“Still we know how Day the Dyer works,
in dims and deeps and dusks and darks.”

—James Joyce, Finnegans Wake



Introduction

Nicholas Nixon'’s work of the past decade embraces the idea that sympa-
thetic photographs of ordinary, unnamed people can address the deepest
human values. This idea so often has been compromised by moral pretense
and sentimental cliché that many photographers have been wary of it,
adopting instead a posture of tough-minded irony. On the other hand, the
risk of falling into routine sentimentality may be no greater than the risk of
succumbing to compulsive irony. Both habits imply that the photographer is
superior to the subject, a position Nixon has managed to avoid. His pictures
persuade us that we see individuals, not symptoms of a problem or, worse,
heroes of the solution. This achievement arises from Nixon’s talent for
pictorial invention, his sureness of craft, and above all his frankness of
purpose, without which the other two would matter little.

In 1974 Nixon earned a Master of Fine Arts degree from the University of
New Mexico at Albuquerque. The degree made him eligible to teach photog-
raphy, which he had chosen as the least disruptive way to make a living
while he pursued his work. In the fall Nixon and Bebe Brown Nixon, his
wife of three years, moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts. Nixon soon found
a job at the Massachusetts College of Art in Boston, where he still teaches
part-time. '

When Nixon moved to Cambridge he was about to turn twenty-seven.
He had decided to be a photographer six years earlier, during his senior year
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at the University of Michigan, where he had majored in American literature.
Eager to learn what different cameras can and cannot do, he had experi-
mented with at least six, including an 8 x 10-inch view camera that he
bought in 1971. Upon moving to Boston he decided to test his ambition to
use only the 8 x 10 camera. As a way of applying that test and learning
about the city at the same time, he set out to make a good picture of each of
Boston's major squares. The work rapidly developed into a series of city
views from high vantage points. By the summer of 1976, when Nixon
exhibited forty photographs at The Museum of Modern Art, he felt he had
exhausted the possibilities of the project. This book and the exhibition it
accompanies survey his work since then.

Nixon’s view camera stands on a tripod; when unfolded for use it is about
the size of a portable television set. At the back of the camera is a ground-
glass on which the photographer selects and focuses the inverted image, its
dimness made bright by the shade of a dark cloth draped over the photog-
rapher’s head. The photographer then inserts into the camera, just in front
of the ground-glass, a flat case holding a sheet of film; henceforth he
cannot see the image. He removes the plastic slide covering the film and
releases the cocked shutter in the lens to make the exposure. Even in
skilled hands the equipment is cumbersome. It resists rapid revision and
punishes sloppiness. Consequently view-camera work conventionally is
confined to immobile subjects, which allow the photographer time to study,
consider, adjust: to perfect.

The view camera repays the photographers effort in several ways but
the principal advantage is the large negative, which in Nixon’s case mea-
sures eight by ten inches. The pictorial information contained in a negative
of any size is progressively diluted as the image is enlarged into a bigger and
bigger positive print. For a print of a given size, the bigger the negative the
less it needs to be enlarged, so that the print retains more of the negative’s
infinite precision of detail and subtle continuity of tone. These qualities
reach their apogee when, as in Nixon's work, the negative is not enlarged at
all but printed in contact with the positive paper. In a black-and-white con-
tact print, when the sharp and delicate image is organized precisely from
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edge to edge so that no area is left unconsidered, the effect is an uncanny,
sometimes hallucinatory presence. It is not the presence of reality but an
abstraction from reality of the intensity of seeing,.

Nixon’s Boston views illustrate and exploit the basic qualities of view-
camera craft. From looming facade to tiny window pane, the buildings pro-
vide a regular progression of scale, which locates the threshold of photo-
graphic detail beyond the pale of human vision. At the same time the
surfaces are so seamlessly transcribed, the receding geometry so neatly
pieced together in the picture plane, that two dimensions unfold effort-
lessly into three. These formal perfections conspire to create the illusion
that the photographer has studied and described his subject with
exhaustive care. Nixon himself is no longer interested in the Boston views,
regarding them as good solutions to unexceptional problems. Nevertheless,
the best of them are not merely tidy but eloquent.

Making the views led Nixon to identify his artistic sensibility with the
craft system of view-camera negative and contact positive, an attachment
that has persisted and deepened. This craft system is virtually photog-
raphys oldest; since the 1850s it has been the unvarying standby of func-
tional work. It is also the medium of high modernism in American
photography—the favored medium of Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, Edward
Weston, and Walker Evans. In this sense Nixon's work has an old-fashioned
aspect, of which he is well aware.

But Nixon'’s choice of craft also helped to define a new departure. Since
World War II the ubiquitous tool of advanced photography had been the
hand-held 35mm camera. Worthy exceptions notwithstanding, the central
tradition of the 1950s and 1960s had been established by photographers
with Leicas: Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Frank, Garry Winogrand, and
Lee Friedlander. By 1970 the hegemony of the small camera was so firmly
entrenched that to begin to photograph virtually always meant to buy a
Leica and start prowling the streets. Nixon, like so many others, began just
this way.

The Leica tradition, like any dominant style, endowed its artistic prej-
udices with an air of inevitability. It located modern experience in the pub-
lic street. It favored the social over the private, energy over refinement, the



eccentric and fragmentary over the carefully composed whole. It identified
artistic skill with athletic agility and fostered the notion that technical craft
is at best a nuisance and at worst the refuge of the timid.

By the late 1960s or early 1970s the view camera had been out of fash-
ion long enough to represent a fresh opportunity. At least it is possible to
say so now because at about that time a number of young photographers—
as diverse as Robert Adams, Robert Cumming, Chauncey Hare, and Nixon
—began to use the view camera and to make new work with it. Others,
such as Tod Papageorge, continued to use the hand camera but shifted from
the standard 35mm to the substantially larger 2V4-inch format. A decade
earlier Diane Arbus had made such a shift, dissenting from the Leica con-
sensus and anticipating the new, deliberate attitude toward craft. By the
mid-1970s a broad range of advanced photographers evidently felt that
greater precision of description more than compensated for a loss of speed
and mobility. In any case, the shift from smaller to larger format—espe-
cially when it required a tripod—tended to alter the relationship between
photographer and subject, making it less casual and more formal.

In 1975 an exhibition at the George Eastman House reported on one
key aspect of the new view-camera work. New Topographics: Photographs of
a Man-Altered Landscape presented recent work by eight photographers,
five of whom (including Nixon) used view cameras. The show sought to
locate the intersection of a subject—inhabited America—and a style of
reserve and clarity indebted to Walker Evans and to the vernacular topogra-
phers of the nineteenth century, notably Timothy O'Sullivan.

For the exhibition catalogue Nixon wrote a statement, which began,
“The world is infinitely more interesting than any of my opinions about it."!
That this, too, was an opinion does not diminish its earnestness. In varying
degrees the other exhibitors shared the opinion. The presence of Bernd and
Hilla Becher, whose work was equally at home in the domain of Minimal
Art, suggested a breadth of distaste for expressive effect.

In New Topographics, the motive of respect for the subject accommo-
dated two divergent attitudes: one admired the beauty of the subject, and
risked prettiness; the other faced facts, however unattractive, and risked
banality. The first found its purest expression in the work of Stephen Shore
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(the only color work in the show), the second in the work of Robert Adams,
who had been a guide to several of the others, including Nixon. Nixon's
work since the exhibition might be described as an effort to reconcile

the two attitudes.

In the spring of 1976 Nixon won a fellowship from the John Simon Guggen-
heim Memorial Foundation. He used part of the money to buy an 11 x 14-
inch view camera and the rest for a three-month trip across the country to
photograph the landscape: a bigger camera, bigger contact prints, a bigger
subject. When he returned in the fall he developed and printed his work,
studied it, and ultimately decided it was a failure. A year later he sold the
camera. He was back where he had started, except that a stint with the dif-
ficult 11 x 14 camera had reconfirmed his attachment to and proficiency
with the 8 x 10.

After the cross-country trip, Nixon continued working at ground level,
avidly but unsystematically photographing in and around Boston and
Cambridge. In the spring of 1977, while still using the 11 x 14, he sought to
impose a degree of conceptual order on this work in the form of a plan to
describe life along the Charles River, which divides the two cities. But the
challenge that increasingly preoccupied Nixon was pictorial, not conceptual.

The Charles River landscapes often included figures in the distance. In
the early summer of 1977, returning to the 8 x 10, Nixon began to concen-
trate on the figures as an animating presence in the landscape. By the end of
the year the figures had won his attention from the scene. That fall Nixon
began to see how close he could get to people before the ponderousness of
his view camera defeated their vitality—and before he lost control of the
picture. Although he continued for a time to make landscapes, and found
them much easier to make, the challenge of photographing people was fore-
most in his mind. In July 1979 he wrote to Robert Adams, "Have gone back
to pictures of people; all of a sudden it was there, necessary, more open-
ended than ever, and somehow (forgive me) important. Just developed a
hundred today and am real pleased.” The project continued through 1982.

Nixon relished the practical aspect of the challenge. He loved testing
just how quickly he could plant the camera, aim, focus, load. and shoot. He
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learned which neighborhoods, at which times of day, were most likely to
offer plenty of people outdoors who might accept or even welcome a brief
interruption for a picture. For there was, inevitably, an interruption. No
matter how adept he became, Nixon could never coax from his camera the
agility of the Leica. It stood between him and his subjects like a contract.
The challenge—for the photographer and his subjects equally—was to
overcome legal formality, to reach the frankness of a handshake.

Only once or twice did Nixon take his camera inside. Otherwise he
photographed people outdoors, sitting on their own front porches, or at the
beach, where a small group, although surrounded by strangers, creates for
itself an atmosphere of intimacy. Poised between their public and private
selves, the people adopt a mood of unlabored decorum.

The work grew slowly. At first, in 1977, the frame sets a stage on which
the figures, like actors, make appearances. In 1978 and 1979 the figures fill
the rectangle, but it often flattens and constrains them. By 1980 the geo-
metric scaffold has dissolved into depth and the figures, increasing in num-
ber, deploy themselves freely: the frame, lithe and agile, now responds to
them. Twice between 1977 and 1980 Nixon shortened the focal length of
his lens, thus widening the angle of view and increasing the depth of focus.
The shorter lens also changed the character of the pictorial space, making it
more lively and palpable. Instead of rendering flat shapes, the picture leads
the eye over contours and as if around corners, giving the figures volume
and weight and animating the space between and around them. Here again
the luscious tonal continuity of the contact print plays a crucial role, fulfill-
ing the generous promise made by the broad field of the lens.

Photographs had not looked like this before, although the view-camera
tradition was rich in precedent. Nixon made many of his pictures of 1981
and 1982 in the South, where he was able to work earlier in the spring and
later in the fall. The locale alone invites reference to Walker Evans's work of
the 1930s, a comparison that stresses the apparent spontaneity of Nixon's
work. Alternatively, the sensuality and formal unity of Nixons pictures may
remind us of the photographs of Paul Strand. But here, too, the comparison
calls attention to Nixon’ responsiveness to the flux of experience, and his
openness to the variety of personality.
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Walker Evans. Sharecropper’s Family, Hale County, Alabama.
1936

Among more recent precedents there were Bruce Davidson's photo-
graphs of people in New York' East Harlem, published under the title East
100th Street in 1970. The work struck many observers as a bold application
of the view camera to a complex and difficult subject. Nixon recalls that the

book impressed him and helped prompt the purchase of his first 8 x 10 camera

in 1971. Nevertheless, compared to Nixon’, Davidson’s pictures seem
psychologically opaque and pictorially at once simpler and less resolved.

The relationship of Nixonss style to the prior view-camera tradition
cannot be understood apart from the overlapping hand-camera tradition,
whose pictorial style had evolved toward an ever wider scope of view and
an ever greater number and precision of moving parts. The trend reached its
peak in the manic complexity of Garry Winogrand's photographs of the late
1060s and 1970s. Although in subject and sensibility Winogrand's work is
distant from Nixons, its style provided an essential resource. Nixon's work
between 1977 and 1982 thus may be described as an ambitious, even fool-
hardy gambit: to annex advanced hand-camera style to the old-fashioned,
intractable view camera, and thus to merge the spontaneity and supple-
ness of the former with the deliberateness and descriptive abundance of
the latter.

That Nixon succeeded so well is impressive, but the achievement
would be pointless without the psychological content of the pictures.
Indeed it is the psychological aspect that makes the formal problem diffi-
cult. Like the hand-camera tradition it extends, Nixon's work is not a
matter of shapes artfully arranged but of characters precisely described, as
individuals and in relation to each other. The lively wholeness of each pic-
ture, the coherent grouping of independent characters, is a metaphor for
personal and social connection.

In a splendid essay on these photographs, Robert Adams concluded:

We realize only upon review of figure after figure in picture after
picture that there are no villains—none. No one is contemptible
(for comparison, think of photographs in news magazines). More
astonishing, there is not a face that is uninteresting, not an indi-
vidual for whom we could not hold some respect and hope.”
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Bruce Davidson. Untitled. 1967—68. From East 100th Street

Garry Winog
York. 1969

rand. Centennial Ball, Metropolitan Museum, New

It is plain to see that most of the pictures were made in poor or working-
class neighborhoods, where barriers of privacy are less firmly established
than elsewhere, and where Nixon was drawn by the openness he found
among people. This openness brought with it a liability to trespass, and the
memory of photography’s record of trespass upon the lives of the poor.
Nixon accepted the liability in much the same spirit that Eudora Welty had
accepted it when she set out to photograph life in Mississippi in the 1930s.
Later she recalled:

And had I no shame as a white person for what message might lie
in my pictures of black persons? No, I was too busy imagining
myself into their lives to be open to any generalities. ... 1 knew
this, anyway: that my wish, indeed my continuing passion, would
be not to point the finger in judgment but to part a curtain, that
invisible shadow that falls between people, the veil of indif-
ference to each other’s presence, each others wonder, each other’s
human plight 2

There are no victims or heroes in Nixon's photographs. And although the
pictures are beautiful, even luxurious in their sensuality, the photographer’s
choice of subjects was indifferent to any canon of beauty, above all to our
aggressive contemporary cult of fitness and youth. Nixon judged his sub-
jects solely by their candor, and kept his part of the bargain by accepting
candor at face value. The viewer must decide for herself or himself whether
the candor of Nixon and his subjects is genuine. The criteria for this deci-
sion are not aesthetic; they are the same criteria we apply, and must our-
selves try to meet, in any human exchange.

Many artists work in series, each series charting the discovery, definition,
and resolution of a discrete artistic problem. Part of the problem always is
practical. For a photographer the practical aspect includes identifying and
gaining access to the subject. For a view-camera photographer, the trouble is
magnified by the cumbersome and restricting equipment. Every false start
exacts a penalty of energy and time, and dilutes the mental clarity that lies
behind all good work. False starts of course are necessary, since it is impos-
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sible to know in advance which will prove true. Each year Nixon begins and
abandons several potential series, some of which leave behind isolated suc-
cesses, such as the picture on page 23, from the intermittent Charles River
project. But these pictures come at the cost of too many failures. The neat-
ness with which Nixon's photography so far divides itself into discrete

series thus reflects the deliberateness with which he has focused his energy.

The pictures of groups of people—the front-porch pictures, they might
be called—remained a challenge for an unusually long time, from 1977
through 1982. After a slow start Nixon had mastered and thus in effect
could ignore the practical mechanics of the series. By mid-1983 he was at
Joose ends again, eagerly hoping that a new project would take root. A year
earlier he had begun to volunteer at a Boston nursing home; breaking an
initial contract with himself, he began to make photographs there. The
project continued through 1984 and 1985.

The elaborate design of the front-porch pictures soon gave way in this
new work to a style of simplicity and austerity: isolated figures; heads
frontal or in profile; details of faces printed larger than life. One might,
inadequately, attribute this development to the self-sustaining momentum
of pictorial inquiry. Broadly speaking, since the mid-1970s Nixon had been
moving closer and closer to his subjects. Although not untrue, the explana-
tion ignores that the subject had changed, and with it the sense of the
pictures.

Old people in general and nursing-home patients in particular are
familiar subjects for photography, especially for photography designed to
arouse sympathy or concern. Such work often conceives of the subject as a
problem that is susceptible to solution or at least improvement: the corrupt
administration of nursing homes, for example, or the neglect of the old by
the young. By contrast, Nixon's work describes not a problem but a fact:
human beings get old and die. No medical advance, no new efficiency of
social services, no regeneration of morals will change it. Were it not for the
undissembling boldness with which Nixon faces this fact, the tenderness
of his pictures would be far less persuasive.

Nixon had begun (and continues) to visit the home to help out a little
bit, mostly by giving people a chance to tell their stories or by escorting
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them outdoors. Some of the people also enjoyed seeing Nixon's dog or his
young son, Sam, and some liked the photographs he gave them—his black-
and-white prints or, better, Polaroid color snapshots. But the pictures are
not about the personal attachments Nixon formed, some of them quite
close.

Perhaps a few readers of this book will know a few of the subjects. For
others an unjust picture cannot be justified because subject and photogra-
pher are said to have cared for each other. If the pictures do not move us, it
will not matter that this writer, not present when the pictures were made,
asserts that Nixon was moved.

Unlike the front-porch pictures, which involve the question of relation,
Nixon’s pictures of old people are unconditional, solitary portraits of par-
ticular individuals. Yet the relentless specificity of the physical description
carries us beyond the psychological aspect. These portraits of individuals
are also images of mortality. Their terrible beauty and iconic grandeur
address death with impersonal gravity, uncorrupted by pity.

Samuel Hunter Nixon was born in November 1983, about the time that his
father began to think of the pictures of old people as an extended series.
Clementine Culver Nixon was born in November 1985, when the series was
coming to an end. At work and at home the father, himself nearly forty,
lived with the extremes of age. One might suggest that Nixon began photo-
graphing his children as part of an ambitious artistic scheme on the theme
of age. Perhaps it would be closer to the truth to say that he did so for the
same reasons that most fathers do and because, unlike most fathers, he was
able for a time to work at home.

All of Nixon'’s work is rooted in the physical fact of identity, the fact of
each fiite person in one finite body. The tie between person and body,
although infinitely variable, is irrevocable. Thus photography, although it
may seem to describe only the body. at its best also can describe the person,
or an aspect of the person. Nixon had pursued this capacity with great sub-
tlety and precision. Now, photographing his family, he turned his pursuit
narrowly to the physical.
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Most of Nixon'’s subjects had been strangers. Now his subjects were
intimate to him, and willing if occasionally obstreperous or cranky. Nixon
indulged his senses, undressing his family and photographing their bodies
with unembarrassed zeal. The compact frame is unequivocal; the seamless
volupty of the contact print in black and white—it would not be so in
color—abstracts from life the vitality of flesh, its beauty and promise.

with this work Nixon came closer than he had before to the old Amer-
ican view-camera tradition, specifically to Edward Weston's nude studies of
his lovers (especially his wife Charis) and his children (especially his son
Neil). Nixon's nudes do depart from Weston's idealism of the 1920s and
early 1930s—as did Weston's own later work—in the same way that actual
bodies depart from the forms of ideal art. The departure became all the
more clear in the spring of 1988 when, a year after completing the series,
Nixon returned to it, and personality and anecdote invaded the work. All
the same it is worth pondering Nixon's willingness to enter an artistic ter-
ritory that others had mapped so confidently before him.

Our culture, familiar with a correspondence between originality and
quality, habitually equates the two. The equation burdens artist and
audience with an expectation of prominent formal or conceptual invention,
an expectation that precedes and often obstructs the pursuit of other val-
ues. Nixon's photography as a whole, not only the nude studies, invites us
to reconsider the habit. Like some other current work, it suggests that the
prior exploration of a broad artistic territory might not preclude the later
discovery within it of pictures as good as, or better than, the first. A few
years before Nixon began the nudes, Jan Groover was photographing pep-
pers, in part, she has explained, to prove that Weston “does not own them.”

Nixon had not planned it, but age had become a central issue in his work.
Doubtless this was partly because photography. although awkward at tell-
ing stories, has the capacity to describe age, or the physical expression of
age, and thus to evoke the arc of a life. That capacity underlies Nixon'’s series
of annual portraits of his wife and her three sisters, which began in 1975.
With the second picture, in 1976, the five participants settled upon two
constants: a single picture each year (no matter how many negatives Nixon
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exposed or how good the alternatives) and an unvarying line-up (from left
to right: Heather, Mimi, Bebe, Laurie). A third, unstated constant was that
each of the four women would look at the camera, and that each should be
not just physically but psychologically present. At this writing in early 19088
the series numbers thirteen.

The pictures are family snapshots. Nixon has replaced the casual com-
petence of the genre with high technical skill, uncommon psychological
acuity, and unfaltering regularity. Of course we cannot read the pictures,
least of all cherish them, as family members might. But otherwise they
function as snapshots, to mark time. One following the other, the photo-
graphs are dense with allusion to the year of life lived between each one
and the last.

One might expect that the systematic structure of the series—the
fixed sibling relation of the four women in a row, the unvarying interval of
time—might give it a quasi-scientific aspect, as if it might be used as reli-
able evidence. In fact the series presents a fluid image of time, complex
with eddies and pools, swells and calms. Each portrait, stable in isolation, is
qualified by a rich store of resemblances and differences, which cannot be
reconciled to a single linear narrative. Age, identity, family relation are not
pictured as fixed qualities but as pliable threads within a fertile and provi-
sional view of experience.

It is by now a familiar observation that no two photographs are exactly
alike, that the medium is inherently plastic. Nixon's pictures recast the
observation, suggesting that it is not photography but experience that is
plastic, a quality made plain by photography's mechanical precision.

In 1975 the Brown sisters ranged in age from fifteen to twenty-five. In
other words, the series begins at the threshold of adulthood, when expecta-
tion has not yet been revised by experience. It begins at a beginning and
thus promises the whole of a life.

Toward the end of 1986, about the same time that Sam turned three and
Clementine one, Nixon could see that the series of hude studies—or what
later turned out to be the first patch of them—was coming to an end. In the
interlude over the winter and into the spring, while he considered what to
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do next, he made some still lifes of apples and, with a new 11 x 14 camera,
continued photographing his family. By the early summer of 1987 he had
decided to devote his best effort to photographing people with AIDS. From
the beginning Bebe Nixon, a science journalist, has been a partner in the
project. Her interviews with the people in the pictures, and sometimes also
with family or friends, will be part of the finished work. At this writing the
project is far from complete.

It was the first time Nixon had chosen a subject that was an issue of
public importance, let alone one so charged with emotion and controversy.
Always before, he had been drawn to a subject by a visceral intuition of
how the pictures should or could look, leaving for later what they might
mean. Now the subject was defined first as an idea, and one whose signifl-
cance outweighed Nixon's private artistic mission. With this came the hope
that if the pictures were good they might matter, not in the sense that all
good art matters, but in a specific sense having to do with AIDS.

By the end of 1987 the work had taken the form of several extended
sequences of portraits of individual people with AIDS, taken at intervals
ranging from a week to a month. Sometimes the subject is joined by a lover
or a family member or a friend. The richest of the sequences so far is
reproduced here, on pages 107-119, as a report on the work in progress. It
began in August 1987 and ended in February 1988 with the death of Tom
Moran, the subject.

Any portrait is a collaboration between subject and photographer.
Extended over time, the relationship can become richer and more intimate.
Nixon has said that most of the people with AIDS he has photographed are,
perhaps because stripped of so many of their hopes, less masked than
others, more open to collaboration.

The sequence records the passage of time, the harrowing progress and
cruel finality of AIDS. It also draws us to the individual in his or her particu-
larity in a way that isolated portraits may not. It seems to this writer that if
the pictures matter it is because of the particularity—the untimid tender-
ness—of the attention they pay to the individual people they describe.

Leaving aside the most contemptible responses to AIDS—unbending
prejudice, racism, political cowardice—the vastness of the epidemic tends



to overwhelm even the most genuine concern. In a recent interview Gary
Indiana made the point this way: “One terrible thing about this epidemic is
that it has taken away the concept of having one's own death, and made
thousands of deaths into this kind of generic tragedy, which is really not
even perceived as a tragedy by the culture at large, which is pretty horrify-
ing to begin with."™

At this writing more than 60,000 people in this country have been
stricken with AIDS. The effort to make a bridge between this appalling
number and the individuals counted within it is what gives poignancy to
projects such as the Names Quilt, each square of which is handmade by
lovers or friends or family to commemorate the life of one person dead of
AIDS. Nixons is a related effort. Although his subjects are far too few to
constitute a demographic sample, they knowingly present themselves—
and Nixon presents them—as people with AIDS and thus as represen-
tatives. Beside and against this fact is the irreducible fact of the individual,
made present to us in body and spirit. The life and death of Tom Moran
were his own.

Nixon's camera and his black-and-white contact prints are old-fashioned.
His pictorial innovations, although masterful and even breathtaking, seem
less to open a new territory for others to explore than to realize an oppor-
tunity created by earlier work. Photographic tradition, in its headlong,
spendthrift course, had forged a consensus that the opportunity was used
up. The surprise of Nixon's work, not once but again each year for over a
decade, has been the proof that this was not so.

For some time it also had appeared that photographys’s capacity for
empathy was used up. As a means of engaging the heart, photography
seemed badly compromised by pictorial and moral cliché, which buried the
individual in the type and poisoned feeling with sentimentality. As if in
reaction, the photographer became a detached observer. In the 1960s pho-
tography’s image of human experience was confined almost entirely to pub-
lic places and social behavior. Only Diane Arbus, photographing society's
outsiders, cut through the public scene to the private person and made
herself emotionally present in her work.
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Nixon's first pictures of people extended and challenged the main-
stream hand-camera aesthetic of the 1960s. As the work has matured it has
grown closer in spirit to Arbus’s work. As Nixon’s subjects have become
more vulnerable, the conviviality of the front-porch pictures has given way
to 2 mood of tenderness and intimacy, still, deep, and moving. The self-
evident mastery of craft, the flourishes of style, have dissolved into lucid,
unembellished description.

If Nixon began with the most basic artistic motive—to make some-
thing clear and beautiful and new—that motive has transformed itself.
Making pictures has become a way of finding a path to the heart.

Notes
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