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l, Introduction

How something is used hos o greot deol to do with
how we decode its meoning. lf I om cleoning my
dorkroom ond grob o discorded phoiogroph lrom
the trosh in order to use it os o dust pon ln which to
sweepthe dirtfrom thefloor, thot photogroph,s meon_
ing is defined os o tool, on instrument of purely
utilitorion considerotions. However, I moy be doing o
performonce piece in on olternotive orf spoce in
which the oction involves sweeping dust onio o
photogroph; here the overt use of the photogroph
moy oppeor merely utilitorion, but the context of my
oction obviotes such o simple interpretotion. Obvious-
ly, my octions within o porticulor context odds o
significont vorioble to the decipherment of the meon-
ing behind my octivity. Not only does use offect
meoning then, but the context of thot use must be
considered too.

Use ond style con be equoted,rAn othleie moy use
his body in certoin chorocteristic woys, defining his
style; o rocing cor driver moy moneuver his vehicle
through the turns wi th o certoin f lour ish.  or  o
photogropher moy use the photogrophic medium in
o porticulor foshion. but this use or style becomes fully
meoningful when seen "in situ", A rocing cor driver,s
high-speed doring becomes foolhordy ond illegolon
the freewoy, but totolly expected on the roce course,
An orchitecturol photogropher would hordly show up
on the job with on Instomotic. Society of lorge on_
chors meonings by estoblishing the ..proper,, use of
things within porticulor situotions,

In ocodemic photogrophy use ond context hove
been estoblished within certoin sofe limits, onchoring
photogrophic meoning in o genily horbor under the
potronoge of the horbor-mosters of the medium.
Photogrophic works ore often put into '.dry dock,,, thot
is, into o gollery context, photogrophic journols, ond
other such estheticolly-roised ploces of scholostic
scrutiny, where the imogg is exomined for its ..see-
worfhiness", lf the horbor-mosters foilto find forseeing
possibilities in the photogroph, it is either scutfled fol
sofety's soke or sent out of the horbor to foce the
vicissitudes of the open-see, opinion in generol. Once
si tuoted within the inst i tut ion of  ocodemic
photogrophy, photogrophic usoge becomes lorgely
determined by formol moves: how one opprooches
the use of opticol lows (comero-vision). how one
monipulotes spoce ond time, whether one uses color
or conventionol block ond white or non-silv€r pro_
cesses, ond so forth. These formol problems ore set by
the criticol intepretotion of photogrophic history ond
recent photogrophic proctice, moking style or usoge
more o problem of surfoce effects of mere novelty like
the chonging of cor styles eoch yeor, rother thon o
collision between o recolcitront medium ond on ex-
pressive being.

_ Like cor design, this novelty of style or usoge is con_
fined to o foirly strict syntox. lt is os if the photogroph
wos o sentence or o porogroph within the essoybf the
overseers of the medium. Seen within this ocodemic
context technicol incompetence is o typogrophicol
error, o clever eclecticism becomes o good quoto_
tion, on inoppropriote visuol possoge becomes o
misploced modifier or o dongling porticiple, overt
politicol stotement is viewed os o series of ..looded',
words, ond ony commentory upon the moin text itself
is reduced to mere morginol gloss. Here historicol
development becomes o motter of proper pogino_
tion.

The ortworks I hove previously discussed in this series
hove chollenged occepted photogrophic usoge,
ond in the cose of Ms. youdelmon, begun to reossess
context, The womon's work lom going to discuss here
upsets ocodemic photogrophic meoning ihrough
situotionol surprise, os well os o non-ocodemic
stonce toword usoge ("bod" print quolity, '.dumb,,
record shots, extreme scole, ond public defocement
of her imogery). The plocement of her works mokes on
esthetic reoding of her works problemotic; such om_
bivolences would be onothemo to ocodemic
photogrophy where no effort is spored to signify the
ortness of the product,

l l .  Nino Solerno

Ms. Solerno wos o generolori mojor otColifornio In_
stitute of the Arts in 4976 when she forsook pointing for
phologrophy, not on uncommon experience for!ro_
mising ort mojors coming under the spell of such
foculty members os John Boldessori. But Ms. Solerno,s
photogrophy meont on Instomotic which could quiCl_
ly ond occurotely render objects os o meons toword
other ends thon kudos from photogrophic con_
noisseurs, For Solerno, the comero become o tool to
help her interfoce sociolly chorged imogery ogoinst
societol expectotions. In one of her more successful
works this ortist hung o neor life-size nude photogroph
of herself on o woll ond put o cleor plostic overioy on
ii, ollowing people to write groffiti ond/or drow over
her imoge, Doily photogrophic documentotion
recorded the chonging ospects of this porticipotory
instollotion, In onother of her works, Solerno'hung
lorge prints depicting on injured finger in the wood-
working shop where the injury octuoily occurred,

One of her eorliest student works using photogrophy
consisted in o "response" to the monoger of tne Cot
Arts Physicol Plont who billed Solerno for services
rendered when she resided in the compus dormitory.
"Wonted" posters were offset printed on which Solei_
no wos depicted mug-shot foshion, holding greosy
chicken bones to her foce, Severol snops trom vtrioui
viewpoints underscored the humor ond grossness of
the octivity. As on occomponying coption the ortisi
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reproduced the letter whe received from the school
mointenonce office:

Deor Nino Solerno,
You hove o bill for S42.00 due to physicol
plont coming Soturdoy to unplug your
toilet of chicken bones.

Signed,
. Physicol Plont

Here Solerno consciously equoted her minor run in
with the school bureoucrqcy with criminolity, with the
ortist os o porioh. The piece, olthough cleorly o stu-
dent effort. become o modelfor onti-sociol behovior
interfocing with outhoritotive formolity' (This incident
come bock to hount the school outhorities when
Solerno in turn billed the odministrotion for domoges
wrought to her entry in o Col Arts sponsored student
exhibit ion.) This eorly work contoined quoli t ies
developed further in more mqture works: 'l) oc-
cessibility versus inoccessibilitV; 2) o brotish nose-
thumbing ot outhority; 3)ort versus life; 4) multiple im-
ogery; 5) cosuol opprooch to technique; 6) non-
gollery context; 7) the use of the humon body os o
"culturol vehicle"; ond, 8) o use of the photogroph os
on indexicol sign, thot is, os on implicotive or osten-
sive pointer (much like o weother-vone indicotes or
points),

Two yeors loter Solerno went through o "dry" period
in her ort-moking; in order to merely keep up the
discipline of working so mony hours o doy in her
studio she begon to moke little obstroct, egg-shoped
objects, destined for friends'coffee tobles, In moving
these smoll objects from studio to coffee toble ond
then to o gollery setting, Solerno become owore of
how the meoning of these objects were conditioned
by where they were encountered, Solerno stopped
doing these little sculptures ond begon to concen-
trote upon the effects of contexl in her work' She then
emborked on o series of pieces which were instolled
in vorious "non-ort" locoles qbout the Col Arts com-
pus,

The first of these instollotions took over the lounge
oreo of the women's restroom, The spoce wos oc-
cessible to femoles, but not to moles; on ottroc-
tion/repulsion duolity wos estoblished by the ortist
when she hod the floor strewn with thorns, put onnoy-
ing bits of string honging from the ceiling ot foce
level, left on opened tuno con out to odd q repulsive
odor, then controsted those quolities with colored
lighting, curious styrofoom bolls on the floor, ond
sweet smelling perfume, The show's onnouncement
depicted o rose (ottroctive), drown ond colored in o
gorish (repulsive) monner, fihe instollotion wos o little
reminiscent of the eorly feminist works stemming from
Judy Chicogo's influence ot Col Arts when thot
feminist tought there,) Solerno felt the piece to be on

instructive foilure, the decorotiveness of work obscur-
ing her octuol intentions, Consequently, in lote 4978
she did onother instollotion, or'non-instollotion", since
nothing wos octuolly put on disploy.

Solerno reserved gollery spoce of the school, sent
out onnouncements, then locked the gollery spoce
ond put up o noiice on the door:

Before you enter Pleose reod:
1) remove oll metollic objects from your person.
2) don't bring in ony liquids or food into this

spoce,
3) lit objects, such os cigorettes or pipes, ore

forbidden.
4) to obtoin key for entry, go to Physicol Plont

ond see Mory.

The disoppointed visitor hod to trundle over to the
mointenonce oreo to follow the bureoucrotic pro-
cedure for key possessions: 'l)obtoin o confirming slip
from Physicol Plont, 2) go to the coshier's office ond
leove o five dollor key deposit, 3) return to Physicol
Plont with the receipt, 4) obtoin the key, 5) morch up
severql flights of stoirs, only to find thot the key doesn't
even fit the lock! Agoin Solerno toys with the ottroc-
tion/repulsion dichotomy,

lf the oudience wos the victim of on eloborote joke
in this piece, in Solerno's next work the ortist set herself
up for vilificotion, A 5'6" x 3' nude photogroph of the
ortisi wos hung in o hollwoy neor the cofeterio, The
imoge wos shot with o wide-ongle lens, moking the
ortist definitely oppeor sexuolly unoppeoling. The im-
oge is stortlingly reminscent of on unflottering view of
oneself nude before o mirror. A greose pencil
"urged" the viewer to moke odditions to the piece by
scrowling over the plostic hung over the print. Eoch
night Solerno would photogroph the resulting defoce-
ment ond wipe it cleon for onother doy's obuse, This
went on for twenty doys, during which time the In-
stitute's odministrotors osked Solerno to toke down the
instollotion during o visit of some weolthy benefoctors.
She refused, so o hefty gentlemon wos osked to stond
in front of the photogroph while the distinguished
guests possed the instollotion unowore of the
monstrosity hidden from view.

Unlike the violotion of imogery seen in Jenny
Wrenn's work (see the preceding orticle in this series),
this photogroph wos violoted by the oudience. But it
wosn't so much thot o photogroph wos defoced, os
thot of the physicol, the sexuol, integrity of the femole
body, The groffiti documented by Solerno showed lit-
tle esthetic imoginotion (unusuol for the context) ond
lorgely remoined sexuolly obusive ond infontile,
Some quotes from the documentotion:

"You ore very uglY"
"Suck me" (written on o breost)
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"Nino, your mother colled, she wonts
you to toke this filth down"

"Noughty, noughtY"
"Good Boobies"

ln one doy's documentotion, o beord hod been
scrowled over Solerno's foce ond o whip drown in her
hond, One womon confessed her sexuol love for the
ortist, In onother doy's more unusuol groffiti, spurting
penis'were drown of the bottom of the phoiogroph.
Highly seductive imoges of women ore nof subjected
to- such vitriol, the implied sexuol violence being
shunted off into fontosy. But Solerno's mundone self-
portroit frustrotes those fontosies os her nudity is not
lustful, She is even depicted weoring shoes ond socks
(no fetishistic arotificotion to be hod here)' In foct, in o
record shot of the instollotion someone hod drown in
heels ond siocking on the overloY'

Over o period of time on interesting relotionship
orose between this violoted imoge of Solerno ond her
octuol physicol presence oround the compus os she
continued to interoct with her fellow students' lt wos os
if she hod creoted o "double", o "dopplegonger" in
this obused photogrophic clone' The instollotion rois-
ed issues concerning the relotionship of the
photogroph to be photogrophed, how one perceives
"photogenicness" in our culture, ond comments upon
the widespreod hostility covertly or overtly directed ot
women in our culture. The relotionship between sex-
uolity ond violence in our society becomes explicit in
this piece, in foct the instollotion wos vondolized, torn
down by certoin individuol(s) who must hove felt
threotened by the disploy, lt is questionoble whether
such defocement or even the extent of the groffiti
would hove been os greot or os obusive if the ortist
hod ploced it in o specific gollery context, lf the ortist
hod put up similor self-portroits oround the compus in
designoted gollery spoces os well os common oc-
cessloutes, she could hove compored the effects of
context on the content of the groffiti, pushing her
piece inio o more firm sociologicol posture. The whole
oiece would then hove existed in finol form os o col-
iection of doto, rother thon just o collection of slides
without ony dotes onnototed so one con moke o
chronologicol ordering of the groffiti.

Solerno's use of photogrophy in this instollotion for-
sokes formol monipulotion in itself for on explorotion
of culturolly determined sexuol signifiers' Here choice
of o wide-ongle lens, the coreful ottention to her
posture in the imoge, her decision to retoin weoring
shoes ond socks ore oll formol moves thot were dic-
toted to Solerno by the end she wonted to ochieve, At
this point the ortist selected o "good" 35mm comero
os her equipment, reolizing the poor imoge quolity of
on Instomotic negotive wos inoppropriote' Whot is
hoppening here is thot Solerno decides upon certoin
types of meoning she wonts to result from her work,
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then uses the medium os intermediory for her ideos. A
lot of photogrophy is produced in just the opposite
foshion, witn the meons being on opriori given ond
meoning following from ihot opriori'

In Febiuory '1979 Solerno heord obout o minor occi-
dent thot hod occurred in the school's woodshop'
Trocking down the slightly injured womon, the ortist
photogiophed the shopworker's cut finger in four dif-
ferent poses, moking lorge 3' x 4' prints. These were
covered with plostic to shield them from sowdusi, ond
hung up over ihe equipment in the shop on o wollfoc-
ing 1ne moin entronce into the woodshop. The
oionymity of the snopshots ossured the reoding of
these imoges os worning signs, os pointers to poten-
tiol hozords os well os literolly pointing io the sow
which cui the victim's finger. Like most of Solerno's
pieces no title wos disploy, only o very smoll signoture
written on the photogroPhs.

The four photogrophs ore run lineorly ocross the
woll, The first enlorgement compores one wounded
finger to one normol digit; the second depicts the in-
jureO tinger pointing down, directly ot the offending
sow; the third photogroph wos shot from on ongle
with the finger curled up slighily, obscuring the
wound, distorting the hond; the finol imoge shows one
hond, polm down, with four normol fingers ond one
cut. The formol orrongement here "mokes sense" os
the iwo outside photogrophs estoblish o symmeiry
oround the two inside imoges, but one is not hyper-
conscious of this orrongement' The esthetics of this in-
stollotion ore subtle, too subtle for one viewer who
tore down the photogrophs. He wos loter mode lo re-
hong Solerno's instollotion-being "convinced" by on
insistont foculty member'

Two months loter the orlist creoted onother instollo-
tion which met with opprovol, os the photogrophs ore
still honging intoct, In the compus cofeterio Solerno
hung three 3' x 4' photogrophs on o woll neor eoting
iobles, The enlorgements ore close-ups of: 4) front
teeth with the lower lip being pulled down; 2) o belly
button ond wrinkles; 3) o mouth with o tongue pro-
truding in such o foshion thot it oppeors os if o wrinkl-
ed fruit were in the mouth insteod. Eoch imoge distorts
o body port in subtle, disturbing woys' This is consis-
tent with Solerno's repeoted use of body imogery ond
mode of photogrophing. (These types of distortions
ore corried over inio video topes by the ortist, where
sound ond motion enhonce the result).

The "tosteless" imogery of these depictions, hung in
o situotion where sociol proprieties ore most restric-
tive, comes os o bit of o shock when one first enters
the cofeterio, The imoges horbor o lotent eroticism
ond implied violence which porollels the sexuol ond
violent connototions surrounding eoting, specificolly
eoting meot, The content of these imoges cut through
the veneer of etiquetle culture hos overloyed onto o
bosic survivol function, Sociol formolity, contextuoliz-
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ed in the dining room, collides with row imogery to of-
fect meoning. This meoning would be rodicolly
oltered if these photogrophs were token from their
context ond entered in o troditionol photogrophic
competition, They would probobly be loughed out of
ony serious considerotion by the jury. The solon print
(for in essence thot is whot ocodemic photogrophy
results in) is produced with the gollery context
foremost in mind. The scole of prints, their ottention to
motting, their concerns with pure vision reflect o
usoge of the medium oimed of o connoisseurship of
elite pretension. Solerno's work would be on onomoly
in thot context, The sort of visuol rewords one expects
in ocodemic photogrophy connot be found in Soler-
no's work, Her oppeol is to o distincly different sen-
sibility ond use of the medium. o use which, however,
should not exclude criticol exominotion of the work
from o photogrophic point of view,

Solerno is currently beginning groduote studies, so
obviously much of the work I hove discussed here con
be foulted for the retention of the ort school institu-
tionol context the work remoins within, despite her ot-
tempts of going beyond o mere gollerycontext, Soler-
no's next step in her development is to corry these
contextuol considerotions into o more diverse sociol
scheme. The impoct of the work should be thot much
more powerful,

l l l .  Summory

Youdelmon, Wright, Lindroth, Wrenn ond Solerno
def i ne on onti-formol ist, "scri pto-visuol" photogroph ic
proxis which belies the ideolist notions of two wholly
distinct forms of communicotion: words, os opposed
to imoges,2 These ortists cloud the purity of the
comero imoge by reference to mechonisms of inner
ond outer speech, The interdependence of longuoge
ond imoge in the interchonge between preconscious
ond conscious stotes hos been ottested to by dreom
onolysis (specificolly Freud) ond studies in cognitive
development (Pioget), Propogondo, odvertising, in
oddition to ort ond poetry moke use of ossociotions
lotent in the reoder/viewer os determined by societol
context ond personol experience, Youdelmon ond
Solerno ore porticulorly sensitive to these unconscious
culturol ossumptions held by o cross-section of the
populoce ond determinote in how one reods o "text".
ln Solerno's work the ossumed notions of specific con-
texts (restrooms, golleries, cofeterios, workshops) ore
used os lorgely unconscious moteriol which the ortist
then juxtoposes to her imoges, Shifts in meoning oc-
cur due to the collision between lotent ond overt con-
tents, In Youdelmon's book "Woter ond Power" we
sow precisely this kind of shift occuring os the ortist
begon o choin of ossociotions from o mere nome of o
utility service to notions of politicol mystificotion, In
Youdelmon's use of the triviol something goins on im-
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portonce beyond the normol. A displocement of
emotion ond ottention is corried from the originol
situotion to onother situotion or object, Such ossocio-
t ions (displocement,  condensot ion,  over-
determinot ion) ore recognized in dreoms ond
doydreoms, the lotter being the oreo of experience
frequently used by Youdelmon in her short vignettes,
where inner ond outer speech become objectified in
o lineor norrotive.

These ortists hove boycotted the "Szorkowskion
olympics", foregoing formol gymnostics of comero vi-
sion. This is not to soy thot these ortists thus for discuss-
ed ore not cognizont of the norms peculior to
Photogrophy (the "thing-itself", the frome, time, ond
vontoge-point), but thot they do not use voriobles in o
merely self-referentiol equotion (the Greenbergion
foregrounding of pure usoge), One of the fothers of
modernism hos quolified his concerns with the sheer
formol possiblities of ort in o quote opropos this
discussion:

"The ortist must hove something to soy,
for mostery over form is not his gool but
rother the odopting of form to its inner
meoning."s

It is precisely this odoptotion of formol possiblity to
meoning which occounts for the ronge of diversity in
the works produced by the women I hove been
discussing in this series, When form no longer serves
thot "inner meoning" mentioned by Kondinsky, ort
becomes merely ocodemic,

Footnotes:

4. The definition of style or even its meon-
ingfulness to historions is problemotic. Arnold
Houser in his essoy "Style ond lts Chonges"
hos soid: "Style is the ideol unity of o whole
thot consists in o lot of concrete ond
disporote elements," lt is precisely this "ideol
unity" thot hos been ottocked os o mere
obstroction. To complicote motters, in the
evolution of styles Wylie Sypher hos noted (in
his book Rococo To Cubism in Art ond
Literoture) thot techniques oppeor in od-
vonce of the moture styles, This leods Sypher
to distinguish betw-een o genuine style ond
whot he terms "stylizotion", which is the use of
o cerioin technique. For the soke of brevity I
om lumping style ond stylizotion together
when I refer to use or usoge in this essoy,

2. For o detoiled discussion of the "scripto-
visuol" see Victor Burgin's orticle "Seeing
Sense", Artforum, Feb, '1980,

3. Wossily Kondinsky, Concerning fhe Spirituol
in Art, Dover Books, 4977, p.54, J
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