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DIGRESSIONS ON THE
PHOTOGRAPHIC AGONY

“This is the end of art. I am glad I have had my day.”

—J].M.W. Turner, 1839/40

BEGIN WITH a fantastic case: the recent discovery of an imag-
inary relic.

A tanker returning to Arabia, running blind in a fog at night, col-
lides with an uncharted object. The morning light reveals, instead of
the expected crag, an enormous sphere floating in the sea, covered in
barnacles and corrosion: it is nearly 1000 feet in diameter. Inves-
tigators at the scene determine that the thing is metallic and hollow,
a colossal bubble, within which the most sensitive devices fail to de-
tect any activity whatsoever.

A tabloid columnist hints that the menace to navigation may be a
product of intelligence. His speculation prospers, and the sphere is
towed ponderously up the Thames to the Isle of Dogs, to be beached
where, more than a century before, 1.K. Brunel built and launched
the Great Eastern. In a fury of sandblasters and jackhammers,
workmen swarm over the riveted hulk. The first square yard scraped
clean reveals, in indubitable relief, the single word: ATLANTIS.
Screaming headlines proclaim the Lost Continent found.
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A small contingent of heavily armed Commandos escorting three
specialists—a mountaineer, a photographer, and a psychiatrist—
descends through a manhole found at the zenith of the sphere.
Hours later, the whole party emerges unharmed. Dazed, grimy, their
faces frozen in the hornswoggled look of men lost in a perfect ecstasy
of boredom, they explain that they have found ... nothing. Or,
rather, less than nothing: they have found only photographs.

Of a hundred decks within the structure, the bottom dozen or so
are awash in bilge; the remainder are piled high with photographs of
every sort and condition. Some are immaculately preserved, others
eroded and dog-eared and faded nearly past recognition. They are
boxed, or tipped into albums, or rolled into cylinders that crack at a
touch, or strewn in loose stacks on shelves or underfoot. Some few
bear signatures, or captions, or dates. Most are on paper, but a few
images adhere to metal, or glass; very occasionally, a picture adorns
an otherwise undistinguished mug or platter. Interspersed through-
out the mass are verbal oddments: manuscript pages, pamphlets, ar-
ticles torn bodily from magazines, a few books. And that’s all. The
most pitiless search turns up nothing of value.

Once the find is established as utterly worthless, there remains the
problem of disposal. Respectable institutions flatly refuse to have
anything to do with the dusty mess; finally, a few indigent archives
of technological incunabula are persuaded to trundle away a por-
tion of the stuff. The rest is given out to the middle class, as a sort of
perverse ballast for their attics, or else it just disappears.

Time intercedes with its familiar mercies. A generation passes.
And then an obscure doctoral candidate stumbles upon an
hypothesis that electrifies the scholarly world. Kneeling in the gloom
of a subcellar in Rochester, New York, leafing through a crate of At-
lantis’ leavings, the young man glimpses a pattern of coherence in its
contents, and leaps to an insight that startles him half out of his wits.

Reasoning from an imperfect analogy with the mysterious culture
of porpoises and whales, who abandoned the encumbrance of phys-
ical objects when they returned to the sea, and embraced instead a
bodiless oral tradition of music, literature, and argumentation, our
scholar postulates an Atlantic civilization that expended its entire
energy in the making of photographs. During its palmiest days, the
whole citizenry united in the execution of a great project, much as
the medieval towns had built their cathedrals, or the men of Tsin
their Great Wall. But the Supreme Artifact of Atlantis was vaster
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ica, which are as likely to show local fauna or minerals as they are
major landmarks.

The first was called Masterpiece, and is subtitled “Treasures from
the Collection of The Royal Photographic Society.” (This map
shows us where the gold is.) The second was called ‘From Today
Painting Is Dead,” subtitled “The Beginnings of Photography.”
(This map shows us where the animals are, along with a great deal
else.) Both exhibitions appeared under the auspices of The Arts
Council of Great Britain. Both proceed from very different assump-
tions, and it is these assumptions that I shall have to examine atsome
length.

Masterpiece alloted its small space with scrupulous fairness. Six
or seven prints apiece represented 13 photographers. Since they are
masters (Q.E.D.), it matters what their names are. They are, in order
of their dates of birth: David Octavius Hill, 1802-70 (with Robert
Adamson, 1820-48); Oscar Gustav Rejlander, 1813-75; Julia Mar-
garet Cameron, 1813-79; Roger Fenton, 1819-69; Henry Peach
Robinson, 1830-1901; Frederick Henry Evans, 1852-1943; Peter
Henry Emerson, 1856-1936; Frank Meadows Sutcliffe, 1859-1940;
Alfred Stieglitz, 1864-1946; Richard Polak, 1870-1957; Clarence
White, 1871-1925; Edward Steichen, 1879-1973; Alvin Langdon
Coburn, 1882-1966. (The history of photography is compressed:
am obliged to notice that fully half these names belong to men still
alive during my own lifetime.)

The list reads like a roll of honor, openly courting the customary
blasts and blesses of the reviewer. One is ritually grateful for Rejland-
er’s The Two Ways of Life; one questions, ritually, the inclusion of
Evans, whose oeuvre is small and specialized (cathedrals, plus Au-
brey Beardsley) in a notably copious and variegated company; one
ritually grits one’s teeth at the ritual inclusion of Steichen, whose
work certainly has been blessed sufficiently, by this time. One is ritu-
ally astonished at Polak’s Old Dutch interiors, made in 1913-17
(presumably in obeisance to Burlington House) in the very teeth of
Vorticism, not to mention the Armory show and God knows what
else. But one is ot invited to question the assumption implicitin the
title of the show.

If the roster of contributors is unimpeachable, it nevertheless
strongly suggests a Little Golden Book of Photography. We have all
seen the same thing done to painting: the sort of kid stuff that begins
with Raphael (adroitly side-stepping Giotto), gum shoes its way






