
Multifaceted exhibition explores   \ i
our obsession with sharing photos
By Charles Desmarais

Theubiquityofphotographs
andthepracticeofsending
them to wide circles of friends
andbeyondisarelativething.
Andnotsomethingconfinedto
ourAgeofthelntemet.

Accordingtooneestimate,in
theearly2othcenturtybefore
thebeginningofworldWar1as
manyas3oobillionpostcards,
mostofthembearingpho-
tographic images, were deliv-
ered around the world. Well
beforethatperiod,the186os
sawapracticeoftradingpho-
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``Snap + Share= TrahsmittEhg
PhotograF)hs from Mail Art to
Social Networks'': 10 a.in.-5
p.in. Fridays-Tuesdays,10 a.in.-9
p.in. Thursdays. Saturday, March
30-Aug. 4. Sl9-$25; ages 18 and
younger free. San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art,151 Third
St., S.F. 415-357-4000.
www.sfmoma.org

tographic cartes de visite (liter-
ally, "visiting cards") depicting
oneself,one'sfamilyorafavor-
ite celebrity. The fad was so
popularithadanickname,"cartomania."
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In 1888, George Eastman
invented a camera and a slogan,
``You Press the Button, We Do
the Rest," that encouraged the
mostconspicuousofamateurs
torecordtheirdailylives,the
better to share their stories with
others. In 19o3, Eastman began
sellingaKodakcamerathat
usedpostcard-formatfilm,
whichcouldbeexposedon
paperpreprintedwiththe
words "Post Card" and a rectan-
glewherethepostagestamp
shouldgo.

Curator Clement Cheroux
Photograpl)s corltinues on E3
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© Corinne Vionnet

Swiss artist Corinne Vionnet combined thousands of similar
images scoured from the internet to make "Sam Francisco."
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tJrge to share photos is nothing new
Pbotograpbs fivm Page Ei

givesanodtosuchantecedents
inthecatalogandtextsaccom-
panying his exhibition "Snap +
Share:TransmittingPhoto-
graphsfromMailArttoSocial
Networks, " opening Saturday,
March 3o, at the Sam Francisco
Museum of Modern Art. But
theygetcuriouslyshortshriftin
ashowthatotherwiseping-
pongsintriguinglybetween
popularforms,1ikethesnap-
shotself-portraitandthenews
wirephoto,andmoredeliberate
projectsofconceptualart.

Apicturethathasbeenused
topromotetheexhibition,now
buried on a wall in the show
amongothertechnical``firsts,"
couldcarryallthesymbolic
weightofthemostsignificant
changewroughtbypopular
accesstodigitaltransmissionof
photographs. It's a colorfully
pixelatedimageofanewbom
child - Sophie Lee Kahn, the
caption tells us.

Exhibitedalongsideawired-
togetherdigitalcamera,mobile
phone and laptop computer, it is
saidtobethefirstceuphone
photograph shared instantly. It
wassentsimultaneouslyto
2,ooOpeoplein1997.Amere22
yearsseparatesus,werealize,
from a time when the instanta-
neousbroadcastofimages-
mostlikelyviatelevision-was
fiotapers©nalactionbutacor-
poratedecisiofi.

Displayednearbyisasmall
collectionofamateurphotos,
puttogetherbypeterJ.Cohen
aroundasingleorganizing
principle: each is marked, ``Me,""ME," "me," or "My Self." All,
clearly,weremeanttobeshared
with another person. All are
testaments to the human need
toberecognized,toleaveinour
wake some evidence of our
existence, to live on.

The exhibition attempts a
rapidtumfromitsmelancholy
core as it moves to more consid-
ered projects. Selections from
an archive maintained byJohn
Held of so-called "mail art" are
prominently displayed, each
strivingforattentiononitsown
terms, all marked by frantic
endeavor, if not always by in-
vention.

Noteistakenofpostcard-as-art
projectsbysuchprominentart-
ists as Walker Evans, On Kawara,
JanDibbetsandStephenShore.
Forthosewhoknowandrespect
the form,theinclusionsaresatis-
fyingreminders.How,thouch,
could one of the most famous
suchseriesofall,EleanorAntin's
``icoBoots''(ig7i-73),beleftoutof

ashowinwhichbarely2oper-
cent of the artists are women?

Thomas Bachler, "Untitled, from the series
Reiseerinnerungen (Souvenirs)" (1g85)

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

Peter I. Cohen has compiled a
collection of amateur photos
that subjects have marked to
identify themselves.

All the same, there are many
surprisesthatmaketheexhibi-
tion well worth a visit. A work
byJeff Guess relies upon cus-
tom software to disassemble
imagesdowntothepixellevel,
thenpiecethemtogetheragain
in a demonstration of what we
might think of as ``digital see-
ing.„

Perhapstheworkmostap-
propriatetotheexhibition's
clear, if unstated, emphasis on
transmission and sharing in the
digital age is that of the Swiss
artist Corinne Vionnet. For her
series "Photo Opportunities"
she scoured the internet for
pictures of famous world mon-
uments. She combined thou-
sands of images made from
slightlydifferentvantagepoints
focused on, for example, the
Eiffel Tower, the Taj Mahal and
the Golden Gate Bridge, gather-
ingthemintoghostlycompos-
ites of an iconic world.

Itisdisturbing,ifsadlyap-
propriate, that the picture ulti-
matelychosenasthecoverof
theshow'scatalogandthebill-
board-sizeintroductoryimage

fortheexhibitionreliesupon
thatstapleoftheinternetvisual
diet,thecatmeme.``CeilingCat"
wassaidtobewatchingus,and
was sometimes compared to a
god. The phrase peaked as an
internet search term in 2oo8,
accordingtothewebsitekno-
wyourmeme.com. Years later,
artists A. Eva and Franco
Mattesbroughttheanimalinto
akindofempty-but-IRLexis-
tencebyinstallingataxidermy
catinagalleryceiling.

Anequallypitiableimageis
presentedasaworkencourag-
ingvisitorparticipation.David
Horvitz's "241543903" is an
action, an instruction and a
seriesofphotographs,inthe
alternative art tradition that
was called Fluxus in its 196os
and '7os heyday. It consists of a
picturematchingthedirective,``Takeaphotographofyour
headinsideafreezer.Upload
this photograph somewhere on
thelntemetusingthetag
#241543903."

Keytothework'sinclusionin
theexhibitionisitswildpop-
ularitythroughouttheintemet
- enter the numerical title in a
Googleimagesearchtoseefor
yourself.Aplugged-in,top-
freezerrefrigerator(theartist's
own?)isprovidedinthegallery
for those who feel an immediate
imperativetojoininthesad
spectacle.

Ifitsoundsasthoughthe
exhibitionisallovertheplace,it
is,butinthebestpossibleway.
Itoffersmultipleperspectives
onitsexpansivetheme,isac-
companiedbyacatalogfullof
thoughtfulinsights,andit'sofa
scalethatgivesalotand sug-   .
geststhatthereismoreforview-
ers to discover on their own.

One needn't turn to the in-
temet for that. Collectors of
vemacularphotography(weare
many)regularlycomeacross
astoundingexamplesofartful
expressionwaitingtobemined
fromthebasketsofimages
offered, for a dollar or so, in
every antique store andjunk
shop.

Butifeachsuchdiscovery
carries a galvanic charge, every
newpileofimagesisfreighted
with pathos. The recognition
that each face represents an
individualbringswithit,too,
the realization that all those
faces are individually alike, that
each stands for the whole, yet
each will be supplanted.
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