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Abstract

This thesis proposes to investigate the manner in which the visual representation of
socially marginalised or ‘hidden’ space in contemporary America relates to the spatial
theory and power/knowledge discourse in the work of Michel Foucault, and in particular
Foucault’s paper Des Espaces Autres/Qf Other Spaces (1967). This thesis will
specifically relate this theoretical base to representations of such “heterotopias’ in Joel
Sternfeld’s Hart Island (1998) series of photographs.

Sternfeld’s documentation of Hart 1sland provides an opportunity to problematise
contemporaty photographic critical discourse in relation to Foucault’s treatment of space,
notions of the mirror-gaze, and the surveillance function. The intangibility of represented
space offers the foundation upon which to deconstruct such stigmatized ‘real’ spaces

within the wider socio-cultural canon.




Footnotes

All publications are cited in full when first used in each chapter. Thereafter, only the
author’s surname, date of publication and page number are cited.
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Introduction

‘Of Other Spaces’ ~ An Analysis of Visual Representations of Peripheral Socio-Culturai

Space in Contemporary America
Joel Sternfeld’s Hart Island series

A journey to Hart Island reveals fragments of history that have never been woven into
the fabric of American life. The story extends to a full spectrum of historic events from
mothballs to mythic. The story of the potier’s fields in New York is not a singular
history. It is a collection of stories which co-exist in a city with an ongoing tradition of

Diaspora.’

Hart Island is a 40~acre mass of land located off the eastern shores of Manhaitan, New York,
opposite City Tsland and the Bronx in Long Island Sound. Cutrently owned by the
Department of Corrections of New York City, the island has been used for the past 150 years
as a potter’s ficld, an indigent burial ground for the five boroughs of New York City. Four
days a week, prisoners from nearby Rikers Island travel on a morgue boat loaded with
uniform pine coffing destined for burial in mass graves on the island. Over a series of three
years in the early 1990s the photographer Joel Sternfeld traveled on this boat and visited the
island, usually on a monthly basis. Sternfeld recorded clements of what he encountered using
a large format camera, heavy apparatus that involved minutes setting up before a picture could
be taken.” There is a history, or there are histories, that may be traced through the visual
canon of photography describing conceptual and physical landscapes of the ofher within
contemporary American soctety. Specifically relevant to this thesis, there are veins within
photographic representation concerning death and the alterity of its surrounds that may be
excavated and inspected genealogically. Joel Sternfeld’s Hart Island (1998) prescnis one

such opportunity, a series of work that has until this point received no academic art historical

!Toel Sternfeld and Melinda Hunt, Hart fsland (New York: Scalo) 1998, p28.
% Interview conducted by M. Jubin with Melinda Hunt, July 2006.




attention, or indeed any notable critical inspection. This exploration of ‘other’ landscapes
represented in the photograph (defined in this thesis through Foucault’s notion of heterofopia)
necessitates a parallel deconstruction of the ontological framework that occupies the space
between photograph, photographer, subject and viewer., Therefore, the chapters that foliow
will attempt to problematise both the space of the other inherent to the visual images engaged
with in this paper, and the other space that exists within related discourses. To successfuily
break down the performances of knowledge and power within representations of other space,
we must trace not only ‘the “essence” of [this] history, the historicity of history, but [the]
“history” of [this] “essence”.”® In this way, a discrete vocabulary may evolve in tandem with
a theoretical application of histories of the other to the photographs under scrutiny in this
thesis.

Hart Island consists of ten introductory collage pieces - photographs bordered by archival
burial records - followed by forty-four colour photographs. Sternfeld’s photographs are titled
simply and factually with a description of place or space accompanied each time with the
ronth and year of the photograph. All the photographs were taken between October 1991
and March 1994, Sternfeld’s collaborator on the series, Melinda Hunt, is responsible for the
collage pieces (1992 ~ 1998) and the accompanying catalogue essay. Hunt continues fo work
with the island and its inhabitaots, and has just completed a documentary film about Hart
Island, The Hart Island Project (2006). While it is the space of the photographic
representation that is primarily under investigation, the importance of Hunt’s writing in
refation to Sternfeld’s images is significant and plays a fundamental role in their
interpretation, as text does throughout his practice. However, it is Sternfeld’s photegraphy

that lies ai the critical core of this thesis.

From the initial research proposal to the present methodologies and analysis established
through the following chapters, this thesis has set a clear brief: the deconstruction of Joel
Sternfeld’s photographic series on Hart Island in terms of the representational depiction of

* Jacques Derrida, Positions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1982, p39. 9




socially mediated other space. This status is reinforced on multiple icvels: the pervading
subject of death represented in the series; the absence of an historical understanding of the ‘
island space (there has been little scholarly research on either Sternfeld's involvement with the
island, or an academic appraisal of the island from a sociological or historical perspective®); |
and the mechanisms of control. These mechunisms are both defined by the representations of
prisoners, numerically indexed mass grave sites and the geographical isolation of the site, and
the notion of photographic meaning functioning as a strategy of power-knowledge. Hart
Island’s initial place on the outer edges of the city suggests not only a geographical ‘othering’,

the movement of cemeteries away from the living, Through representation, Sternfeld

acknowledges the distinction between what is recorded in a society’s cultural memory, what _
is not, and what exists in a state of purgatory, semi-erased. Melinda Hunt states in her B

introductory essay to the book,

the burial records from the nineteenth century contain full names, causes of death and 4
coulries of origin....by 1955, the causes of death for children ate uniformly listed as
“confidential”. By 1970, the category “cause of death” is left blank.’

The medivm itself - the apparatus of camera-machine, the manipulation of shutter onto light-
sensitive material - has long been associated with death, Roland Barthes describes the
photograph as a space in which death is confirmed not once, but twice. Referting to
‘historical photographs’ he states, ‘there is always a defeat of Timc in them: that is dead and
that is going to die*®. Barthes makes a clear distinction between the agency of death (the
punctum) in the space of “historical’” photographs, and in the spacc of contemporary images

where he argues it becomes diluted and dissipales through mass-production. For Barthes, the

* Hunt reinforces this in her introductory essay stating, “in New Yark City, the combined nine potters ficlds have close to
one million burigls. An immense amount of history is associated with these places, Yet, there is almost no institutionat
or academnic interest in the public cemeteries,” Stemteld & Hunt (1998), p20, There is a substaniial body of amateur
history on the New York Depariment of Corrections website (www.cotrectionshistory.org). There is also a shorl ¢ssay,
Graven Images, by Dr. Rebecea Scott Bray of the Departinent of Human Services, Melbourne, Australia, which discusses
the sociological aspects of the Hart Island Project.
3 Sternfeld & Hunt (1998), p25.
® Roland Barthes, Cumera Lucida: Refleciions on Photography (Hi)l and Wang) 1982

96,
]’:JBarthes (1982), p 96.
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essential force of death becomes binary when its ‘reality’ is known outside of the photograph,
assured by the age of the image and not the bodies within it. What though of Sternfeld’s
photographs of the potter’s field, a contemporary vision of death made binatry also by the
prisoner killing time (or Time) digging graves? The extent these landscapes of death, the
subject of the camera, engage with notions of truth, reality and constructed identities and
geographies remains dependent on the particular rouie mapped through this rich terrain.
Puring a two-hour interview for this thesis, Sternfeld was cagey about his work, unwilling to

allow the meeting fo be recorded on tape or through notes, The result was an excruciating

wish to develop the conversation to the fullest tempered by trying to grasp fundamental
aspects of process and practice that Sternfeld discussed. Throughout, Sternfeld insisted upon
the idea that any meaning ascribed to his work occurred in the hands of the viewer. In the
minimum four or five minutes it takes Sternfeld to set up his camera and take a photograph, a
dialogue is silenily set and lics in wait for the viewer to vocalise. In his introduction to the
Tate museun’s collection of essays on Jeftf Wall, Craig Burnett suggests a similar idea in
relation to Wall’s 4 Ventriloguist at a Birthday Party in October 1947 (1990). Burnett states
that the photograph ‘hooks the viewer in with its strange, shadowy beauty ... does the doll
express Enlightenment ideals such as reason and progress, does it tell a few infantile jokes, or
is it Jeff Wall talking about his own work? Because it is silent, the picture can speak with all

these voices, but it is up to the viewer to come up with a script.”®

Notions of death, the ‘other’ and the power struciures inherent to any socio-geographic space
compete with ideas that resist definition in theoretical or linguistic terms already wrought,
either through their multiplicity or their formlessness. Fundamentally, the main ‘protagonists’
of this documented place remain either faceless (the coffined dead) or nameless (the prisoners
performing the burials) or both {the invisible, decomposing corpses inherent in the Sternfeld’s
landscape depictions), Bataille’s description of the informe and it’s appropriation by Rosalind
Krauss and Yves Alain Bois to suggest the abfect does battle with the systems of power,

knowledge and control implied through the operation of this island as a state-owned space,

¥ Craig Burnett, Modern Artists: Jeff Wail (London; Tate Publishing) 2005, p7. 11




and the application of Foucault’s heterotopia as its descriptor. The “other’ is legitimised
through the method of presentation — a book, an cxhibition, the museum catalogue — and once
again, meaning and definition are constructed where they once were resisted. Formlessness
and the will to form compete for representational space. Are we witnessing a universalizing
of Barthes studium and punctum, where finite and infinite meaning cancel cach other out to
produce exacily nothing at all? The heart of this argument, and one that must be explored in
tandem with Sternfeld’s work in relation to histories of the visual in this thesis, is the abscnee
of a critical vocabulary of photography that can articulate contemporary movements and
developments. A discussion of Sternfeld’s Hart Island must therefore contextualise his work
through a history of his conceptual framework (death, the other and landscape) in conjunction
with a wider photographic canon and contemporary critical discourses on photography. This
will be the project of the initial chapier, drawing on artist records at the Museum of Modern
Art, New York and journal sources to trace a history of Sternfcld’s engagement with othered
American spaces. In the post-postmodern critical landdscape of technological representation,
photography performs increasingly as a self-reflexive mechanism. Photography moves from
connotations rooted in objective truth and scientific realism, through art photography, through
the concerned lens of the documentary and photojournalism to the concern of its own
exislence as an assimilated contemporary art medium. The historical implications of the
Conceptual movement (and particularly photoconcetualism, or the Conceptual approach to
photography) are especially important to consider in relation to Sternfeld’s practice, not least

because of the relation of image to text in his work.

Chapters Two and Three will establish five theoretical concepts as points of departure for a
unique and specific vocabulary with which to describe Sternfeld’s work. In abbreviated form,
they are: the notion of other space within visual representation; the identification of binary
oppositions that evolve from this other space, and the exploration of this in the work of
Georges Bataille; the idea of a space in-between these polarities, or as Melanic Klcin

discusses, a fissure; Foucault’s rationalisation of the manner in which power and knowledge




are related; and finally, the function of ‘truth’ in the production of the “other’. This
framework will then serve as a basis for the exploration of key ideas of documentary “truth’

and its relationship to histories of the death and the other in the final chapter.

Chapter Two will take as its starting point Michel Foucault’s seminal 1967 lecture Des
Espaces Autres (Of Other Spaces) and frame Hart Island in terms of a postmodern
exploration of the relation of power and knowledge structures employed in the creation of
space, geographically, physically and, eventually, photographicaily. This chapter will explore
this concept of other in relation to Sternfeld’s series through Michel Foucault’s writings
around the notion of keferoropia. The identification of connections between these concepts
functioning as chronologically contingent, and thus constantly subject to change, link to
Foucault’s rationalisation of history as specific, rather than a teleological or totalising entity,
It is these two fundamental Foucaultian concepts - the notion of specific ‘histories’, and the
constructed nature of the relationship between power and knowledge - that act as a theoretical
springboard in this chapter. The critical performance of the gaze within the space of this
discourse will be problematised through Lacan’s notion of the mirror function, Freud’s
conception of the uncanny ‘double’ created in the mirror’s reflection and Bataille’s
juxtaposition of the socio-culiural sites of musée and abattoir. Critical histories must be
problematised shoulder-to-shoulder with visual historics of photography. This paper must,
essentially, move beyond its initial theoretical consideration of Foucault and Des Espaces
Auires in order to provide an original basis for discussion, and a signpost for future research
beyond this thesis. In order to address the representation of the ‘other” within the visual
canon of photography the language used to describe this medium must be scrutinsed to the

same extent as any formal, iconographical claims made of this series.
Chapter Three will further explore the notion of binary oppositions presented by Bataille.

Through Bataille’s dialectic a space in-befrween may be identified in conjunction with Melanie

Klein’s conception of the fissure as the site in which power operations are enacted. Thus,

13




Sternfeld’s representations of Hart Island may be deconstructed in this site, and the history of
the photograph as a cultural entity may be problematised similarly to Bataille’s treatment of
the slaughterhouse site and Foucault’s genealogies of institutional birth, While Foucauit’s
model initially provides a suitable platform upon which to investigate a photographic series
that clearly defines the space it represents as both specific and other, it is also problematic.
The extremity of founding a critical position for this thesis based entirely on Foucault’s mode
of thought, itself entirely specific, is inadequate. However, there is limited space in which to
formulate both the methodology for creating a theoretical critique that specifically addresses
this paper, and then to implement such methodology in a successful deconstruction of
Sternfeld’s work. To recognise, as Sarah James stated in a recent edition of Arr Monthly, that
photography lacks a current and vital theoretical backbone is essential throughout this thesis.
Therefore, the final chapter will appropriate this new space opened through Bataille and Klein
in order to deconstruct a specifically American conception of the documentary as it relates to
Sternfeld’s portrayal of death and the other on Hart Island. Chapter Four will extrapolate the
initial notion of heterotopia, engaging with a heferopological deconstruction of Sternfeld’s
photographs, essentially positioning the series as a mapping of visual coordinates within the
American socio-cultural landscape. This methodology allows a newly spatial history of the
photographic other, while continuing to acknowledge Sternfeld’s enterprise as inherently tied

to strategies of power-knowledge.

Ideas of cultural and social mapping will be explored as well as the notion of classification of
the body through the photograph, a perpetuatton of the anthropological and ethnographic
photographic surveys of the other. The island has always maintained a reformative and
rehabilitative aspect to its status as an institutional landscape. The first workhouse on the
island in the mid-nineteenth century separated children from adults and provided a sanctuary
of sorts for older boys who would otherwise have been incarcerated in one of the main
penitentiaries in New York City. Such ideas exist latently within the substructures of Hart

Island from the gridding and numbering of coffins to aid exhumation, the mapping of human




existence in the Department of Correction archives through to the geographical ties to social
institutions marked as other. As Humt states, ‘each of the eight potter’s fields {before Hart
Island] retained [a] relation to the prisons, workhouses and poorhouses of their time.” With
the constant flow of human bodies through these places, such other spaces become
reminiscent of Bataille’s description of the purification rituals associated with the constant
movement of bodies through the museum on a Sunday afternoon. The idea of this other
space, the unique role the island heterotopia fulfills in the movement and the recording of
human existence and its being and passing resonates with Sternfeld’s representation of Hart
Island.

As photographer, Sternfeld selects from these multiple strata of Hart Island to create a history
of the island based on petsonal knowledge he has accrued. His approach io landscape is as a
repository of information, soil imbued with cultural memory that is guaranteed an inunortality
of sorts through the photograph, and further dissemination when viewed. Each engagement
with Hart Island is a metaphorical spreading of ashes that inscribes the landscape with a
memorial function. Pertinent reference to the work of contemporaries and predecessors will
be made throughout the thesis in order to better contextualise Sternfeld’s practice. In Stephen
Shore’s Grassy Key, Florida (1977) or Bill Arnold’s Landing in Los Angeles (1978), the
concern for the arrangement of the environment, the grid structures that order nature and the
placement of architectonic elements underscore the absence of the human body. Even when
represented, figures remain inherently fugitive in these landscapes, consumed, decaying or
invisible. Sally Mann’s photo-book Whar Remains (2003) aligns the death of a beloved
greyhound pet with the violent suicide of an escaped prisoner on her farmiand property.
Mann uses similar large format techniques to Sternfeld (although hers are more firmly
situated in nineteenth century methods), serving to monumentalise both the life and death of
her dog with the death of an unknown ‘other’. The escaped convict is described as ‘just a kid
after all, my son’s age, bled out in the milky light’, the photograph of the site of death framed

by the wooden beams of Mann’s front porch. The representational juxtaposition of Freud’s

? Sternfeld & Hunt (1998), p8.
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heimlich and unheimlich illustrates the conclusion that the final chapter, and this thesis, hope
to reach: that the relationship between photographer, viewer, subject and photograph reveals
the site of the heterotopia as a space located within familiar geographies. Post 9/11,
Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, the process of viewing, making and taking photographs,
and the deconstruction of the inherent knowledge and power operations that operate within

these processes, position othered socio-cultural spaces as part of the everyday, part of every
space.
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In the spring of 1978 I'received a Guggenheim Fellowship to continue a series of
street photographs. But the award and the possibilities it created encouraged a
change in my work. All at once it seems as if the entire contipnent, every region, every
season and every phoiographic means were within reach. In time the themaiic
structure of a new body of work emerged. Although T'was only 33 years old, I had the
sense of being born in one era and surviving to another. The phoiographs which 1
made represent the efforis of someone who grew up with a vision of classical regional
America and the order it seemed to contain, to find beauty and harmony in an

increasingly uniform, technological and disturbing America.’

! Danict Wolf Gatlery, New York, ‘Joel Stemfeld: American Prospects’, Press Release and Bibliography (October 16 1984)




Chapter One
Disturbing America: image and Alterity

The dominant moral voice, if you will, of Sternfeld’s color photographs is, I think,
aptly expressed in the dictum of modernist architecture: “God is in the details”, If
we as a country were morve sensitive, more perceptive, more attentive to the minutia
of our cultural landscape, America might be a better place to live, or at least that is

what Sternfeld’s work seems to imply.”

% Michae] Starenko, “Three Americans: Pholographs by Robert Adams, Jim Geldberg aud Joel Steruleld’, Afterimage,
{October, 1984), p14.




Joel Sternfeld’s work undeniably addresses details inherent to the environments he
photographs, but can his photographic gaze, as Michael Starenko contends, be construed as
fundamentally moral or concerned? This chapter will discuss the ways in which Sternfeld’s
photography engages with the peripheries of America’s socio-cultural landscape, and the
mannet in which his framing of these places manifests a consciousness of ‘other’ space.
Sternfeld’s photography occupies the space of the documentary tradition and the anonymous
‘concerned’ gaze while simultaneously continuing certain painterly traditions of narrative
detail and the trope of artist as storyteller. Where tellow New Color photographers focused on
detail to invoke ‘the people’ or “the place’” - the banal and everyday ephemeral existence of
life in contemporary America epitomised by Stephen Shore’s roadside pancake stacks and
William Eggleston’s iconic tricyele {figure 1] - Sternfeld utlises detail to underline the
specific nature of the space he photographs. For the most part, his subjects in Hart Island
remain anonymous, Yet it is because these bodies are usually unseen, because they are
hidden rather than just forgotten or derelict, that Sternfeld’s representations of them negate
the general and the mundane. It is appropriate that Joel Sternfeld’s photographic approach
was initially described in the language of modernism (both by Starenko and in his own artist
statement) for the history of photography parailels the oscillation between forms of realism
and forms of abstraction that defined Modern art. Sternfeld’s veuvre exists on this precipice,
depicting real and (over)familiar details alongside the romanticised and disturbingly
abbreviated American sublime. In Sternfeld’s case, the ‘sublime’ becomes uncanny, othered,
through its location underground - ‘In New York, the overhead viewpoint is curiously
peaceful and nostalgic — the beautiful vista rather than the sublime ... the sublime vista is
subterranean - the No. 6 train approaching Fourteenth Street station through (he gloom, eyes
on fire.”* Post-war emblems of dystopic reality (the disturbed, uniform, technological
elements he describes above) underline Sternfeld’s engagement with the notion of sublime in
his homeland: the space race, the growth and subsequent fixation in popular visual culture of
seeming suburban normalcy. These brave new spaces created new vantage points and new
peripheries, areas that Sternfeld hungrily captures in series such as American Prospects

(1987) [figure 2]. The ‘in-between’ sites, the space of the other, present an opportunity to

 Walker Evans describes in a letter to a friend in 1934 this essential focus of early twentieth-century documentary
photography: ‘People, all classes, sucrounded by bunches of the new down-and-out. Automobiles and the automobile
landscape. Architecture, Amcrican yrban taste, commerce, small scale, large scale, the cily street atmosphere, the street
smeit, the hateful smell, women’s chubs, fake calture, bad education, religion in decay, the movies, evidence of what people
of the city read, ¢at, see for amusement, do for refaxation and not getit. Sex. Advertising. A lot else, you se¢ what [ mean.’
Walker Evans quoted by Alan Trachtenberg Reading American Photographs: Images as History, Matihew Brady to Walker
Evans (New York: Hill and Wang) 1980 p244,

4 Adam Gopnik, ‘A Walk on the High Linc’, The New Yorker, (May 21%, 2001), p44.
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Figure 1. (above) Stephen Shore, ‘Trail’s End Restaurant, Kanab, Utah’ from American Surfaces (1972);
(below) William Eggleston, ‘Tricycle, Memphis’ (1969-71)



Figure 2. Joel Sternfeld, ‘Morton Thiokol Rocket Testing Facility, Promonotory, Utah’ from American
Prospects (1989)



photograph the social margins where quiet ruin and creeping industrialisation meet, either
literally in Campagna Romana (1992), Sternfeld’s painierly record of the countryside
surrounding Rome, or more metaphorically in the portraits of prisoners on burial detail in the

series focused on here: Hart Island.

Tracing the edges

This “in-between’ state forms the basis of his first exhibited photographs in the early 1970s,
strobe-lit shots of transitioning bodies on rush-hour street corners in New York, Philadelphia
and Chicago. This early series emphasises the subjects’ bodies not just in spacc, but also in
relation to this state of space: liminal, contingent. As this early series suggests, Sternfeld’s
photography operates at the point where memory and memorial intersect: the ‘event’ his
cameta records has always passed, whether death, natural disaster or human act. It is nature
{both landscape and human) that remains steadfastly unchanging in the wake of these
occurrences, and this is the point at which Sternfeld’s shutter snaps, slowly, deliberately.
Like all photographs, the resulting image offers an opportunity to reflect on the moment now
past, to seize it and examine it as historical artifact. Sternfeld’s artist statement above links
the first localised series of ‘rush-hour” works he made with a visual conception of his country
as ‘regional’ and his medium as the key to engaging with and bridging the spaces in-between
these sites. The common link throughout his practice is the entirely specific nature of his
photography — his preoccupation with the details mark Sternfeld as both a photographer

concerned with narrative, and an author scoring stories with images.

The photographer and his work contradict the postmodern climate of their infancy and the
anti-aesthetic urge for text to separate art from actist and art from depiction. Jeff Wall stated
retrospectively that ‘the reduction of art to the condition of an intellectual concept of itself
was an aim which cast doubt upon any given notion of the sensuous experience of art.”
Where Vito Acconci commands a disembodied self to photograph every second step and
Stephen Shore dictates a shutter snap every city block traveled, Sternfeld is not afraid o
engage with the human and phenomenological when setting fhe parameters for his

photographs. He is a narrator of volurnes in American history that no one has yet cated to

3 Yoff Wall, “"Marks of Indifference”™ Aspects of Photography in, or as, Conceptual Att’, The Last Picture Show: Artists
Using Photography 1960 ~ 1982, ed. by Douglas Fogle (Minacsota: Walker Art Center) 2003, p41.

p44. Wall continues, ‘replacing a work with g theoretical essay which could hang in its place was the most direct means
toward this end ... it was the proposal of the final and definitive negation of act as depiction,’
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catalogue. Sternfeld’s documentation of human interaction with the surrounding environment
and the volatile, uneasy relationship between man and the natural world is his overarching
concern as & photographer. The natural world and its incarnation as othered space is
expressed by Sternfeld in his description of the High Line in New York when he states that
‘the abandoned place is the place where seasonality resides.”® This might be a common point
of departure for many photographers but for the manner in which Sternfeld employs text in
relation to his images, forcing renewed or extended perceptual interactions those who view
his work. It is the specific detail of the titles, or accompanying catalogue essay that often
demarcate the ‘other’ inherent to his work. Text is used as a foundation for photographic
irnpetus (news stories, current affairs and hidden folkloric tales) and this relationship is made
concrete when words reemerge after the fact as accompaniment to an image in books or
displayed beside exhibited works. While his titles usually only describe geographic location
and full date, there is always a short artist statemient included at the end of the viewing
process that briefly explains his motivation for any particular series. Catalogue essays and
curatorial stateoents, where they appear, rarely seem to pinpoint this epicenter of creative
focus in the same way these short excerpts can, and do. The viewer is never left unaware of
the intention behind Sternfeld’s photographs. Unlike a more direct news image however,
conclusions are never easily drawn as Sternfeld creates photographic subjects that have yet to
be viewed outside their ‘othered’ territories. Ina 1980 journal article Andy Grundberg
describes Sternfeld’s photographs as following in the tradition of ‘Walt Whitman, Huck Finn,
Jack Kerouac and Robert Frank’, his journey (that would seven years later result in these
photographs and others collected as American Prospects) “inspired by the seasonal books of
Edwin Way Teale’.” It is telling that Grundberg (who provides the introduction to the 1994
reissuc of American Prospects) lists four writers and only one photographer in this
description, highlighting both the importance Sternfeld places on the relationship between text
and his images, and positioning him in the company of great journeymen poets rather than
solely within a photographic tradition. Sternfeld uses text not in place of depiction, but to
describe this state of negative represeniation, his act of imagining the other through
photography. A year later Grundberg again considers Sternfeld’s approach to a contemporary
culture struggling to settle. “Given the myriad anxieties that haunt us today ... it is not

surprising that catastrophe, disorder and discord should become topics in contemporary

© Joel Sternfeld quoted by Gopnik, p45.
7 Grundberg, Andy “Inhabited Tereain: Joe! Sternfeld’s American Landscapes’, Modern Photography Vol. 44 No, 3 (March,
1980), p82.




photography. What is confounding is that they should make an appearance in photographs
that cause us to smile as frequently as they cause us to shudder.”® Sternfeld’s subject matter
often nods 1o earlier documentary photographers such as Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange
who demonstrated, through their pictures taken for the Farm Secutities Administration during
the Depression that catastrophe, that disorder and discord have been alive and well for some
time in America [figure 3]. However, Grundberg highlights Stemfeld’s manipulation of the
uncanny as a humourous device, an observation that the few others that have wriiten on his
work have neglected to make. Itis perhaps easier, and certainly more comfortabie to ignore
this tendency to blend the familiar (usually landscape motifs that speak to the work of his
contemporaries) with details that clicit humour or pathos, problematising Starenko’s earlier
charcterisation of Sternfeld’s work containing a *dominant moral voice’. Near Akron, Ohio,
May 1983 nods to the banal (or Banal), but the backdrop of suburban commuter-belt estate
homes is interrupted by the tragic-comic gesture of the man in the foreground holding forward
a too-small child’s bicycle for inspection. Like Canyon Country, California, 1983 [figure 4]
where the figures of a father and daughter sit in static unity, the normalcy of the scene is
subverted by the details (in this case, the squashed genitalia of the father effected by his
shorts) that suggest limitations, a curtailment rather than fulfillment, and an awareness of
frustrated potential in the mundane. This uncanny element is repeated as figures are
coutinually set against rather than within the landscape. They are alternately both at home
and unsettled, in the relief of the in-between where the nucleus of the city dissipates and
meets the beginnings of the natural world. Sternfeld distances himself from his subject —
there is usually a ‘foreground’ — and yet paradoxically negates Walker Evans® “disinterested
eye.”” In this manner, he traverses boundaries between fellow contemporary New Color
photographers, genres that rely on textual setting such as documentary and photojournalistic
practice, the aesthetic of popular culture and the tradition of photographers who have
acknowledged the history of Western painting in their work. Again, Sternfeld’s self-analysis
of having survived between two eras is suggested, a dialectic surfacing between ‘modernist’
attention to detail and a postmodern rejection of the author. Similarly, it is his focus on
‘other’ landscapes, and the unknown and unseen that cxist between these oppositions, that
forms the central concern of his work. This chapter will situate Joel Sternfeld’s practice

within the confines of his own production. While external influences will be cited

¥ Grundberg, Andy “The Incredible Commonplace’, The New York Times (October 25 1981), p33.

¥ In a note included in a reissue of American Photographs Evans stated, “The objective pictare of America in the 1930s made
by Evans was neither journalistic nor political in technique and intention. It was reflective rather than tendentious and, in a
certain way, disinterested.” Trachtenberg (1980), p253.

25

5
H




Figure 3. Dorothea Lange, ‘Migrant Mother’ from Farm Services Administration Photographs taken
during the Great Depression, 1936



Figure 4. Joel Sternfeld, ‘Canyon Country, California, June 1983’ from American Prospects (1987).




supetficially in this chapter, following chapters will discuss in greater depth his practice
within a larger historical and theoretical context. This primary chapter will explore
Sternfeld’s collection of photographic essays spanning three decades with emphasis on his
portrayal of the ‘other” within American visual culture. The focus of this chapter’s
exploration, and indeed this thesis as a whole, lies in a detailed analysis of one series in

particular: Hart Island.
Early practice: the ‘New Color’

It is necessary to situate the Hart Island series within the landscape of photographic history
that preceded its making, and which defined the making of Sternfeld as a photographer.
Sternfeld began his practice as a colour photographer in the late 1960s, a decade when the use
of colour prints was viewed still by many as subversive and in competition with collecting
trends that favoured black-and-white Modernist work. Sternfeld said of the early days of

colour images,

I think of'that time as the early Christian period in color photography ... if you met
another color photographer, you wanted to get together in a basement and discuss it. [
can remember & gallery person saying to me, “Why are you working in color? Black

and white is so natural.” Color photography was seen as somehow subversive, '

His genesis as a photographer of peripheral American spaces occurred at a juncture where the
medium of photography assumed new forms and discourses. Like almost every young
photographer of the 1970s, Sternfeld’s path was defined in part by the exhibition and
acquisition trends of the Museum of Modern Art’s photography department and its chief
curator John Szarkowski. The seminal 1976 solo exhibition of William Eggleston’s
photography (Eggleston’s Guide, curated by Szarkowski) endorsed the authenticity of colour
photography and demonstrated a major institutional support of the medium for the first time, a
direction sealed two decades later in 1995 when MoMA acquired the compleie set of Cindy

Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills."! However, in contrast to Eggleston’s solo show, MoMA’s

19 Joel Sternfeld quoted by Vince Aletti, ‘Flashback’, 4t + duction (February, 2004), p71.

"'To contextualise: ‘In light of the subsequent auction prices for individual prints from the series, the acquisition was a steal,
Made in the last years of the *70s, the “Film Stills” have little in common with the seemingly deadpan but intensely engaged
and politically astute work that detines the decade, but MoMA's high-profife purchase helped to focus attention on
undervalued photographs of that era.” Aletti, p71.

28




artist record for Sternfeld dated April 20™ 1979 shows (hat at ihis stage in his photographic
career he was unrepresented by a gallery and had yel to have his work acquired by either a
public or private collection.' The descriptor ‘New Color’ was crystallised by an exhibition of
the same title curated by Sally Eauclaire at the International Center of Photography in 1981.
This initial contingent of colour photographers who took America as their subject matter in
the 1970s led, predictably, to & widening use of colour photography over the ensuing three
decades, It is only now that retrospective consideration of such work and its impact on the
history of photography has begun to be fully analysed. Reviewing both The New Color
exhibition at the Iniernational Center for Photography (in which Sternfeld was included) and a
solo show of Sternfeld’s work at Daniel Wolf gallery, both in New York in 1982, drtforum
suggests that the sheer volume of photographers adapting to working in colour made
clarifying the field problematic.

The real problem [Eauclaire] had to face in putting together The New Colour was not
these preeminent figures [Eggleston, Meyerowiiz], however. [t was the deluge of
photographers who have come afier them ... the field has been burgeoning — at times

it seems to be exploding — with young photographers. =

If the field was expanding, it was perhaps less to do with new technologies than an
institutional acceptance of color, and increased interest in its dissemination through
exhibition, catalogue and journal form. Frustration with the manner in which the curator had

thematically devised the show — ‘the more I looked and read, the more indistinguishable the
214

two categories [‘Color Photographic Formalism® and “I'he Vivid Vernacular’] became™™ -
can be read not only as ill-defined curatorial intentions but the non-cxistence of a history and
set critical vocabulary on which to base such an exploration. The role connoisseurship has
played in precipitating rising commercial (and therefore critical) interest in this ‘early

Chyistian” era of colour photography was expressed recently in Art + Auction:

12 The Museurn of Modern Art, Depattinent of Photography Artist Record for Joel Stemfeld.
2 Calin 1., Westerbeck “The New Color” International Center of Photogmphy’, Ariforum (January, 1982), pl01.
* Westerbeck, p101.
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The 70s is close enough to our own time to be meaningful, but there’s just enough
distance for people to feel they’re making informed assessments. So it’s inevitable

that material from that era should be recontextualised and focused on.'

Writing twenty-five years carlier in Camera on an early series of Sternfeld’s colour works
Allan Porter articulates the impossible task of formulating a history without the necessary
perspective of distance. He states, ‘to acknowledge an existing movement and to enfighten
the reader on it’s developments is considered intellectual criticism, To predict a movement
when only the seeds are planted and the mentors are either dead or semi-retired is sometimes
critical suicide.”'® Interestingly however, the contemporary contextualisation of New Color
photography has taken a doubly retrospective turn. It is through the work of the following
generation of photographers, and the New Realist School in particular, that the history of New
Color has begun an articulation of its own history. Caonsciousness of the contemporary
Diisseldorf triumvirate of Thomas Struth, Thomas Ruff and Andreas Gursky has provided
impetus for a genealogy tracing back through their teachers Bernd and Hilla Becher, who
bought a number of Stephen Shore’s works in the 70s and 80s through Berlin photography
dealer Rudolf Kicken. Shore’s exhibition of colour works at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
in New York in 1971 (the first solo show the museum gave to the work of a living
photographer) was a smaller, earlier precursor to Eggleston’s survey at MoMA. That
Eggleston’s exhibition has often been designated as the originating “root’ of Color within the
art historical canon is contested by the ICP’s Director of Exhibitions Brian Wallis, who terms
it ‘a flash point, rather than a starting point.”!” This is significant in highlighting the still-
emerging nature of the history of this particular period in photography, and its close ties with
contemporary practice that problematise historical distance. The teleological connection
between New Realism and New Color is underscored by Aletti who suggests that ‘a
significant turning point in his [Shore’s] career came in the spring of 2000, when a show of
his 70s color landscapes opened at 303 Gallery in Chelsea soon after an Andreas Gursky
exhibition closed across the sireet at Matthew Marks. The juxtaposition was fortuitous and
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instructive.””” Kicken opened his own gallery in Berlin in 1974, established a connection with

the Light Gallery in New York (where Shore had shown repeatedly in the 70s and 80s) and

15 .

Aletti, p68,
'8 Allan Porter, ‘Photographis Interruptus: Mark Cohen, Joel Stersfeld, Larry Fink', Camera, Vol. 56, No. 11 (November,
1977), ps.
7 Bruce Wallis, Exhibitions Director at the ICP in conversation, Aptil 2007.
*® Aletti, p71. Aletti continucs, ‘before the show at 303, Shorc hadn’t appeared since 1995 at Pace/McGill. But he had
exhibited extensively in Eutope, beginning in 1977 with a show the Kunsthalle in Dusseldorf.’
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exhibited a survey show of American colour works in 2001, the year after Shore showed al
303 Gallery. Kicken explains to Aletti that the contemporary buyers of American New Color
works arc the same people buying ‘Struffsky’ and Becher photography, ‘collectors of
paintings and photo art who realised there is a history to this work. What’s happened is that
the classic photo market and the concepiual photo market are meeting, and Shore and those
guys are catalysts.”'” This genealogy, established first through photographers (hemselves,
collectors and institutions, then finally those who write photography’s history, posits

Sternfeld’s contribution as one of ‘those guys’.

Alan Porter’s essay accompanies the series of eight published ‘rush hour’ photographs by
Sternfeld taken between 1977 and 1978, a series that Aletti contends (wrongly) were
exhibited for the first time at Luhring Augustine Gallery in New York in early 2004. In fact,
Sternfeld exhibited works from this series at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in an
exhibition titled Larry Fink and Joel Sternfeld: Photographs: October 23- November 29,
1981, These early colour photographs demonstrate a flattened picture plane as Sternfeld’s
lens is located directly within the crowds it documents. Harried pedestrians in New York and
Chicago charge past as Sternfeld illuminates them with artificially bright flash apparatus and
presses the shutter (photographs taken in Philadelphia are omitted in this earlier exhibition
catalogue, although it is not clear if they were part of the exhibition itself). The resulting
images are close-cropped figures weaving diagonaily across the frame, half-glimpsed faces,
startled expressions for some subjects while others appear to be completely ignorant of the
photographer’s lens. The paradox lies in the apparatus Sternfeld employs, a large format
8x10” camera.”® The camera’s sheer physicality, heavy and awkward to move and Lift, and
the time it takes to load with film negates the ephemeral ‘snapshot” quality of these
photographs and the apparent informality with which Sternfeld treats his subjects. Porter
terms Sternfeld’s photography, and similar work by young artists of his generation as

demonstrating ‘camera vision’, an interest in

a vision which only the camera can purvey ... can only be recorded on some memory

system such as the film ... a spontaneity that creates an image without relying on the

1% Alettd, p74.

% Grundberg clarifies the technical apparatus: ‘The camera is a wooden Wista, his lenses are 240mm and 360mm Schneider
Symmars and a 300mm Kodak Anastigmat, and he uses Kodak vericolor films, His negatives are enlarged on Ekfacolor
paper to a size of 131/2 x 17in.” Andy Grundberg, ‘Inhabited Tetrain: Joel Sternfeld’s American Landscapes®, Modern
Photography, vol. 44, no. 3 (March, 1980), p.82.
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historical, sociological or psychological considerations of the image portrayed ... there
is no design or formula in the construction of the image, but a complete reliance on

chance and coincidence.?!

Porter’s problematic choice of vocabulary reflects themes inherent in both Barthes conception
of the death of the author and the associated implications of Conceptualism, especially in
photography, where the impetus for the photograph was chance itsclf, an anti-depiction. The
language Porter utlises reflects its own historical moment as does his understanding of
Sternfeld’s photographic processes and practice, the very connection that Porter’s logic
attempts to deny. The trope of photographer as adjunct lo camera and photograph had already
been explored through the use of photography as a scientific or institutional method of
classification from the late nineteenth century onwards, and the further association between
camera as objective machine and photographer as ‘disinterested eye’ has been well
documented, Porter likens this series of Sternfeld’s work to Abstract Expressionism and
Action Painting, styling them as anti-representational, devoid of narrative or ‘interior
message’ — a pure image. The capacity of photography to occupy either extreme of the
spectrum - pure objectivity of the image versus subjective storytelling ~ will be analysed and
rejected in the following chapter. Such analyses necessarily confront photography’s critical
vocabulary as an historically determined narrative, indicated not least by Porter’s use of the
discourses of contemporary painting to critique Sternfeld’s photograph methods. However,
the accompanying artist’s statement by Sternfeld included at the beginning of this chapter
suggests a clearly defined and deliberate natrative beneath the compositional elements of the
photographs, pointing toward elements that would precipitate his engagement with the
American ‘other’. Porter does acknowledge this element, although recognises it as embedded

in formal technique, concluding,

‘In contrast to the seductive display of colour and choreography, the pop-out effect
created by strobe and the spatial disorientation it engendered, seemed to bear a
metaphoric relationship to the feeling of malaise characterizing American life in
1976.%

21

Porter, p25.
% Porter, pl6. Sternfeld elaborates, ‘in the summer of 1976 one could see a dazzling colour phenanenon-a day-glo, acrylic
palette non-existent before this decade. Siudies in the physical and perceptual propertics of colour quickly formed and
dissolved as intersections were crossed and commuter irains caught.”
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Reproblematising the photoegraphic canon: history as methodology

Considering Szarkowski’s influence on late twentieth-cenlury photography, it is appropriate

that it was in an exhibition al the Museum of Modern Art that Sternfeld first showed his work

in a larger institutional setting (the International Center for Photography still in relative
infancy at this stage). A review of Three Americans: Photographs by Robert Adams, Jim
Goldberg and Joel Sternfeld (1984) further underlines MoMA’s infivence in shaping the New

Color movement, and the continued debate over the role of colour photography. Starenko,

writing in Afterimage, cites New York Times critic Hilton Kramer’s suggestion that the

museurn’s photography department ‘fis] almost the only department of the museum which

currently plays a ieadership role in judging and codifying new works ... but the taste ... is so
specialized and often so wayward and self-reflexive that there are times when one wishes that ,
it, too, would go back to showing mainly the classics’.?® The author defines such ‘classics’ as
Sol LeWitt, Cindy Sherman and William Wegman, acknowledging that these artists were

once newly ‘contemporary’ themselves. The residue lefi by Conceptual artists such as these
on theoretical modes of interpretation, then implemented in contemporary discussion of
Sternfeld’s then-emerging generation is important to highlight here as the first of many
critical fractures associated with contextualising his work. As has been suggested previously,
the weight of Conceptualism and its impiications for photography, and the related postmodern
discourses germinating in the 1970s, tormed a backdrop for Sternfeld’s practice. Geoffrey
Batchen highlights two other exhibitions at MoMA, both in 1970, that have important
implications for this investigation: Photography into Sculpture and Information, the
museum’s first survey of Conceptual work. Szarkowski’s preoccupation with defining what
the photographic medium was met the work of a generation of emerging artists who were
intent on re-presenting precisely what it was rof. There is no neat distinction between these

heterogeneous groups. As Batchen highlights,

American Art photography was in {act continually being ruptured from within ...
conceptual practices of various kinds have always been rife within the photographic

community.**

2 Slarenko, p23.
M Geoffrey Balchen, ‘Cancellation’ in The Last Piciure Show: Artists Using Phatography 1960 -- 1982, ed. by Douglas Fogle
(Minnesola: Walker Art Center) 2003, p177.




Although it will be argued that a re-¢valuation of these discourses and practical paradigms is
necessary in order to successfully engage with his work, for now it is enough to acknowledge
that Sternfeld’s Hart Island series can certainly be fruitfully discussed in relation to other
artists who worked within a specifically American canon of postimodern photography, and
have come to recent prominence for their relation to specific sites of social and cultural
alterity or entropy (Gordon Matta-Clark’s engagement with downtown New York as an
‘open-air studio’ is particularly rich in comparison). Wail’s contention that
photoconceptualism’s anti-aesthetic turn instilled 2 ‘new negative sense’ in the medium
offered new parameters within which (o engage with the notion of absence, the ephemerat or
the other in a manner removed from the modernist heroicisation of Walker Evans a generation
before. Writing in 1970, Lawrcnce Alloway describes this negative turn and its new
possibility thus: ‘one of the uses of photography is to provide the coordinates of absent works
of art ... documentation distributes and makes consultable the work of art that is inaccessible
.., the documentary photograph is grounds for believing something happened.”® The
Conceptual foundations of Land Axt spatialised its subsequent documentation, allowing the
represented space geography akin fo the natural landscape. Sternfeld takes the Conceptual
concern with American surfaces and comects it to the relationship between photographer,
viewer and subject, with the experiential, phenomenological activity played out upon, within

and In between the traditional pictorial boundaries that delineate these surfaces.

In recent years an increasing number of American photographers have taken as their
subject the quality of life in America ... This new work, exemplified by the
photographs in Three Americans is not necessarily directed by programmatic political

stances, but rather individual intuitions about where our problems lie.*®

Recent critical writings on Jeff Wall have suggested in his work the same inherent (and
implicitly moralising) modernist tendencies that Michel Starenko links to the work of Joel
Sternfeld in the 1980s. In the latter case, it is within the initial tentative context of an
exhibition review in Afferimage that Sternfeld’s work is discussed in terms of his ‘attention to
the minuiia of our coltural landscape’. This sentiment is echoed within contemporary

retrospective consideration of Wall’s production after his involvement with the Conceptual

# Lawrence Alloway, “Artists and Photographs (1970)" in The Last Picture Show: Artisis Using Photography 1960 — 1982,
ed. by Douglas Fogle (Minnesota: Walker Ast Center) 2003, p20.
% Starenko, pl4,
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movement ended in the early 1970s. This tendency to return to what Charles Baudclaire
characterised as ‘the fugitive, fleeting beauly of present-day life, the distinguishing character

of that quality which ... we have called modernity

identifies a remaining, unresoived
concern within a critical landscape bound by postmodernity. A regvaluation of the accepted
relationship between photography and discourse following the strict parameters of the
Conceptual movement is part of the project of contextualising Sternfeld within a history of
contemporary photography that is itself formative. In the saime way the move towards
abstraction made by the neo-Impressionists migrated from formal conceit to self-reflexive
gesture, the postmodern abstraction of art from artist (the action photography of Vito Acconci
or Victor Burgin accompanied by instructive text [figure 5]) provoked a turn against the
purely formalist photographic performance. Sternfeld engages with elements of the negative,
without negating the figure, either as subject or author, giving credence to subjectivity within
the geographic document, a possibility for both textual and pictorial acsthetic. Upon winning
the Citigroup photography prize in 2004, Sternfeld stated, ‘photographs have always been
authored ... with a photograph, you are left with the same modes of interpretation as a book.

You ask: what do we know about the author ... the subject?*?® It is within this critical

landscape that Sternfeld’s photographs explore the terrain of the other.
Defining the other

In an age where mass dissemination of images is increasingly possible through the iniernet,
and the proliferation of digital imaging technologies cheaply available to large audiences, the
unknown and unseen have become eroded and redefined. The medium itself becomes ever-
more democratic and part of everyday visual and cultural parlance. Photographs of places,
people, things previously undocumented are now sites of routine discourse and in turn this
phenomenon becomes the subject of arlists (Richard Prince, Cindy Sherman) who explore this
frantic visual production through their own photographs-of-photographs. Therefore, when a
site remains unknown, unseen by conterporary culture, it becomes a curiosity, something

made valuable because of its alterity. Hart Island is such a space, and Joel Sternfeld’s

7 Craig Burnett, Modern Artists: Jeff Wail (London: Tate Publishing) 2005 p7.
%8 Siernfeld, Jocl quoted by Charlotte Higgins, “Falsc Witness’, The Guardian (March 10, 2004)
<hitp:/farts.cuardian.co.uk/features/story/0.1 17140, 1 165870.00.htmE> [accessed August 20™, 2006].



http://arts.guardian.co.ulc/featurcs/storv/0.11710%20J%20165870.00.html

Figure 5. Vito Acconci, ‘Conversations II: Insistence, Adaptation, Groundwork, Display’ (1971)



photographs of this site function both as a demarcation of its otherness and a herald of entry

into a collective cultural memory.

Joel Sternfeld’s Hart Isiand series is situated currently at the midpoint of his published artistic
production, shot between 1991 and 1994, first exhibited in 1997 at The Lower Eastside
Tenement Museum, New York aind collected in book form in 1998. That Sternfeld chose to
exhibit the Hart Island photographs at the Lower East Side Tenement Museum is significant.
The museum’s mission focuses on ‘the variety of immigrant and migrant experiences on
Manhattan’s Lower East Side, a gateway to America’, and in a sense this series provides a
point of entry to contemporary experience of Diaspora in New York City. Sternfeld’s seven
other major projects have all concluded with the publication of a bound serics — American
Prospects (1987), Campagna Romana (1992), On this Site: Landscape in Memoriam (1997),
Stranger Passing (2001), Treading on Kings: protesting the G8 in Genoa (2002), Walking the
High Line (2002) and Sweet Earth: experimental uiopias in America (2006). In each case, the
series are composed over several years before final presentation, sometimes throngh
exhibition and always in book format. Indeed, Sternfeld views the book as the definitive
method of collection and display of his work, involving the viewer in an interaction that can
take place outside of the museum or gallery space and therefore allow for greater freedom of
interpretation.” As an artist, Sternfeld has existed until very recently on the periphery of the
institutionally acknowledged contemporary scene mirroring the relationship between his
photographic subjects and the wider socio-cultural environment. His work has certainly been
collected by major museums and has been exhibited as part of inaugural exhibitions at the
Museum of Modern Art twice: first within the re-hang of the Steichen Galleries following

expansion in 1984 and then again after the renovation of the museum in 2005.

Yet scholarly analysis of Sternfeld’s work remains scarce, more often limiiced to his beiter-
known series American Prospects and Stranger Passing. This may be due in part to the debt
these photographs in particuiar owe to the documentary tradition ingrained in the American
subconscious, pioneered by Timothy O’Sullivan, Walker Evans and more recently Jeff Wall,
master chroniclers of American landscapes. Sternfeld acknowledges in his choice of subject
matter the significant role landscape photography has played in the formation of narratives

and the collective understanding of American life. Lush, large format, high-resolution images

* Interview with the artist conducted by M. Jubin, July 2006.
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are part of the common visual vocabulary of photography in the current climate, as are
subjects that center on an experience designed to leave the viewer feeling unsettled by the
familiar-turned-uncanny. Photographers of the late nineteenth century were the cartographcrs
of their nation, recording images of the Western frontier in a manner that twentieth century
photographers have responded to, continually searching for new topologies to document.
However, Andy Grundberg rightly distances Sternfeld’s approach from direct comparison
with. predecessors stating, ‘[he] has no romance going with the dispossessed, as Evans, Frank
and so many other photographers have had.”*® Material written on Sternfeld’s work in the
context of the New Color movement and wider histories of photography (especially the
documentary tradition) often positions him — thoughtlessly, conveniently — as an understudy
to more commercially successful photographers, in particular Stephen Shore. As explored
above, Shore has enjoyed a success, both at the beginning of his career and a recent
resurgence, which has for the most part eluded Sternfeld {(commissioned in 2006 to write the
entry on Shore for a Phaidon photography publication that he was not to be included in).*'
The current exhibition of Shore’s work at the International Center of Photography,
Biographical Landscapes: The Photography of Stephen Shore 1969-79 collects early
conceptual work, found images and selected works from two American landscape surveys,
American Surfaces (1972) and Uncommon Places (1982). Viewing this exhibition, important
in its attempt to map a history of early colour work, the difference between Shore’s focus on
‘classical regional America’ and Sternfeld’s engagement with this tradition is highlighted. In
the late 1980s Sternfeld makes the distinction himself:

It’s been very fashionable to focus on the weakness and banality of America ... but
what I wanted to say is that it’s also a very exciting and fascinating place. I vowed
that I was going to stay as hroad as the country and my interests. So you’ve got pools
and dams and the space shuttle and teanis and punks and maids and a farmer on the

banks of the Mississippi.*?

Sternfeld presents this broad and initially superficial surface, paralleling in some measure
Shore’s approach, the equilibrivm disturbed only when the vicwer chooses to inspect the

photographs more carefully. It is frustrating that many critics and chroniclers of Sternfeld’s

3 Grundberg {1981), p33.
*! Joel Sternfeld in interview with M. Jubin, July 2006.
72 Joel Sternfeld quoted by Michacl Berryhill **Prospects’: Promise and pain in the USA’, USA Today, (April 7™, 1987), p26.
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work have so closely positioned the two photographers, using the same tools to describe

Sternield’s work as they have for Shore’s, thus merely caricaturing certain of his works.

Sternfeld’s well-recognised photograph McLean, Virginia, December 4 1978 [figure 6] from
the series dmerican Prospects has been variously described as the depiction of 2 news event,
the recording of a fireman’s indifference to a house fire raging behind him and the
representation of a modern-day Nero plucking pumpkins in the glow of flames. Douglas
Davis describes ‘a farmhouse on fire, an event to which an indolent fireman buying a

*33 Numerous critics and writers have chosen this

pumpkin seems utterly indifferent.
photograph in conjunction with Approximately 17 of 41 Sperm Whales which Beached Near
Florence, Oregon, 1979 and Exhausted Renegade Elephant, Woadiand, Washington, June
1979 [figure 7], to provide a convenient summation of Sternfeld’s engagement with the
contemporary American landscape. However, tollowing an article in Newsweek reviewing an
early exhibition of the McZLean photograph (before the publication of dmerican Prospects) a
letter to the same publication a few weeks later suggests that one of Sternfeld’s better known

photographs has been continually misrepresented. A resident of Mclean suggests that,

the house in question was vacant; no lives or even property were in danger, as the fire
was prearranged by the owners in concert with the McLean volunteer fire department

... the man looking over the pumpkins was only off shift, not “indifferent” to danger.**

MclLean, Virginia is one of the only photographs of Sternfeld’s that is written about it any
signiticant detail in the archive of materials on his work. His Hart Island series merits a one-
sentence meniion in a handful of journal articles and, as a series of work, has received no
critical analysis in any substantial academic or public form. There are no traccable materials
from any of the four exhibitions of the Hart Island series (in New York, the UK and twice in
Germany) further than an exhibition invitation or review. The island has been photographed
once before by the New York City Department of Correclions for an internal information
pamphlet, 4 historical resume of potters field, published in 1967 {figure 8], 1t is therefore
possible to view both the photographs Sternfeld produces, and the artist himself, as inherently
fugitive within the critical landscapes that bind them. Unlike contemporaries, Sternfeld

includes no self-portrait in any published or exhibited work.”® He is as unseen as his subjects,

* Douglas Davis, ‘A Call to tke Colors’, Newsweek, (November 23™, 1981), p116.

** Jean Jonnard, ‘Letters Page’, Newsweek (December 14%, 1981), pi1.

3% For example, Stephen Shore includes Self:porteait, New York, March 20, 1976 in American Surfaces and Jeff Wall has
made a number of self portraits including Doudle Self-Portrait and Picture for Woman, bolh 1979.




Figure 6. Joel Sternfeld, ‘McLean, Virginia, December 1978 from American Prospects (1989)



Figure 7. Joel Sternfeld, ‘Exhausted Renegade Elephant, Woodland, Washington, 1982° from
American Prospects (1987).



a self-made ‘other’. Sternfeld’s status as “hidden’ has certainly been tempered in the decade
that has passed since the publication of Hart Island, vot least because of growing interest in
his continued artistic production instigated by the booming market for photography of the last
thirty years, and his representation now by major galleries (including New York’s Luhring

Augustine). However, he remains a semi-peripheral and under-analysed figure. Sternfeld

follows an established visual tradition to the cxtent that his oeuvre depicts an index of cross-
country pilgrimage, but he is careful not to tread too firmly in the steps of his predecessors.
His detailed approach seeks a categorical comprehension of his subject rather than a
superficial engagement with what is viewed. Shore’s photographs of Amarillo, Texas, made
by the artist into vividly coloured posteards and then left as a trail in the wake of his journey
across America, certainly connect with the humourous element Sternfeld employs [figure 9],
Tourists mistaking Amarillo for Anywhere, USA in main street gift siores is not only amusing
but acts as a self-reflexive comment on Shore’s own use of the banal and homogenous
elements of American landscape in his photographs. Indeed, Walker Evans muses similarly
on the use of landscape as an anonymous motif in a letter to a friend in 1934: *An Ainerican
city is the best ... I might use several [cities], keeping things typical.”>® Harf Island otters
similar familiar landscapes that could well make posicard fodder were it not for the decay
lurking closety under their surface, and the attached texts confirming this element. His claim
to a broad base of reference is cut short ofter, as described previously, by the specific nature
of his subject and the depth of detail included. As Grundberg contends, ‘[Sternfeld’s]
photographs build meaning by accretion, as if they were chapters in a novel ... primarily the
accretion involves the repetition of certain motifs.”*’” Straightforward appropriations of pop
culture references (Eggleston’s tricycle) are eschewed in favour of a method depiction that
prioritises the subtleties of landscapes in the throes of decomposition. In contrast to the grand
narratives of traditional landscape photography, his photographs champion quite opposite
elements of the natural world - discontinuity, the awkward, the unratural. The camera
records and captures the environment, but even when coupled with the presumed dominance
of viewing, it is never cerlain that man (either subject or viewer) will triumph. Sternfeld’s
use of high-resolution high colour photography paradoxically, and internationally, often
obscures what his images ultimately point to. After a Flash Flood, Rancho Mirage, «
California July 1979 [figure 10] and Exhausted Renegade Elephant, Woodland, Washington, ‘.
June 1979 (one of his most well-known photographs) both employ saturated, darkened tones

** Trachtenberg (1980), p244. «
¥7 Grundberg (1981), ps2.
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Figure 8. A page from ‘A historical resume of potter’s field 1869-1969" depicting the Hart Island burials,
New York City Department of Corrections Archives



Figure 9. Stephen Shore, ‘West Ninth Avenue, Amarillo, Texas, October 2 1974’ from American Surfaces
(1972)




to camouflage the protagonists (junked cars, exhausted elephant), leading the viewer’s eye
instead fo the landscape first — the high horizon line and sky encroached on by tree tops, the
cars obscured by rich earth, the elephant’s form hidden by a similarly grey pool of water on
hot tarmac. The effect is one of tromp 1’ oeil, the viewer performing a double~take and
reaching continually further inside the photograph to sifi through ever-emerging details, In
both photographs Sternfeld employs a favourite motif, that of a well-established distance from
his subject, resulting in a large area of foreground in the photograph. What is on [irst
inspection an image tied to the documentary tradition (and photojournalistic enterprise)
through the reportage quality of his subjects and the photographs’ titles Sternfeld chooses,
takes on a painterly quality in its detailed response to subject matter, The images unsettle,
and demand closer inspection, exactly the opposite of the direct, truncated, and necessarily
succinet mode of earlier documentary modes that also evolved from the newspaper story (the

photographs of Lange or Walker in Life magazine).

With Hart Island, Sternfeld carries this disjuncture between appearance and reality a step
further, creating what will be termed later in this thesis the in-between, a critical space where
the reciprocal performance of viewer, photographer, subject and photographic object can be
deconstructed. For the moment, what I wish to highlight in this chapter is the detailed quality
of Sternfeld’s photographs, and the clearly deliberate intention of the artist to fracture the
viewers experience through an insistence an continually ‘re-looking’. As Anne Tucker notes
in her catalogue essay for American Prospects, ‘one almost always notices the sweep of the

*3% 1ike the

horizon first, and then something or somcone in the lower half of the frame.
mimesis suggested by the bird’s bodics set against grave markers in Geese nesting on
Cemetery Hill, April 1992 [figure 11] or the edge of a coffin pushing against the corner of a
retaining wall, the pivotal elements are peripheral, buricd. The representations are subtle, the
information accumulated gradually, never fully. Sternfeld does not provide an aggressive
narrative. If Jeff Wall’s weork is now being spoken of in terms of a continued dialogue with
unresolved issues of modernity, Sternfeld’s photographs can be described as a rearticulation
of this conversation, an attempt to reproblematise the techniques of history painting that Wall
employs as a critique — hierarchy, scale, presentation, grand-narrative historical references

and the internalized inclusions of self-portraiture.

% Anne W. Tucker, ‘American Beauty in Atypical Places’ in dmerican Prospects, Joel Stemnfeld (New York: Sieidl Verlag)
1994, p81.
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Figure 10. Joel Sternfeld, ‘After a Flash Flood, Rancho Mirage, California, July 1979’ from American
Prospects (1987)



Geese nesting on Cemetery Hill, April 1992

Figure 11. Joel Stermnfeld, ‘Geese Nesting on Cemetery Hill, April 1992’ from Hart Island (1998)



Sternfeld remains aware of classical sowrce materials, and takes this subject as his focus in
Campagna Romana where he records with his camera what centuries of painters have

sketched on the Grand Tour: the ruins of the Roman countryside. This series of work is

perhaps closest to flart Island, and both are strongly indicative of Sternfeld’s fascination with

the unnoticed beiween the boundaries, both physical and phenomenological, of contemporary
culture. The press release for his exhibition of Campagna Romana at Pace/McGill describes

the space photographed as, ‘desolate ... the area [has] remained unpopulated for 1400 years —

a no-man’s land haunted by its past.”®® That the exhibition occurred just as Sternfeld began to
photograph on Hart Island is significant. The photographs of these two locations in particular

map geographies that reflect Sternfeld’s experience as onlooker as much as they correspond to

his subject’s lives as lived. Even as these images appropriate stories belonging to another

person or place, the realisation of these narratives in the form of a photograph can only occur

as far as Sternfeld can see. The cultural memory of these spaces remains silent; his

documented remembrances remain muted, unless the viewer stops to read the text or the

extended titles that accompany the image. Even then, although the photograph is saturated

with connotations there is a finite capability in retaining, communicating and re-presenting

this knowledge as meaning. As described previously, the disconnect between the actual
circumstance of Sternfeld’s photograph of McLean, Virginia and the significance assigned to

this space after the event attest to the unstable relationship between photograph and memory,

ot, notoriously, ‘ttuth’. This space between memory and memorial within a represented

landscape can be framed in terms of postmodern discourses of text and the fimage, a

contention that will be explorcd fully in the next chapter. Tn terms of formal subject however,
Sternfeld’s choice of these othered zones resonates with the work of Jeff Wall and painterdy
traditions of the late nineteenth century (Courbet’s Realism, Manet’s portrayal of the edges of

the modern city). As Richard Lacayo contends, Sternfeld’s preoccupation with ‘the semi-
developed region between city and countryside [is] the kind of not quite urban, not quite rural J
zone that was seized upon by the French impressionist and postimpressionist painters as the i

quintesscntial tilting ground between civilization and the natural state.”*

Coupled with the recurring motif in his work of images of decay or, quite literally in

Campagna Romana, of the fragmented periphery of a social structure this “tilting ground”

% Press rolease for the opening of Campagna Romana, September 12— October 19% 1991 at Pace/McGill Gallery, New
York.

 Richard Lacayo, ‘Lovelorm Tracts, Minced Wilderness: Jousting with the Landscape in Joel Sternfeld's America,”
Time, (April 20, 1987), p84.




becomes the archaeological site where the other can be excavated through his representations.
The visunal and linguistic elements of Sternfeld’s work combine in images of other spaces,
located in the visual motif of the ruin: ‘for the Renaissance, the ruin was first of all a legible
remnant, a repository of written knowledge.”' The notion of ruin takes on multiple forms
that transcend the formal or entirely visual. Artistic practice has engaged with the detritus left
by US foreign policy intervention (and indeed, has often been part of these policies).
Recognition of such work has certainly crept back onto U.S. soil and into American
consciousness within the trope of the ‘other’ on the periphery of socio-cultural landscapes on
both sides of its borders, Sternfeld’s photographs have not escaped portrayal in a political
light. The press release issued tor an exhibition of American Prospects highlights his
awareness of contemporary socio-economic events (such as the mass unemployment in
America in the winter of 1981-2), and the capacity for such events to define his photographic
subject. The statements notes that *during the late Regan years, Joel Sternfeld photographed
an aspect of the American people with a sensitivity to what happened to them and their lives
during this period of selective economic prosperity.”* In his acceptance speech as recipient
for the 2005 Nobel Peace Prize for Literature, Harold Pinter couches the status of truth, and
its construction politically, socio-culturally and visually in contemporary American society, in
geographical territories that lie outside of its mapped borders: Nicaragua, Guatemala, Haiti,
Afghanistan, Traq. His list continues, and suggests the dialectic continually (and, Pinter
argues, deliberately and subversively) created in the post-war, postmodern era between ‘them’
and ‘us’ — America and the ‘other’. Photography inhabits the territory of the ‘real’ in a
manner that no other medium included within the canon of artistic expression has similarly
colonised. This existence between apparition and representation has made the notion of truth
an inherent factor in its reception in contemporary culture. In particular, the documentary
genre (and related genres such as photojournalism) have exploited the association of ‘truth’
with knowledge of a subject and power relations attached to this relationship, suggesting
within the socio-cultural a socio-political impulse. The capability of photography to produce
representations with an inherent “truth’ value is a contested notion, and one that will be
deconstructed in the following chapters. However, this dichotomy is important to note in

relation to the production of meaning as knowledge of the contemporary other within the

" Brian Dillon, “Fragments from a History of Ruin’, Cabinet Magazine, Issue 20 {Winter, 2005/06).

<htip:/fwww cabinetmagazine org/issues/20/dilfon. php> [accessed 18" August 2006]

% Pace/MacGill press telease Joel Sternfeld: American Prospects (October 19™ through November 25™ 1989). “Not
intended to represent a cross section of this nation’s public, the pholographs in the exhibition present portraits of the people
who have, for the most part, had their consciousnesses altersd and prioritics changed as a result of Ronald Reagan’s time
sper:t in the White House.”



http://wvvw.cabinetmagazine.org/issues/2G/dillon.php

Amcrican cultural landscape represented in Hart Isiand. This other is defined as
phenomenological, experiential, as the shifting parameters of Sternfeld’s lens respond to

memory, memorial and the acknowledgement of a fractiwred American visual consciousncss.

At the confluence of memorial and memory, the photograph provides a site in which to
repatriate certain historical moments erased from consciousness. The recent exhibition at El
Museo del Barrio in New York, Los Desaparecidos (The Disappeared}, underlined the role
photography plays not just in documenting the effects of ruin within social landscapes (in this
context, through military kidnappings, torture and execution) but the photograph’s
representational status @s ruin, gravestone, absent monument, Marcelo Brodksy’s photograph
of the Rio de la Plata in Argentina (the “silver river’) stands as one such photographic
monument, a representation of the mass grave the river became over three decades of military
rule in Argentina [figure 12]. Part of the Good Memory/Buena Memoria (1997) installation,
Into the River memorializes the absent or ‘disappeared’ of Argentina, whose bodies were
drugged, flown over the river and dumped to drown after being imprisoned and tortured.
Artforum explores a similar idea when reviewing Sternfeld’s engagement with site and place,
noting that ‘these fundamental absences serve to create an enormous presence, establishing
the photographs as silent, meditative memorials.”” The uncanny /ack of the bodies and
landscapes represented in Hart Island arc inherently political in the power relations they both
suggest and embody, and Sternfeld’s acknowledgment of the deliberate choice of
photographic frame (35-degrees out of 360) highlights this.** The relation to institutions that
Sternfeld implies visually (photographs ol prison buildings and workhouses on Hart Island,
the ruins of ancient Rome) and the more direct references he makes through accompanying
text (whether his own words or a catalogue essay) are deliberate, and form a series of
investigations made within the parameters of an inherently ‘American’ eye and, for the most
part, within American borders. Even when reflecting on the two series shot outside the U.S.
(Campagna Romana and Treading with Kings) Sternfeld considers them in terms of how they
have affected his experience of fundamental themes he is exploring in his own country.
“When it came time to photograph again [in Ainerica], I found it difficult to see the landscape

as [ had seen it before.”®

# A.M. Hoimes, ‘Haunting Grounds: Joel Sternfold’s Crime Sites”, Artforum, Vol 32, No. 7 (March, 1994), p80.
* Higgins (2004

geins (2004).
* Toel Stemteld, Qn This Site: TLandscape in Memoriam (San Francisco: Chronicle Press) 1997, afterword.
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Figure 12. Marcelo Brodsky, ‘The Companions/Los Companos’ (1996) from the Good Memory/Buena
Memoria installation (1997), in which the Rio de la Plata photograph /nto the River was also included.



Like the morbid fascination that follows an automobile wreck, necks crane to view the offer
space that exists as simultancously public and semi-shrouded. The reference to a car wreck is
not mere metaphor. Sternfeld’s brother died in (his manner, a fact he references in the
afterword to On This Site: Landscape in Memoriam. As part of this series he travels to Fawr
Oaks, California to phoiograph the gravesite of Cari Lightner, run over by a drunk driver in
1980. Sternfeld discusses the experiential foundation for this particular image — “being here
has particular meaning for me; my brother Gabriel was kilted in an automobile accident. In
my mind, I have associated her death with his.”*® A few lines later an inscription on another
gravestone reads ‘our boy’ and ‘I remember my father crying “my boy, my boy” for my older
brother Andrew who died of leukemia when he was eleven and I was ten,”*’ Personal
experience of death inexiricably underscores Sternfeld’s preoccupation here with the other
site of the graveyard. Personal memory of fraternal death links to public memory of death,
now buried, and the resulting photograph of Lightner’s grave resurrects both. The
photographic site reveals this grave as both public and private, commermorated and forgotten,
hidden, lost within a mass of similar memorials, yet singled out by his lens. Decath, and the
in-between, othered afterlife of the dead founded on memories, resonates in Sternfeld’s
contemporary cieative consctousness. On the photography weblog of University of Rochester
professor James (Jim) Johnson’s Notes on Politics, Theory and Photography, an anonymous
initialed comment is left after a post describing the recent death of Johnson’s fourteen-year-
old son Jeff.® The correspondence between a story of someone’s death, memories of the
dead and artistic practice converge again in the present, this time through the intangible
medium of the internet. Joel Peter Sternfeld (J.P.S.) revisits the deeply personal connection
between his experiences and his motivations for making and taking photographs. Sternfeld
used the verb ‘to survive’ to describe his genesis and existence as photographer, and it
becomes profoundly apt in the context. It seems almost indelicate to reprint this exchange of
such intimate memories, and yet this underscores Sternfeld’s practice directly: io make public
through the photograph zones that have been shrouded either by social convention or
deliberate construction. Forcing the confrontation of personal memory engenders a reflection,

a remembrance that challenges the peripheral location of such events passed and forgotten.

“ Sternfeld (1997), afterword.

7 Sternfeld (1997), afterword.

** Dear Jim, T came across your blog for the first time tonight. T am an artist thinking about {and googling) the political
implications of a photographic archive. T felt my heart sink when [ read about Jim [sic]. Barly in life I lost two brothers: one
to leukemiy, the other in an antorobile accident, One of most remarkable human behaviors I have wilnessed was the
recovery my mother made from these Insses-she loved her sons as deeply as a mother can-and yet she went on to lead a
remarkably productive-and joyous lite. May it be so for you, JPS. Joel Sternfeld quoted in Notes on Politics, Theory and
Photography (April 17%, 2007) hitp:/petiticstheoryphotography.blogspot.com/ faccessed June 3, 2007].




Photographing that which we regard as other, belonging only to someone else and reframing
these moments as images in which we participate implicates us in their performance of
memorial, perhaps even momentarily the process of grief. The other is enervated, resurrected
posthumonsly through the eyes of a living, breathing, viewing audience, commemoratively
and voyewristically in turn. For the living, death is always dialectically placed as other.
Inaugurated biblically though Judas’ blood money, the mythical history of the potters field
resonates with Sternfeld’s interest in sites invested with the memory of human stain.
Sternfeld’s engagement with the othered space of Hart Island is an extrapolation of this
fascination with shifting modes of memory upon American soil. It would indeed be facilc to
suggest these seminal life experiences to be the only, or even the main impetus behind
Sternfeld’s photography. However, his awareness of the complexity of the environment that
surrounds him goes beyond tendencies of contemporaries to phenomenologise the superficial
as a postmodern urge to remove traces of the human, Although his genesis as a photographer
may incorporate elements of late 1960s Photoconceptualism, his vision is not, as Tucker
wrongly contends, similarly detached from human life, emblematic of “cool, almost clinical
documents of the 1930s made by Walker Evans’, or fixed upon the New Topographic
movement which she (problematically) pronounces as the resultant contemporary successor of
Evans® generation.” Sternfeld’s presence and that of his subjects, if not entirely tangible, is
felt, bringing with it notions of responsibility, culpability and a refusal to completely
depoliticise or neutralise the contested sites he photographs. Construction of meaning is
realised through the viewer, and it is this relationship between subject and subjectivity, other

space and the viewing body, that the following chapter will assume as its project.

** Tucker (1994), p83.
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The Stranger par excellence ... drawn to the surface of himself by a social personality
silently imposed by observation, by form and mask, the madman is obliged to objectify
himself in the eyes of reason as the perfect stranger, that is, as the man whose strangeness
does not reveal itself. The city of reason welcomes him only with this qualification and at

the price of this surrender to anonymity.’

! Michel Foucault “The Birth of the Asylum’ in Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilisation {London: Routledge) 1989, p237.



Chapter Two

Defining the Stranger

Photography as such has no identity. Its status as a technology varies with the power
relations that invest it. Its nature as a practice depends on the institutions and agents
which define it and set it Yo work. s function as a mode of cultural production is tied
fo definite conditions of existence, and its products are meaningful and legible only
with in the particular currencies they have, lts history has no unity. It is a flickering
across a field of institulional spaces. It is this field we must study, not photography as

such.’

? Tagg (1993), p 63.
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Enacting power through representation; the consequences for Hart Island

The preceding chapter outlined a deconsiruction of Joel Sternfeld’s photographic
representation of Hart Island, defining his engagement with the notion of other space in
formal and historical terms. This chapter will explore the theoretical {framework that supports
these historical parameters, defining the photographic site of Hart Island in terms of the
heterotopia (other space) and discourses of power explored by Foucault in Des Espaces
Autres (Of Other Spaces). Tt is within the anti-teleological institutionalised spaces described
above by John Tagg that the photographic construction of ‘other’ identity in Hart Istand
leaves trace. 'The biblical description of ‘the potter’s field, to bury strangers in ... the Field of
Blood’ (Matthew 27:3-4) that concluded the first chapter meets Foucault’s stranger par
excellence in this space. This chapter will define opposing conceptual and geo-physical
polarities within Sternfeld’s work and through them, will identify the critical vocabularies
surrounding his practice. The relationship between object and text, between image and
narrative, will be defined as the primary binary oppositions from which the ‘birth’ of
Sternfeld’s history as a photographer, and thus this specific series of photographs, emerges.
This chapter will problematise the relationship of truth to the photograph, and the role ideas of
truth play in the formation of this ‘other’. In particular, the latter section of this chapter will
lay the foundations for the third chapter of this thesis to trace a genealogy of the descriptor
‘documentary’. This deconstruction will explore discourses that position photographic ‘truth’
as a constructed phenomenon rather than a priori knowledge in order to reproblematisc
notions of knowledge and power embedded in the photographic act and resulting
representation. It is imperative to acknowledge the necessity for a reinterpretation of the use
of the ‘documentary’ descriptor in conjunction with both Sternfeld’s work, and the wider
contemporary photographic canon. In this manner the notion of the photograph as document
will be radically reinterpreted, suggesting newly relevant parameters within which notions of
truth and ‘the real’ operate as fluid concepts, allowing the notion of the documentary within
photography simultancous empirical and phenomenological values. Within these Foucauldian
‘institutional sites’ Tagg gestures to, this re-enervation of photographic vocabularies will
support analysis of Sternfeld’s portrayal of Hart Island in terms of his engagement with other

space and othered bodies.

It is important to note two considerations at the beginning of this chapter: the first, that, in line
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with Foucault’s conception of specific histories, this exploration will focus on the model
Foucault employs to trace the birth of certain social institutions and appropriate it in the
specific description of other space and paradigms of power and knowledge evident in
Sternfeld’s work. The model proposed is therefore initially Foucauldian and will use his
methodology as a conceptual genesis for the birth of this particular chapter. However, this
method of deconstruction will necessarily also engage with contemporary discourse on visual
space, evolving a vocabulary specific to this exploration of Sternfeld’s photography;
secondly, that in investigating the construction of certain photographic spaces, and socio-
cultural factors influencing the transmission of power and knowledge within these spaces, we
must be aware that the essential foundation for this exploration, this thesis, and the
methodology it uses, are consiructions themselves and thercfore this paper itself inherently

constitutes a comparable act of institutional power.

The theoretical ‘Othexr’

As a medical term, heterotopy describes the displacement of an organ or other body part to an
abnormal location. In his 1967 lecture Des Espaces Autres (Of Other Spaces)® Michel
Foucault discusses the idea of heterotopia in terms of site and space. In this paper, Foucault

presents the heterotopia as the dialectic other of a whole, unblemished space ~ the utopia.

First there are the utopias. Utopias are sites with no real place ... they present society
itsell in a perfected form, or else society turncd upside down, but in any case these

utopias are fundamentally unreal spaces.*

Foucault views the heterotopic space as a counter-site to his description of utopian space, a
*space outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in
reality”’, a sentiment that Melinda Flunt echoes in her introduction to Hart Island when she
states that the island is ‘a place outside of all places.”® As if to indicate this dialectic between

place and non-place from the very start, Sternfeld’s serics of photographs is contextualised in

? This paper went on to become an asticle published in 1984 in the French joumnal Architecture/Mowvment/Continué. The
paper was originally given as a lecture by Michel Foucault to a group of architects from the Cercel d ‘efudes architecturales.
Foucault first used the termt heterotopia in the preface to his 1966 book The Order of Things, “taking it to illustrate the
boundaries of the imaginable, fhe arca in which our thought encounters objects or patterns that it ¢an neither locate nor
order.’

*Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias’, Digerities, No. 16 (Spring, 1986), p25.

Foucault (1986), p26.

Sternfeld & Hunt (1998), p7.




book form with a map of Greater Manhattan, showing Hart [sland circled in the upper right-
hand corner [figure 1]. This action situates the island as a geographically ‘real” place in the
mind of the viewer, and acknowledges that the photographs themselves form an extension of
this cartographic enterprise. Melinda Hunt suggests that, for the living, ‘a journey to Hart
Island generally takes place in the later years of life when people are more inclined to reflect
and sort through the fragments of their personal histories.”” The island exists not only as a
geographic site but also within the realm of memory and the specific myth of personal origin.
Huat’s statement resonates with Foucault’s description of “heterotopia’ (both real and
mythological) and thus establishes the island as an ‘other’ space. Her idea is particularly
relevant on two levels: the notion of history existing in fragments around or within the site of
heterotopia; secondly, the notion of this movement of human existence through ‘other’ space
as part of an historical condition. The fragmentary nature of the island’s history correlates

with Foucault’s initial mapping of the manner in which the heterotopic space functions.

I believe that between utopias, and these quite other sites, these heterotopias, there
might be a sort of mixed, joint experience which would be the mirror. The mirror is,
after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror I see myself there where I
am not, an unreal, virtual, space ... the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a
sort of counteraction on the position I occupy...it makes this place that I occupy at the
moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all
the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has

to pass through this virtual point which is over there.?

The length of the excerpt from Des Espaces Autres is justified here by the relative importance
of Foucault’s statement to the fundamental framework of this exploration. The
representations in Hart Island as photographic space and of Hart Island as site are both
‘absolutely real’ (geographic, material) and ‘absolutely unreal’ (reliant on memory and myth).
Foucault’s heterotopia thus relates to Sternfeld’s photographs and the fragmentary nature of
the history they capture through this idea of a mirror, of reality that ends up the shadow or
aother of what it draws from. The notion of shadow immediately points to critical discourses
that connect death and the photographic act (not least Roland Barthes) and these will be

attended to further on in this chapter and in the next. Ilere, it is first the relationship between

"Sternfeld & Hunt (1998), p8.
Foucault (1986), p25.
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the viewer and the viewed subject that will be deconstructed, for it is Barthes link between

death and the Author that supports the self-reflexive mirror. As George Baker suggests,

photography’s inherent indexicality does serve (o link referent and signifier in a direct,
physical way ... [af the same time however] this indexicality results in a severing of
the connection between photographic “author” and product: in any photograph, the
object depicted has impressed itself through the agency of light and chemicals alone,

inscribing a referential excess beyond the control of the creator of any given image.’

If the photograph represents othered space, it presents the viewer with a mirror in which they
see ‘a short of shadow that gives my own visibility to mysel”.!° The other of the mainiand is
represented as a backdrop to the captured images of the island, just as the othered lives of the
island’s inhabitants relate to those who end up viewing the photographs either in the book or
the museum, or even, as Sternfeld does, through the lens. Sternfeld begins his series on Hart
Island with an unusual reference to himself as viewer, Joe! Sternfeld, Looking south towards
City Islund and Manhattan from Hart Island, November 1992 [ligure 2], contemplating the
island site in relation to outside geographies. It is important to this study of other space,
whether conceptual, representational or geographic, that such spaces are not read as a separate
teleological entity but as a factor in describing history itself, as actively self-reflexive in the
manner of the mirror. In the context of this study, the term other space is infinitely
multifaceted in a similar nature to the fragmented existence Hunt describes. In emphasising
the broken and disjointed environment within which they have worked, Hunt highlights the
fact that this othered collection of spaces within spaces is united only in the relationship they
share with the socially excluded — the history of the potter’s ficld goes hand-in-hand with that
of the poorhouse, mental health institutions, penitentiaries and homeless shelters. Foucault
Jjustifies the manner he explores the history of cerlain ideas, concepts or institutions with a
similar reference to fragmentation. At a roundtable lecture in 1978, reprinted in a collected

volume of his essays on power, he stated ‘my books aren’t