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The True Blue Song of Man

here is of course another kind of vitality in The

Americans: the vitality of the idiom in which Frank saw
the world. It was a way of seeing that matched the Beats’
writings, a style that effectively placed the everyday rhythms
of speech and jazz into visual form. It was an idiom that
transformed despair into a detached cosmic humor. It was a
style that created a crackling energy out of the drabness of
cars, storefronts, signs, and disenfranchised peoples. It was a
personal vision that converted an impersonal world into a
divine comedy.

The Americans has often been seen as being all-of-a-piece.
Although the tone of the book is remarkably coherent, this
uniformity of feeling is underwritten by a variety of pictorial
styles and an intuitive, psychological continuity in picture
sequencing. Frank has imposed on picture after picture
precisely the most appropriate form and design. And in the
relationship of one photograph to another he has found a way
of presenting images as if they had spontaneously flashed
through his mind with all the coherence and rhythmic shifting
of actual sight. The power of The Americans derives from a
willingness to allow the camera itself to seize the most telling
form and then to allow that form to become endlessly
associative and generative. In The Americans each photograph
grows out of the preceding image. The book has a flow that
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Togf o PREE B, R vige R
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pose / im'pouz /vt {EBE; 4RI vi FIHY;
B sp ly / spon‘teiniasti /
adv. FiA4E; AfiEHs — spontaneous
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The True Blue Song of Man

overrides content and geography. It comes on, as Kerouac
wrote of Ginsberg’s poetry, like Dizzy Gillespie on the
trumpet “in waves of thought, not phrases.” The three
unnumbered sections of the book—all beginning with a
reference to the American flag—are pure improvisation on
the motifs of the road, the automobile, the flag, and the
jukebox. The book’s counterpoint rhythms are wit and fact.
Its low obbligato shows neither polite restraint nor
euphemism. It realizes its sustained crescendos on the themes
of salvation, despair, and death. Its antecedents are Joyce and
stream of consciousness, Kerouac and spontaneous prose, and
the long, breathless line of a mournful saxophone.

It was Frank’s genius and good fortune—as it had been
Stieglitz’s half a century earlier—to revitalize American
photography by way of the European tradition. It was Frank
who crossbred native facts and the optimistic idiom of Walker
Evans and the early Strand with the tougher, ironic vérité of
Atget, Solomon, Kertész, Brassai Brandt, and Cartier-Bresson.

The Americans is a small encyclopedia of photographic
forms and styles. There is no other example in the history of
photography in which a photographer has so successfully
mixed idioms, varied styles, and developed new pictorial
schemes with such monumental effect. Cartier-Bresson’s The
Decisive Moment is a distant second, but his pictorial
structuring soon becomes predictable. Frank’s photographs

are alternately elegant or graceless, luminescent or grim,
immaculately focused or fuzzy, apparently casual or
excessively mannered. Their shape is dictated by an

O XL RN FEIY O SCTRIRIN U ASU1922—1969). BEAE 1T A AP )ik,
PR COER 1Y GRESRIGLY HIGR Bk KRy %
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vi. B 5 £, B0 ) motif
/mauticf /n. 1 £E: AL B
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U4l counterpoint / ‘kauntapaint / n.
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restraint / ri‘streint / n. 55 H); Ko
euphemism / ju:fomizem / n. B
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P it ve vi SR R, i R monumen-
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SRR, BIRRY, 7Yy immaculately
/i'mekjulatli / adv. 4 X: i — immacu-
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unswerving commitment to accuracy of feeling and
description. Frank used the small camera to mirror the surprise
and tenuous balance of the actual world.

Where White, Siskind, and Callahan followed the dictum
“no art but in ideas,” Frank evidently heard William Carlos
Williams-— “no ideas but in things.” Where the other three
showed their allegiance to the dominant trends in American
modernist abstraction, Frank fell back on the essential
qualities of photographic rendition and the camera’s ability
for spontaneous organization. He wanted, he wrote in his
Guggenheim application, “to produce an authentic
contemporary document, the visual impact should be such as
will nullify explanation.” He brought to photography
Kerouac’s definition of the new American poetry: “The
discipline of pointing out things directly, purely, concretely,
not abstractions or explanations, wham wham the true blue
song of man.”

Frank’s images run the gamut of compositional
possibilities, ranging from densely packed renditions to vast
open, empty spaces. There are flat frontal elevations and deep
perspectives. The photograph’s horizon may lie squarely
across the picture plane or run wildly off-kilter. There are
photographs of intentional concealment, with one object
obscuring another, and there are photographs that reveal with
breathtaking swiftness and clarity. All combinations and
permutations of density, angle, perspective, and placement
may be found in Frank’s work. There is the photograph of the
Detroit drugstore counter with its ragged washed-out edges,
restaurant paraphernalia, truncated bodies: a veritable jungle
of commercial chaos. There is the photograph of the backyard
in Venice, California: an image of such immense optical
complexity that in piling up line upon line it almost becomes
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indecipherable. There are the photographs of eavesdropping,
constructed around unrecognizable backs and shoulders
abruptly thrust into the foreground. One such image is taken
in Convention Hall, Chicago, another in the Club Car en route
from New York to Washington. Still another is formed by
literally shooting from the hip in a bar in Gallup, New Mexico.

At the other extreme, Frank’s photographs can be lean,
frontal, as tight and spare as any Walker Evans or even Harry
Callahan ever made, but so much more lonely: the nighttime
shot of the formal-wear window with Eisenhower’s poster;
the bright, mysterious car covered with a tarpaulin in the low
light of a Long Beach afternoon. And Frank is just as adept
in setting up compositional tensions across empty space: the
gaming table in Butte, Montana, with its background of
election posters; the sweep of U. S. Highway 285 in New
Mexico; a pole and mailbox along Highway 30 in Nebraska.

Almost every major pictorial style and iconographical
concern that will dominate American straight photography in
the late sixties and throughout the seventies can be traced
back to one or more of the eighty-two photographs in The
Americans. The work of White, Callahan, and Siskind
virtually—but not entirely—used up the potential inherent in
Stieglitz’s concept of equivalence. Frank’s photographs, on
the other hand, laid the groundwork for endless
experimentation. The list of major photographers who go back
to White, Siskind, and Callahan is surprisingly short, but the
list of those who derive from Frank is impressive and
continually growing. Even Callahan’s recent work owes
something to Frank’s vision.

Frank’s cross-country pilgrimage will be repeated time and
time again. The picaresque view of America from the road

will appear in Lee Friedlander’s The American Monument and
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Self Portrait, Charles Harbutt’s Travelog, Burk Uzzle’s
Landscapes, Danny Lyon’s The Bike Riders, Nathan Lyons’
Notations in Passing, Michael Becotte’s Space Capsule, Steve
Fitch’s Diesels and Dinosaurs, as well as in the work of many
of the Photo-Realist painters.

Frank’s images of the starlets at movie premieres and the
opening of the New York City Charity Ball are matched before
his time only by the caustic photographs of Weegee. But it
was through Frank, not Weegee, that a series of critical,
sometimes compassionate, more often cruel, descriptions of
people in public places found their way into the mainstream
of American photography. Echoes will turn up in Friedlander’s
party photographs, Mark Cohen’s close-ups, and Winogrand’s
Public Relations. And in Frank’s dime store cowboy, New
York transvestites, sardonic Jehovah’s Witness, and dolled-
up older Miami Beach couple lies the basis for Diane Arbus’

world.

Specific Frank photographs will sometimes be quoted
directly. His isolated TV set in the deserted luncheonette has
become an obsessive image of depersonalization. It will be
found again in the portfolios of Friedlander, Davidson,
Meyerowitz, Winogrand, and Mertin. And Frank’s image of
violence on the drive-in movie screen in Detroit is pushed to
unbearable intensity by Friedlander. Here America’s cold
fascination with the automobile and death becomes acute.
Anonymously peopled cars line up to watch on the outdoor
screen the most traumatic car ride of all: John Kennedy’s final
motorcade through Dallas.(# F i)

10



FERPLE

IRHR - BB AR Y AR LR
QUUKREY . FHRE - B IR AT RIAID.
PIFR - RSN € -BOERY . WREIR - Hh B
9 ORZEREY . AR - JEATRY CemiiL 5 2
g, MARE A HBLTER £ BB L
EQICI(E L o

2 SRR OB 3 BT, | 2 AR
NHRAER AT R ESTRERIS R,
ot 2 81 AT B %I I AR . {BIE
R b, idRgh L, A (XA Hp i A
118 - R IF AT —ATRH R, 4
BRI E— B A R E R IR+
. ML AR A D, AU FLE
FIRF S Sk, (RIRIEM TR (R b
LI eIl . i 3825 s A B BUE
WA . SRR B . Al
B CHBFIAERIWEY Fih ol difg i AT L
BRI EREFR A, AR - PGSt
FATT TH.

it b 22 S EL AR R M R AT A P S
55 HREL DRI A IR F R L
RRAA ALV AR S XA
HRAERBEZSE. Wk WPRL. R
F SRR T AR S T BB AT LUK
. m AR RV R R B AR
ERILERLUE RN, XTI
B SR Uik S G ek Y I A
IKIGHIRE k. EMERINE 11T
Wik, BELERAN LS KB EQE -
KRB ERE—— % i R
B i B TR B F 2 Mk

OFXHERHK (1923 --1971), LAHES AR RSB SR
PR AP EFR.

travelog / ‘trevalog / n. (R FIHI %I4T
SRR T WL U B 1T Al &
Ji landscape / 'lendskeip / n. BB il
K R Etw vi EfTSE LR v 0
# %L notation / nou'teiln / n. il %; 1F
% TE$E capsule / 'kepsl / n. /h R B
& Wi KRR diesel / 'dizzl / n. ML

dinosaur / 'dainssa: / n. B jg

starlet / 'sta:lit / n. ZNEIR; WA # 1
0 51 /N 5! premiere / primia/ n.
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Most significantly, Frank’s willingness to seek radically
new ways to present the relationship between content and
form, style and subject, marked an end in serious photography
to popular notions of composition and subject matter. Frank
initiated a tradition dedicated to a most aggressive exploration
of the structuring of visual information.
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initiate / inifieit / ve. JFB3 R & vioJF
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dedicate / 'dedikeit / v. gk, |
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Michael Jackson and MTV

ichael Jackson recently kicked off a tour of the United

States in New York City to promote his latest album,
Bad. His energetic dancing was reviewed by The New York
Times lead dance critic, Anna Kisselgoff, who compared
Jackson’s movements to Merce Cunningham and other
postmodern white dancers. Although Kisselgoff did not focus
on the black dance heritage that molded Jackson’s style, this
review by a serious dance critic showed the acceptance of
disco and breakdancing styles by the mass audience. '

Jackson’s stage show, as Kisselgoff indicated in her review,
focuses on the dance. Accompanied by a chorus line of male
and female dancers, Jackson and company perform solos,
group pieces, and duets. The music takes a back seat to the
pure spectacle. Audiences “join” the performance by standing
up and dancing at their seats, or spilling over into the aisles.
Thus, a Jackson concert could be considered a total
environmental dance performance.

Black rock stars have long used dance and spectacle in their
performances. Some—Ilike Chubby Checker—have become
closely identified with a single dance or dances (Checker
introduced the Twist), or with a dance step (Check Berry’s
duckwalk). Others have used wild, unchoreographed
movement to express the depth of their feelings (little
Richard’s wild attacks of the piano, or James Brown’s writhing
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kick off <2 E>IF5k; JFif

album / ‘zlbom / n. HMEA; R A, B
h & 5§

energetic/ .ena'dsetik / adj. 41 J10; K
S HifG

postmodern / poust'modn / adj. B4R
i¢]

heritage / 'heritids / n. i} ; {44
mold / mauld / n. B T, %) vi. Peth;
ik

breakdancing n. J %%

chorus / 'koires / n. SrRREA; 0B i %
WL T8

solo / 'saulou / n. 8 i; SROFHY vi. B
Wy B adj. adv. REK(3E); B
(i)

group piece H{KEKI1, LG

duet /dju'et/n. _FE; HH
spill / spil / vi. #& iH; M, FEW 15 KK
spill over #iHi}

aisle / ail / n. 3l 24, £

identify / ai'dentifai / ve. W, % Ni;
WERT vi. B5E; -8 [B: iden-
tify with 8-k -#k]
duckwalk n. ¥ ¥
unchoreographed / .an'koriograft / adj.
(mEmH) AL

~ choreograph / ‘koriogreef / vt. it
A

writhe / raid / vi. (EY%G ) HL3h 1k

4&%\
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