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PHOTOGRAPHY / Andrew Palmer on the cwihsed delights of Cindy Sherman and the desperate hves of t.hewTuareg -

Staging the self

Staging the self

AFTER photographin, hmelfnlhele
mnklcndinmeph %

next; the Tuare; le of Niger, per-
ﬁp.ShemldggmmthlhelaIm
in Afro wigs, a paint pot of brown mas-
cara, and a suitably tinted pair of plastic
breasts. Then she could photograph her-
self in one of her ﬁcuonal husband’s
abodes, in a dust storm,
of the few cattle the

the usual talk of feminist parables or of
how, by playing on the stereotypical im-
Affrica, Sherman

age of black had in
some way the

+The possibility is remote, though. For,
as the '-eatm‘c‘

roles has i

when she knows her cultural ssc:herpt s0
well that improvise — isa
natural, for example, on the stage of the
sulkily downbeat landscape of smalltown
America. But she requires a more in-
volved disguise when trying to emulate
cighteenth-centurv European grandees,
and Sherman as a Tuareg woman would
demand a lirtle too much suspension of
disbelief.

Her first work, the Untitled Film Se-
ries produced in the 1970s, saw Sh

th offield \vu L] dellbem: con

u:n_
lihs film ltﬂh were.

aware of herself as The

From 10x 8 lwgh-mdnudybh:kmd
white, she moved into the studio and
produced large, colour cibachromes,

1 want to like it then let them like it

t for me it was necessary to get rid
of the last vestiges of play-acting and get
into something cise.” We can only look
forward to that.

When Gordon Brent Ingram went out
to Niger to photograph the Tuareg, he
was armed with nothing save his camera
and a burgeoning conscience. And one
can’t h:lp feeling that he might have
aided cause with a little less
nﬂ'—of‘ and a little more of the

licated make-u
and lighting. For a wm 5

in spirit at least, the cinematic caricature
idea. But by this time the director had
changed from some Hitchcockian imita-
tor to David Lynch, and it was almost as
if Sherman was paying tribute to her own
rise to stardom.

Sherman stopped doing film stills
when, as she says, she ran out of clichés
and, with the rip-offs of the Old Masters,
she embarked on a different sort of
mimicry altogether. These huge ciba-
chromes are far more technically sophis-
ticated, with extraordinary two-dimen-

Sherman gall. Ingram’s exhibition at the
RIBA, entitled “Gardens of ir:
Tuareg responses to desertification”, isa
demonstration of the ethical hang-ups to
which academics are prone when work-
ing in other cultures.

The Tuareg are facing a crisis: their
traditional way of life as pastoral no-
mads has gradually been wiped out as
the southwards spread of the Sahara has
subsumed their grazing grounds. Their
response has been to settle around what-
ever water they can find, and dabble in
agriculture. “The gardens have become

as the subject of numerous pictures, gen-

man is
She is a female caricature — whether it
be the young ingénue, the hooker, the
nurse, the housewife, the hitch-hiker —

Ingram shows us a great
deal of the Tuareg
environment in a range
of shots. What is omitted
is the Tuareg
themselves

sional. painterly surfaces: but the plays
on form are not nearly so rewarding. All
right. she has drawn our attention to the
fact that eighteenth-century portraitists
were inclined to distort their subjects’

It could be argued that the Untitled
Film Stills brought photography into the
realm of high art without a photogra-

in

not take the shots herself atall — an
assistant did. Nor did she bother herself
with the technical side of things — and
the disregard of such lactors as focus

forms according to the aesthetic code of
the day (breasts were made large, hands

fuges,” says Ingram, “and desperate
experiments for survival.”

In this well-produced series of photo-
graphs Ingram shows us the dramatic en-
croachment of the desert; he shows us
their wells, and their gardens, ecologi-
cally precarious rows of maize. In fact,
he shows us a great deal of the Tuareg
environment in a range ofshols. supple—

by (very
text. What is omitted 5 the 'I'uareg
themselves. Of the 35 prints (both ciba-
chromes and black and white), only
three or four have people in them. And
in all but one of them, the people are lost
somewhere in the middle distance.

This is not because the Tuareg were
camera-shy. Rather it was a question of
Ingram trying not to be invasive, not to
show his subjects in the “wrong” light,
either as noble savages or starving Afri-

cans: “I had problems deciding whether
toinciudethisintheshow."hcsaysu!a
particularly inoffensive group of women
sitting around making baskets.

The result is that the accompanying
text overruns the pictures: the more we
hear about the Tuaregs’ attempts to de-
termine their predicament, the more we
want to see some indication of their
emotional response to the environmen-
tal catastrophe.

On the existing evidence Ingram. an
art school graduate before turning aca-
demic, certainly has the photographic

and noses small) but wlti ly all these
false noses, mammaries and bald pates
evoke the same sort of faintly amusing
fun as, say, having a snap taken of one’s
head stuck through the comic poster
board on Blackpool beach.

Sherman seems literally to have shot
herself once too often. By the time she
came to hang hersell in heavy gili-edged
frames she had almost become a parody
of her own ideas. In an interview for The
Late Show last August, she implied that
the Old Master works should not be
taken too senously. Referring to their
success in the New York an market, she
sad: 1 teel gwlty for having made this
work that 1 didn't really care about — af

Xp required to take on such an en-
terprise (the one shot in which he does
home in on his subjects is a tantalising
taster). But. Ingram insists, the three
years he spent with the Taureg was not
long enough. Fifteen years, he says,
would just about do it

Fifteen years of sensitive, unobtrusive,

objective voyeurism! Perhaps the idea of
Sherman going out to Niger isn't so
nidiculous after all.
O Cindv Sherman s ar the Whitechapel
Art Gullery, Whitechapel High S1. London
El ununl 22 Sept (071-377 0107). “Gar-
dens of Despair” is at the RIBA. Portlund
Place, London W1 23 Aug-19 Sepr 071
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When Gordon Brent Ingram went out
to Niger to photograph the Tuareg, he
‘was armed with nothing save his camera
and a burgeoning conscience. And one
can’t help feeling that he might have
aided his cause with a little less
self-effacement and a little more of the
Sherman gall. Ingram’s exhibition at the
RIBA, entitled “Gardens of Despmr
Tuareg responses to desertification”, is a
demonstration of the ethical hang-ups (o
which academics are prone when work-
ing in other cultures.
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The Tuareg are facing a crisis: their
traditional way of life as pastoral no-
mads has gradually been wiped out as
the southwards spread of the Sahara has
subsumed their grazing grounds. Their
response has been to settle around what-
ever water they can find, and dabble in
agriculture. “The gardens have become
refuges,” says Ingram, “and desperate
experiments for survival.”

In this well-produced series of photo-
graphs Ingram shows us the dramatic en-
croachment of the desert; he shows us
their wells, and their gardens, ecologi-
cally precarious rows of maize. In fact,
he shows us a great deal of the Tuareg
environment in a range of shots, supple-
mented by (very necessary) explanatory
text. What is omitted is the Tuareg
themselves. Of the 35 prnints (both ciba-
chromes and black and white), only
three or four have people in them. And
in all but one of them, the people are lost
somewhere in the middie dlstam:c.
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This is not because the Tuaregwcre
camera-shy. Rather it was a question of
Ingram trying not to be invasive, not to
show his sub;ects in the “wrong” light,
cither as noble savages or starving Afn-
cans: “I had problems deciding whether
to include this in the show,” he says of a
particularly inoffensive group of women
sitting around making baskets.

The result is that the accompanving
text overruns the pictures; the more we
hear about the Tuaregs’ attempts to de-
termine their predicament, the more we
want to see some indication of their
emotional response to the environmen-
tal catastrophe.

On the existing evidence Ingram. an
art school graduate before turning aca-
demic, certainlv has the photographic
expertise required to take on such an en-
terprise (the one shot in which he does
home in on his subjects 1s a tantalising
taster). But, Ingram insists, the three
years he spent with the Taureg was not
long enough. Fifteen years, he says.
woulid just about do it



