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Ulrich Gebert, Penelope Umbrico, and Zoe Crosher Sail Through A Sea of Photography
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Photography is the world's filing cabinet. Or database. What other medium claims to effectively catalog plants, indigenous people, criminals, mental illness, emotions, physical movement, remote landscapes, and decaying urban neighborhoods?

Art generally functions the opposite way: The unique image is more important than accumulating evidence. But somewhere in the mid-20th century, the archiving impulse took hold. Bernd and Hilla Becher photographed "families of things"—industrial relics like blast furnaces, gas tanks, and water towers—emphasizing their boring regularity over their heroic power. This was the postmodern project: thinking about systems and codes.

The generation coming up sees things differently. Here are three photography shows that raise a number of questions about the urge to catalog and classify.

Establishing and documenting identity has always been one of photography's main projects, of course. The undisputed postmodern master of the genre is Cindy Sherman, who used her own body and visage to create a catalog of types a woman could embody in American culture. (Less remarked on is how the art world responded, like the rest of the culture—that is, with unmitigated enthusiasm—to pictures of beautiful, sexualized women.)

In tweaking Sherman's paradigm, Zoe Crosher has hit the mother lode with her show "The Unraveling of Michelle duBois" at DCKT. For the past half-decade or so, she's been sifting through and exhibiting pictures acquired from an old family friend who was a call girl in the Pacific Rim during the '70s. An earlier iteration of the project displayed here includes an arrangement of several rephotographed snapshots titled Cindy-Shermanesque (But She's the Real Thing) (2005).

But, of course, what's "real"? Crosher's subject went by a series of aliases: "Cricket" in Tokyo, "Kathy" in Hokkaido, "Mitchi" in Okinawa, and "Michelle duBois" in Osaka. By manipulating her appearance with wigs, makeup, and wardrobe, she looks, at times, like a number of '70s sex bombs: Cheryl Tiegs, Debbie Harry, sometimes even Sherman in her "Untitled Film Still" guises. The fact that she was an actual call girl adds another layer, since the photographic burlesque was performed to make a living, the safe cushion of art removed.

