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Stephen Shore: Solving Pictures
Quentin Bajac

“Whenever I find myself copying myself —making pictures whose
problems I’ve already solved —I give myself new issues to pursue.””
Always moving forward, never locking into any single style, and seeing
each image as a problem to solve: these practices have defined Stephen
Shore’s work for the past fifty years, regardless of his techniques or
processes, whether shooting in color or black and white, using a view
camera or posting images on Instagram. At the age of seventy, Shore is
both one of the most influential and one of the most elusive American
photographers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, a seeming
paradox. After spearheading the movement known as the New Color
Photography in the United States in the 1970s and directing the pho-
tography department at Bard College since 1982, Shore became a major
catalyst in the renewal of documentary photography in the late 1990s,
both in the United States and Europe—especially in Germany, where
his work had struck a chord from the very beginning. Like the German
photographers Bernd and Hilla Becher before him, Shore synthesized
local photographic history (in his case, an American tradition spanning
from Carleton Watkins to Walker Evans) with influences from various
artistic movements, from Conceptual to Pop and even Photo-Realism.

The recognition of Shore’s importance, however, is offset by the fact
that the full range of his work remains unknown or misunderstood,
too often reduced to his 1970s photographs of everyday American sub-
jects. This can be explained by several factors, not the least of which is
his lack of a clearly identifiable style. Shore’s refusal to repeat himself
has led him to seek out a new direction as soon as a style—that is, the
combination of an approach and a subject—seems to be firmly in place,
or when the visual solutions to a problem have become obvious to him
and the pleasure of resolving the problem has vanished. His shifts be-
tween color and black and white, his use of both analog and digital,
and his constant variation of scale and subject characterize a visually
disparate body of work in which the prevailing rule seems to be the ab-
sence of rules. The black-and-white portraits taken at Warhol’s Factory
in the mid-1960s appear to be very unlike the large color landscapes of
Montana from the 1980s, which in turn look quite different from the
print-on-demand books he began in 2003.

The constantly changing nature of his work has sometimes been
problematic for Shore; he has explained, for instance, how several of



his galleries turned their backs on him when, after completing his series
Uncommon Places in the early 1980s, he decided to open a new chap-
ter. The variety of his output helps explain the unusual path his career
has taken. Despite an extremely precocious beginning—selling three
photographs to The Museum of Modern Art when he was a teenager
and having his first solo exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
at the age of twenty-three are part of his legendary backstory— Shore
was largely overlooked in the 1980s and a good part of the 1990s.
American Surfaces, now acknowledged as one of his most significant
series, was not published until 1999, twenty-seven years after it was
completed, and photography’s wunderkind had to wait until the 2000s
to see his photographs shown with any regularity. The true discovery
of his work came only after he was fifty, largely through his admirers in
Germany—and we might argue that he is still better known in Europe
than in the United States.

The difficulty in grasping Shore’s work as a whole has been height-
ened by the photographer’s penchant for reinvention. In the past fifteen
years, he has consistently revisited his own oeuvre, taking advantage
of new technical possibilities, releasing ever more exhaustive publica-
tions of his best-known photographs, printing images from the 1970s
in new sizes, and publishing print-on-demand books devoted to some
of his past images. This constant reworking points to a photographer
who has never been boxed in by a single approach and considers all
of his work, whether current or past, to be alive and in flux. Although
since 2000 a common misconception has arisen of Shore as a staunch
defender of contact prints in the tradition of small-scale photography,
he has repeatedly explained that, from the 1970s on, he has varied the
dimensions of his prints and, more recently, has embraced new digital
tools that he wishes he had had at his disposal thirty years earlier.

The somewhat inscrutable nature of his work is due to its level of
detachment, which critics of Uncommon Places found unsettling from
the start: Shore’s images seemed to achieve a kind of perfect neutral-
ity, both in their subject matter and their approach. Among the new
American color photographers, he was undoubtedly the hardest to pin
down and the most enigmatic, without the obsessiveness of William
Christenberry, the picturesque qualities of Helen Levitt, the sensuality
of Joel Meyerowitz, the baroque complexity of William Eggleston, or

the narrative clarity of Joel Sternfeld. Even Shore’s soft color tended
toward the monochrome, staying true to a concept of photography as
an art of transparency. It was this idea of “document as form” that
John Szarkowski, head of the photography department at MoMA, was
making the center of his program just as Shore was getting his start.”
There are no heroics in Shore’s images, but rather a poetics of the ordi-
nary and the everyday and a refusal to create an effect for its own sake,
echoing Walker Evans’s desire to reveal the “deep beauty in things as
they are.”” His approach can be tied to a long American tradition of el-
evating the simple and the commonplace, in form as well as content, to
a certain poetry and a way of life, from Ralph Waldo Emerson writing
that “I embrace the common, I explore and sit at the feet of the famil-

”*to Walt Whitman championing “a perfectly transparent,

iar, the low,
plate-glassy style, artless,” characterized by “clearness, simplicity, no
twistified or foggy sentences.”’ Despite its historical context, this en-
thusiasm for the vernacular, when expressed through photography, has
been unsettling for some observers, and continues to be today.

The apparently unfathomable quality of Shore’s photographs should
not, however, obscure the fact that his work is founded on ideas that
he uses to resolve the “problem” presented by each image. So, rather
than trying to unify his oeuvre, we should accept it in all its diversity,
seeing it as the result not of a style but simply of rules or practices.
The first of these is his search for maximum clarity, which has been
evident since the 1970s, when he began using an 8-by-to camera, and
is now furthered by the technical advances of digital cameras that allow
for extreme precision but are much easier to handle than traditional
view cameras. Shore abstains from retouching and reframing, showing
the same kind of respect Henri Cartier-Bresson did for the shot as the
key moment in the photographic act. Another guiding principle in the
vast majority of his photographs is a respect—one might say a mystical
respect— for natural light; his work does not include images taken at
night, and, except in his early work, he very rarely uses artificial light
or a flash. Shore has always had a preference for horizontal (or now,
with Instagram, square) formats, which he considers better suited to
his natural vision than vertical formats, of which there are very few
examples in his work. But perhaps the most consistent of his practices
is the discipline he exercises in limiting his number of shots as much as



possible, a habit that owes a great deal to his use of the view camera:
one shot of a given subject, and very little editing afterward. All in all,
Shore’s approach to photography is both transparent and contempla-
tive, and marked by a willful economy of means. He likens the process
of shooting photographs to one of his favorite activities: fishing. “I’ve
found through experience that whenever—or so it seems—my atten-
tion wanders or I look away then surely a fish will rise to the fly and I
will be too late setting the hook. I watch the fly calmly and attentively
so that when the fish strikes—1 strike. Then the line tightens, the play-
ing of the fish begins, and time stands still. Fishing, like photography, is
an art that calls forth intelligence, concentration, and delicacy.”®

Shore has not yet been honored with a major retrospective in the
United States, one that encompasses the diversity of his work, al-
though a survey of his photographs recently traveled to several cities
in Europe.” The current exhibition and catalogue aim to shed new
light on his photography by presenting little-known and even never-
reproduced pictures alongside deservedly famous series. The former
include an exhibition of vernacular photography called All the Meat
You Can Eat, which Shore organized in 1971, a true atlas of forms
and ideas for his future work; editorial photographs that testify to the
porous boundaries between his commissioned and personal images and
illustrate the range of his work; stereoscopic images from 1974, which
demonstrate his interest in constructing perspectival space; and land-
scapes, from natural, pared-down pictures of the American West to
more domesticated views of the Hudson Valley to photographs taken
outside the United States, as in his series of the Yucatian, Mexico, and
Luzzara, Italy. The exhibition also features a number of images from
Shore’s Instagram posts, the latest expression of his longtime enthusiasm
for popular forms of photography.

While the exhibition follows a chronological trajectory, the cata-
logue takes an intentionally different approach, one that sets it apart
from other publications on or by Shore. Organized as an encyclopedia,
the fifty-nine separate entries by four different authors bring together
both overviews and details—discussions of the work overall, along
with analyses of the specific images, people and places, publications

and exhibitions, and themes and patterns that have constituted his
career in photography. The structure of an encyclopedia allows the
empbhasis to be put on the leitmotifs that characterize his body of work,
while its systematic and neutral perspective serves as a tribute to the
descriptive, nonjudgmental approach of Shore himself. Rounding out
the volume are research tools consisting of a detailed bibliography,
a comprehensive list of Shore’s exhibitions, and an extremely thorough
photographic chronology compiled partially from travel logs the pho-
tographer kept during his trips. This publication aims to provide an
image of Stephen Shore and his work with clarity, precision, and detail,
like a photograph taken with an 8-by-10 view camera.
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