| EWIS BALTZ

IN CONVERSATION WITH MARVIN HEIFERMAN

Thirty-five years after it opened without fanfare at the George
Eastman House in Rochester, N.Y., a reconstituted version of the
“‘New Topographics” exhibition, centered on a selection of 100
photographs from the original show, is destined for bigger audi-
ences on a three-year-long international tour.

Organized by Eastman House curator William Jenkins in 1975, “New
Topographics: Photographs of a Man-altered Landscape” featured
the work of Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz, Bernd and Hilla Becher, Joe
Deal, Frank Gohlke, Nicholas Nixon, John Schott, Stephen Shore
and Henry Wessel, Jr. Their modestly scaled, mostly black-and-white
photographs of urban, suburban, commercial and industrial develop-
ment seemed uncomfortably austere, at first, to members of an art
photography community struggling to gain cultural traction. In their
radical break from the romantic and symbol-heavy work of midcen-
tury image-makers like Ansef Adams, Minor White, Harry Callahan
and Eliot Porter, New Topographics photographers perfected an
understated, “just-the-facts” photographic style to better represent a
postwar world in which the "landscape” was routinely and profitably
being plowed under, carved up and packaged as real estate.

Inspired and emboldened, in varying degrees, by the deadpan and
more conceptual photographic work of artists like Ed Ruscha and Rob-
ert Smithson, New Topographics photography emerged from the long
shadow cast by 1960s street photography. But unlike Lee Friedlander
and Garry Winogrand, who extracted visually syncopated images from
urban chaos, or Diane Arbus, who created all-too-human portraits, the
New Topographics photographers chose to make pictures in a seem-
ingly neutral style. For the most part, they turned their backs on both
hubbub and the sublime, got into their cars and headed toward outlying
and overlooked sites, leaving the conventions of expressive “artistic”
and traditional “concerned” photography far behind.

Or so it seemed at the time. Jenkins, the first champion of this work,
described it in the original catalogue as eschewing “beauty, emotion,
and opinion.” Now, in hindsight, it’s possible to revisit the work and g
interpret it differently. In her insightful
essay for the catalogue that accom-
panies this “New Topographics”
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interesting to get another take on the
second coming of “New Topograph-
ics.” So I called Lewis Baltz. Born in
1945 in Newport Beach, Calif., Baltz
spent time in the 1970s in California,
Utah and Nebraska, where he made
the early photographs for which he
became known. He now lives in Paris;
we spoke on the phone about old
times and old work.

MARVIN HEIFERMAN After more than
three decades, why revisit the “New
Topographics” exhibition now? Does it
really take that long for people to get
perspective on images?

LEWIS BALTZ | suspect 30 years is
about the turn-around time for most
things—time to develop a new audi-
ence. Most of the people who will see
this show didn't see it the first time
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around. “New Topographics” origi-
nally toured to three venues over eight
months, and it's safe to say that very
few people saw it. There was only one
serious review at the time. The New
Topographics artists made a bigger
impression abroad, in Holland, France,
Italy, Japan and, above all, Germany.
MH In the press release for this recon-
stituted version of the show, and in
essays in the catalogue that accom-
panies it, claims are made for “New
Topographics” being a turning point in
photographic history. Was it?

LB Speaking from the inside, it's
impossible to answer that. First—and

| think you know what I'm going to
say—I'm really skeptical about the idea
of photographic history. Photography
needs to be seen in a much broader
context, certainly within the context

of art, and in even broader social and
cultural contexts beyond that. To treat
photography as an independent item
of study may make sense to some,
because that’'s how things are done
academically and that’s how careers
are built in universities and museums.
People find wonderful areas about two
millimeters wide and a million miles
deep to work in. But really, from what
I've seen of photographic histories,
they seldom look far enough beyond
the field and its self-imposed blinders
to really see what kinds of exchanges
there are between photographic images
and other areas of the culture.

MH Looking back, then, did the

“New Topographics” work represent a
generational shift? Was it a willful break
made by a group of young image-
makers at a certain point in culture,
and in their lives and careers?

LB Has there ever been a time when
that wasn't the case? Generational
shift is a permanent condition—0Oedi-
pal, you might say.

MH From your point of view, was that
the case with your work in the show?
LB Of course it was. And in reality, it
was a break from what was going on in
the present, too. The joy of revisionism
is that when we look back on the '60s
now, we have a certain notion of what
was going on because we've all seen
so many exhibitions and publications of
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photographs dating from that period. In
the now-official history, the '60s belong
to Lee Friedlander, Garry Winogrand and
Diane Arbus, but in fact their work was
first introduced in the “New Documents”
exhibition at MoMA in 1967. What you
saw on the ground in the '60s wasn’t
that at all. If you were provincial like
me—if you weren't in New York City—
you saw pretty much what Aperture, the
only slick magazine of art photography
around, published. And what they were
interested in at that time was an esthetic
based in transcendentalism and a kind
of pseudo-spiritualism that was heavily
influenced by Surrealist imagery. The

most visible photographers at the time
would have included Minor White, Jerry
Uelsmann and Les Krims. In that cultural
context, “New Topographics” looked like
a pretty radical approach.

MH If part of the photographic world
back then was celebrating work that
was self-consciously spiritual or gim-
micky, what else was out there that was
interesting or influencing you?

LB From the time | started making

any kind of work that either one of

us would recognize as being mine,

| was just looking at things around
me—the suburbanization of California,
a world of strip malls, shopping cen-

“| FELT A REAL ANGER

AT THE TRANSFORMATION
OF ALL THE PLACES

| KNEW INTO SOMETHING
INHUMAN. IT WASN'T
BEING DONE FOR PEOPLE,
BUT EVERYTHING WAS
BEING ROLLED OVER FOR
THE PROFIT MOTIVE.”

ters, '57 Chevys, infinite parking lots:
my guotidian environment. And | was
amazed that this was subject matter
that never appeared in photography. It
was almost a taboo to photograph the
ordinary daily existence around you, all
the things that eventually would also
become clichés of photography.

MH When you began photographing in
the late '60s and early '70s, were you
fascinated by the culture and built envi-
ronment around you, or more interested
in passing judgment on it?

LB A combination of both. It was mind-
boggling to see the speed with which
the juggernaut of real-estate develop-
ment consumed the land where | grew
up and lived. Being young and naive—
not really systemically understanding the
dynamics of it, not having a structure in
Hegel and Marx to plug that into—I had
a sense of outrage about it. At the same
time, | felt a real repulsion and anger
about it—anger at the transformation
of all the places | knew into something
inhuman. It wasn’t done for people, but
everything was being rolled over for the
profit motive. But | didn’t want the work
1o outrage or get preachy. The best
way to deal with what | was seeing, |
thought, was to try to show as closely
as possible what it looked like.

MH So instead of pointing a finger like
an indignant or “concerned” photog-
rapher, you chose to photograph and
present banal things in what viewers
and writers at the time perceived to be
a “neutral” kind of way.

LB Neutrality is a loaded word; it's
something you don'’t ever totally
achieve. Let's say that compared with
much more overtly subjective photo-
graphic statements, | tried to be unin-
flected, since objectivity and neutrality
are only aspirations, not something
attainable in the real world.

MH Or in photography.

LB There, either. But some things

do tend to be a bit more objec-

tive than other things, in a relative
sense. | thought of my work—espe-



“I ASSUMED FROM THE

OUTSET THAT PHOTOGRAPHY

WAS ALREADY ART, AND
THAT | AND OTHER PEOPLE
WORKING IN PHOTOGRAPHY

WERE ARTISTS. | UNDERSTAND

NOW THAT THIS WAS A
MINORITY POINT OF VIEW.”

cially groups of images like “The Tract
Houses” (1971) and “The New Indus-
trial Parks” (1974)—as something like
legal briefs, where you list particulars:
there's this and this and this and this.
My intent wasn't to draw conclusions,
but to provide a body of evidence
upon which someone presumably
could make judgments.

MH In a piece you wrote for Image
magazine [vol. 17, no. 2] in 1974, and
in a presentation | heard you give at
Cooper Union in New York in the mid-
'70s, you laid out details about the
material and economic conditions and
rewards that encouraged the con-
struction of the residential and indus-
trial structures you became known for
photographing. How important was

it for you to set viewers up with that
kind of information? Or did you think
viewers could extract that information
as they looked at the work itself?

LB | thought then, though | probably
don’t think the same thing now, that by
working in groups of images, the work
would provide its own context in ways
that a single image couldn’t. A single
image can be completely aleatory and
operate in its own universe. It doesn't
have anything, necessarily, to cross-
reference. But with a group of images,
you can compare one to another and
see any contradictions or connections
to be made between them. | thought
that that went some distance towards
contextualizing what | was doing and
giving it a structure. | think, now, | had
too much confidence in that.

MH In the 1970s, lots of photogra-
phers talked about and made series
of images, which usually meant that
they'd carved out a way of approach-
ing an area of subject matter and
explored it until they got tired of it.
What seemed unique about what you
were doing was that you developed a
decidedly minimal and more rigorous
approach in your work.

LB There was a good amount of dis-
cussion about serial imagery going on
at the time in the arts. Josef Albers’s
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“Homage to the Square” seemed to

go back to biblical times. Frank Stella’s
black paintings attracted attention in
the late 1950s and early 1960s. John
Coplans's influential exhibition “Serial
Imagery” opened at the Pasadena Art
Museum in 1968. The idea was very
much in the air.

MH Ed Ruscha’s books were published
around that time, too.

LB It’s sort of hyperbole, but Ed Rus-
cha saved my life. | was a student

at the San Francisco Art Institute

and no one in that environment was
remotely interested in what | was
doing. Around 1967-68, a renegade
Art Institute instructor tipped me off to
Ruscha’s books. First | borrowed and
later stole them from the Art Institute
library. | understood Ruscha’s project



was not my project, but there were
certainly similarities. Enough, anyway,
so | could stop worrying that | was a
minority of one. Ruscha's a far bet-
ter ironist than | could ever hope to
be, and | appreciated his sort of flat-
footed way of looking at things in their
plainness and ordinariness. It was, for
me, sort of photography degree zero,
and absolutely brilliant.

MH Do you think that what's become
known as New Topographics work
reflected a need to rethink how photog-
raphy might work as art?

LB Yes, if you'll stipulate that the most
important art movement in my lifetime
has been conceptual art. If you can
allow for that, | think “New Topograph-
ics” contained the first photographic
work that attempted to absorb and




respond to the lessons of conceptual
art. Though not itself strictly concep-
tual, it was conceptually driven.

MH But was your work from that period
made in a photographic context and for
a photography audience?

LB | assumed from the outset that pho-
tography was already art, and that | and
other people working in photography
were artists. | understand now that this
was a minority point of view.

MH It was at the time.

LB | think it was important to some,
back then, that this new photogra-
phy fail. The photographic world felt
that its private domain was being
invaded by outsiders who were going
to bring in criteria that it had no
interest in and, maybe, no ability to
deal with. | remember that for some
California photography show in the
1980s, someone interviewed Robert
Fichter, who described the photo
community as being like a lovely little
sun-drenched Greek island. | thought
that was really generous. | thought

it more Appalachia than Santorini:
some dank mountain valley, where
brothers have been screwing their
sisters for generations, and every-
body talks a little bit funny.
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MH So you didn’t call yourself a pho-
tographer at the time?

LB | preferred to think of myself as an
artist. Who wouldn't?

MH While we're on the subject of how
people are represented and perceived,
why is it that they so seldom appear in
your work?

LB I've thought that when people
appear in a picture, they automatically
are perceived as the subject, irrespec-
tive of how they are represented. In
my work, | wanted the only person in
the picture to be the viewer. For better
or worse, | was creating some sort of
microcosm universe and then inviting
people to enter it—and, by entering it,
to complete it. The fact that it wasn't a
very inviting universe isn't lost on me.
In one sense, | can understand why
people were worked up about it.

MH Even when the structures you pho-
tographed in the 1970s had doors and
windows, some viewers felt that it was
hard to get “into” these images.

LB You're constantly confronted with
walls that were there, in part, to con-
ceal what was happening behind them.
MH To that end—and | don’t remember
if | came up with this myself or read it
somewhere—your work in the “New
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Topographics” show, which was after
all subtitled “Photographs of a Man-
altered Landscape,” was more directed
at revealing human nature than nature.
LB Nature is about human nature.
Nature, as we use the word, is a fairly
recent human construct. The defini-
tion of “nature” has pretty much always
been up for grabs. Or, in academic-
speak, has been “contested.”

MH In the process of looking at and
responding to real-estate develop-
ment, which some people would say is
a nasty process, you made exquisitely
beautiful pictures. Was that another one
of your goals?

LB | wanted the viewer to see every
detail, to be able to read the image as
clearly and closely as possible. But |
also knew if | rendered what | saw in
very high definition, it would automati-
cally look seductive.

MH And vet, you chose a 35mm cam-
era to do that. Why didn’t you work
with a larger format camera, like so




many of the New Topographic pho-
tographers did?

LB Oh, I'm a lazy bastard and hate
carrying around large, heavy equip-
ment. | know myself well enough to
know if | had to stop the car and get
out to set up a 4x5 camera, I'd prob-
ably talk myself out of doing anything.
Plus, for all the nonsense written
about view cameras, | find them a
pain in the neck.

MH Thinking some more about the
look of the work, did what you were
after change from “The Tract Houses”
to “The New Industrial Parks” to
“Nevada” (1977) to “Park City” (1978)?
LB Yes, and the answer to that is

dumb. | stood further and further away.

MH Because . . . ?

LB Because | wanted to include more
sweep, | wanted objects to be relative-
ly less important in the frame. | wanted
a sense of things seen in wider and
deeper space. | wanted, to use the
German term Abstand—which is just
distance, in both senses of the word.
MH And as you assembled these
series of photographs, how did you
decide to edit and sequence them?
it's always seemed to me as if you
worked at that the way a composer

might shape a piece of music. “The
New Industrial Parks,” for example,
seems to move along at a consis-
tent and clipped pace, while in “Park
City” there are distinct movements,
as well as radical shifts in feeling and
momentum. Perspectives change
from aerial views to close-ups; you
look up, then down, or gaze off in all
four directions. | can’t think of other
series of images that operate quite
like that. It's like you got to be both
Steve Reich and Philip Glass.

LB What a generous comparison. The
51 images in “The New Industrial Parks
took forever to sequence, because

| wanted the series to seem circular
and not have any kind of narrative. |
discovered, early on, that if you take

a group of photographs, shuffle them
like a deck of cards and then lay them
out, they appear to have a narrative, |
did everything | could to deconstruct
(Jesus, how | hate that word) narra-
tive. “Park City” was a different and, at
double the size, a much more ambi-
tious project. But it’s also circular in
structure. The last photograph in the
series, which looks at a real-estate map
pinned up on a wall, could very well

be a reference to the first image in the

“NEW TOPOGRAPHICS’
CONTAINED THE FIRST
PHOTOGRAPHIC WORK THAT
ATTEMPTED TO ABSORB

AND RESPOND TO THE
LESSONS OF CONCEPTUAL
ART. THOUGH NOT ITSELF
STRICTLY CONCEPTUAL, IT
WAS CONCEPTUALLY DRIVEN.”

series, showing plots of land on the
hillside staked off for development. The
images start moving in, and then at one
point the moving in becomes radical.

In the second part of the series, you're
inside housing under construction look-
ing out, or not looking out.

MH When you conceived of these
series, did you plan what you were
going to do in advance?

LB I've never started anything without an
absolutely clear idea of precisely what |
was going to do. And |'ve never finished
by following that first idea through.

MH And with regard to photo-editing
and sequencing, how long after these
images were shot did it take for proj-
ects to reach their final form?

LB All the way through the projects, |
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was assembling, editing and sequenc-
ing images as | was photographing.

MH And as you were doing that, what
ultimate form did you want the work to
take, and why?

LB | thought that was so self-evident.
Books. Books are relatively democratic.
If you want your work to be available to
anyone who is interested, few though
that might be, books make more sense
than exhibitions of original prints. Books
are durable, and the images remain as |
sequenced them. Books don’t get bro-
ken up and sold separately, as bodies
of my work so often have been.

MH Do books provide viewers a bet-
ter opportunity to understand what
you were up to?

LB | believe so. It was only when | did a
retrospective exhibition at P.S.1 [in New
York] in 1990 that | gave a lot of thought
to installing work on the wall. In a book,
it’s always one thing after another, after
another, after another, which can make
a very uninteresting gallery experience.
Or sometimes a very interesting one,
because it’s so damn austere.

MH I’'m fascinated with people’s levels
of willingness to pay attention to photo-
graphs on a wall, particularly small ones.
LB It works in certain situations, when
there’s already veneration and a rever-
ence for the work. If you put 30 early
Walker Evans pieces up in a straight line
on a wall and in the most unaffected way,
people will probably spend time looking
at each one, because they have already
made up their minds that this work is
important, even before they've seen it,
MH Were you ever tempted to size your
prints differently than you did?

LB No, not until | did.

MH And then, why did you?

LB Because by the mid-'80s | was get-
ting tired of what | was doing. | wanted
to see what else was possible. | didn’t
realize until the end of the '80s that I'd
used up my own ability to work with that
kind of subject. I'd been looking into an
abyss for 25, 30 years. And it was start-
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ing to gaze back at me. | realized by
1989 that I'd really done my work.

MH Your work or that New Topograph-
ics work?

LB Certainly the New Topographics
work. Whatever | was able to contrib-
ute to that kind of photography, | had
already given. Someone else might
find more to do, but | didn’t. After that

| wanted to change everything, so |
changed lives and | changed countries,
continents, my way of working. The
morphology, production and, more
importantly, the output of the work has
changed. Most of what I've done over
the past 15 years have been public
commissions—site-generated, often
ephemeral responses to situations that
would make no sense someplace else.
Work not intended for the market.

MH So, the photography that made you
famous began to feel restrictive?

LB | didn't want to become a guy who
walked and crawled around housing
tracts for the next 25 years, turning out
more of something that | already knew
how to make.

MH When the “New Topograph-

ics” exhibition first opened, you were
already showing in galleries and muse-
umes. Did the exhibition change the way
people looked at photographs, and
yours in particular?

LB It was branding, really. People seem
to be able to receive information much
more easily when it’s been put together
in a package and labeled for them.

MH Did that packaging open up oppor-
tunities for each of you, or did it mean
that artists in the show were fated to be
lumped together in a group?

LB While we knew and respected each
other’s work, we hardly knew each
other. We weren't a group. We didn’t
go out drinking, hang out, go on vaca-
tions together, share studios, swap
wives—you know, none of those great
“traditional” things that characterized
movements from the Impressionists to
the Abstract Expressionist painters.
MH Where did support for the New
Topographics work come from? The
audience interested in looking at and
talking about pictures was certainly dif-
ferent 30-odd years ago.

LB The audience was infinitesimal,
almost nonexistent. The photogra-
phy audience didn't like it, perhaps
because they mistakenly believed it
was addressed to them, and it clearly
wasn't. | think they resented that.
There were occasional people, some
artists and dealers, who liked the

Park City #1, 1979,
gelatin silver print,
sheet 8 by 10 inches.

work, but not enough to constitute
what you'd call an audience.

MH What made you go to George East-
man House with the work?

LB At that time, there were only two
places to show work. One was East-
man House. Van Deren Coke, the new
director there, liked my work, bought

it and showed it. Three young curators
there—Bill Jenkins, who curated “New
Topographics,” Tom Barrow and Bob
Sobieszek—were interested in anything
they perceived to be a radical departure
from what was being done.

MH If Eastman House in Rochester was




one place to go to show work, what
was the other?

LB It was MoMA. Everybody had to
make the pilgrimage to MoMA and

sit down and hope to God somebody
would buy one of your pictures for $25
so that you could then give them some
others. And that was about it. It was a
different world.

MH Amazing to think about that.

LB Not everything has gotten worse.
MH Thinking about progress, I'm
continually amazed at the long-term
impact of the New Topographics
work. Every semester that | face
another crop of graduate students, it’s
startling how long a shadow the work
throws, and how many picture-makers
remain under its influence and contin-

ue to make work with similar content,
format and attitude.

LB It’s like rock 'n’ roll that will never
die, even if it should. I've got to admit
that when it was announced that “New
Topographics” was going to be recon-
stituted, | had some real misgivings.
Maybe this is all best left as mytholo-
gy. Maybe the show will have the effect
of demystifying it, which is probably
necessary. It certainly won't change
or prolong the lives of the people who
are in it, who are all getting old. And
the work? | would guess that like any-
thing that gets put into the pipeline of
history, it will have ups and downs:
periods when people ignore it and
despise it, and periods when people
will rediscover and overvalue it.  ©

Co-organized by the George Eastman
House, Rochester, New York, where it
opened [June 13-Oct. 4, 2009] and the
Center for Creative Photography, Tucson.,
‘New Topographics: Photographs of a
Man-Altered Landscape” is currently on

view at the Los Angeles County Museum

of Art [through Jan. 3]. It travels fo the
Center for Creative Photography [Feb. 19-
May 18], the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art [July 17-Oct. 3], Landesgalerie
Linz, Austria [Nov. 10, 2010-Jan. 8,
2011], Photographische Sammilung
Stiftung Kultur, Cologne [Jan. 27-Apr. 3,
2011}, Jeu de Paume, Paris [Apr. 11-
June 12, 2011], the Nederlands
Fotomuseum Rotterdam [July 2-Sept. 11,
2011], and Bilbao Fine Arts Museum
[November 2011-January

MARVIN HEIFERMAN is curator of
‘click! photography changes every-

thing” (www.click.si.edu}, a Smithsonian

Photography Initiative project.
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