
It’s a familiar definition of an artist from modern literature: “The artist, like the God of the creation, remains within or behind or beyond or above his handiwork, invisible, refined out of existence, indifferent, paring his fingernails.”
 It turns up over and over again in books of quotations, on websites, in criticism, and remains a popular byline for describing modernist esthetics. The quote is usually cited as though James Joyce offered up this nugget as a declaration of his own view of the artist. But it’s not the author who gives direct voice to this sentiment. The quote is from A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and it’s Joyce’s hangdog, Stephen Dedalus, who makes the statement at the end of his lengthy discourse on terror, pity, and the experience of beauty to his slapstick foil, Lynch. The episode concludes with Dedalus “emptied of theory and courage,”
 gazing listlessly upon the girl he loved and then rejected for being too simpleminded, too happy. 


We can read this scene as a cautionary tale. Joyce suggests that the boy’s vision of the artist is a myth, like democracy or truth. When we emerge from fantasies of divine indifference and come face to face with the world, life dope slaps us and we drop our fingernail clippers. Humbled, we might ask if this kind of indifference is possible, or even something we really want. We try to answer, but we suspect the stakes may be too high: If being refined out of existence is neither possible nor desirable, is art possible? Do we need to seek proofs of the artist’s existence? Or do we just take it on faith that she does exist, within, behind, beyond, or above art? Does an artist always create beautiful things? Who decides?


However we go about asking and answering these and other questions, we can still make a connection between the type of artist described above and the photographer. For decades, the photographer’s non-existence behind the lens was taken for granted. “Pictures do not lie,” some insisted, and we took their word for it. Photographs, we could see, do not appear to reveal the artist’s fingerprints in the same ways that other media do. Photographs were assumed to be visual records of events as they happened, portraits of people as they were; they were journalism and history. Most people don’t buy these views on photography any more; now, we take it for granted that photography itself is a sort of fingerprint. Photographs are evidence. We can see, for example, an image of the bloodstained footprint of size 12 Bruno Magli shoes even if the shoes are nowhere in sight. In another picture, we see O.J. Simpson wearing the same kind of shoes. We assume there’s a connection between these two images, but we can’t prove that the shoes worn in one photograph are the shoes that made the bloody prints in the other photograph. And no matter how hard we look at O.J.’s Magli-shod feet, we still can’t make them track blood. Sometimes, we simply see what we want to see, even if our proof is only a handful of snapshots. 


As a photographer, Al Wildey proceeds from the idea that photographs invite people to assume things. The images gathered here are not abstractions. Rather, they affirm a fundamental relationship between the image, the person who captured it, and the people who now view it as a photograph. Wildey’s photographs, in other words, do not force an artificial separation between the photographer and his subjects. Like fingerprints, these images provide evidence that someone was intrigued by what we now see before us, and he suspects that we might be intrigued, too.


In this sense, Wildey is a sort of conspirator. These photographs suggest that he’s sharing a secret with us, without malice and without gossip, but with a note of celebration about the truth of living this life. Consider, for example, how many of these photographs feature a person looking at the photographer. These images are reminiscent of the work of Diego Velázquez, the great 16th Century chronicler of the Spanish court, who delighted in suggesting elaborate jokes within his paintings. In his famous portrait “Las Meninas,” for example, we wonder who’s who amongst these children, dog, and dwarf, why some subjects are posed and others gesturing, who’s depicted in the mirror/painting in the center of the picture, who’s pausing in the open doorway, and why the artist paints himself into a painting titled “The Maids of Honor.” The only distance between Velázquez and his viewer is the recognition that we don’t know the whole story … we have to fill in the blanks with speculation.


One tradition of street photography encourages a separation between who and what is before the camera and the photographer. Many of the images here, on the other hand, undercut conventional attempts to achieve the anonymity and objectivity that characterize so many images of street subjects. Indeed, Wildey seems interested in asking why we so often assume that objectivity and anonymity are reliable values for conveying truth. The faces that peer back at us in many of these photographs are not posing for the camera: some smile, some seem hostile, many seem indifferent. Yet, they all bear witness to truths that exist beyond the parameters of the images themselves. Ironically, they affirm another age-old notion that pictures are worth thousands of words, and invite us to speculate about the stories being told within and without the edges of the photographs.


Rod Stewart croons that “every picture tells a story,” and there is an element of story in all of these pictures. While that may put too obvious a spin on these photographs—Don’t all photographs tell stories?—the pictures with text in them offer a convenient example of how deeply stories resonate within these images. When we notice, for instance, a sign directing us to "Refreshments" or "Games,” or exhorting us to “Try Flavor-Crisp Chicken” or reminding us that “Only Jesus saves sinners from Hell,” we might suspect that the trust we traditionally place in the written word has been turned on its head. In these instances, the picture does not illuminate the words; rather, the opposite is true. Likewise, in the images of plant-life, rivers, trees, and pylons, photographs without text, we’re reminded of this inversion by the fact that, in many of these pictures, the evidence of scripting, writing, impressing also exists among the mute witness of weeds and trees and horizon. In both kinds of pictures we see evidence of people impressing themselves onto the world. A broken tombstone in one photograph, for example, calls to mind an image of a graveside scene in which casually dressed men walking toward a limo—Mourners? Hired help?—remind us of people strolling through scenes and landscapes in other photographs. Scattered throughout are words and signs, slogans and dispatches that direct us to the scene before our eyes and disorient us all at the same time. In these images, Wildey reveals that language is just as cryptic an artifice for understanding our place in the world as a piece of metal abandoned in a field.

Wildey affirms the idea that there are more ways than we realize of branding and marketing and writing ourselves into the landscapes of the world around us, even if the only evidence we have of this is the photograph of a fern or other wild plant selected, composed, and captured on film by a unique consciousness taking pictures in the world. Power lines, contrails and clouds call to mind pages from a notebook, perhaps, on which we might have practiced penmanship, or textured paper on which we might have applied watercolors in blooms of wet brushstrokes.  And then there's the horizon so ubiquitous in most of these images. Sometimes, a simple wedge of infinity, grey in contrast to the dark spaces and areas of white teeming in the scene below, underscores the narrative dimension of these images. We recognize that what we see before us is a story within a story, a quality further emphasized by the ambiguous gestures preserved in so many of these photographs. We wonder, for example, what the man in the gorilla costume is doing next to that Buick Rivera: Is he dancing to the Kinks’ “Apeman”? Is he giving directions? Is he coming or going? Likewise, in images of driftwood and stones on sand, we wonder how the objects and the ground on which they rest coexist: Did water shape this stone? How long has this piece of wood been here? In the end, all the questions give way to a sense of wonder. These pictures invite us to consider mysteries, and mysteries require no explanation.


One of the problems with Stephen Dedalus’s definition of the artist, finally, is its insistence upon rules for both creating and appreciating what’s beautiful in the world. As a result, he falls out of love after he gets to know the girl. Wildey’s photographs ignore these imperatives and in so doing ultimately affirm the notion that surprise and delight in the world around us is a sort of grace. And this affirmation occurs all around us, all the time, whether we see it or not. Indeed, Wildey’s photographs provide us with records of this timeless, recurring potential, reminding us of who we are in images that invite us to emerge from our own day-to-day indifference.

--Greg Matthews

From "Public Places, Private Spaces", Al Wildey, 2005
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