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“Yosemite Valley had, during his [Ansel Adams] decades of photographing it as wilderness, a golf course, a luxury hotel, several camp sites, stores, a school, churches, and even a beauty parlour. Adams cropped it out in the name of Beauty, of formalism, of composition, but all his heirs learned to leave it out too and thus was nature photography created. And what he cropped-out, his fellow Americans learned not to see, leaving the American landscape as a chequerboard of scenic wonders and blank spots.”

Rebecca Solnit, Landscape and Amnesia, in Creative Camera (Aug/Sept. 1998). p. 35

Using both historical and contemporary examples, discuss the attempts made by contemporary photographic artists (such as the New Topographic) to photograph the ‘blank spots’ of the landscape?


In Landscape and Amnesia, Rebecca Solnit critiques Ansel Adams, posing important queries regarding how photography influences how people view the natural environment. Solnit criticises Ansel Adams for romanticising the American wilderness by leaving out aspects of Yosemite Valley that have been impacted by human activity, like golf courses and hotels. (Solnit, 1998). Although his work impacted the style of nature photography, Solnit contends that it distorted the environment and led generations to choose beauty over truth by ignoring how humans affect natural areas. This essay will examine how photography evolved in response to such idealised depictions, focusing on the emergence of the New Topographic movement and its emphasis on photographing the “blank spots” of the landscape. By analysing the works of key photographers such as Lewis Baltz, Robert Adams, and Bernd and Hilla Becher, the essay will highlight how these artists challenged conventional aesthetics to reveal the interconnectedness of human and natural environments. Additionally, the essay will explore contemporary practices by photographers like Joel Sternfeld, Alec Soth, and mark Ruwedel and Nadav Kander, who continue to document human-altered landscapes in ways that provoke reflection on environmental and cultural issues. 

Known for his stunning black-and-white photographs of the American wilderness, especially Yosemite Valley, Ansel Adams is still regarded as one of the most important landscape photographers. His work emphasises grandeur, beauty, and purity, reflecting a romanticised view of nature. Adams' photography was in line with the environmental conservation movement of the mid-20th century because he saw nature as a place of transcendence and spiritual renewal (Alinder, 2014). Adams' iconic images helped establish the American wilderness as a cultural and aesthetic ideal. However, Rebecca Solnit criticises Adams for leaving out human-made elements of Yosemite Valley, such as hotels, schools, golf courses, and other infrastructure. By excluding these features, Adams created a vision of untouched wilderness, separating humanity from nature and ignoring the complexities of the landscape’s true condition. According to Solnit, this approach, while rooted in formalism and technical perfection, trained viewers to see only the "scenic wonders" of the American landscape, leaving human-altered "blank spots" unnoticed. This aesthetic choice reinforced a cultural narrative that celebrated wilderness while neglecting human presence and impact. Adams' work had a profound impact on generations of photographers, establishing a tradition in nature photography that valued beauty and formalism over contextual honesty. However, this legacy provoked critical responses, most notably from the New Topographics movement of the 1970s. The New Topographics photographers rejected Adams' romanticised wilderness ideal, instead focussing on the mundane and human-altered aspects of the landscape. While adopting Adams' technical precision, they used it to reveal growing suburbs, industrial zones, and neglected environments.

The New Topographics movement, introduced through the 1975 exhibition New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape, marked a critical shift in the representation of landscapes. Rejecting the romanticized wilderness tradition exemplified by Ansel Adams, these photographers turned their focus to the "blank spots “of the landscape; the mundane, human-altered spaces that reflected humanity's pervasive influence on the environment. By examining works from Lewis Baltz, Robert Adams, and Bernd and Hilla Becher, this section analyses how these photographers, through their focus on human-altered environments, illuminated the complexity of "blank spots" within the landscape.

[image: The New Industrial Parks near Irvine, California]Lewis Baltz, a crucial member in the movement, exemplified the New Topographics views with his series The New Industrial Parks Near Irvine, California (1974). Baltz's harsh, minimalist compositions depict industrial advancements with detached accuracy. Baltz's image South Corner, Building, 3750 Warner Avenue, Irvine (1974) features the sterile, windowless exterior of a modern industrial building. The image depicts an anonymous and basic structure surrounded by a pile of dirt, implying that it is under construction or has been abandoned. Baltz's framing emphasises the blandness and isolation of such places, portraying them as icons of suburban development and unrestricted industrial expansion. Unlike traditional landscape photography, which emphasises natural beauty, Baltz's work focusses on the ordinary, ignored parts of the constructed world, which are sometimes deemed unpleasant or incapable of artistic depiction (Campany, 2014). By underlining these "blank spots," Baltz criticises industrial development's erasure of natural landscapes and pushes viewers to consider the environmental and social consequences of such alterations. His work is consistent with the larger New Topographics movement, which aims to depict landscapes changed by human involvement using an objective, documentary approach.
Another well-known figure, Robert Adams, examined the environment with the same critical eye. His series The New West (1974) documents the rising urbanisation of the American West, including suburban properties, motorways, and deforested landscapes. Robert Adams' photograph Golden, Colorado, 1970 displays a typical American suburban street that [image: Black and white photograph of a stretch of road with businesses and homes leading to the mountains]stretches towards a distant mountain range. The image juxtaposes the untamed landscape's natural beauty with the mundane suburban infrastructure, such as parked automobiles, utility poles, and a sign for a Ford dealership. The tension between the natural and the artificial demonstrates how human activity intrudes on and reshapes the environment. Adams’ work rejects the idealised visions of wilderness seen in traditional landscape photography, instead presenting a more complex narrative that acknowledges humanity’s role within the natural world (Adams, 1981). By documenting suburban sprawl, Adams addresses the “blank spots” that traditional photographers like Ansel Adams omitted, showing the interconnectedness of human and natural systems and the environmental costs of progress. 
[image: Bernd and Hilla Becher | Water Towers | The Guggenheim Museums and  Foundation]Another critical influence was Bernd and Hilla Becher, whose systematic approach to photographing industrial structures such as water towers, silos, and factories laid the foundation for the typological methods adopted by many contemporary photographers. The Bechers' focus on form, function, and repetition, stripped these structures of aesthetic or romantic interpretation, presenting them instead as artifacts of human intervention. Bernd and Hilla Becher’s typological series Water Towers (1972-2009) systematically documents industrial structures across Europe and North America. Each tower is photographed in a neutral, frontal composition against a blank sky, creating a grid-like presentation that invites comparison between forms. The Bechers’ work elevates utilitarian architecture to the realm of art, emphasising its design, function, and integration into the landscape. By cataloguing these often-overlooked structures, the Bechers highlight the visual and cultural significance of industrial infrastructure; the water towers, often ignored or dismissed as purely functional, become symbols of human ingenuity and environmental impact. It was stated that their typological approach rejects romanticism in favour of an objective aesthetic, reflecting a philosophical shift toward understanding the landscape as a space shaped by human needs and technology (Lange, 2011). 

[image: A car driving down a cliff

Description automatically generated]Building on the New Topographics' legacy, contemporary photographers have taken a variety of ways to exploring and reinterpreting the concept of 'blank spots', shifting the emphasis away from pure documentation and towards narrative and critique. Joel Sternfeld, Alec Soth, Mark Ruwedel, and Nadav Kander, among others, contribute to this conversation by exploring the modern world's unnoticed, human-altered landscapes. Their work investigates deeply into social, cultural, and environmental issues, challenging viewers to confront the intricacies of these settings and redefining the purpose of landscape photography. 
Joel Sternfeld's After a Flash Flood, Rancho Mirage, California, 1979 exhibits this emphasis on blank spaces by showing the relationship between human progress and environmental damage. The image depicts the aftermath of a flood, with a suburban neighbourhood overlooking a ravine cut out by water and an overturned car trapped in the wreckage. Sternfeld intentionally frames the photograph to contrast the manicured suburban dream with the raw force of nature. The use of radiant, almost idyllic colours heightens the scene's disturbing realism, pushing spectators to confront the hidden vulnerabilities of suburban expansion. Sternfeld’s attempt to capture such moments aligns with his broader goal of documenting the “sublime and the ridiculous” (Sternfeld, 1987). 
[image: A white building with broken windows

Description automatically generated][image: Charles, Vasa, Minnesota, Alec William Soth | Mia]Similarly, Alec Soth's Sleeping by the Mississippi expands this investigation of blank spaces by digging into the surrounding lives and landscapes of America's most famous river. Soth's photographs, such as Charles, Vasa, Minnesota (2002), focus on forgotten individuals and neglected locations, highlighting the emotional geography of places that are excluded from popular narratives. His portraits and landscapes are infused with a deep melancholy, emphasising the psychological and environmental components of these empty spaces. As Soth explains, "I'm interested in people who dream against the odds" (Soth, 2004), demonstrating his dedication to finding the stories of marginalised communities. Soth asks viewers to perceive ignored locales as sites of emotional and cultural value by connecting personal histories to larger environmental contexts. 
Building on this topic, Mark Ruwedel's The Wonder Valley Survey focusses on abandoned structures dispersed over the California desert to capture the remains of human aspiration. Ruwedel's pictures, such as Wonder Valley 112 (2007), depict deteriorating dwellings as symbols of humanity's brief presence in a harsh natural environment. His stark, simple compositions highlight the conflict between human activity and the desert's recovery of land. Ruwedel refers to his work as "the archaeology of the recent past," emphasising his desire to discover the histories that have been forgotten in these blank spaces (Ruwedel, 2008). Ruwedel captures these locations to highlight the vulnerability of human ambition [image: Mark Ruwedel, Wonder Valley Survey]and the fleeting nature of our environmental effect, connecting historical failures to present [image: Mark Ruwedel, Wonder Valley Survey]realities.
[image: A group of people fishing on a beach

Description automatically generated] Likewise, Nadav Kander's Yangtze, The Long River centres on blank spaces generated by China's growing industrialisation and urbanisation. For example, Chongqing XI depicts a lone individuals dwarfed by a large, half-completed bridge construction, representing the alienation and environmental elimination produced by uncontrolled development. The muted tones and ethereal haze capture both the immensity and loneliness of these areas, urging viewers to consider the hidden consequences of modernisation. Kander has remarked that his work explores “the balance between progress and loss,” using his photographs to unearth the consequences of human ambition (Kander, 2010). 
Collectively, these photographers reinvent the landscape as a repository of untold stories, connecting buried histories, environmental disturbance, and human vulnerability. According to Britt Salvesen, "Contemporary photographers mediate between presence and absence, past and future, natural and man-made" (Salvesen, 2010). Artists such as Sternfeld, Soth, Ruwedel, and Kander reveal the layers of intricacy present in today's environment by focussing on vacant spaces. Their pictures inspire viewers to think critically about the environments they live, transforming seemingly commonplace or neglected settings into deep visual and conceptual explorations.

To conclude, these photographers' attempts to document the "blank spots" have been crucial in bringing to light the hidden or overlooked aspects of the landscape. By capturing areas that are usually disregarded or viewed as unpleasant, such abandoned buildings and industrial sites, their work questions conventional notions of beauty and representation. This emphasis aids in reframing our perception of the land, turning it from a simple setting for human activities into a complex ecosystem influenced by our choices. They force spectators to face the truth of human impact on the environment and the moral ramifications of development by focussing their cameras on these empty spaces. This method promotes greater contact with the landscape, encouraging a change from passive observation to active participation in the preservation of our common environment.   Looking ahead, these practices have the potential to play a critical role in tackling today's environmental concerns, directing us towards a more responsible and sustainable relationship with nature.
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