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MIXING MEDIA p—

Magnum photographer Susan Meiselas has published
her documentary work in newspapers, magazines and
books, each time opening herself to the possibility of

mistnterpretation.

ver since the invention of the halftone plate, photogra-

phers and the media have existed in uneasy symbiosis.

This curious relationship has assumed increasing impor-

tance with advances in printing and reproduction tech-

nologies: as photographic images become more readily
available, we expect and depend on them in greater measure, Of
ten if we understand a situarion at all it is in part because someone
was there with a camera; vet just as often the photographs we see
have been selected, cropped, laid out, captioned, sequenced and
distributed by someone other than the photographer.

This fact can be particulady important for photographers
whao cover political events. In an effort to hear a photographer’s
perspective on media presentation, Photo Communigue contacted
Susan Meiselas, whose work in Central America has earned her
an international reputation, and asked her o discuss some of her
experiences with the media.

Meiselas first went to Nicaragua in June of 1978 and almaost
immediately found herself in a situation which became a focus of
public artention in North America and Europe. Prior to 1978 she
had considered herself a documentary photographer rather than a
photojournalist, with books and exhibitions being the major out-
lets for her work — in part because magazines showed little interest
in her projects at the time. However, in Nicaragua, she said, *Sud-
denly | was thrust into a situation in which my work was used by
miagazines [even though] 1 wasn't shooting for magazines — [ was
shooting for history ... [ did get a sense of the purpose of maga-
zine reporting, but the images were dispersed in the magazines that
used them, and a year later [ decided to collect them into a book.”
Nicaragua: June 1978 - July 1979, by Susan Meiselas and edited
with Claire Rosenberg, was published by Fantheon Books in 1981,
Meiselas spoke about some of her problems with the publishing
process: she stressed that the book project became possible after
her work received exposure in magazines, but that this did not win
her editorial control over the book. "1 was appalled by the cover de-
sign, in which [ had no participation,” she said, “but | was told,
‘that’s the cover.” My name was too large, which was inappropriate
— 1l so secondary 1o the power of events and the people who
were making thar history. But [the publishing] world is about sel-
ling, and [Pantheon] evidently felt it was better to say, ‘Gid photog-
rapher — American — finds revolution' in order ro sell books. It
was like a meat market . ... but it was important to me that people
know about this place. It was important to publish the material,
and they were the publishers interested.”

O ther compromises had to be made in publishing Nicaragua in
order to reach the broadest possible audience and keep the
book within a modest price range. Originally Meiselas had in-
tended that images and text would be interwoven, but in order o
publish the book at reasonable cost in three languapes (English,
French and Spanish) all the colour pages had o be printed at one
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The president is playing dominoes
in Latin America and losing.
by T. D. Allman

NE CANNOT but marvel at the perspicacity

of the Department of State, Nearly two and

a half years ago it sounded a warning that,

had it anly been heeded, might have saved
tens of thousands of lives—and saved the United
States, 100, from & severe loss of influence and pres-
tige in & strategically sensitive part of the world. An
external conspiracy, the State Department revealed
in February 1981, was threatening the whole o
Central America.

One Central American republic was already the
victim of “a well-coordinated, covert effort to bring
about the overthrow of [its] established government
and to impose in its place a . . . regime with no

ular support.”
FNJIS:‘:iII anaﬁ::r Central American nation had been
“progressively transformed” into a base for “indirect
armed aggression” against its neighbors.

And in vet a third republic, armed terrorisis were
on the loose—killing thousands, violating every
norm of civilized behavior. What was their goal?
Nothing less, the State Department concluded, than
seizing complete control, “legitimizing their vio-
lence,” and once all forces of decency had been ter-
rorized into submission, “to foster the impression of

overwhelming popular support”

But that was only the beginning of it. A master
hand lurked behind, and linked, these disturbing
events. A conspiratorial outside power, U5, intelli-
gence sources revealed, was playing a “direct tute-
lary role™ in the “political unification, military di-
rection and erming” of the agents of subversion,
chaos, and terror.

“In short,” the State Department concluded, Cen-
T. B. Allman's article on El Salvador, "Rising o Rebelllon,
appeared in Harper's in March 1981, His book on Central
America, Unmanifest Desting, will be published next year,
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time, and the text printed separately. "I had o reconceive the text
as a thing unto itself, with the [reduced] black and white pictures
as a reference. Somehow, artistically, [ couldn't pur it all rogether,
but | had 1o be willing to experiment., With Carnival Sirippers [pub-
lished in 1976 by Farrar, Straus & Giroux] it had been even
worse, The designer was exploitative and the typeset was garish; it
made fun of people and wasn't as respectful as the images. | re-
member picking up the dummy and being horrified, and was told
it was already set. These are experiences you learn from, and try o
avoid later.”

Meisclas pointed out that having a Spanish edition of the Nic-
aragua book ar moderate cost did have some tangible benefirs:
2,500 copies were distributed, largely through the University of
Central America in Costa Rica, and the book was evenrually cir-
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become "a textbook case of indi-
fon."" Would this campaign to sub-
zgion from the Panama Canal to
uthern border,” as President Rea-
d it, be permitted to triumph? Or
to destabilize our hemisphere™ be

ver 8 clear. A well-coordinated,
| campaign of subversion against
Nicaragua has created the risk of
al war. Honduras, once the scene
eriment in constitutional rule, has

progressively become a base for outside military in-
terference in its neighbors’ internal affairs, More
than 30,000 human beings have been murdered in
El Sulvador. Nor do Central America’s afflictions
end there. Costa Rica, the region’s only real demoe-
racy, has also become the scene of armed subver-
sion of one of its neighbors., Guatemala, Central
America’s most populous, powerful, and potentially
explosive nation, has suffered its own terror cam-
paign, which has killed thousands, and has also un-
dergone a coup d'éan

Why did the State Department’'s waming go un-

heeded? As the last two yvears have shown, the State
Department got the plot right but the main chir-
acter wrong. The Soviet Union, for instance, was
identified as playing “the central role™ in fostering
terrorism, subversion, and aggression in Central
America, and the report itsell was entitled “Com-
munist Interference in El Salvador,” Had the word
“American” been substituted for “Communist,” the
report would in fact have provided a penetrating
analysis of what has happened since. As a result of
U.5. interference, Central America is in chaos, and
much of the rest of the hemisphere opposes what

HARFER'S SEFTEMBEER [983

a0 Mecasim  Magnu= PRcice

culated throughout Central America, often being passed hand o
hand. She said that her experiences with Nicarana were useful
when preparing El Salvador, a book which she edited: *This time

the publisher said, ‘T trust what you want 1o do — we will find a way

to publish it,’ and we decided everything.” Even apparently small
decisions were significant, according wo Meiselas. She described
the widespread political werrorism in El Salvador, and spoke about
the dangers faced by those who worked on the book: “With El Sal
vador it was important to make a starement, but there was a genu-
warm o the photographers invalved. We spent
long hours discussing whether or not we should put our names in
the book — it was important thar the images be seen, and therefore
[we felt] we should have the courage to sign the work, that we as
witness gave the images greater force .. .. Only about twenty-five

ine risk of ;'ll".'-."-l

From Harper’s, September, 1983

percent of the images had been previously reproduced, and when
we put the pictures together the editing was done in New York and
| rook down a Xerox [of the edited material]. 1t was scary going w
the airport for fear someone would find it ... The night the pho
tographers got wgether, we literally had o hide under the table
and do the layout on the floor.”

El Salvador, published by the Writers and Readers Publishing
Cooperative in an English edition of 12,500 and disteibuted by W,
W. Morton, sold out within a year.® The images in the book now

* For a veview of El Salvador see Photo Communi
que (Summer [984)
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Tous, du gavroche des rues au Faygan, ils ont adopte le foulard des hon
du commandant « Cero » le chef de I'opposition « sandiniste » qui,ilyad
semaines, a réussi la plus formidable entreprise de libération de pris
politiques : 200 otages, dont 60 parlementaires, en pleine capitale du

ua. Pour le pays, uni dans la gréve générale, ce foulard devient, comr

éret du Che Guevara, le symbole de [a lutte contre la dictature qui regne de-
puis 44 ans, et de pére en fils, Ecceuré par la rapacité folle des Somoza |'ar-
chevéque de Managua a béni les drapeaux ( )2

From Paris Match, 1978




travel as an exhibition which has had approsdmately sixey showings
o date, including the International Cenrer of Pl stography in New
York, the Massachusetrs College of Art in Boston and numerous
wher colleges, schools and public libraries. “That range has been
wondertul,” Meiselas said. “The images began in newspapers and
magazines and have traveled a long life since then.” She believes
that a pood photograph has a life-span that exceeds any single us-
age, and conceded that the way an imape might first be used is not
necessarily ideal. She added char photographers have a responsibil-
ity to find as many ways as possible to distribure their work. *[ feel
that the issue for photographers is how far do you take your own
images — how urgent do you feel that is? If a magazine pays me and
the work goes on in another form, thar is pood — that’s when the
relationship between photographers and the media is best,”

“The first level of compromise,” Meiselas continued, “is how
many magazines can you work for that are as committed as vou! Irs
rare: the Carmival Serippers images were never published in Amer-
ica, but in Europe the material was of interest. European maga-

.-ir'l.l',""\ Credfe BF‘;]L o fl'-r :'ll'Hlﬂl."“ I winys t h.:ﬂ .‘11!1{']’:'. Al h]'.t[:.’l!lt'u.':‘
don't.”

Meiselas also ralked abour the relationship berween publish-
ing and exhibiting photographs. With the Nicaragua work she
found that she “couldn't accept the notion of the images as art ...
I'm still uncomforrable with the idea of even a good friend saying, ‘1
would like that picture.” Shows did not seem necessary — it’s hap-
pened; the book is a better document. With the El Salvador work,
things are still in crisis [there], and exhibiting the work serves a
different purpose. The idea is to make the work as accessible as pos-
sible. It could have been a very different kind of show at Castelli
[Gallery] — five-by-seven-foot radical chic prints — but that wasn't
the point.”

Although Meiselas resisted showing the Nicaragua photo-
graphs in an art exhibition context, she did produce an exhibition
of the work that deale specifically with the issue of photographs
and the media. Shown at the Side Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne,
England, as Demasking: The Malking of "History" / The Making of a
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Meitselas, the show also traveled w the Museum Folkwang in Es-
sen, Germany The exhibit compared, on three levels, tear sheets
from magazines; framed photographs from her Nicaragua work:;
and rear sheets from the book, out-take photographs of similar sic-
uations or examples of other ways the photographs were used.
Meiselas cited, for example, a photograph from Nicanggua in which
three masked youths are practicing throwing contact bombs, The
image was published by The New York Tones in July, 1978; it ap-
peared in the book; and it also was used by the Nicaraguans as a

WK

Book, and at Camerawork in London as Nica

rist poster. Meiselas feels that tracing the various uses wo which
an image is put helps a viewer understand “the book, the events,
and the reappropriation of images back into Nicaraguan culture
.+« The show is about the struggle to clarify choices, the complex-
ity of every dedsion.” There are other examples in the exhibit of
the way in which images evolve: the photograph of a Sandinista
throwing a Molotov cockeail (in Nicanagua) was used on a poster as
a symbol of the revolution, on a matchbox, on a stamp, and it ap
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The use and abuse of J.E.K., by Henry Fairlie

The Truth About The Death Squads

by Christopher Dickey

The New Republic, December 26, 1983: “l can't do better
than that — | was scared shitless making that image, and
this made the whole thing worthwhile.”

peared all over the streets of Managua, in reversed form, as a wall
stencil. “What happens to the image is extraordinarily interesting,”
Meiselas said, stressing that she sees a significant difference be-
tween the misuse of an image by the media and this kind of adap
tive re-use, in which an image ts integrated back into the situation it
describes. (She expressed little concern about the “borrowing” and
reversal of one of her images by the Nicaraguans, but more than
once during the interview spoke of her objections w intentional
media distortion, no matter what the form.)

Meiselas has encountered many different situations in her ex
perience with magazines, both positive and negative. She discussed
a story that appeared in Time in February 1981, which used a
strong, factual image whose impact was weakened by an ambigu
ous text: “The pictures are captioned in one way, the story is writ
ten in another — who knows what the reader understands? |
wanted to say, "Whait — this happened
was the text like this? [To give another example] Business Week ran
a photograph of kids [in Nicaragua] holding milk and meat ina
food line, with a caption about food rationing. The picrure was
made in 1979 when free milk and mear were distributed after the
revolution. In 1983 it was used and captioned in [this] story about
rationing, despite the caption on the back of the picture. Magnum
called Busmess Week, but they said, ‘It doesn't matter’; and if vou
ask a lawyer, [he] will say you have no case. Magnum sometimes

this is not pretending’; why

| 4

From The New York Times Magazine, February 20, 1983
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These three photographs from the book Nicaragua
weredisplayed by a gallery as a triptych. While
Meiselas may not have intended that this piece take
onan independence as awork of art, separate from
the context of the book, the triptych presentation
does point to allegorical and visual connections
within the images: As Meiselas points out, “the
Nicaragua picture on page fourteen especially shows
what Americans don’t know about the situation —
yes, most of these images are about death and yes we
want you to look at them.”
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makes mistakes, and | know that there is a risk that a picture will
be misused, but if [ didn't take the risk what would 1 do?™

“Some magazines do things well,” Meiselas said, “bur [ don't
think the ‘best spread’ is always the issue. One makes a lot of dis-
coveries with the pictures [in circulation]; they take on a life of
their own and become important to people for reasons [ can't even
imagine. With the media using my work, there is a kind of re-
bounding — it integrates me into a bigger world, on mary levels;

when the images take on their own life and become part of other
people’s lives, they bring me into those lives.”

M piselas takes the issue of being brought into others' lives very
serioushy She talked with considerable feeling about being in
Nicaragua in July of last year, at a time when the United States had
just appropriated $100 million for aid to the Contras. On her sense
of frustration in the face of this kind of circumstance she said, 1

felt unable to photograph, and this paralyzation was very real —
framing something to make a phowgraph was almost like a death
watch. In 1978," she continued, *putting the images ogether inw a
book made the experiences and the events coherent. In 1986 mak-
ing a frame was almost as if | was documenting a people’s fate. |
didn't want to be there to be witniess to that; it was also an ac-
knowledgment of my own failure, and the failure of photography o
make a difference.”

34
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P.-}nﬂ.l'ama,]ul}-"lgf?.‘"Thf—‘ PUb“ShL‘din:’xn'li_‘r'i(_‘il.hl.]il-r'l can't do better than that — | was scared shitless making thelr im-

first level of (.'UIT]pI’GI‘I'IiSE is Europe the material was of age, and this made the whole thing worthwhile."
how many magazines can interest, European Finally, Meiselas acknowledges that the process of communi-
vou work for that are as magazines create space for cation is incompletely understood and that the sense of urgency w
committed as you? It's rare: images in ways that communicate is what really matters. While she feels the most
l:hr:Carnn-a.’&r'rfpperﬁ American magazines meaningful experience for a photographer would involve the entin
; b oo srocess, from the making of an image through © the making of a
images were never don't. ; _ Bkireg Of AN INAge Ty : ot
= —— OOK O DICTUNE siory — i o e 1O IrY I SO many dil-
book or picture story — in which “vou have o try in so many dif
Passionate about photography and commitred to the idea thar ferent ways to reach so many different kinds of people” — she ad
F Brag
photographs must be used by the media in order o communicate mits that the ways photographs are used are sometimes good,
effectively, Meiselas is nonetheless remarkably sanguine about this frequently imperfect, and occasionally distorted, Meiselas indicares
usage. She gives credit where it is due and poines out thar some a willingness o accept this fact as part of the communication pro-
magazines (Fnorama, The New York Times Magazine, Biris March, cess. And, she says, photographs themselves are not absolutes with
Harper’s) have done extraordinary service to her photographs. Pul-  fixed meanings; they are responses o events, sicuations or circum
ling out a cover of The New Republic (“The Truth About The stances, and vary accordingly: “My images are characteristic of
Death :';leljild.ﬁ.” Decemnber 26, 1983), and referring again to the this period in my life, and chat place in its time; and my ideas abow
risks photographers had to take in El Salvador, she said, simply: 1 them come from the living of these experiences.”
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above:

Installation view of
Demasking: The Making of
“History"/The Making of a
Book, an exhibition that
explored the use of
Meiselas’ images in the
media, and also the
conditions of production for
her book, Nicaragua.
Various "versions” of
images from the book were
presented, pointing to the
ways that Meiselas’
photographs have been

used by Western media and
also how they have been
reintegrated into the
Nicaraguan culture they
depict. Here, the image of a
Sandinista throwing a
Molotov cocktail was used
asasymbol of the
revolution, on a matchbox,
onastamp, and it appeared
throughout the streets of
Managua, in reversed form,
as awall stencil. Courtesy
Museum Folkwang, Essen,
Germany.

below:

From Meiselas’ exhibition
Demasking: The Making of
“History"/The Making of a
Book, the top row consists
of spreads from Geo
magazine's charter issue,
January 1979. Geo's feature
on Meiselas' photos from
Nicaraguawas to be titled
“Waiting for the Revolution”
but as events in the country
became more heated, the
piece was called
“Nicaragua: A People

|
L |
-8 ——ll]

Aflame.” The second row
shows images from
Meiselas’ book Nicaragua,
and the third row, out-takes
which were not published in
the book. The result of the
three layersisan
exploration of the shifting
contexts of representation,
from the initial editing
process to the production of
images and text. Courtesy
Museum Folkwang, Essen,
Cermany.
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