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The o rer of things:

 THE EDITION AND THE SERIES
1N CONTEMPORARY PHO

Daniel Palmer

THE COLLECTOR... ALWAYS RETAiNS SOME TRACES
OF THE FETISHIST IWHO] BY OWNING THE WORK OF
ART, SHARES IN ITS RITUAL POWER?

" THE LATE 18TH CENTURY WITNESSED a double
revolution in photography, effectively ushering in today's
cultdre of disposable imagery: George Eastman democrafised
and industrialised the process of picture making with the
release of roll film, and photographic images became
reproducible in’ print media via the halftens process. But
images function:différently in the art wonld, and since the mid
19705, when:a serious secondary market for art photography
emerged with regular auctions at Sotheby’s, the prices for
individual photographs have sky-focketed. Despite its
mechanically {and now digitally) reproducible nature, the
photographic image has become an increasingly rarefied
product, with 3 culture of the original embodied in the idea of
the vintage print. As Rosalind Krauss has observed, “the

* vintage print is specified as one madé ‘close to the aesthstic

* momenf'.— and-thus an object made.not only. by the artist, but
produced, as-well, contemporanenus!y with the taking of the
image™ ..

-

- Given this notion of bhowgtapbic authorship, it is e;a\sy to .

so¢ hiow the force of the vintage priat.extended to the idea of
arfists préparing limited editions: Previously, photographers

~~ 'had sighed, dated and perhaps.ambéred their prints. It is
- well known 'that ‘modetnists Such as:Ansel Adams.and Max

' ADupaln never edltaoned their most famous prints, preferring to
- ’pnnt on demand' Butas photography entered the art market

. proper. the notlon of limited editions began to domiinate. This
" - process of* systematnc rarefaction’ - a !egacy of pnntmakmg
and sculpture where the ongma? p!ate or cast would

K detenorate with each work groduced - soon became the

“norm for successful photo-based artists. In the Australian.art
world today, where contemporary p‘notcgraphy ‘has finally

R emerged as a-collectable medium, the pressure to fimit is §O
sstrong that the: -emerging artist, confrontmg the dazzling

- possibility of a sale and, simultangously, the determinations of
the market, must simply make & choice as to the size of the
edmon An open edmnn seems unthmkable
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Researching an arficle on the Australian photography

.market, | 'was nevertheless struck by a divergence of opinions

on the question of editions.® Most contemporary art dealers
and-chliectors were predictably comfortable with the safety of
limited editions. Especially striking was the evident pride of
one dealer in describiing his authentication ritual: at the end of
each edition, the negative is cut up and the appropfiate
portion is seat 1o each of the collectors. Dedicated
photography dealers and collectors, however, seemed more
inglined io baulk at the idea of the limited edition, content o
evaluate pach photograph on its own tenns. Likewise,
insfitutional collectors — state galleries and museums -~ are
ulimately more interested m quality than rarity.

. In the 1930s, Walter Benjamin famously argued that
“Irom.a photogrephic negative... one can make any number
of prints; to ask for the ‘authentic’ print makes no sense™
However, as anyore who has spent ime in the darkroom will
know, the ‘nfintte reproducibifity™-of the photegraph is

something of a fiction® A fine art photograph, crafted one

print at a fime, may be beiter characterised as a ‘multiple
ongma!' Certainly the question of editions was less urgent
wath -analogue photography and hand printing, but even today
the:theory of endiess identicals is some way from the veality of
custom digital pAnts. Nevertheless, as photographiic media
have moved away from the handcrafted image to colour and
digitally produced images, the des:re for artvfaclai {imitation has
intensified. :

Photography s a system of representation dependent on
reproduction and this quality, along with its supposed anyone-
can-do-it mechariical nature, has traditionally hindered its
saleab'!tty as-art. And herein lies one of manyironies in the
history of the interational photography market. This is that the
Pop and Conceptual art of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s,

“which typically spurned the existing tradition of art

photography as an expresswe object and instead utilised the
camera as.a mere tool 1o realise or document ideas or
performances, crucially contributed to the official annexation
of photography into the category of art gallery art. Although
the potential radicality of photography, as Benjamin




Anne Kay Beige and Brown Customs 2001
light-jet prints on Artmount 45 x 45cm each
Courtesy Scott Donovan Gallery, Sydney

suggested, had been that its
reproducibility weakened the
commaedity form of art, the
photograph materialised while art
P — ‘dematerialised’. As conceptual
GARLIL & GINCER photography entered the art world,
proLESALE C | ey paving the way for the success of
artists such as Cindy Sherman,
editioning became commonplace and

photography's status and dimensions
gradually inflated to the painterly
scale we see today.

The irony is that Pop and
Conceptual artists consistently
disclesed the commodity character of
art via the mechanical nature of
photography. Photographs were often
the origin of the images Pop artists
presented of pepular culture and
consumer society. Andy Warhol's

% ; - } ; democratic impulse (his desire for
W:’qm% ] , i Rt everyone to be able to own a work of
T e T . : - art) hinged on his photographic silk-

) - - ' screening of authorless advertising
images and celebrity portraits. His use
of the print went some way towards
democratising the distribution of art.
Arthur Danto tells of five-dollar prints
of one image, Flower (1964), so
democratised that they were treated
as virtually disposable - peaple
wrapped packages in them - such
that now they have a rarity and value
“altogether subversive of artistic
intention”® Of course everything
Warhel touched was eventually
endowed with the magic appeal of the
Warho! mystique, including his famous
coliection of cookie jars and his

unique polaroids.
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The u:lea ot the series - a work comprised of a number of
similar. elemenis held together by a conceptual system or
order — hecame a.common strateqy in the mid 1o late 1960s.
WHile this is a distinct theme from that of editions (multiples
of idéntical single imapes); the iogic of the sefies contains
the sead of a writique of the precious single image, and'its
development shows an interesting relationship to'the art
market. Consider £d Ruscha who, via Andy Warhol's early
work, créated & set of coordinates for the coming generation
of arfists. Ruscha’s serial work from the mid 1960s emerges
Sut of a mackinic and minimalist aesthetic in its stubbomn
refusal to display the signs of authorship. Ruscha became
well known for his books. His first, Fventysix Gasoline
Stations (1963}, presented exactly what the fitle indicates:
26 photographs of gasoline stations located along: Route 40
between Los Angeles (where he lived} and Oklahoma City
{where he grew up). 1h a widely quoted interview, the artist
" states:

! think photography is dead.as a fine art; its only place is in

* the commercial world, for technical or information purpéses.
! don’t meén cinema photography, buf siill photography, that
is, fimited edition, individual, hand-processed photds, Mine
are simply reproductions of photoes. Thus, it is not & book 1o
house a colfection of art photographs ~ they are technical
daiz like industial photograghy?

After numbening-the first prinfing of this book, Ruscha
came to realise that this contradicted his stated purpose of
making mas's—prt}ducedfobjects. So, attempfing to destroy
the aum of preciousness, he reprinted the book twice, ending
up with 3,900 copies in circulation, making his work available
to audiences beyond the galflery and museum goer,

The 'seria! attitude’ thus became a way for ariists o
employ photography's funwona! status, and fis
reprodiitibility, for conceptual ends — paralieling the non-

- Tepresentational Minimalist desthetic-current within sculpture.
Rischa spoke of his pictures as.2 collection of facts’ or
“eadymades’, In senal works such.as Every Building on the
Sunset Strp (¥ 9663 the sgmf icance of the individual image,

~and in parficular the nofion. of the: masteqxeee {in which an'.

+ artist's geriis s t:ompressed into one Singular amvork) is

' diministied by the seemingly unauthered view. In Germany
Bernd and Hilla Becher also- offereda new framework for:

. documentary phatography with their ‘fmntal unmoduiiated.

- images 5f industrial structureés — their ypoiogies ‘of water

towers and blast furnaces and so on, Preéented in deadpar,
_ "m:mmafist*gnd»stmctures these works alsé mificked the’
Ja samEness of the commodlty form. The Bechers, of sdurse,

were. 10 bestow a generatron of ihear students with a vatuable T

conceptua! pedagree - most famously Andreas Gursky and
Thorhas Stiuth (who aiso cites Ruscha asa powerful early

influence).. Other conceptual ariists, such as Sal LeWitt, Dan -

Graham and Douglas Huebler extended their minimalist

investigafionsto a presentatton of. subjects that echoed the
' repetition and reproducibility of the photographic process
itself. Huebler's im.in the series Variable Pisce #70 {in
Process) Giobal {1971-) was “to photographically decument
the existence of everyone alive™. Amongsi {sWitt's
‘Shotogrids’ is-a work from the late 1570s documenting:
everything the arfist owned in: his house; it was LeWitt who in
1967 coined the memorable concepiual art dictum: “The,

- idea becomes a machine that makes the.art” ®

“The influence of these practices remains palpable among
Australian artists working with photography, and not for the
first time. Melboume artist Robert Rooney had already moved
through a range of serial photographic practices in the'
1970s, a decade in which fie put down his paintbfush for a
camera. His controlled conceptual approach; as Charles
Green elaborates, was influenced by the thance-generated
systems of John Gage, arfists ke Ruscha, as well as
Rogoney's local.contemporaries.® Holden Park: 1 & 2 May,
1970 {1970} documented the ritual of parking a car in
locations chosen semi-raridomly from the strest direciory.
Other series ~ such as Garments: 8 Dec 1972 ~ 19 March
1973 (1973), a panel of Rooney's folded clothes taken at the
end of each day, or AM/PL {19874) his bed, moming.and
night ~ invesfigated the arfist's everyday routines. These and
other performative phote-acts explore what Green describes
as “the self’s location within a circulation of objecis™™
Unlike Ruscha, however, Rooney did not publish adist boolks,
and his works exfst as anique grids.

Twenty years: {ater the critique of the commeodity form of

" ‘artis among the ruiis of Conceptual art’s utopian program
and long absorbed By the art market. However, arfists
continue to-work through the appeal and problematics of the
pheotagraphic seres. This work often stadds as a self-reflexive
mode of documentary, barrowing Pop At's onic sensibility.
And if previous serial work had been more about time,
today's seems-equally concerned with place. In Austrlia, for
example, Alex Cyreszko's matter-of-fact rusty cars,
Abaridoned Car Seres {(2000), convey both'the absurdily of
targe chunks of metal wasfing -away on the pavement as well
as offefing an anthmpological gaze on suburban Sydney. The:
“auteminbile ~the iitimate industrial commiodily ~ iS alsp the
subject of Anne Kay's sefiel on American vans, Beige and
Brown Cusrems {2@91) ‘But by now this process =
nostalglc As the artist writes van accompanying statément,
- the vans-appear “reminiscent of hard-edge minimalist -

- pamtmgs, and: rehcs of the 1970s uhra-customxsmg craze in,

the Statesd

‘ _Turnin'gf.its back or both the modemist impuilsé of self-
expression and postmodemist staged allegorical tablsaus,
the serial method works to ‘defamiliarise a.common subject
through repefition. Through specific arrangements and
selections, a sefies can become a self-contained




Rabert Roaney Holden Park 1 & 2 May 1970 type C prints 11 11 colour photographs,
2: 8 colour photographs each 8.9 x B.9cm, sheet 76 x 102cm Courtesy Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne

Ed Ruscha Every building on the Sunset Strip 1966 offset ithographs
Collection the National Gallery of Australia

classification or taxonomic display. This is the case with
Mathieu Gallois' Flight 934-B (2000}, an ambitious
photographic record of the passengers aboard a Boeing 747
jet neatly organised on the wall in the shape of the plane, as
much as Alex Kershaw's serial work exploring “the
relationship between the moment, monument and memento”.
Kershaw's recent photographic and video installation,
Geodetic Monuments (2001-2), is a serial investigation of
landscape, documenting survey markings to evoke notions of
territorial possession.

Although their focus is sun-drenched Perth, Aiin Huma's
ongoing series of glarefoil-protected car windscreens,
Sunshades (1998-), could be taken anywhere. A catalogue
of sameness and difference, the images nevertheless form
part of Huma's obsessive photo-inventory and spatial
diagnosis of alienated settlement, especially when shown
juxtaposed with banal images of empty retail spaces. As a
counterpaint, his portrait series of cardboard air hostesses
‘collected’ at international airports presents a comic
stmulacrum of a global service class. As in Sanja Pahoki's
series of office workers wearing sneakers on their way to
work, Suitabie Women (2001), seriality adds an amusing
dimension to portraiture — already nascent in prototypical
serial portraits by August Sander and Sue Ford.

Unlike the ‘money shot' of the narrative series — think
Tracey Moffatt's Something More No. 1 (1989) - one image
can rarely embody a conceptual series.” More analytic and
descriptive than narrative or expressive, serial photography
seems removed from the single icon fetishism of the art
collector. But regardiess of how much it resembles
commercial photography, whether the series is fragmented
across the gallery wafl as single images, or contained in a
single gnid, the question of editions will remain as long as
artists require private sales.
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Alin Hurma Untitfed (from Air} 1999-2001 type C prints 40 x 30cm

Dealers, meanwhile, are beginning to explore variations
on the theme of the limited edition, such as rewarding
collectors with initiative by increasing the price as an edition
runs out. Digital photography may require a shift in mindset
towards the limited licence — whereby what the collector is
buying is not so much a precious object as the night to
display an image. This approach is being taken up by some
video artists (video's perfect reproducibility and lack of
objecthood has thus far ensured a limited conventional art
market). Collectable artists such as David Noonan retain a
trace of their video installations, with special perspex screens
and so on, returning photomedia to the sculptural cast.”
But in an ideal world we might all be owners of video art
{and indeed there is currently a push by emerging artists,
such as Serial 7's in Sydney and the nrew Melbourne-based
Projekt, to broaden its distribution).™ In the meantime, artists
have to eat and economics determine that we can buy multi-
million dollar feature films for $20, while the closest most of
us will come to owning video art is the infamous floating
plastic bag scene in Sam Mendes' American Beauty (1999)
~ a scene, appropriately enough, borrowed from experimental
filmmakers such as Nathaniel Dorsky and Jem Cohen.

Daniel Palmer is a writer, lecturer and curatoz, and project coordinator at

the Centre for Conlemporary Photography, Melbourne

Notes >

Walter Benjamin 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’
in Huminations (tr. Harry Zohn) Fontana, London 1973 p246

Rosalind E. Krauss The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other
Modernist Myths MIT Press, Cambridge MA 1985 p156

PHOTOFILE

Daniel Palmer ‘lcons and Other Pictures: the Photograph in the Art Market'
Australian Art Coliector issue 21 July-September 2002 ppB6-8

Benjamin op cit 3226

In the 1970s, when the international market for photography was
formalised, considerable discussion occurred over the fact of
photography's nature as a mechanically reproducible medium, with the
darkroorm seen as the privileged place of the creative process

Arthur Danto The Madonna of the Future: Essays in a Piuralistic Art Weorlg
Farrar, Straus and Gircux, New York 2000 p380-1

From an interview with Ed Ruscha by John Coplans in Artforum February
1965, quoled in Lucy Lippard The Dematerialisation of the Art Object from
1966 to 1972 University of California Press, Berkeley 1997 [1973] p12

Lippard op cit pxiv

Charles Green 'Avoiding art, desperately seeking photography: Revising
the history of photography by post-object art’ in Ewen McDonald and Judy
Annear {eds.) What is this thing called photography? Art Gallery of New
South Wales, Sydney 2000, and Charles Green ‘Robert Rooney' in
Jenepher Duncan {ed.) From the Homefront: Robert Rooney, Works 1953-
7988 Monash University Gallery, Melbourne 1990 ppa—10. Green
explores the link between serial photography, archives and memory, a
theme explicitly taken up by scme contemporary installation artists such as
Patrick Pound in his work Memory Room (2002)

Green 'Robert Rooney’ op ¢it p9

It is well known that Moffatt's relatively large editions have not harmed the
commercial value of the work. One of her best known series, Scarred for
Life (1994), was produced as offsel prints to resemble a cheap poster, for
aesthetic effect rather than democratic distribution

On the subject of video art collecting, the AXA Art Insurance website gives
the example of Swiss artist Pipilott Rist as exemplifying the market range
for video works — with multichannel warks for specific sites in an edition of
three selling for upwards of US$70,000, a single-channel tape available for
US%100, and a limited edition of video siills for US$12,000

Projekt, an initiative of artist Brendan Lee is a quarterly 'video catalogue’
that aims 10 expose the artist videos to a wider audience, utilising the
internet to show CuickTime videos and selling multiples of videotapes and
DVDs at an affordable price for personal use. See www.projekt.com.au
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