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with increasingly less to see that is genuinely new
and fresh. Perhaps this explains why a side-product
of the tourism project, Bored Cotples (1993), con-
wins one very intriguing image—a self-portrait of
Martin and Susie Parr enduring a continental
breakfast in a hotel. For here Parr is photographing
his own life, and despite the fictive quality that his
“bumped-up” color imparts, he too must endure
{or enjoy) the experiences that give it meaning.
By 1995, Parr had begun to realize that his con-
centration on the décors of consumption was too
broad. It set the scene, bur the action was else-
where—in the objects, the details of consumerism
iselfz I had to look more closely at the flotsam and
Jetsam of consumer society.” To do this he changed
his approach once more, picking up the techniques
of medical photography (a 35mm camera with a
close-up “macro” lens and a shadow-free “ring
flash™) to deliver the visual goods. Accumulating
commissions (which included one on “European
clichés” from the Nauonal Museum of Photog-
raphy in Bradford, West Yorkshire), he set out to
record in forensic detail as much of the ambiguiry
of modern life as he could. The images in Commion
Sense and Think of England (2000) make up “a fic-

“Inevitably, I am a tourist

tion based on reality” in Parr’s terms, their vivid
intensity accumulating a “statement which has at its
heart a contradiction or ambiguity—between trash
and tradition, berween love and hate—all the things
we are normally confronted with, because we are
torn between the two extremes. We want to find a
sort of middle ground. The ambiguity is inherent in
the subject matter.”

Much of Parr’s visual technique relies upon the
juxtaposition between the crass and the genteel, the
beautiful and the ugly, high and low class, high and
low culture. “In the Benidorm food pictures there
is a visceral quality, an unappetizing ugliness that I
wanted to convey,” he observes. “Food is such a
wonderful metaphor for culture; it is something
I've looked at very closely i the last five years, It
was something nobody else had looked at before, a
new field to exploit.”

After a career of 30 years in photography, Martin
Parr remains active on many fronts. I do TV, I do
fashion, I do advertising, editorial work, There is
nothing 1 won't do, because it 15 all equally inter-
esting, it is all a way of bringing imagery into the
world!" He is in the forefront of those photogra-
phers who have proved how hollow is the out-

moded distunction, stll being proposed quite
recently by figures like Peter Galassi at such conser-
vative art institutions as New York’s Museum of
Modern Art, that there is something differentanng
the motives that lie behind the making of ““vernac-
ular” as opposed to “art” photographs. Parr’s work
relies and trades on the genres and conventions of
“vernacular” commercial photography. Its wide-
spread acceptance by curators and other culeural
intermediaries throughout the world demonstrates
how misguided the vernacular/artistic distinction
can be. “They miss the point enurely. These barri-
ers have now totally evaporated. I'm the first one
through the fence, perhaps, but [ really like the idea
of spreading myself around and not sticking to one
department. The whole 1dea of crossover between
culture and photography 1s fascinatung to me.”

The Barbican Art Gallery in London will honor
Parr with a major retrospective exhibition in 2002.
Yet it is not certain that he will be ploughing the
same furrow by then. He 1s fascinated by America,
“an underphotographed country,” and by the rela-
tive backwardness of its photographic culture. As if
to demonstrate his appetite for the New World
(honed, it must be said, by many visits over the last

too. In the end you are just
one more bum on 2 seat or bed in a hotel”

20) years to such Parr-esque venues as Las Vegas), he
showed me his new artist’s book. It offers almost
500 machine-prints of scenes from the delightful
town of Boring, Oregon. In its attention to the
unconsidered but essential features of American life,
this work 1s a clear indication of Parr’s contention
that the visualization of American society and cul-
ture 15 ripe for the same shake-up that he gave
Britain in the 1980s and 1990s. All 1 can say 1s,
Watch out America: Parr is coming.

Recent publications by Martin Parr include, from Dewi
Lewis Publishing, Autoportrait (2000), Common
Sense (1999), and The Last Resort (second ed.,
1998); also, from Phaidon Press, Think of England and
Boring Postcards USA (both 2000} and Boring
Postcards (1998). His prints are available in New York
at_Janet Borden. His IWeb site 15 <wninemartinparrcom>,

Peter Hamilton is a historian, sociologist, and curator of

photography, and the author of several monographs on
photographers and their work.
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(Fig. 1) (Left)

Jolin Sragkowski, *
Sereen Door.
Hudsan, Wisconsin,
gelatin silver prim
1950, All photo-
araphs couriesy
Pace/MacGill,

New York.

ohn Szarkowski has had a vivid impact on pho-
tography as a curator and writer for 40 years
and is still going strong. In 1970, I saw a show
curated by him that completely changed my view
of the medium. Bill Brandt; Photographs was the first
photography exhibition at the Hayward Gallery in
London, A generation of British exhibition-goers
realized, for the first time, that photography could
be a vehicle for the imagination. No subsequent
Brande show has caught the essence of the photog-
rapher’s vision quite so well.

My second epiphany came with Walker Evans, a
catalogue published by the Museum of Modern
Art, New York, in 1971. Szarkowski’s essay reminds
me now of a book in my grandfather’s library: a
version of The Bible Designed To Be Read as Lit-
erature. The introduction to Evans was art history
written with the gusto and finesse we hope to find
in any writing—aside from letters from the bank
and law reports. The crincal eye and compelling
prose were formidable attributes in a curator. (One
has to be on one’s guard, though, when reading
Szarkowski. Jokes arrive without warning. Ill-sup-
pressed snorts of laughter can be embarrassing in
confined spaces like airplanes.)

This article is about the making of John Szar-
kowski in the late 1940s and 50s, prior to his arrival
at the Museum of Modern Art as director of the
department of photography in 1962—plus a glance
at what he has been doing since retiring from that
position in 1991 Why write such an article now?
There is a great reason: Szarkowski's book The Idea
of Louis Sullivan has just been reissued.' It first came
out in 1956. I have known the book for years, but
not until now did I read the texts and photographs
together and the whole volume cover-to-cover.
(Superb printing in the new edition, by the way.)
The book is a revelation about Sullivan—bur also
about Szarkowski, whose outstanding work as a
photographer disappeared for years behind his own
curatorial shadow. Now we can see the young
Szarkowski with clarity. We can recognize that the
youthful photographer was father to the mature
curator—and also to the even more mature pho-
tographer of recent years.

I discussed Szarkowski’s photographs with him
last summer at his house in East Chatham, New
York, and subsequently by e-mail. (From here on 1
hope the reader will be content if | refer to our
subject as JS.) [t struck me that the Sullivan photo-
graphs—of which more in a moment—were so
accomplished that something pretry good must
have preceded them. | knew that JS had settled on
a photographic career at an eatly age. "l considered
myself a photographer from the time [ decided, no,

Phe

I was not a clarinet player, which was probably
when [ was 16" A year later, at 17, he enrolled as
an art history major at the University of Wisconsin,
where he studied from 1943 to 1948, It was a fine
department, headed by Oskar Hagen and harbor-
ing two other distinguished professors, James Wat-
rous and John Fabian Kienitz. Of course, in those
days the history of photography was not part of art
history, nor was it offered in the studio art depart-
ment. However, as |S put it in a BBC interview we
recorded some years ago,

Omne could sit in a dark room and
look at pictures, and I thought that
might be useful, I didn’t have a care-
fully wrought theory of why it
would be useful, but | thought it
might be good for somebody that
wanted to make well-made pictures
to look at other people’s well-made
pictures. And then, of course, one got
interested in not only the fact that
they were well made, but that they
were about various interesting ideas,
and that they were parts of interest-
ing traditions, and that they had a
family life.!

I recently asked if 1 could see some of his early
photographs and JS sent me copies. | was particu-
larly struck by Sereen Door, Hudson, Wisconsin (1950)
{fig. 1) and School, Town of Lincoln (1951). I scented
a connection with Walker Evans. When, I asked,
had JS first come across Evanss American Photo-
graphs (exh. cat., Museum of Modern Art, New
York, 1938)? Had it been a holy book for him? His
reply confirmed my guess, but then took off in an
unexpected and fascinating direction:

I knew American Photographs before [
knew anything to speak of about
Sheeler or Weston; an art history pro-
fessor of mine named John Fabian
Kienitz told me to go buy it, proba-
bly to keep me quiet for a while
about photography. The book mysti-
fied me completely. It seemed o me
all facts and no art, excepr for the one
of the woman in the striped blouse in
front of the barber shop—I could see
the cleverness in that one. More than
half a century later, the book is stll
getung better for me.

In about 48 or 49 | invested a major
part of my liquid assets in Fifiy
Photogmaphs by Edward Weston [ca.
1947], a very great book which had a
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Fig. 2} [Righa
John Searkowski
The Guaranty (o

Prudentied) Budding,

Buuffalo, New York,
I504-103,

silver print. 1951

From The kiva of
Lonts Sullivan,

p 119

Fig 3

Dppuwsite page
John Senrkowski
The Cuenrvnty: frow

FProcteaticl] Huliding.

Ruffato, New York
189415, gelatin
sibver prmt. 1951
Froa The ldv of
Lassein Suffivar.

po 117,

much more immediate effect on me
than Evans, because of the physical
seductiveness of the work, Both Sereen
Door and Schoollionse have more to do
with Westan's marvelous Church Dogr,
Hornitos [1940] than with Evans, al-
though without looking first at Evans
I might not have understood it.

It’s too late now, of course, but if you had seen
the screen door photograph without knowing its
author, to whom would you have attributed it? The
significance of extreme edges in the picture, like
the planks at the base, might remind you of Walker
Evans, and the sensuous textures of Edward Wes-
ton. However, perhaps you agree with me that it

does not resemble a Weston photograph so much as
the work of one of his young followers in the
1940s, someone like, say, Minor White, The photo-
graph is not a descriptive document but an imagi-
native space, or if it is partly the former, this is
mainly in service of the lacter. Once inside the zinc
mesh, those rough planks become planed and
painted porch boards. The play of light and shade is
beautifully done, but the key to the image is the
clever overlapping of the two light-toned shapes at
the lower left. A fret-worked lozenge (part of the
screen door) floats around the oval of a doormat to
make a third form. This strange entity flutters with-
in the space for a moment until we disentangle the
clements. | would guess that the negatnve was
exposed and developed precisely to allow the print
to capture this moment of light confusion (as well
as, of course, to provide a tonally convincing treat-
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ment of all the other features of the subject). It s a
young man’s investigation of the art of picture-
making—inspired by Weston's Church Door, Hor-
niros, perhaps, but not really hke it, and already
belonging to a new sensibility. If this early photo-
graph is a mirror, reflecting the mind in an act of
perception, the book that followed resembles a
critical window,

In his preface to the new edition of The Idea of
Louis Sullivan, JS explains how the work began: *1
had been caprivated by Sullivan’s Kindergarten Chats
[1901-02], brought back into print in 1947 by Paul
Theobald—an act that was surely crucial to other
lives than my own. I think that the book was
brought to my attention by my great, now late,

friend Arthur Carrara, the
Chicago architect; he was
in any case my guide to
Sullivan’s great book, and
the one who encouraged
me not to be concerned
about the passages of windy
rhetoric but to get on to
the good parts” In 1951,
JS set himself the rask of
photographing Sullivan’s
189495 Guaranty (now
Prudential) Building in the
city of Buffalo, New York.
His portfolio of 15 prints
of that building formed
the basis of a successful ap-
plication to the Guggen-
heim Fellowship for funds
to complete the book. The
story of that application
and—in the course of gar-
nering support for it—his visit to Frank Llovd
Wright in Taliesin is one of ]SS most hilarious
pieces of writing.

The way JS photographed Sullivan's Guaranty
Building was new. A dozen of the Guaranty Buld-
ing photographs appear in the book (fig. 2 and fig.
3), and they justify a claim made in the "Photog-
rapher’s Foreword™ reprinted from the 1956 edi-
tion. The first paragraph heralds the now-famihiar
Szarkowsk: style: “The building was old and dirny
and largely lost among its newer, larger neighbors.
Like a diamond n a pile of broken glass, it stopped
few passersby.” However, his text also anucipates a
style of thinking:

Obviously 1t was necessary to photo-
graph the building immediately, be-
fore it was further defaced. As 1 be-




Series.Folder:

Szowleposhes

Collection:

APF

FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

oclefhy tl-
i)

~L

B st ol
B A .
S et A e ; e

: rreairrs: e - F o i e
= LAl X > . o S A S P S A S A A 2

W
Q
e
=
[=]
=
<
t
-
c
e
@
b=
(=]
=
-
o
=
3
W
W
=]
=
Y
£
=

S A i o




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

Collection:

Series.Folder:

APF

Szowleushs ~ Lock

(Oppomtr pagy,
ehimhwine from g
left) (Fig. 4)

John Searkowski.
The Watmonght
Building, St Lowds,
1590, gelatin silver
prant. From T
Tdea of Lowis Sul-
fivaar, . 64

(Fie. 5)

Johm Searkowski,

Steymeens Winesap
Sfrom Barn. gelutin
silver pring, 1997

(Fig. 6)

Jolin Searkowski.
Back Seratcher. near
Mudlen, Nelreashe.
gelutin silver print,
1600,

gan to work | found, to my own sur-
prise, that I was seeing this building
not with the decorous disinterest with
which a photographer is supposed to
approach a work of formal architec-
ture, but as a real building, which peo-
ple had worked in and maimed and
ignored and perhaps loved, and which
I felt was deeply important. 1 found
myself concerned not only with the
buildings art-facts but with its life-
facts (Lows Sullivan had claimed they
were the same). This concern began
to show in the photographs, and the
idea grew.... In our own day perhaps
the best architectural photographs
have been the casual products of the
photographer-journalist, where the
life that surrounds and nourishes the
building is seen or felt. If to such an
approach were added an understand-
ing of architectural form, photogra-
phy might become a powerful critical
medium, rather than a superfically
descriptive one.

Could the shabby and bewildered building in fig.
2 really be the magmficent structure, like an avenue
of cedars, that we see in fig. 37 Or look at the book’s
cover picture, in which the graceful aspirations and
ornamental generosity of Sullivan’s Wainwright
Building in St. Louis (built in 1890) are critcally
contrasted with the architectural mediocrity around
it, whether monumental or meager in scale (fig. 4).
The camera is aimed with a smiper’s precision. Gen-
erously conceived, visionary buildings fall on hard
times, as is shown with rueful wrony in such pictures
as that of the Schiller (later Garrick) Theater, Chi-
cago, 1891-92. It stands like a democratic giant
stranded among febrile commercial pygmies—stood,
rather, untl it was demolished in 1961.

The book presents us with the interactions
between Sullivan's grand vision and urban actuality,
plus another series of interactions between selected

texts by Sullivan and others and the photographs of

his buildings, Thus, from the beginning of his ca-
reer, ]S has worked in an imaginative space where
words and images meet. His photographs show
that, like George Eliot of Middlemarch, he has an
overriding interest in another meeting place: that
between individual vision and social circumstance,
or the would-be absolute and the necessarily con-
tingent. It seems obvious now, but JS was a curator
from the start—Dbeginning as curator of Sullivan’s
buildings and reputation. He did what curators do:

preserve, present, interpret, and champion.*

St Janmary-February 2001

Post-recirement in 1991, JS produced another
deft compilation of found words and hfi own
photographs—NMy. Bristols Barn (1997). This book
paired images of an old timber barn on his proper-
ty with a Civil-War era diary by a neighbor.
Stayman Winesap from Barn (1997, fig. 5), made too
late for that book, continues the story of the barn
and the seasons, It is as elegant and resonant as Walt
Whitman's short poem “A Farm Picture,” which
begins, “Through the ample open door of the
peaceful country barn...." I am glad to report that JS
has taken his 5x4-in. camera on a number of pho-
tographic forays in recent years. With his nephew.
the Houston photographer John Childs, and his old
friends Richard Benson and Lee Friedlander, JS
photographed Big Bend, Texas, in 1998, Nebraska in
1999, and Upper Michigan in 2000. We close with
a new photograph of grear simplicity from these
travels (fig. 6). Let us put alongside it these lines from
Wallace Stevens:*...the bride/Is never naked. A fic-
tive covering/Weaves always glistening from the
heart and mind” We read a picture like this in the
light of all we know of its maker. and everything he
has given us in words and pictures,

'John Szarkowski, The Idea of Louis Sullivan. With an
introduction by Terence Raley, Boston, New York, and
London, 2000.

*Mark Haworth-Booth, “Interview: John Szarkowsk:”
History of Photography 15/4 (Winter 1991), pp. 30206,
Thid.

“The story of how S joined the staff of the Museum of
Modern Art 1s entertaimingly described by Douglas
Nickel in “John Szarkowski: An Interview,” History of
Photography 19/2 (Summer 1995), pp.135-42.The archi-
tectural strand in JS% career keys to that of his wife, Jill
Anson, She has worked for many years at the Municipal
Art Society of New York, which played an important
role n the preservation and subsequent refurbishment
of, among other buildings, Grand Central Station, How
wonderful it would be if Sullivan’s grandest public space,
the Chicago Auditorium, could similarly emjoy such a
renassance,

My thanks to John Szarkowski for all his help on this
article. The “Idea of John Szarkowski™ can also be traced
in another new book by him: Afger, published by the
Museum of Modern Art, New York, and Callaway, 2000

Mark Haworth-Booth is curator of photographs at the
Victoria & Albert Museum, London, His next exlibition
is Rural England through a Victorian Lens: Ben-
jamin Brecknell Turner, which opens in April and wall
tavel to the Meropolitan Museum of Art, New York,

Jamaary=March, 2002.
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Seeing

By Kim Curtis 5. =
Associated Press |

SAN FRANCISCO — The first com-
prehensive exhibition of Ansel
Adams’ work since he died in 1984
reinforces his status as America’s
foremost nature photographer and
secures a place for his work on
museum walls.

“The idea of the exhibition is to
try to show Adams as an artist, not as
a conservationist or a politician or a
photography teacher,” said John
Szarkt:dwt%lu,s}ivho knew Adams and
cura e show, which opens Sat-
urday at the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art.

Szarkowski spent nearly four
years going through a dozen public
and private collections looking for
the best prints of Adams’ finest pho-
tos. He came away with a new un-
derstanding of how Adams saw the
world.

“The great central gift that Ansel
made to the rest of us is the realiza-
tion that the natural world is not a
static thing,” Szarkowsldi said. “It's
not fundamentally a matter of geolo-
gy. It's aliving, changing, organic
thlng..li

Sandra Phillips, SFMoMA's senior
curator of photography, added that
“Some of the pictures we all know,
but fully a third of them will be
unknown. [ think it will be a starker
show, a more visually complicated
but interesting show,” she said.

Adams' black and white images
were highly detailed and unusually
lighted. He often cropped out the sky
or the foreground and chose instead
to focus on a stump or a boulder field
or a sheer granite wall.

He worked much of his magic in
the darkroom, often printing the
same negative hundreds of times to
try to imbue the photo with the pas-
sion he felt for its subject matter.

In Moonrise, Hernandez, New
Mexico, considered by many to be
Adams’ masterwork, a nearly full
moon in a darkening sky looks down
on an ethereal glow from the setting
sun on the crosses in a small ceme-

tery.

Adams actually took the photo in
midafternoon, says Mary Street
Alinder, who co-wrote Adams’ auto-
biography and said she has the only
“straight print"” of the original. The
sky was actually light blue and dotted
with clouds, and the foreground
appears to be flat.

e I/

Adams in new tht

Eric Risberg/Associated Press

John Szarkowski, director emeritus of the department of photography at the

, stands by an Ansel Adams photograph

Museum of Modern Art, New York City
taken in 1949 titled “Yosemite Valley Thunderstorm,” at the San Francisco

Museum of Modern Art.

“What Ansel wanted is not just
the reality of what came through the
lens of his camera,” she said. “He
wanted to take it to another level.”

A companion coffee-table book
featuring 137 prints is in bookstores
this week to commemorate the cen-
tennial of the birth of Adams, a San
Francisco native whose images
“motivated the country to getona
preservation p&th,” says Bruce
Hamilton, conservation director for
the Sierra Club.

Adams was born Feb. 20, 1902,
the only child of Charles Hitchcock
Adams, a businessman, and Olive
Bray. He may have been hyperactive
or dyslexic when he was young and
did not do well in school. He was
essentially self-taught, and his for-
mal education ended with the equiv-
alent of eighth grade.

His first visit to Yosemite Valley
was with his family in 1916. He took .

dbout30 photographs Using his new.

Kodak Brownie, his first camera.

“There was nothing very unusual
in 1916 about a 14-year-old child of 2
middle-class family making snap-
shots on the family vacation,” Szar-
kowski writes in Ansel Adams at 100,
available in bookstores today. “Nor
did the first snaps of the young Ad-
ams indicate any special genius, al-
though one might say they were
neatly framed. The snaps were
memory aids. ... Yosemite took hold
of the child, and for the rest of his life
he returned as frequently as he
could.”

Adams did show early promise as
a pianist, though, and by 21 he con-
sidered himself a professional musi-
cian. It wasn't until 1930 thathe
turned instead to photography —
and Yosemite. |

He moved from San Francisco toa
home and studio overlooking Califor-
nia’s Big Sur coast, south of Carmel,
in 1962. His phone number was
always listed, his door always open,
and hie found himself spending most
of his time teaching. -

Experts agree that the bulk of
Adams’ best work was done in the
1930s and early 1940s.

“Those are the years when he
was really an original figure, SFMo-
MA's Phillips said. “Later, he was n-
terested in making his work accessi-
ble forvery good reasons, because
the environment from which he
drew inspiration ... was being
threatened.”

Adams was a tireless proponent of
photography as art, co-founding the
world's first museum department of
photography in 1940 at the Museum
0

“He stood up and said, “This isa
beautiful art medium on its own," "
Alinder said.

While he long enjoyed fame,
Adams achieved financial stability
through his work only a few years
before his death.

u‘n;.b
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He was accused of

ignoring the Depression,
World War II and many

social issues. ... “But
he felt beauty can give
something. that nothing
else can. He felt it was
at the toughest time in
the human condition
that we need beauty to
help el

remin

o

The Ansel Adams Trust, which
oversees the production of books,
posters and calendars, sells more
than 500,000 Adams pieces a year,
trustee William Turnage says. “It's
the most successful single-artist
publishing program in the country,”
he said.

Adams’ photographs have never
been more in demand, according to
Sotheby’s auction house. Prices
range from less than $10,000 to as
much as $60,000.

“That doesn't include prices that
private galleries have gotten that
may be a good deal lughex;" said

Chris Mahoney in Sotheby's photo-~
graph department.

And, artistically, Adams remains a
strong presence among contempo-
rary photographers.

“All landscape photographers
measure their achievement even to-
day either by their rebellion against
Ansel Adams or by their creative
emulation of his work,” said Robert
Adams, best-known for his pho-
tographs chronicling the urbaniza-
tion of the Colorado Rockies, and no

" relation to Ansel. “If we feel uneasy

in our love of Ansel Adams’ art, it's
because his art doesn't always seem
adequately to acknowledge, much
less to reconcile, the unpleasant
aspects of contem life.”

Many of Adams’ contemporaries
believed he was taking pictures of
the wrong things at the wrong time
and saw his work as irrelevant. He
was accused of ignoring the Depres-
sion, World Waz IT and many social
issues.

“He was criticized for taking pic-
tures of rocks while the world disin-
tegrated around him,” Alinder said.
“But he felt beauty can give some-
thing that nothing else can. He felt it
was at the toughest time'inthe
human condition that we néed beau-
ty to help get us through, toremind

ofthegreatmmgsmhfe.]utare
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‘The Gallery: An Ansel Adams Centennial

A Birthday Show Avoids His Big,
Later Prints in Favor of Earlier
And Far More Intimate Ones

By DavID LITTLEIOHN

San Francisco

HE FACT THAT HE WAS BORN in

this city a century ago next Febru-

ary is the stated reason for “Ansel
‘Adams at 100,” an exhibition of 114 photo-
graphic prints that just opened at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art. It will
proceed, after it closes here in January, on
one of the grandest tours any art exhibi-
tion has been given since the treasures of
King Tut: to the Art Institute in Chicago,
the Hayward Gallery in London, the Kunst-
bibliothek in Berlin, the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art and the Museum of
Modern Art in New York. e

To win that sort of an itinerary one
must come up with a better justification
for an exhibition than a birthday, espe-
cially of an artist already so widely visible
and perhaps too popular for his own
~good—even before his death in 1984. In
fact, John Szarkowski, who put together
this exTibition—as he did the 1979 Adams
retrospective at MoMA—refused to mount
one more show of Adams's Greatest Hits,
Like many people in the contemporary art
scene, he seems eager to distance himself
from the “later” Ansel Ad-- -
ams—the burly, bearded sage
of Point Lobos who all but
abandoned taking pictures in
favor of making large, high-
contrast (and high-priced)
prints of his earlier work, ad-
vising presidents on wilder-
ness preservation, socializ-
ing, teaching, writing letters
and managing his estate and
his image.

In his attempt to win Ad-
ams back to the world of seri-
ous art lovers from the ped-
dlers and purchasers of his
posters and calendars, Mr.
Szarkowski has generally
avoided what he regards as
the oversize, overdramatized
prints made by Adams and
others over the last 40 years,
Instead, he looked for what
are called “vintage
prints" —those made by the

This selective approach means that mu-
seumgoers are obliged to examine dozens
of small works mounted behind glass and
hung close together, in four coolly lit gal-
leries that are likely to become very
crowded. (Only about a quarter of the
prints are larger than & by 10 inches.) To
accompany the exhibition, Little, Brown
has published a $150, 13-by-15-inch catalog
with reproductions (most of them full-size)
of such extraordinary quality that one can
sometimes see more detail in the inked
print on the page than the chemical print
on the wall. A smaller, soft-cover version
costs $50.

Adams’s microscopically sharp de-
tail—achieved by means of long exposures
through tiny apertures—tempts us to want
to see enlargements of his pictures, so we

can gasp over the precisely etched pine
needles, leaf veins and granite cracks, the
fine detail of distant objects. Big posters
on sale in the museum shop allow one to
indulge this craving—while making clear
that, even for epic panoramas, bigger is
not necessarily better.

Mr. Szarkowski has included two pairs
of early and later prints made from the
same negatives. In a version of “Aspens,
Northern New Mexico” made soon after
it was shot in 1958, a palisade of slender
white tree trunks is almost lost.in
shadow, as is the base of foliage in the

front. The semitransparent, light-struck
leaves of two foreground trees stand out
in handsome contrast. In a 1976 print,
the wall of trunks leaps forward, the foli-
age looks spotlit, and the foreground
leaves appear to be lit by electricity
rather than the sun. In a similar pair of
prints of “Mount McKinley and Wonder
Lake,” the more popular 1978 ver-
sion—which Mr. Szarkowski has called
“egregiously inferior” to the 1949 version
that hangs alongside it—looks almost
computer-created, so aggressively unnatu-
ral are its shadows, reflections and con-
trasts.

But exaggerated, “unnatural” con-
trasts of black and white—pitch-black
earth, sky or shadows set against whiter-
than-white clouds, snow, spray or
stone—were an essential part of Adams'’s
aesthetic from the start. In a photograph

Adams took at age 16, in 1918, of a dark,
cubistic, house-size rock off Land's End in
San Francisco, at once battered and ca-
ressed by ocean surf, his tastes for stark,
primal contrasts of tone and minute tex-
tural detail are already evident.

Ansel Adams's ‘Aspens, Northern New Mexico' front 1958.

photographer soon after a pic-
fure was taken. (Adams often
made these the same size as the nega-
tives.) Only six of the 114 prints here are
listed as having been made after 1970; only
six of the pictures were taken after 1950,
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And those tastes never changed. If pho-
tography forced us to resee and redefine
the world in black, gray and white, he
would give us the blackest blacks, the whit-
est whites, the most dramatic range of
grays—even if it meant many hours in the
darkroom correcting nature's inadequate
tones. Patience and technology allowed a
tripod-fixed 8-by-10 view camera to cap-
ture far more detail than any human eye
could see; so Adams shows every sunshot
pockmark on a boulder, every wavy stria-
tion on a dead stump or mountain wall.

Adams was quite candid about his un-
faithfulness to “nature,” his manipulation
of the subject in front of his lens, whether
it was the Grand Canyon or a scattering of
pine needles in a pond. He would wait
hours for the precise arrangement of

clouds and sunlight he needed. Sunrise
and moonrise, threatening or clearing
thunderstorms served him spectacularly
well. Selected rays of sunlight could (if
you were lucky or waited long enough)
illuminate just the place you wanted,
while dark clouds or skies left adjacent
areas in deepest grays or blacks. You or [
could go back to Yosemite for 60 consecu-
tive years (as he did), and yet never see
the thin thread of waterfall struck by light
that he discovered in a valley of shadows;
or the sharp prow of El Capitan illumined
by the finest line of silver.

Admirers of Adams's work generally
fall into one of three categories. The first
and largest group are the nature loy-
ers—people who regard inaccessibly high
mountains, crashing ocean waves and
very old rocks and trees as what 18th-cen-
tury writers called the Sublime. Mr.
Szarkowski argues that the innermost im-
pulses behind Adams's visions of nature
were not so much artistic as spiritual, in a
vague, nonreligious, pantheistic way. He
saw, if not the hand of,God, at least evi-
dence of the transcendental in the ancient,
untrod reaches of America's Western wil-
derness (no human presence ever defiles
his landscapes), as well as in close-up,
exquisitely composed images of a dead
tree stump, pine needles in a pond, wild-
flowers growing out of a crack in the
rocks.

The second group of admirers includes
serious photographers. What-
ever they may think of Ad-
ams's preferred subjects and
effects, they still learn a great
deal about their craft from his
wise, conscientious, painstak-
ing methods. His subjects may
now seem less timeless than
19th-century-romantic,  his
taste in contrast and detail ex-
aggerated, even melodra-
matic. But no one knew better
than he did where, when and
how to shoot a picture, how to
frame and compose, how to
bend light and shadow to suit
one's own ends and then bend
them still further in the dark-
room.

As neither a photographer

nor a Sierra Club pantheist, I

fall into the third and most crit-

ical category of Adams's ad-

mirers, the art lovers. In both

this exhibition and its catalog,

I found myself taking note of

his tonal preferences and stud-

ied effects, and admiring his meticulous

craft, instead of responding with the emo-

tional complexity and inner dialogue one
expects from serious art.

Other dissatisfied critics have called
his works “too perfect,” and in one sense
they are. Their composition and detail are
so finely wrought that they leave little
room for any response other than stunned
contemplation. After a while, the nonbe-
liever tires of the transcendental sublime.

Even so, I love the big catalog and
found no fault whatever with 36 works
taken and printed between 1935 and 1950,
These include the blown-spray series of
five Old Faithfuls and five Yosemite water-
falls; a tree detail and a Zen lake; a stand
of aspens in Colorado; Grand Canyon
from Point Sublime; a dark strut of Rain-
bow Bridge; two elongated, glacier-pol-
ished slabs; the famous sun-struck field of
stones out of Manzanar; and “Rocks, Ala-
bama Hills,” a mysterious, otherworldly
image I had never seen before.

Phe
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Ansel Adams at 100
By John Szarkowski
Little, Brown, $150

Ever affable, Ansel Adams was not an especially
rigorous critic of his own work. He often showed
his worst work next to his best. Documenting
Sierra Club outings in the late 1920s, Adams
offered members prints at a dollar apiece from
any negative not wholly overexposed, allowing
them to choose what they liked by sorting
through massive albums of proofs.

Now, 100 years after his birth, Adams finally
has the editor he deserves: john Szarkowski,
former director of the photography department
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York and
the curator of the recent Ansel Adams retrospec-
tive at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
For the retrospective’s catalogue. Szarkowski
selected over 100 prints, early and late, covering

the Yosemite territory and beyond. He also contributed an introductory essay discussing not
only Adams's innovations in printing but also the effect of his training as a concert pianist on
his art. It's one of the first fresh views in years of the overexposed photographer’s work,

And that’s just the start. In keeping with the high standards of reproduction Adams helped
establish six decades back (some readers still assume that he tipped original prints into his
books), the publisher has used a tritone process to lay down plates rich in shade and sharp in
detail on imported French paper. Adams would have been ebullient. J.5.K.
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ATGET. By John Szarkowski. (Museum of Modern Art/Callaway,
$60.) EUGENE ATGET: Paris, 1857-1927. Essay by Andreas Krase.
Edited by Hans Christian Adam. (Taschen, $39.99.) Szarkowski’'s book on
the work of Eugéne Atget, published this year, is one of the best new books
to advance the notion that photographs we think of as works of art are sat-
isfying not only on their own terms but also because they engage the world
of ideas. In the case of Atget, the early-20th-century documentarian of
Paris and its environs, the pictures are so vividly direct that they invite
ruminations of the sort Szarkowski is well equipped to deliver. “Atget”
beautifully reproduces 100 pictures from the collection of the Museum of {

odern Art, each paired with a commentary by the author. The format is
much the same as that of Szarkowski’s classic text “Looking at Photo-
graphs™ (1873), but concentrated on a single artistic sensibility.

Luckily, Atget's sensibility and Szarkowski’s are entirely consonant,
and the intellectual meanders of the author prove to be of the same order
as the perambulations of the photographer. Who else could begin a com-
mentary about a picture of a cottage cistern by noting, “We now have
pumps so deep-reaching and powerful that we can draw down even the
Oglala aquifer, the ocean of fresh water underneath the Great Plair_ms,l
which once seemed inexhaustible’? Or conclude, in writing about a pic-

e P TS

Photography

ture of an apple tree in bloom, “If the tree grew in the
right part of Normandy the distillate could be called
Calvados, but it was doubtless also good in other neigh-
borhoods"? True, Szarkowski's prose style has be-
come increasingly mandarin since “Looking at Pho-
tographs,” but it remains mesmerizing — and his in-
sights into Atget's world are, as he says of the pho-
tographs themselves, “‘as plain and as nourishing as
good bread.”

Szarkowski’s “Atget” is not to be confused with
another volume, “Eugéne Atget,” edited by Hans
Christian Adam, which is less faithful in its reproduc-
tions but equally edifying. Part of an impressive pho-
tography series from the Taschen publishing house
that includes books on Karl Blossfeldt, Edward S. Cur-
tis, Man Ray and others, it delivers a great deal of in-
formaﬂcgn at a budget price. There are more than 250
reproductions, a succinct introductory text that incor-
porates the latest Atget scholarship, and biographical
and bibliographical entries. The pictures come from a
variety of museum collections, most of them in
France, and the texts are printed in German, French
and English, making this an international enterprise.
Taschen’s series seems particularly aimed at stu-
dents, but in a way that should not exclude anyone.

ARCHIVES
PAMPHLET
FILE

A street vendor selling lampshades, 1899-1900; from *

‘Atget,”" by John Szarkowski.
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Ansel-lary Rights

Even though John Szarkowski, the curator of Ansel Adams at 100, was a longtime direc-
tor of Moma's photography department, it won't be until July 2003, a year after Adams's

hee

NEW YORK AUGUST 20, 2001

centenary, that the preeminent nature photographer's retrospective makes its way to town
from San Francisco. Until then, you'll have to content yourself with the companion book
(Little, Brown, $150). Szarkowski's introduction precedes 114 superior prints of Adams
photographs, from established classics to surprisingly intimate scenes (like Aspens, North-

ern New Mexico, 1958, pictured)
and even a rare urban shot of
Wall Street. Every copy comes
with one framable print—though
everyone gets the same 1937
photo of the Dolores River
Canyon, so don't be shocked if
your Ansel-loving friends all
seem to have dentical taste.
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By Kim Curtis 5. "™

Associated Press

SAN FRANCISCO — The first com-
prehensive exhibition of Ansel
Adams' work since he died in 1984
reinforces his status as America's
foremost nature photographer and
secures a place for his work on
museum walls.

“The idea of the exhibition is to
try to show Adams as an artist, not as
a conservationist or a politician or 2
photography teacher,” saidJohn *
Szarkowski, who knew Adams and
curated the show, which opens Sat-
urday at the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art.

Searkowski spent nearly four
years going througha dozen public
and private collections looking for
the best prints of Adams’ finest pho-
tos. He came away with a new un-
derstanding of how Adams saw the
world.

“The great central gift that Ansel
made to the rest of us is the realiza-
tion that the naturél worldis nota
static thing,"” Szarkowski said. “It’s
not fundamentally a matter of geolo-
gy. It'sa living, changing, organic
thing."

Sandra Phillips, SFMoMA's senior
curator of photography, added that
“Some of the pictures we all know,
but fully a third of them will be
unknown. I think it will be a starker
show, a more visually complicated
but interesting show,” she said.

Adams’ black and white images
were highly detailed and unusually
lighted. He often cropped out the sky
or the foreground and chose instead
to focus on a stump or a boulder field
or a sheer granite wall.

He worked much of his magic in
the darkroom, often printing the
same negative hundreds of times to
try to imbue the photo with the pas-
sion he felt for its subject matter.

In Moonrise, Hernandez, New
Mexico, considered by many to be
Adams’ masterwork, a nearly full
moon in a darkening sky looks down
on an ethereal glow from the setting
sun on the crosses in a small ceme-
tery.

Adams actually took the photoin
midafternoon, says Mary Street
Alinder, who co-wrote Adams’ auto-
hiography and said she has the only
“straight print” of the original. The
sky was actually light blue and dotted
with clouds, and the foreground
appears to be flat.

Seeing Adams in new light

Eric Risberg/Associated Press

John Szarkowski, director emeritus of the department of photography at the

, stands by an Ansel Adams photograph

Museum of Modern Art, New York City
taken in 1949 titled “Yosemite Valley Thunderstorm,” at the San Francisco

Museum of Modern Art.

" “What Ansel wanted is not just
the reality of what came through the
lens of his camera,” she said. “He
wanted to take it to another level.”

A companion coffee-table book
featuring 137 prints is in bookstores
this week to commemorate the cen-
tennial of the birth of Adams, a San’
Francisco native whose images
“motivated the country to getona
preservation p&th,” says Bruce
Hamilton, conservation director for
the Sierra Club.

Adams was born Feb. 20, 1902,
the only child of Charles Hitchcock
Adams, a businessman, and Olive
Bray. He may have been hyperacuve
or dyslexic when he was young and
did not do well in school. He was
essentially self-taught, and his for-
mal education ended with the equiv-
alent of eighth grade.

His first visit to Yosemite Valley
was with his family in 1916. He took

about 30 photographs using his new: .

Kodak Brownie, his first camera.

“There was nothing very unusual
in 1916 about a 14-year-old child of a
middle-class family making snap-
shots on the family vacation,” Szar-
kowski writes in Ansel Adams at 100,
available in bookstores today. “Nor
did the first snaps of the young Ad-
ams indicate any special genius, al-
though one might say they were
neatly framed. The snaps were
memory aids. ... Yosemite took hold
of the child, and for the rest of his life
he returned as frequently as he
could.”

Adams did show early promise as
apianist, though, and by 21 he con-
sidered himselfa professional musi-
cian, It wasn't until 1930 that he
turned instead to photography —
and Yosemite. L

He moved from San Franciscotoa
home and studio overlooking Califor-
nia's Big Sur coast, south of Carmel,
in 1962. His phone number was
always listed, his door always open,
and he found hirr}selfspmdmgmost

of his time teaching.  °

Experts agree that the bulk of
Adams’ best work was done in the
1930s and early 1940s.

“Those are the years when he
was really an original figure,” SFMo-
MA's Phillips said. “Later; he was in-
terested in making his work accessi-
ble for very good reasons, because
the environment from which he
drew inspiration ... Was being
threatened.”

Adams was a tireless proponent of
photography as art, co-founding the
world's first museum department of
photography in 1940 at the Museum

o ;

“He stood up and said, ‘This isa
beautiful art medium on its own,’ *
Alinder said.

While he long enjoyed fame,
Adams achieved financial stability
through his work only a few years
before his death.

?kaﬁ;:f&.t
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He was accused of
ignoring the Depression,
World War II and many
social issues. ... “But
he felt beauty can give
something that nothing
else can. He felt it was
at the toughest time in
the human condition
that we need beauty to

71"5'-?&1“? L
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The Ansel Adams Trust, which
oversees the production of books,
posters and calendars, sells more
than 500,000 Adams pieces a year,
trustee William Turnage says. “It's
the most successful single-artist
ggbhsgmgprogram in the country,”

Adams’ photogmphs have never
been more in demand, according to
Sotheby's auction house. Prices
range from less than $10,000 to as
much as §60,000.

“That doesn't include prices that
private galleries have gotten that
may be a good deal higher,” said
Chris Mahoney in Sotheby's photo-
graph department.

And, artistically, Adams remains a
strong presence among contempo-
rary photographers.

“All landscape photographers
measure their achievement even to-
day either by their rebellion
Ansel Adams or by their creative
emulation of his work,” said Robert
Adams, best-known for his pho-
tographs chronicling the urbaniza-
tion of the Colorado Rockies, and no

in our love of Ansel Adams’ art, it's
because his art doesn't always seem
adequately to acknowledge, much
less toreconcile, the unp!easant
aspects of contemporary life.”

Many of Adams' contemporaries
believed he was taking pictures of
the wrong things at the wrong time
and saw his work as irrelevant. He
was accused of ignoring the Depres-
sion, World Wax IT and many social
issues. P o

“He was criticized for taking pic-
tures of rocks while the world disin-
tegrated around him," Alinder said.
“But he felt beauty can give some-
thing that nothing else can. He felt it
was at the toughest time in the
Tuman condition that we need beau-

" relation to Ansel. “If we feel uneasy -

ty to help get us through, toremind

us of the great things in life that are

55, beﬂ*t}ful." At ";.:. erath

|
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Ehe New Pork Times

Book Review

December 3, 2000 ture of an apple tree in bloom, “If the tree grew in the

ATGET. By John Szarkowski. (Museum of Modern Art/Callaway,
$60.) EUGENE ATGET: Paris, 1857-1927. Essay by Andreas Krase.
Edited by Hans Christian Adam. (Taschen, $39.99.) Szarkowski's book on
the work of Eugéne Atget, published this year, is one of the best new books
to advance the notion that photographs we think of as works of art are sat-
isfying not only on their own terms but also because they engage the world
of ideas. In the case of Atget, the early-20th-century documentarian of
Paris and its environs, the pictures are so vividly direct that they invite
ruminations of the sort Szarkowski is well equipped to deliver. “Atget”
beautifully reproduces 100 pictures from the collection of the Museum of |
Modern Art, each paired with a commentary by the author. The format is
much the same as that of Szarkowski's classic text “Looking at Photo-
graphs” (1973), but concentrated on a single artistic sensibility.

Luckily, Atget's sensibility and Szarkowski's are entirely consonant,.
and the intellectual meanders of the author prove to be of the same order
as the perambulations of the photographer. Who else could begin a com-
mentary about a picture of a cottage cistern by noting, ““We now have
pumps so deep-reaching and powerful that we can draw down even the
Oglala aquifer, the ocean of fresh water underneath the Great Plains,
which once seemed inexhaustible’’? Or conclude, in writing about a pic-

right part of Normandy the distillate could be called
Calvados, but it was doubtless also good in other neigh-
borhoods”? True, Szarkowski’s prose style has be-
come increasingly mandarin since “Looking at Pho-
tographs,” but it remains mesmerizing — and his in-
sights into Atget’s world are, as he says of the pho-
tographs themselves, ‘‘as plain and as nourishing as
good bread.”

Szarkowski’s “Atget" is not to be confused with
another volume, “Eugéne Atget,”” edited by Hans
Christian Adam, which is less faithful in its reproduc-
tions but equally edifying. Part of an impressive pho-
tography series from the Taschen publishing house
that includes books on Karl Blossfeldt, Edward S. Cur-
tis, Man Ray and others, it delivers a great deal of in-
formation at a budget price. There are more than 250
reproductions, a succinct Introductory text that incor-
porates the latest Atget scholarship, and biographical
and bibliographical entries. The pictures come from a
variety of museum collections, most of them in
France, and the texts are printed in German, French

and English, making this an international enterprise.

Taschen’s' series seems particularly aimed at stu-
dents, but in a way that should not exclude anyone.

A street vendor aef[mg !ampshades 1899-1900; from “Atget,’

' by John Szarkowski.




