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It was no laughing matter when the juggernaut of modernism hit the wall half a century
ago. For more than a hundred years, progressive painting and sculpture had marched into
the future without ever skipping a beat. The solution to each new problem reliably
engendered the next one, so signing up as an artist meant knowing there would always be
more work to do—another movement to launch, another manifesto to write, another
battle to wage.
In the precincts of high ambition, all of that was gone by the late 1960s. Artists
found themselves using bricks, fluorescent light fixtures, animal fat, mirrors and soil, mud
and string, carrots, acetone, radios, tennis rackets, gunpowder, pots and pans—you name it.
They drew maps, hired bulldozers, sent postcards, took walks, typed lists, cut sections out
of gallery walls, masturbated, had themselves shot with guns, canned their own excrement—and made photographs.
In the old days, back when painting was still painting and sculpture was sculpture,
the shared ambitions of the group went hand-in-hand with the strivings of the solitary
artist. In fact, the only way to move the collective tradition forward was to make a distinctive mark as an individual. When all hell broke loose in the 1960s, though, the most ambitious people insisted that bourgeois self-expression must be tossed out along with the
exhausted bathwater of painting and sculpture. No more whining and moaning; it was
time to get serious.
Growing up in the perfectly nice Commonwealth of Massachusetts, mild-mannered William Wegman was just a boy when he got interested in art. He had no idea what
was about to hit the wall, or the fan, or him. He didn’t know that pretty soon he would
find himself high up on a tightrope, without a net. But once he got up there all he could
do was put one foot in front of the other. That’s what he did, and he made it safely to the
other side. Later, he wrote about the experience (I’ve tinkered with the punctuation):
Eureka
As a ’60s minimalist-conceptualist, I worked myself into a tough corner of what to do next
(that would be new and different). Not painting, not sculpture, not too much like Sol Lewitt,
Carl Andre, Robert Smithson, etc.

Using mud and string, carrots, acetone, radios, tennis rackets, gun powder, pots and
pans etc., I hoped to find a way out.
It was interesting but lacked something. Reason and clarity—clear departure points,
beginnings and ends, which I felt uneasy about not having. I got a camera to document these
things. Also I started using photographs of the work in the work. This provided a glimmer
of hope.
One afternoon before going to a party I drew little circles on my hand. (This was the
‘60s.) The circles parodied the shapes in my ring, which I wore on my index finger. At the party
cotto salami was served. It was eerie. The salami looked like my hand. Little peppercorns were
in it. They looked like the little circles on my hand and ring. I rushed home from the party,
bought a new package of salami from the market and set up the picture which proved to be the
answer and the way out.
Sure enough, in the photograph titled Cotto (1970, fig. 1), the little circles on
Wegman’s hand and the peppercorns in the salami possess an uncanny kinship. It might
take a minute to notice that the stones in the ring also belong to the family, though
perhaps not to its inner circle (so to speak), because they lack perfect linear borders.
The white spots on the table are distant cousins because they vary in size, but they add a
bit of a thrill by suggesting the Milky Way without really trying to be convincing.
That turns the brightly lit plate into something of a flying saucer—and all of a sudden the
slices of salami take on monumental proportions. At the same time, they’re still just good
old deli slices of salami, nicely fanned out the way they would be in an ad. So in the end
we come back from a quick zip through outer space to the comforting (if not all that
tasty) world of the American home, grocery shopping, and lunch.
So it’s easy to see why Wegman cried “Eureka!” He got all of that for the price of
a package of salami and a roll of film. He began seeing what other sorts of mischief he
could make with black-and-white photographs of things that were lying around the
house or the studio. He didn’t need much. Photography plus props. Plus people (often just
Wegman himself ) to pose and handle the props. Plus (after a year or two) a dog. Plus captions (or titles). That’s it. No frills. No fuss, no muss. How many short circuits, loopholes,
sight gags, conundrums, non sequiturs and other head-scratchers could he conjure up?
Quite a few, it turned out.
The fun with these photographs begins as we look for and eventually find—
Eureka!—the glitch in the system. And the fun never really ends because the glitch
uncovers a clue about how the system works—how photography relates to what it
describes, how language works, and how those two systems relate to each other.

(Wegman also made a bunch of magically perfect videos at the same time in the same
spirit, but they’re not on the menu today.)
Some of the pictures involve the photographic process itself. In Edge Work (1972,
fig. 9), for example, each of the four knives is registered twice: within the image and to
create the shape of its borders. One delicious detail is that, although the negative is
printed with the aid of an “enlarger,” the print must reduce the scale of the knives in
order to fit them within their other selves, which are shadows (photograms) of the knives
placed directly upon the paper and therefore register the actual size of the objects. (This is
a great picture for people who like to talk about photography as an “indexical” medium.)
The materials and techniques used by Wegman in 1970–1975 are now of course
obsolete. Edge Work easily could be produced digitally; the question is whether an idea so
deeply rooted in the basic operations of analog photography would ever arise in our digital age. In the case of the diptych Photo Under Water (1971, fig. 7), the digital revolution
may even have changed the meaning of the work, at least for people who don’t know or
care that photos used to come into being under water (and other liquids).
Photo Under Water and many other early Wegman photographs employ the tool
of comparison, though not all are diptychs. In How They Are Toward Newspapers (1973,
fig. 13), for example, the comparison is built into the set-up and only one photograph is
required. The picture also functions perfectly well without its title, whereas some other
pictures make no sense at all without the words that go with them. The whole point of
Two or Three Chairs (1972, fig. 12) is that such a simple verbal phrase isn’t at all simple to
translate into a picture.Wegman’s typically no-nonsense solution to the problem is
another example of the way he invited photographic processes into his imagination.
But figuring out how Wegman’s photographs function is only part of the pleasure.
In theory, the whole mishegas was about concepts and systems, language and representation—serious stuff. Brushstrokes and color and significant form—all the trappings of selfexpression—had been dumped on the scrap heap of history. And yet Wegman’s
photographs have a distinct personality. Often they’re funny, though never rip-roaring
hilarious. And Wegman’s wit always goes hand-in-hand with another quality that is satisfying and reassuring but hard to pin down—an honest, unassuming friendliness.
Among this splendid selection of early Wegman photographs, I’ve saved my favorite
for last—Blondes/Brunettes (1974, fig. 8), which serves up an organized riot of comparisons. In his “Eureka” text Wegman mentions Sol Lewitt and Carl Andre, so it’s reasonable
to guess that he had the whole grid business on his mind when he conceived this work.
But it’s not about grids, it’s about looking.

When photography muzzled its way into Wegman’s art a couple of years before his
dog did, he had no interest in photography as art. After all, his work drew upon the
medium’s flatfooted functions in the workaday world, so its artistic pretensions were at
best a distraction and at worst a crippling confusion of categories.Years later he told Joan
Simon, “I was so against photography. I used to argue that it wasn’t art. I used to put dust
in my photographs to make them look crappy. I was pretty arrogant about it.”
Many of Wegman’s early photographs are in fact small and scruffy. But that’s not
true of Blondes/Brunettes. Each of the thirty-two individual prints is relatively small
(ten by eight inches), but all together they hold the wall with authority. And the prints are
technically quite proficient, suggestive of promotional headshots of actresses, or samples
of different styles available at a hair salon.
Though Wegman put the pictures together in 1974, he had shot them two or three
years earlier, asking his models to express (or mimic) a variety of emotions. That aspect of
the work lends it a hint of pseudo-gravitas derived from two centuries or more of earnest
attempts to classify facial physiognomies and expressions. Fortunately, though, the slickness of the prints and the cheerleader charm of the models keep us from wasting too
much time worrying about Lavater and Darwin.
I’m told that some people never get past blonde vs. brunette—never notice that
there are two of each, deployed in a checkerboard pattern. If so, these people need to
repeat Wegman 101. I myself have been repeating the course over and over again for
decades, and this work is a superb example of why it is so rewarding to do so. After comparing the two women in each half of the diptych, we begin comparing expressions and
configurations of expressions, looking for a pattern that never fully emerges but never
ceases to suggest itself. Meanwhile, the attractive, good-humored young women never
seem to tire of the game.
Blondes/Brunettes suggests that Wegman’s contempt for photography was beginning
to slip. It was just about gone by 1979, when he started making twenty-by-twenty-fourinch Polaroid photographs. At the time, that was exclusively a color medium, and the big
surprise was how sensual—in fact, downright voluptuous—Wegman’s pictures soon
became. It was as if the dishwasher repair guy turned out to be Titian. But that is another
chapter in a long story that continues to, um, develop.

Peter Galassi was chief curator of photography at The Museum of Modern Art from 1991 to 2011.

P L AT E S

1. Cotto, 1970

2. Light Off/Light On, 1970

3. Milk/Floor, 1970

4. Stutter, 1970

5. As a Joke, 1971

6. Experiment, 1971

7. Photo Under Water, 1971

8. Blondes/Brunettes, 1972

9. Edge Work, 1972

10. Sweater Writing, 1972

11. Three Mistakes, 1971-72

12. Two or Three Chairs, 1972

13. How They Are Toward Newspapers, 1973

14. Ray-O-Vac, 1973

15. Stereo, 1974-75

CHECKLIST
1. Cotto, 1970

9. Edge Work, 1972

Gelatin silver print

Gelatin silver print

3

3

10 ⁄4 x 10 ⁄4 inches

14 x 11 inches

Private collection
10. Sweater Writing, 1972
2. Light Off/Light On, 1970

Gelatin silver print

Gelatin silver prints, work in two parts

14 x 11 inches

81⁄4 x 73⁄4 inches, each

Private collection

3. Milk/Floor, 1970

11. Three Mistakes, 1971-72

Gelatin silver prints, work in two parts

Gelatin silver print

1

1

13 ⁄2 x 10 ⁄2 inches, each

14 x 11 inches

Private collection

The Sonnabend Collection

4. Stutter, 1970

12. Two or Three Chairs, 1972

Gelatin silver print

Gelatin silver print

105⁄8 x 101⁄2 inches

14 x 11 inches
The Sonnabend Collection

5. As a Joke, 1971
Gelatin silver prints, work in two parts

13. How They Are Toward Newspapers, 1973

14 x 11 inches, each

Gelatin silver print
101⁄4 x 105⁄8 inches

6. Experiment, 1971
Gelatin silver print, work in two parts

14. Ray-O-Vac, 1973

113⁄4 x 101⁄4 inches, each

Gelatin silver prints, work in six parts

The Sonnabend Collection

101⁄4 x 121⁄2 inches, each
The Sonnabend Collection

7. Photo Under Water, 1971
Gelatin silver prints, work in two parts

15. Stereo, 1974-75

123⁄4 x 109⁄16 inches, each

Gelatin silver prints, work in four parts

Private collection

131⁄4 x 103⁄8 inches, left and right
101⁄4 x 133⁄8 inches, center top

8. Blondes/Brunettes, 1972
Gelatin silver prints, work in thirty-two parts
10 x 8 inches, each

91⁄8 x 131⁄4 inches, center bottom
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