature has similar problems to art in that the conventions which define 'literature' 

as a separate study from- other writing, were established at the same time as the 

emergence of the aesthetic in art.) 

Writers in the magazines Cahiers and Cinethique, following the events in Paris of May 

1968, speak of the need to transform the mode of communication, the means of 

representation, to produce a progressive radical or materialist cinema. Harvey points out 

that like the Russian Futurists and Formalists, they were not only interested in formal 

innovation in breaking down the traditional way of depicting reality, 'but also in 

changing the relationship between the cultural object produced and its reader or 

spectator,' 59  to invite the viewer to a critical consideration of the reality offered. 

The theatre of 'agit-attractions' for example, often introduced to the traditional theatre 

space, a 'variety of extraneous elements, often drawn from the circus, music hall and 

other forms of popular entertainment.' 60  Contemporaries of Eisenstein's noted the 

relationship between these efforts and the Cubists introduction of collage to painting. 

The work of the Cubists and the theatre of agit-attraction lie behind Eisenstein's 

concept of montage in the cinema. He was not however interested in allowing anarchic or 

open meanings, so 'montage-as-conflict' is therefore designed to 'form equitable views by 

stirring up contradictions within the spectators mind, and to forge accurate intellectual 

concepts from the dynamic clash of opposing passions.' 61  

I n writing about the use of photography in the leftist 1930's magazine AIZ, Gohl and 

Evans say that 'There is no clear boundary between tendentious juxtaposition and photo-

montage', and in fact Heartfield did both for A/Z. They note that 'the influence of Soviet 

cinema on Heartfield's work was well-known ("To a great extent film was the kitchen of 

photomontage" Trejakov), but perhaps his particular achievement was the appropriation 

of the medium for left satire.' 62  Remembering Koestler's argument for the relationships 

between art, discovery and humour, it is interesting to note that Heartfield's work is 

permeated by the influence of radical caricature, especially Daumier and Grosz. AIZ 
adapted the technique of photomontage to present a variety of left themes that involved 

sharp contrast: bourgeois and proletarian, war profiteer and war victim, Western capital-

ism and Soviet socialism . . . mother and fashion model, 'real' documentary and 'unreal' 

studio shot, all contributing to the 'third effect' of exploitation under capitalism. Once 

again, one is reminded of Koestler's observations that laughter is sparked off by the 

collision of matrices, discovery by their integration, and art by their juxtaposition, and 

that these can be integrated. 

In contrasting the photographic practices of the 19th and 20th centuries, Slater 63  

suggests that while 19th century photography was concerned with Being, measured by 
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the owning and acquisition of objects, that of the 20th century is concerned with Time, 

or the consumption of an object through use. In opposition to positivism where 

'detailed, detached observation constituted knowledge of the thing itself, "New Objec-

tivity" turned the photography of record into art.' Following this, Slater cites Surrealism 

as the 'nightmare truth of positivism and New Objectivity,' where 'trivially realistic 

objects placed side by side within the photographic frame (the signifier of intentionality, 

the promise of readable meaning,) mock knowledge and truth. "After the surrealism of 

photography," he asks, "how can we ever trust meaning?" ' 

Slater considers the strategies through which photographers have dealt with the new and 

shifting game of 'treating the represented real, as the represented real,' and asks 'How 

does one construct oppositional knowledges, truths, realities, when the very notions of 

knowledge, truth and reality have been turned into a quaint and nostalgic fantasy?' 64  

He describes the work of Heartfield as a way of using the visible, by returning arbitrary 

bits of the visible to their structures in the real; by straining vision to make it a problem-

atic activity. Documentary photography, he suggests, is not enough; 'the documentary 

photograph has become literally incredible, —we have to force ourselves to believe in a 

reality which stands behind it; . . . it operates a 19th century ethic which aims to 'make 

visible that which is excluded from vision-subcultures and ethnic minorities, positive 

images, the poor.' 65  In contrast, he describes the Spectacle, where 'in contemporary 

culture, the manufactured world of representations and images has utterly detached 

itself from "reality", bears no relation to lived experience, and constitutes itself as a 

"world-apart" but one upon which our vision is fully concentrated. . . . it presents the 

game of looking out the window on the world.' 66  

Also critical of the documentary as a way of contributing to the critical understanding of 

the real world, Sekula refers to Benjamin's recollection of the remark that Atget depicted 

the streets of Paris as though they were the scene of a crime, and says, 'A truly critical 

social documentary will frame the crime, the trial, and the system of justice and its 

official myths.' 67  

Relevant to earlier comments about the role of the artist, and the question of authorship, 

Sekula notes that a curious thing happens when documentary photography is officially 

recognised as fins art. 'Suddenly the hermeneutic pendulum careens from the objectivist 

end of its arc to the opposite, subjectivist end. . . . Documentary is thought to be art 

when it transcends its reference to the world, when the work can be regarded first and 

foremost as an act of self-expression on the part of the artist. . . . A cult of authorship 

takes hold of the image separating it from the social conditions of its making and 

elevating it above the multitude of lowly and mundane uses to which photography is 

commonly put.' 68  In my view authorship does not necessarily have to separate documen-

tation (or any other art) from the social conditions of its making. Just as the cult of 

authorship closes meanings of the work, so denying the author as part of the social 

conditions of its making contributes to another sort of closure. 
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In terms of suggestions for practice, Slater supports neither the documentary form nor 

the Spectacle. Against the complete independence of the fact as in positivism, he suggests 

that 'the Spectacle . . . glories in the self-referring system without point of exi(s)t (sic), 

a system with no referent, but only reference to its own imaginings . . . this perspective 

posits the world's total construction in and by theory: a kind of academic spectacular.' 69  
He concludes that 

the photograph is a highly intentional material object, a 'piece of the world,' in the 
different sense of an object in the world, as 'determined' as any other, . . . (and) 
that sense of objectness need not lead us into more deconstruction or more indetermi-
nate signification, but into something else: if that 'object' (the photograph) . . . 
represents determinate economic, political and ideological practices working to produce. 
manufactured and very flexible real, what other practice and real can be counterposed 
to it? 70  (He further suggests,) Perhaps a new photography of engagement, a new 
vision of politics, would construct new codes, new fantasy, new and deeper reservoirs 
of imagery drawn from lived experience and practical understandings. Perhaps it would 
construct its own field of reference. This new photography would indeed carry out 
raids on the dominant imagery and play in its openable spaces, but, crucially, it could 
also be read in its own right, have its own form of consistency and logic. It would aim 
to be an authentically alternative imagery—a play of signs ordered according to rhythms, 
structures and desires which are quite independent of the Spectacle. 71  

Burgin argues similarly, 

Without necessarily abandoning those forms which already exist, 'new forms of 
politicisation' within the institutions of art (and) photography must begin with the 
recognition that meaning is perpetually displaced from the image to the discursive 
formations which cross and contain it; that there can be no question of either 'progressive' 
contents or forms in themselves, nor any ideally 'effective' synthesis of the two; that 
there can be no genre of 'political' art (and) photography given in advance of the specific 
historical/institutional/discursive conjuncture; that there can be neither 'art for all' nor 
'art for all time'. These and other unrequited spectres of the left art imaginary are to be 
exorcised; the problem here is not to answer the old questions, it is to identify the new 
ones. 72  

In discussing literary theory and criticism, Eagleton makes a number of observations which 

are also pertinent to any creative activity, and certainly a theory of art, or in particular of 

photography. He suggests, 'It is most useful to see "literature" as a name which people give 

from time to time for different reasons, to certain kinds of writing within a whole field of 

what Michel Foucault has called "discursive practices", and that if anything is to be an 

object of study it:is this whole field of practices . . . ' 73  He suggests that specific to this 

kind of study would be its effects, and how the discourses would produce these effects, 

advocating a return to a discourse of Rhetoric. He suggests that Rhetoric shares with 

• Formalism, Structuralism and Semiotics an interest in formal devices; with Reception 

Theory a concern for effect at the point of consumption; with Deconstruction and 

Psychoanalysis a concern for discourse as a form of power and desire; and with Liberal 

humanism a belief that discourse can be a humanly transformative affair. He observes that 

Structuralism will deepen our critical self awareness, but will not give an indication of why 

66 



we want to do it, whereas Liberal Humanism will say that dealing with literature (or art) 

will make you a better person, but consider this in isolation from a wider social context. 

Eagleton concludes that what it means to be a 'better person' than, must be concrete and 

practical—that is to say, concerned with peoples political situations as a whole—rather 

than narrowly abstract; what he calls elsewhere a suburban morality, 'concerned only with 

the immediately inter-personal relations which can be abstracted from the concrete whole 

• . . political argument is not an alternative to moral preoccupations: it is those pre-

occupations taken seriously . . . ' 74  He suggests that what distinguishes one kind of 

discourse (or one could add, art practice) from another is strategic rather than ontological 

or methodological; 'instead of asking what the object is, or how we should approach it, 

we should consider why we want to engage with it in the first place.' 75  

Along the lines of these possibilities for a photographic theory and practice, Sekula 

discusses the work of a small number of contemporary photographers, 

who have set out to deliberately work against the strategies that have made photography 
a high art . . . Their work begins with the recognition that photography is operative 
at every level of our culture, that is that they insist on treating photographs not as 
priviledged objects, but as common cultural artifacts . . • they openly bracket their 
photographs with language, using texts to anchor, contradict, reinforce, subvert, 
complement, particularise, or go beyond the meanings offered by the images themselves, 
(whose) pictures are often located within an extended narrative structure. 76  

All these artists are seeking changes in awareness through their work, and their work is an 

educated product, very conscious of its production, its purpose and its reception. 

In spite of this, there remains a problem, the question of the role of the artist, carried 

forward from the first paper, where the issue of representation was raised. This issue 

concerned the dilemma of an artist working with people, where on the one hand work 

(photographs) could be made by the artist about the people and their concerns, while, on 

the other hand, the artist could be a facilitator to help people to represent themselves. 

Basic to this dilemma is the implication that to do anything other than help people 

represent themselves is politically oppressive and exploitative. Most of this paper has been 

about the need to locate a role for the artist which is neither culturally reactionary nor 

naive. 

Burgin reminds us that 'typical of the romantic aesthetic attitudes which prevail today, is 

the notion that there are unique essences within things and people, which are ordinarily 

concealed from us by appearances, but which artistic genius can reveal to us.' 77  However 

this paper has tried to demonstrate that an artist is a psychologically motivated person, 

who understands the implications of art production, who recognises a location in cultural 

and political history, and knows that to be effective, art is a reconstruction of the known 

in order to make new meanings. 
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Yet the community is traditional in its understandings and expectations of art, and even 

activists of the left, according to Hall, have got stuck in using the art of a certain period; 

'Social realism is not realist in the way it pretends to be. It's a regressive language. At 

least montage through juxtaposition can engage with contradictory images and realities, 

but it is important to go beyond that to achieve positive more integrated visual images.' 78  

He argues that the left (or any artist) has to look around and see the language in which 

consumer capitalism speaks to people, pointing out that (that language) is very up to date 

with a high stress on technology. 

Slater compares social documentarists, who 'attempted to escape the subversion of 

knowledge/vision by sheer will-power and good intentions,' with the socialist photography 

of the 70's, where 'if we demystify the process/ relinquish control to the represented . . . 

perhaps we can evade power and allow people to tell their own truth . . . ' 79  This is the 

position argued by activist artists in the first paper. However Slater argues that this is not 

a solution in that it is merely the application of morality to economics: for the problem is 

that the visible is simply no longer about knowledge at all. 

It is interesting to observe that most photographic work that is multiple image in format 

or subversive in its intent, is overtly political in its purpose. Some exceptions would be 

personal narratives, although these usually also have a wider social meaning. Much of the 

theory and criticism about this sort of photography is also political in its position. 

Wolff8°  summarises views about the ways in which art can be political, as that which 

cannot be politically correct unless it is aesthetically correct; that where aesthetic and 

political merit have to be judged separately; where art can be concerned with political 

themes; where it can be made for the purpose of mobilising audiences or intervening in 

political events; where art can be political even when it is neither explicitly or allegorically 

political; and where it can be political merely by subverting the artform itself. She also 

points out, that 

it is important to recognise that works will often have more than one set of political 
meanings. As semiotics and hermeneutics have conclusively shown, cultural products 
admit of multiple 'readings'. Where political doctrine is not the intention of the artistic 
producer, it is more likely that the implicit meanings of the work will be found to be 
complex and even contradictory ones, reflecting both the contradictory nature of 
consciousness and the relatively autonomous operation of the artistic system of 
representation. (As well, while) it is certainly true that aesthetics and politics are 
inseparable, . . . it does not follow that aesthetics and politics are the same thing, 
nor that art is merely politics represented in symbolic form. Neither, as far as 
aesthetic evaluation is concerned, does it mean that aesthetic judgement follows from 
political assessment. 81 

Eagleton argues that 

for any body of theory concerned with human meaning, value, feeling and experience 
will inevitably engage with broader, deeper beliefs about the nature of human individuals 
and societies, problems of power and sexuality, interpretations of past history, versions 
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of the past, and hopes for the future . . . Literary theories are not to be upbraided 
for being political, but for being on the whole covertly or unconsciously so—for the 
blindness with which they offer as a supposedly 'technicalrself-evident', 'scientific' 
or 'universal' truth doctrines which . . . can be seen to relate to or reinforce the 
particular groups of people at particular times. 82  

The question of multiple readings is problematic for the producer or artist, who while 

hoping the general direction of meaning may be clear, (remembering Eisenstein's notion 

of accurate intellectual concepts,) nevertheless is at the mercy of the equivalent inter-

pretative history and motivations of the viewer, especially the critic. Previously noted in 

this paper, is the relationship a multiple image photographic practice bears to film 

production. Harvey notes that 'the re-examination of the notion of reading, linked with ' 

theories of the reading subject (the reader), and of signifying practice derived from 

psychoanalysis, forms one of the most fertile and controversial areas within film studies 

at the present time.' 83  In discussing a Cahiers article which rules out criticism which 

produces interpretations and accounts of the text, she summarises some of the points 

made. The authors suggest the notion that a film is organised around the principle of 

displacement, drawn from Freud's method of analysing dreams; a decentred relationship 

explored in terms of structuring absences, around 'that which it cannot say.' 

'At best,' Harvey says, 

• . . it opens up the possibility of a symptomatic reading of the text which seeks to 
draw out certain points of tension, within the presence of that which the text strives to 
'say' but cannot 'say', (looking) not for the organic unity of the work but for its 
significant 'gaps' or 'fissures' . . . The text is no longer frozen into the timeless vacuum 
•which it had been permitted to inhabit by virtue of its eternal value as art, rather it is 
seen as the complex sum of both those processes of meaning production contemporaneous 
with the moment of its production, and those processes of meaning production contem-
poraneous with the moment of its consumption or reading. (This reinstates the text 
within a number of histories,) . . . The intentions of the author, the formal operations 
of the text, the apparent intransigence of the reader, . • . begin to be reworked into a 
theory of the relationship between the moment of the author, the moment of the text, 
and the moment of the reader . . . The encounter between reader and text is thus the 
complex sum of a number of different histories, the histories of the different codes for 
which author, text and reader are the site of intersection. The moments of writing and 
reading are not timeless, but the products of those several histories which have made 
them possible. 84  

However, at worst, Harvey points out that this proposal to search out 'structuring absences' 

grants the critic the most extraordinary licence to claim the presence of precisely that 

which is not there in the text. She also observes that the breaking down of the message as 

a fixed quantity of elements, probably accounts for occasional confusion within radical 

criticism as to whether the 'radicalness' pertains to the text (or artwork) or the act of 

reading. She suggests that 

any theory of cultural production which is based on the notion of . . . the complex 
interaction of reader and text within a particular historical conjuncture, cannot in fact 
propose a text as being 'radical' in and of itself, . . . it can only operate in a radical 
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way or not within the process of reading . . . it can then be allowed that certain sorts 
of textual operations invite or encourage certain sorts of readings; the cultural producer 
who has an interest in encouraging radical readings will therefore think carefully about 
the selection of one set of textual operations rather than another. 85  

The sort of photography discussed in this paper does encourage multiple or radical 

readings, though not necessarily anarchic or totally open ones. It will be produced at the 

intersection of a number of histories, and it will be read in the same way. The author's 

point of view is one of those histories, and it should be clear that the reading of the critic 

or theorist is also only one, and not definitive. It seems to me, that for an artist using 

photography, the issue is not so much who represents, but how that representation is 

made, in what context, and why. As Jacobs says, 'Developed consciousness is, at present, 

the best we can do—that and maintaining enough courage to fall into (photographic) 

windows while we watch ourselves falling, rather than pulling out altogether.' 86  
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