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impoverishment of representational strategies tottering about alone than that
of a mode of surviving. The photographs are powerless to deal with the real-
ity that is yet totally comprehended-in-advance by ideclogy, and they are as
diversionary as the word formations—which at least are closer to being lo-
cated within the culture of drunkenness rather than being framed on it from
without.

There is a poetics of drunkenness here, a poetry-out-of-prison. Adjec-
tives and nouns built into metaphoric systems—food imagery, nautical im-
agery, the imagery of industrial processes, of militarism, derisive comparisons
\ViEh animal life, foreignisms, archaisms, and references to still other universes
of discourse—applied to a particular state of being, a subculture of sorts, and
to the people in it.

The words begin outside the world of skid row and slide into it, as
people are thought to slide into alcoholism and skid to the bottom of the row.
The text ends twice, comprising two series. First the adjectives, beginning
with playful metaphor to describe the early, widely acceptable stages of in-
toxication and moving toward the baldness of stupor and death. A second se-
ries begins, of nouns belonging firmly to the Bowery and not shared with the
world outside. Occasionally the texts address the photographs directly; more
often, if there is a connection, it is the simultaneous darkening of mood as
the two systems run along concurrently.

The photos represent a walk down the Bowery seen as arena and living
space, as a commercial district in which, after business hours, the derelict res-
idents inhabit the small portal spaces between shop and street. The shops
range from decrepitude to splendor, from the shabbiest of ancient restaurant-
supply houses or even mere storage spaces to astonishing crystal grottoes
whose rapt cherubim entwined in incandescent fixtures and whose translu-
cent swans in fountains of fiber-optic tubes relentlessly dripping oil blobs into
dishes radiate into the street. Above the street, the now-infrequent flophouses
and their successors the occasional, unseen living lofts, vary from mean raw
space to constructed tropical paradises, indoor boweries whose residents must
still step over the sleeping bums in the doorway and so are not usually the type
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who think of having kids. None of this matters to the street, none of it
changes the quality of the pavement, the shelter or lack of it offered by the
doorways, many of which are spanned by inhospitable but visually discreet
rows of iron teeth—meant to discourage sleep but generally serving only as
peas under the mattress of a rolled-up jacket. While the new professional-
managerial urban gentry devour discarded manufactories and vomit up archi-
tectural suburbiana in their place, the Bowery is (so far) still what it has been
for a hundred years and more. Bottles, and occasionally shoes, never flowers,
are strewn on the Bowery, despite a name that still describes its country past.

The photos here are radical metonymy, with a setting implying the
condition itself. I will not yield the material setting, though certainly it ex-
plains nothing. The photographs confront the shops squarely, and they supply
familiar urban reports. They are not reality newly viewed. They are not reports
from a frontier, messages from a voyage of discovery or self-discovery. There
1s nothing new attempted in a photographic style that was constructed in the
1930s when the message itself was newly understood, differently embedded.
I am quoting words and images both.

Vi

Sure, images that are meant to make an argument about social relations can
“work.” But the documentary that has so far been granted cultural legitimacy
has no such argument to make. Its arguments have been twisted into gener-
alizations about the condition of “man,” which is by definition not suscep-
tible to change through struggle. And the higher the price that photography
can command as a commodity in dealerships, the higher the status accorded
to it in museums and galleries, the greater will be the gap between that kind
of documentary and another kind, a documentary incorporated into an ex-
plicit analysis of society and at least the beginning of a program for changing
it. The liberal documentary, in which members of the ascendant classes are
implored to have pity on and to rescue members of the oppressed, now belongs
to the past. The documentary of the present, a shiver-provoking appreciation
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of alien vitality or a fragmented vision of psychological alienation in city and
town, coexists with the germ of another documentary—a financially unloved
but growing body of documentary works committed to the exposure of spe-
cific abuses caused by people’s jobs, by the financier’s growing hegemony over
the cities, by racism, sexism, and class oppression; works about militancy or
about self-organization, or works meant to support them. Perhaps a radical docu-
mentary can be brought into existence. But the common acceptance of the
idea that documentary precedes, supplants, transcends, or cures full, substan-
tive social activism is an indicator that we do not yet have a real documentary.

t NOTES

Permission to reproduce Irving Penn’s photograph Asare Mudmen, New Guinea, 1970 was
refused by Condé Nast Publications, Inc., in a one-sentence rejection stating; “Unfortu-
nately, the material requested by you is unavailable for republication.” By phone their rep-
resentative suggested that it was Penn who had refused the request.

Permission to reproduce a photograph of Ida Ruth Tingle Tidmore, one of Walker
Evans's Hale County subjects, taken in 1980 by Susan Woodley Raines and reproduced
in conjunction with Howell Raines’s article “Let Us Now Revisit Famous Folk” in the
Sunday New York Times Magazine of May 25, 1980, was refused by Ms. Raines because
Ms. Tidmore was suing Mr. Raines over the content of the article (see note 20). The
photo requested was captioned “Ida Ruth Tingle Tidmore and her husband, Alvin, out-
side their mobile home, which is adjacent to Alvin’s collection of junked automobiles.” A
small corner inset showed one of Evans’s photos from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and
was captioned “Young Ida Ruth struck this pensive pose for Walker Evans’ camera.” How-
ever, the inset photo 1s identified in Walker Evans: Photographs for the Farm Security Admin-
istration 1935—1938 (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973, photo number 298) as being of Ida
Ruth’s younger sister Laura Minnie Lee Tengle (sic) (LC-USZ62-17931).

1. In England, where documentaty practice (in both film and photography) has had a
strong public presence (and where documentary was named, by John Grierson), with
well-articulated theoretical ties to social-democratic politics, it is customary to distinguish
social documentary from documentary per se (photos of ballerinas, an English student re-

marked contemptuously). The more general term denotes photographic practice having
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