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Question 3
“Yosemite Valley had, during his (Ansel Adams) decades of photographing it as wilderness, a golf course, a luxury hotel, several campsites, 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 to 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/Sep. 1998). P 35

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


Introduction
In this assignment I will discuss the history of photographing the landscape and the so called ‘blank spots’, where the contemporary image makers have focused in on the human interventions and constructs, to juxtapose early awe and wonder landscape photographers.  I will use images to illustrate historical references and changes in the approaches of landscape photography.
Since the 1800’s there has been a tradition of making photographic portraits of the landscape.  Approaches have varied from references to romantic landscape oil paintings, right through to the documentation of pollution and the impact of war.  Many of these images have left out human intervention or the presence of humans altogether and many have set about recording human intervention, in and on the landscape. 
I will explore the impact of landscape photography and discuss how according to Wells (2011, p. 129) it “reflects and reinforces contemporary political, social and environmental attitudes” 

Early Historical Examples 
[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-11%20at%2020.49.11.png]In the 1850’s photographers such as Carleton Watkins and Edward Muybridge photographed the American landscape and appeared at the time to be making a factual documentary record of what they saw in front of them. This concept of photography being a faithful recording, rather than an interpretation of the landscape, as in a painting, was to shape American cultural ideals of wilderness, “to the photograph was attributed that objectivity” (Cosgrove, D. E. pg 258).  Unlike the landscape painters, photographers were able to explore the countryside, going further into the wilderness to capture images.  Muybridge allegedly climbed heights and chopped down trees to get the views he wanted, imposing human intervention on the landscape but not recording it or subsequently, the untouched landscape, reinforcing the idea of the American wilderness.

(Eadweard Muybridge, Valley of the Yosemite from Union Point, 1872, albumen silver print, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Charles T. Isaacs, 1994.89.1)






In the 1940’s to 60’s Ansel Adams photographed the American West landscape.  His photo’s became renown and set a template for sublime photography of awe inspiring, untouched wilderness and countryside.  Ansel Adams left out any signs of human intervention in his compositions, capturing only the sublime in his famous views of the American West and Yosemite.   Adams himself claimed that his work stood out from previous landscape photography because his images ‘reflect not only the forms but what I had seen and felt at the moment of exposure’ (Playboy Interview, 1983).  Adams developed darkroom techniques to enhance the drama and romanticism of the landscape, and this is still the image held by many Americans today, undiminished, despite the huge amount of visitors to Yosemite.  
[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-11%20at%2022.14.08.png](Ansel Adams, Monolith, the Face of Half Dome, Yosemite National Park, 1927
Silver gelatin print mounted to board
11 × 8 in; 27.9 × 20.3 cm)











There are critics who see this style of photography as commodification and consumerism.  Adams was a lifelong environmentalist, but failed to show any of the impact of humans on the landscape, like the hotels and bars in the area.  Adams’ images of Yosemite contributed to the formation of National Parks in America in the 1950’s and have had a lasting impact on how America and Europe related to landscape photography and as Cosgrove (1998, p.258) states “Rather than challenging the conventions and ways of seeing in landscape the camera reinforced them.” 

The New Topographics
In the 1970’s a group of ten photographers were to become known in a term coined by William Jenkins, as the ‘New Topographics’ and viewed the landscape as a mass of human interventions, that they documented in a very different style.  Their first exhibition entitled ‘New Topographics - Images of a Man Altered Landscape’ was held in 1975 in New York.  After a 100 years of a photographic landscape model, they broke with tradition and in contrast to Ansel Adams work, “signs of human intervention dominated the image” (Giblett & Tolenen, 2012, p. 95).  
The ‘New Topographics’ title suggested a scientific approach with the use of the word topography, normally used for mapping the arrangement of natural and physical features, not of man made interventions.  The word again implied an objective rather than subjective approach but this was contrasted with the sub-title, to disrupt.  The aesthetic was mostly black and white, with centre framing and elements of irony and an environmental agenda. The landscape was not portrayed as an untouched wilderness.  Images highlighted the juxtaposition of man-made objects against the landscape and disrupted the idea of landscape photography, challenging the factual, even in it’s title.  The ‘New Topographics” became very aware of a “photograph’s artifice and construction”. (Giblett & Tolenen, 2012, p. 93).
  [image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-11%20at%2022.47.51.png](Gohlke, 1974)

Frank Gohlke’s suburban empty car park with the hills in the background optitimised the idea of the ‘New Topographics’.  The parking lot image empty of cars, people and sentiment but, not human intervention. 

Robert Adams, a ‘New Topographics’ exhibitor displayed ‘Mobile Homes’ also extoling the aesthetic, straight shooting, black and white, with the juxtaposition of human intervention and therefore not a pristine landscape.  




[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-11%20at%2022.30.56.png](Adams, 1973)
Mobile homes, Jefferson County, Colorado, (1973)Photograph: Robert Adams/George Eastman House collections/Fraenkel Gallery in San Francisco and Matthew Marks Gallery, New York







[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-12%20at%2000.04.45.png]

(Adams, 2003)
Clearcut Humbug Mountain, Clatsop County Oregon, 1999-2003. Images courtesy Colby College Museum of Art




Robert Adams later in 2000, produced a collection of images called ‘Turning Back’ that explored deforestation and the actions of timber extraction.  Talking about this body of work Adams explains the politics behind the images where “embedded in the tax laws of the state is the funding of schools, from the short term profits of commercial timber”.  
(Adams, 2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ax-pO-M7dQk). 
It’s clear that these images were challenging conventional landscape photography and had a political message, showing concern for the environment, growing urban sprawl and industrialisation, visibly focusing on the ‘blank spots’.

Contemporary Photographers
[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-12%20at%2018.15.35.png]The legacy of ‘The New Topographics” permeates to the current day and we can see their legacy through many contemporary photographers.  Political and environmental issues have become more prominent and demonstrate the use of ‘blank spots’ to raise these points.  

Andreas Gursky famously carefully, digitally removed any evidence of humans and industry from his photograph entitled Rhine II (1999).  Considered by some a modern play on traditional landscape photography, Gorsky describes it as an allegory, implying a hidden meaning. Trained under Hilla and Bernd Becher from the “New Topographic’ movement it appears to comment on our relationship to landscape and human intervention.  Gursky’s Rhine II echoes German landscape painting from the romantic [image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-12%20at%2018.14.57.png]era of sublime.Les Mées, 2016, by Andreas Gursky. Photograph: DACS, 2017, courtesy Sprüth Magers


In the exhibition entitled ‘Not Abstract’ Gorsky looks at the themes of mass production and industry and is this photo he is clearly referencing the ‘blank spots’ of landscape and the impact of human intervention whilst echoing sweeping vistas from more traditional landscapes.

Chloe Dewe Mathews photographs the ‘blank spots’ in her work entitled ‘Shot at Dawn’ depicting the places and exact location of where WWI deserters were shot. These landscapes appear innocent and random but the text brings forth a whole new meaning to what appears to be gentile British Countryside.  A political statement about the horrors of war and how the interventions of humans appear to erased over time.  Mathews reveals that there was often a slope at these sites as it limited the damage [image: ../../../../../../../Desktop/Screen%20Shot%202018-12-12%20at%2019.]from bullets to anything behind the victim.(Dewe Mathews, 2014. http://shotatdawn.photography/work/)










Edward Burtynsky
Burtynsky’s work confronts us with the ‘blind spots’ of human intervention with some stark photo’s of waste from the oil, manufacturing and livestock industries. Burtynsky talks about the “automobile” and connects it to oil spills, roads, military aircraft, industrialisation and the landscape.  Burtynsky says oil gives us essential energy it’s also “a source of dread, for its ongoing endangerment of our habitat”. (2015. https://www.edwardburtynsky.com/projects/photographs/oil).
Burtynsky uses large format to capture the detail of the landscapes and here in the ‘tire pile’ he gives us a glimpse of the original landscape being engulfed by human intervention and refers to the project as the “landscape of oil”.  

[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-08%20at%2023.27.51.png]
 






With this format we see the same detail as Ansel Adams showed in his work and the line continues through the ‘New Topographics” with the non-judgemental or unsentimental approach, devoid of people, centre framing and an environmental agenda, as we saw in Robert Adams work.  Burtynsky brings a new concept of awe to us in his images that brings both wonder and amazement and raises questions as you realise what you are actually seeing.  He appears to capture a beauty from these ‘blank spots’ alongside a sense of dread when you realise what you are being invited to witness.
“It began by humanity grabbing hold of an interesting idea, but now the idea has grown so large that, to me, it represents a reframing of the notion of sublime. It’s now the work of humans that has a fearful, awesome scale." (Burtynsky, 2012. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery/2012/may/11/dark-art-oil-pictures-edward-burtynsky).


Mishka Henner
[image: ../../../../../../../Desktop/Screen%20Shot%202018-12-13%20at%2000.]
(Mishka Henner, Staphorst Ammunition Depot, 2011, archival pigment print.)
©MISHKA HENNER/COURTESY BRUCE SILVERSTEIN GALLERY, NEW YORK






[image: ../../../../../../../Desktop/Screen%20Shot%202018-12-13%20at%2000.](Mishka Henner, Coronado Feeders, Dalhart, Texas, 2013, archival pigment print.)










[image: ../../Screen%20Shot%202018-12-12%20at%2019.56.10.png]
Henner has used arial photography to captur some disturbing and shocking ‘blank spots’.  The Coranado Feeders is a pool of blood from the mass slaughter of cattle for food consumption.  Here he directs the camera to first engage you in the eye catching pattern and then to make you question what you are seeing.  Human intervention as it is rarely seen by most people.
Henner uses satelite maps to look at areas of military secrecy and we find the highly pixaltaed areas of landscape are secretive weapons stores.


Conclusion
It’s hard to underestimate the significance of the ‘New Topographics’ movement on the history of landscape photography, it’s effects are evidently seen from the 70’s to today in contemporary images, as demonstrated.  Turning the camera on the ‘blind spot’ and raising questions about what was really going on in the landscape is still seen in contemporary images such as Burtinsky, and Gorsky.  Re-reading the ‘New Topographics’ it’s clear that this was a social comment of it’s time and a reaction to a century of idealised landscape photography and breaking from tradition.  Image makers have continued to ask questions and raise political agendas through their work focussing on the ‘blind spots’ as with Dewe Mathews’ and Henners’ work.

I think it’s also crucial to consider the British landscape, often depicted as a rural idyll of rolling hills and green pastures in early photographs and traditional romantic landscape painting.  This landscape is too made from human intervention, through husbandry and agricultural farming, without which Britain would be a very different landscape.  This concept also contains the politics of landscape covering ownership, wars, battles, policy making, industrialisation and the growth of cities. As Cosgrove suggests ‘landscape is a social product, the consequence of a collective human transformation of nature.’ (1998, p.14)

It appears that the landscape and humanity are in constant interaction and are not two separate entities and we are constantly engaged in a process of meaning making in relation to it.  It seems that objectivity is not possible for even the most insistent image makers as they are always subject to the socio-cultural perspective and historical context of their times however movements impacts do have longevity be it Ansel Adams or Robert Adams. 

In conclusion in the words of Cosgrove “landscape carries multiple layers of meaning” (1998 p.13).
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Oxford Tire Pile #8

Westley, California, USA, 1999
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Frank Gohlke (American, b. 1942)
LANDSCAPE, LOS ANGELES, 1974
George Eastman House collections.
© Frank Gohlke





image4.png




image5.png





Vi Coll 1708870
Photo Jouralam & ocuenentary Phtogrspry
Poul Dusrnco

Creats Fasearch

Acsgnmant EXC1599 Lins B kg Mg
Word Cout: 1827

puin
o N
e,
S R
e PO L L
T R e,
o e ek i ot

Uiy ot st s convrry s, o st ey
ey B s o S e e o
e e Ry

et s o ofpotsoh s e s 0
e s s ot o s sy e s o s
T e ——
P —

S e 10 o o of kg st o
e, Apsoeces v vt o lroncs o et ot
o, oo e documanaon o b nd h mp f . Moy
o ges vt nannenon o e prsonc of s st




