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contemporary context. Exhibition is of the welders, electricians & heavy duty
mechanics at the one of the largest copper mines in the world, and their tool boxes
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That the outer man is a picture of the inner, and the face an expres-
sion and revelation of the whole character, is a presumption likely
enough in itself, and therefore a safe one to go on; borne out as it
is by the fact that people are always anxious to see anyone who has
made himself famous. . . . Photography . . . offers the most complete
satisfaction of our curiosity.

—Arthur Schopenhauer, 1851

Schopenhauer’s sentiment, expressed in the mid-19th century, at the
very beginning of photographic practice, characterizes our relationship not only
to images of the famous, of course, but to those of any person presented in
front of the documenter’'s eye. The real key to the satisfaction of this kind of
curiosity at the beginning of the 21st century Is whether the photograph is
transparent enough to sustain our interest as a document—a window onto the
world of reality as we expect—or whether the style and technical innovation of
the photographer impedes our belief. Both the credibllity of the documentary
photographer's undertaking and the authenticity of the resulting Image have
come under extreme scrutiny in the past 40 years, partially because of the
proliferation of photographic imagery in mass media, along with the advent of
the more recent digital (often manipulated) photograph and computer generated
imagery, and partially because of the Marxist and Feminist critiques waged in
academic circles since the 1960s, a point when photography was taken under
the university Fine Arts wing. According to contemporary Dutch art historian,
curator and head of exhibitions at the Nederlands fotomuseum in Rotterdam, Frits
Gierstberg, “Not only was the alleged objectivity of the photographic image being
undermined, but the tradition of documenting itself was attacked, being seen
as culturally determined, politically biased and principally serving the Western,
colonial, male gaze.”? Under a barrage of criticism, the documentary style waned
in the late 1970s and the 1980s in favour of the consciously constructed and
manipulated photograph—a created 'reality’ rather than a found one. Surpris-
ingly, though, this very critique led to a comeback of the documentary style by
the 1990s, which has held strong ever since. What is the difference after a
15-year lapse and after 40 years of critique? In order to answer that question,
we can now turn to the photographs of this exhibition, Boys and Boxes, and a
brief history of the photographic objectivity the exhibition references,

The strength of photography has always been its veracity, its believability as an
authentic record of reality, because it establishes a direct link to the tangible
world through the action of reflected light. Photographic theorist Susan Sontag
pointed to this strength in the early 1970s, near the beginning of the critique
of documentary photography: “A photograph is not only an image (as a painting
Is an image), an interpretation of the real; it is also a trace, something directly
stenciled off the real, like a footprint or a death mask.” Because of this in-
dexical* connection, the photograph authenticates the existence of someone or
something as much as It visually represents that person or thing. As an objec-
ﬁvemedmniceldevioe.ndoesnotimerpretmmitmsbutsupposediym
vides a value-free recording, cheating both time and the fading of memory. This
assumption of authenticity and objectivity has made photography the accepted
tool for documentation of everything.

The resurgence of documentary-style photography since the 1990s is borne on
the back of a conscious and critical questioning of just what a photograph gives
us and what it does nol. The long-held notion that, somehow, the photograph
has an intrinsic core of meaning embedded in the image is no longer a valid
belief. The photo presents only the possibility for a meaning that is culturally
deteminedandwuextuauybmm.ead\newdiscwrsesimamgenemmgns
own set of messages. Like other art in the postmodem era, the message is not
universal but relative to the time and place, and all meaning is contingent upon
the ideas and beliefs that the viewer brings to it.*

Meaning in photographs is constructed in several ways, as much by the tech-
nology of the camera and the intent of the photographer or artist as by the
context{s) through which the photograph is taken, presented and received. Theo-
rist John Tagg points out that, at the very beginning of this process,

[rieflected light is gathered by a static monocular lens of a particular
construction, set at a particular distance from the objects in its field
of view. The reflected image of these objects is focused, cropped and
distorted by the fiat, rectangular plate of the camera which owes its
structure not to the mode! of the eye, but to a particular theoretical
conception of the problems of representing space in two dimensions.®

As with the limitations of any technology, the mechanical rules of operation of
uwmmcamhec&wmmed.mdeyalsombemasm
@ significant role in the transformative molding of lived reality onto a fiat rectan-
gular surface.

In terms of photographer’s or artist’s intention, lan McDonald consciously em-
ulates one particular tradition of documentary style portraiture, adopting the



stylistic convention of early 20th century German photographer August Sander
in how he positions the camera in relation to his subjects. In his series Boys
and Boxes, McDonald approaches his subjects In what appears to us as an
engaged, direct, and matter-of-fact way. In McDonald's series of photographs,
the main subject of each picture, a man and his tool box, Is centred in the im-
age with just enough space around it to give a slight sense of the environment
the man inhabits, His point of view is nelther higher nor lower than the gaze of
the person we now address in the photograph, which allows us to regard the
person as though we were standing face to face. We—the subject of the pho-
tograph and the subsequent viewing audience—are on equal ground. Rarely
do we realize the degree to which we interpret the characters of the people we
look at through our physical point of view, but in documentary photography this
point of view is often consciously used to affect the way we perceive the sub-
ject, Positioning the camera so that we have to ook up at a person can create
a hero, while a downward view diminishes the subject’s status, The level shot
that McDonald uses not only gives equality to the subjects and viewers but
also allows the photos to be read more as neutral, objective, and transparent
windows onto the world.

When Sander started his project Menschen des 20, Jahrhunderts (People of the
20th Century)’ during the Weimar period in Germany, he was looking for arche-
types that would represent every possible class and vocation. He would centre
the people he photographed in their environment in such a way as to emphasize
the connection of each to his or her vocation or social position. What results
is a fine balance between a conscious self-presentation by the subject, a main-
tained dignity, a vulnerability to the gaze of the camera, and a strong claim to
individuality. Similarly, even though McDonald is not searching for archetypes,
he Is emphasizing the connection between each individual and the tools of his
trade within a rather stark common environment of a large open-pit mine. The
photographs give the appearance of a strong relationship between the photogra-
pher and the person photographed, a visible ease of response on the subject’s
part that indicates a silent, mutual, and collaborative agreement. These are the
artist's friends and coworkers, some of whom McDonald has known for 20 years
or more, One gets the sense, as did Schopenhauer, that what one sees on the
outside of the man is an honest reflection of his inner character. To my eye, the
one contrasting photograph is the one the artist took of himself: it is indicative
of so many self-portraits—there is no feeling of engagement in response to a
person who s only imagined.

Unlike many documentary photographers, McDonald did not go in search of his
subjects to fulfill a requisite taxonomy, to simply point out the differences and
similarities like so many beetles pinned to a board. In terms of all of the ques-
tions that could be posed by the act of photographing, such an approach starts

out with much of the answer aiready given, and it is just a matter of filling in
the blanks. McDonald’s motivation for this project emerged from his fascination
wnhmeuaysmatheamnnseam\dh&n—mewelders.minmgms.med\aw
ics, tire men, electricians, and machinists at a mine—had a very human connec-
tion to one of the common objects closest to the individual identity of each: his
tool box. His approach to these men s an act of phenomenological questioning
without the need or desire to explicate. In a place where almost ali objects are
manufactured in the tens, hundreds, or thousands, and to rigid specifications,
this access to expressions of the humanity of those present—their presence—
becomes all the more intriguing because of its necessity.

Asuﬁhawhmmmy.mhhgisamm’swmd.m&\gwkas&Fm
2006, put out by the Mining Association of Canada, of the 21,000 people
employedhmetaleanc(ionhﬂowadianninhglMusﬂymlyQGim
mmen.'aymeveryﬁueofUisexhﬁum.Boysandﬂom.meafﬁstacm
edgesmatmeseboxesholditvgmeloolsofm"\en'suwearenotmly
an extension of their culturally developed masculinity, from the first hammer,
wrench, and screwdriver of childhood forward, but are also a manifestation of
M:atmeymhkandbeﬁeve.MmymOﬂeanmmetoolboxwmtmﬁliar-
ity.Someseemaumoomsdousofmetoolboxasasign.exaggecathgmeir
Wstamsbymsinginfmnafﬂreboxﬁb.slmmandkmw
wrench in hand, or pointing out its limitations by holding a jazz magazine. We
maynmkrmmmepeoplearemthephotogfaphssmd(tomelidsudoors
of the tool boxes, what the little rows of different coloured stickers represent, or
maLexacﬂy.meamﬁngsandbusoﬂenmean.MmdomOerstandmaLm
the countenances of the men, they are meaningiul and, however we read their
memhg.ﬂneymﬁeabaekhuoﬂwemrmiono(ﬁwmanﬁmegesmmisis.
as an extension of his identity.

Oneaspectthathelpsustomswwexpressionsdmmannyiwdved
inmeseporuaitsismeemaommarynatureofmemen‘sworketwm
TheHig\landVaneyCoppernﬁm'approximwlymem‘saivesaMof
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trast 10 the scale of the lives most of us lead as we routinely drive to our small-
ish offices in our midsize cars. This open-pit mine is one of the largest in the
world and covers a vast tract of land where 34,000 hectares are now actively
beingmhed.Ffmmetoweratmetopofoneofmemeepits.meVaueypiL
onemnseewhatboksmeﬁnytoywcksdﬁmgmwwmbmsofroad
that weave back and forth along the sides of the pit, bringing rock biasted out
atﬁoorleveluptomem:shets.Upcbse.eachofmesemisfom\idable
mm,mmmwmvwmdmmaﬂmmwm
vefynmd\liieauodtymameylwuse.mis.olmse.ismmedinsizeby
the shovel used to transfer the rock to the trucks, the two sections of the arm



(boom and sticks) alone weighing over 100 tons. It is a humbling experience
to come face-toface with the magnitude of the machinery of an industry that
calculates weight in tons rather than pounds and conducts its business in a rav
enous valley of its own making. It is also ennobling to witness the sheer power
of the creations of man in this undertaking. Very much like the Hekatonkheires,
the hundred-handed giants of Greek myth, the machines here hammer away with
great might at the earth to extract its elemental metais, processing them for our
consumption. Also of mythical proportions, this hammering and extraction does
not stop; it continues 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Dwarfed by the entire
project—the machinery, the spaces, the industry—the people become a virtually
invisible element in the workings of the mine.

By his own admission, McDonald does not want to create heroes of his subjects,
nor does he want to monumentalize the photographs, either 10 compensate for
the men’s invisibility in relation to the technology of the work environment or to
create a spectacular art object, the latter being the case with much of contem-
porary documentary photography. These are photographs that could conceivably
hang in anyone’s home. On the other hand, one of the aspects of contemporary
documentary photography his work does reflect is an autonomy of the image.
According to Gierstberg, many contemporary documentary-style photographs
“may well be part of a series, but a compelling narrative cohesion, which is so
essential for ‘classic’ documentary, is absent.™ In McDonald's work, this absence
of a strong narrative cohesion, which so often sums up ‘the message’ for us,
instead allows us to experience the capacity of the photograph to reveal the
sensible presence of the world, reflecting the notion that photographs cannot be
summed up as an aggiomeration of signs to be read. Inasmuch as all art, and all
photography, is culturally determined (we do not live or act outside of culture),
one’s sensibility is probably the most settled of our ideological responses. Re-
flecting our more intuitive responses to the world, photography is like poetry. It
can only acknowledge the world, not explain it.
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