


BY AARON SCHUMAN

THOMAS BARROW'S
CANCELLATIONS



For reasons that aren’t really worth expanding upon here, during a

recent trip to Houston, | found myself trudging through a barren and
forbidding landscape, in search of a waffle iron. Without a car of my
own, | had taken public transportation as far as it pitifully stretched,
and with only an address in hand | struck out into a wasteland of
strip malls and parking lots, aiming quite literally for a Target. A
storm was brewing; tornadoes had been reported west of the city;
intermittent but nevertheless torrential showers—along with the
speeding cars that followed in their wake—had transformed any
semblance of a sidewalk into deep, elongated puddies. My feet
were soaked, my Target was farther than expected, my quest feit
increasingly futile, and a passage from Garry Winogrand's 1963
Guggenheim application essay (which | often quote to my students)
seeped into my head: “Since WWII we [Americans] have seen the
spread of affluence, the move to the suburbs and the spreading
of them, the massive shopping centers to serve them, cars for
to and from [ . . . I] feel that who we are and what we feel and

what is to become of us just doesn't matter. Qur aspirations and
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resolve the fF‘\Il"h“ﬂl image, negative, and print Into one physical

“thing"—the photograph—imbuing it with deep meaning and
powarful, visceral emation.

In his 1985 essay “Too Oid to Rock, Too Young 1o Die,” Baiz
addressad what he descnbed as the “mixed-media pholography
trend of the 1970s, stating: "It was genuinely an attempt 10 take
photography beyond the physical mitatons of the unaltered
photographic print and enhance it with the plasticity, object-hood,
and visual surface of the other graphic arts. This work falled
. | tha

complexity of facture usually took precedent over the nominal

to gain wide acceptance outside the academic world | .

content of the work.”

In 1984 Barrow wrote in a letter to a friend: *| want to alter
the photographic surface-—that . move from the transparent,
window-on-the-world form that has been photography's primary
reascn for Being since its ivention, (o making it a physical object,
coked at for its owr

an object to ba presence and not for A

surrogate experience.”
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Tramping through tha min, over crumbling curbs and acrmoss
the vast asphalt |andscape of Houston's commencial hinterlands,
| recaliad the violence of Barrow's Cancellations, the scars the
images bear, and his brave, brafen acts of both formal and
conceptual negation, When faced with an American landscape
that was practically ingdistinguishable from those in his images —
ong that inspired |itle more than the bleak ache of disillusion—I
realized that the content of Barow’s work (s In no way nomnal.
indeed, it is precisely through the interpiay of content and surface,
of image and physical object, that Barrow's series serves not
50 much as a surrogate for, but instead as the embodiment of
expariance. The object was present, and at the same time the

present was antirely embedded in the object. ®

All photographs from the series Cancollations. PAGE 28: DART, 19T4;
PAGE 29: IS0 Shadow, 1975 OPPOSITE: San Clememte Site, 1975;
THIS PAGE: Norizon Rib, 1974,
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