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It's with the greatest of pleasures that I take this opportunity to share with you a few thoughts
and ideas regarding the technological sea changes brought about on photography, which I
believe will affect all of us here tonight.

  

  

If you can believe this, at one time I was also ten years old. Between my tenth and thirteenth
year, my life changed completely: I had discovered the existence of photography.

  

  

I can well remember those moments when I would hold my breath as my eyes visited those little
white sheets of paper immersed under a liquid, watching as the magic of the image would
appear before my very eyes. I must tell you that I thought that those precious moments of shear
amazement would never come back to me, ever again.
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But lo-and-behold they have, almost forty years later, with the appearance of personal
computers. Only this time the initial excitement has never ceased; every week there is yet a new
development which makes last week's surprise look tame in comparison. Twelve years later, the
magic continues for me on a daily basis, it never ends, because I'm always starting.

  

  

What had captured my imagination as a child were some very modest sheets of paper, exposed
by contact and developed in tiny 5x7 trays precariously placed over the toilet seat. What has
captured my imagination more recently has been the Internet, a medium which offers something
just as unassuming but exhilarating as those initial small images. Only this time they appear on
the screen instead of the developer. Here I am, fifty years later, being able to tell you with great
excitement that my days of childhood are starting all over again.

  

  

Nice as this sounds, I also know that what I find so exciting and pleasurable is not every
person's cup of tea. I am well aware that for many of you the simple idea of "new technologies"
causes ripples to go down your spine.

  

  

Already Nicoló Machiavelli identified in his most famous work, The Prince (1532), "Nothing more
difficult than to invent a new system, nothing more dangerous, since the possibilities for success
are few. Whoever wants to build a new system makes enemies of all those who benefited and
had privileges in the old system, and will receive little support from those that will derive the
most benefit from the new order. Their reservation is due on the one hand to their fear of those
that oppose them, the defenders of the old regime, and on the other, their skepticism; they don't

 3 / 17



The Renaissance of  Photography

Written by Pedro Meyer

believe in the new as long as its superiority has not been proven"

  

  

Let us listen to the words published on the Internet by a modern day skeptic: "In a culture where
new and alluring technology tends to easily seduce us by its wonder into a kind of sleepy
stupidity, we need personal defenses for protection from our own dangerously naive
enthusiasm. In this world of blinding techno-hype, our survival demands that we learn to shield
ourselves from the seductions of technological eloquence"

  

  

  

  

  

He goes on to state: "Culture always pays a price for technology. For every advantage a new
technology offers, there's always a corresponding disadvantage. All technological change is a
Faustian bargain".

  

  

With this sort of simplistic rhetoric one doesn't get very far, given that one could easily apply the
same logic to anything in nature. For example, wolves have recently been restored to the
Yellowstone National Park, after discovering that they represent a very welcome and needed
element in the ecosystem of the park and after having been hunted into near extinction. This
return of the wolves has been accomplished over the strong protestations of those that perceive
such wolves as a threat or at best a nuisance. Tobacco brings harm to millions of smokers, yet it
also represents a means for survival to tens of thousands of farmers. Yesterday's floods bring
along the promise of new yields in the crops of the following season. As you can observe, the

 4 / 17



The Renaissance of  Photography

Written by Pedro Meyer

threat of catastrophe, or a "Faustian bargain" can be found wherever one chooses to look. It
goes without saying that for every advantage there will always be a disadvantage. Otherwise,
how to explain that people do drugs, expose themselves to AIDS or defend the right to own a
gun.

  

  

I have yet to find evidence for many of the theoretical fears presented by those who declare
themselves as guardians of the good order. It goes without saying that technologies can be
abused, but so can antibiotics, and this hasn't stopped them from being used properly. I guess
that anyone can take issue with something that is exaggerated in its application. As Nicolas
Negroponte recently pointed out, even reading for five hours every day is probably not in the
best interest of a child, as good and important as reading might be, one has to introduce
diversity in a child's upbringing.

  

  

How about all those arguments against technologies because they alienate us, or dehumanize
our relationships, or what have you; they seem to be more often than not just a provocation.
People in pursuit of their ambitions have wrecked more havoc on mankind through their greed,
than any examples of technology I can think of.

  

  

I don't believe that the present day tribal wars in Africa, with hundreds of thousands killed, have
much to do with computers, but with the problems left behind by the departing colonial powers,
or for that matter, the dead-end in the lives of literally millions of human beings brought on by
the bureaucracies out of control in the socialist nations of the recent past, they had nothing to
do with computers either. If anything it was their absence on which so much of their power was
based. Lack of controls and information have a wonderful way of ofuscating the goings-on
behind the scene. The destruction brought about by massive bombing missions in Vietnam and
Cambodia, as the ex-secretary of defense MacNamara recently pointed out, was the folly of
politicians and their personal ambitions, not of the tools they had available for inflicting
destruction on to others. Those same tools could have been used in a legitimate way for
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defense purposes as the title of the office he held is named.

  

  

When we blame technologies for many of our present day ills, we tend to forget where we come
from. The history of mankind throughout the ages and civilizations hasn't been precisely an
ideal model which one could say has worked so brilliantly, were it not for technologies. Far from
it, if anything, I would venture to say that the overall quality of life has improved to some degree
by their use, even though this has been accomplished unevenly between rich and poor, and
north and south. One can still see improvements even among those groups which some
reactionary anthropologists would like to keep protected from what they say are the "evils" of
modern day life. Where "hand made huaraches", which are very hard on the feet, are exalted,
these same critics have no compunction in wearing themselves the comfortable sneakers they
so decry for having displaced the huaraches.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

I find the practice of child abuse or sexual harassment to be a lot more pervasive and
responsible for social ills, than any of the much maligned new technologies. I don't believe that
one can embrace anything without a critical eye, but having said that, it's also in our best
interest to delve beyond the facile commentary based on other simplistic interpretations, to the
point where in some intellectual and artistic circles it's almost considered as a badge of honor to
be ignorant of what technologies have to offer, let alone actually use them.
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I know we have strayed a bit from our course, but then I hear quite often many of these
arguments against technologies which makes me consider that these issues are better
addressed at the outset, rather than have them linger on in the background without being
discussed. Should you agree with some of my premises this leaves a bit more room to immerse
ourselves in the issues pertaining to the world of photography without being distracted or
dismissed for "our sleepy stupidity or our dangerously naive enthusiasm", as that critic on the
Internet would have it. Even though his observations where not addressed to anyone in
particular, I consider that at the very least they deserve to be rebutted.

  

  

Given that the topic I suggested I would speak about is the "renaissance of photography", we
can't overlook the fact that we find ourselves amidst a total revolution the likes of which have not
been seen since the onset of the industrial revolution. Photography is but a tiny part of this
recent technological sea change, and the transformations are not only in the tools we might
decide to use, but in how we as people will eventually respond to some of the issues brought
about by such changes. One of the fundamental topics deals with our perceptions of the world
as seen through the looking glass of photography.

  

  

Let us concentrate for a moment on one of the hottest issues around, and which keeps so many
minds in fierce debate and at odds with each other. I'm talking about the "representation of
reality", issues such as THE TRUTH in photography (whatever that means for each one of you).
It has puzzled me time and time again, why this item of "veracity" should be such a hot topic,
when in fact the issue of reality and its representation is such an old one, which precedes
photography by literally, centuries.
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I am reminded by Maurice Tuchman (Senior Curator Emeritus at the LA County Museum of Art)
that crucial chapters of the story of art history have suggested that art's highest achievement is,
in literal effect, duplicity: the counterfeit of the appearance of the natural world. According to
legend there was this competition between two rival Greek painters Zeuxis and Parrhasisus;
Zeuxis painted such realistic grapes that the birds flocked to peck at them. Confident he had
demonstrated his superior artistic skill, Zeuxis demanded that Parrhasisus unveil his painting, so
that the comparison could be made.

  

  

Triumphantly, Parrhasisus revealed that the curtain covering his painting was in fact the painting
itself Zeuxis himself had been deceived.

  

  

I think it's time for us to revisit our collective notion of what a photograph actually deals with. It's
my impression we have been pecking at photographic images for the last one hundred and fifty
years, much like the birds did with the grapes in Zeuxis painting, trusting we were dealing with
reality itself. Only now with a heightened awareness brought on by the notions of what digital
photography can accomplish, are we beginning to discover what photography was all along: the
very act of deception. Parrhasisus has won once again. The black and white "Moon rise over
Hernández" by Ansel Adams, was just that, the photograph itself, and not the landscape.
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Mark Haworth-Booth, curator of photographs at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London,
guides us with patience and great care through the intricacies of what Camille Silvy had
accomplished in his 1858 image named "River Scene, France" by creating an image composite
from various negatives.

In his revealing study, Haworth-Booth narrates how Silvy's "River Scene, France" may appear
to have been taken with a wide-angle lens, and goes on telling us "but this effect results in part
from the optical effect of the oval format. A rectangular mask placed over the photograph
establishes a quite different general impression. The clouds, as they do in the photolithographic
version of Aguado's 'Ile des Ravageurs', greatly accentuate the perspectival depth". The
difference clouds make to a landscape was well described by a contemporary critic: "A sky
should convey the effect of space, not surface, the eye should gaze into, not upon it, and
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instead of coming forward and throwing back every other object it should retire and bring the
landscape into prominence. Landscapes without skies, with only a uniform white tone above the
ground, were found wanting by critics. They lacked atmosphere. But the blue sensitive
negatives of the time made landscapes with skies an almost impossible challenge."

Silvy apparently solved the problem by photographing a landscape and the sky separately, on
separate negatives, and probably on different occasions and in different places. He joined
landscape and sky at the printing stage. This process had already been publicized widely by
Hippolyte Bayard in 1852. This method became a widely accepted practice at the time.

With great foresight, Mark Haworth-Booth consulted in 1982 with Ansel Adams, as to his
interpretation of "River Scene, France" and these were the words in the letter of response: " You
will note that there is a dark value in the trees above the bottom cloud line. This indicates that
the masking was not done adequate in this area ( it is not apparent in the trees to the right)". He
also detected "something 'phoney' about the light-edged clouds along the horizon; they look to
me as they were retouched in." Adams also thought that "the little shed on the left looks dodged
or 'bleached'". He pointed out that "there is no reflection of the clouds, the water foreground has
been burned-in and the roof of the little shed is in the area of the main burn-in, and
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consequently darker than expected.... The right hand side of the picture is in a different light
from the left hand side. There is a definite 'dodging' area above the roofs on the far left." Adams
concluded, we are told by Haworth-Booth : "It is pretty good optically. The 'old boys' did some
remarkable 'cut and paste' jobs; I am surprised that the green foliage comes through so
well....Apparently it was quiet water and very little wind ( if any)".

After reading these remarks I recently asked Sarah Adams, if she thought that her grandfather
would have taken to digital photography, to which she responded:

"Yes, we believe Ansel would have been immersed in digital technology. Several possible
reasons:
a. More environmentally sound
b. Archivability / restoration of older negs
c. Greater access to color realm
d. The newness of new tools; recently learned that at the 1915 Pan-American exposition in SF
at the age of 13 he taught himself quickly the art of typing and taught others at a booth!!?!:)
e. Access to photographic manipulating tools: dodging and burning, etc."

I was intrigued by her response, in particular to the last sentence, where she refers to the tools
of manipulation, with the dodging and burning, leaving, as I see it, the most important
opportunities of digital transformations in the realm of the etceteras. In an oblique manner
however, she does acknowledge all that can be accomplished with such tools, as she leaves
the door open with that very useful expression that fits so well when we need to be imprecise,
etcetera.
I don't say this in a critical manner, because there is no room for that; my observations relate to
the anecdotal value of how someone chooses to describe what promises to be the biggest
transformation of photography since it was first discovered. She is certainly in plenty of good
company when it comes to describing the tools that promise to unlock the future of photography
as etceteras.
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During a recent trip that I made to London, I came across a wonderful painting by Turner at the
National Gallery: "The Fighting Temeraire". This particular painting created a furor at the time,
because the painter had taken the liberty, for aesthetic reasons, to alter the right order in which
the tug's masts and smoke stack ought to go. We are told that the most telling detail in the
picture of the ship is a vacant space. A jack-staff would formerly have been fixed to the top of
the bowsprit cap; it is now missing. When in harbour, and she had been in harbour for 26 years,
the "Temeraire" would have flown the red, white and blue union flag from her jack-staff. From
the moment that she was sold out of the Navy, the "Temeraire" could no longer fly the flag.
Where the union flag once flew, the tug's smoke now ascends. The full poignancy of the lines
Turner adapted from Campbell can now be understood:

  

  

The flag which braved the battle and the breeze, No longer owns her.
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      The angle at which the tug's smoke is emitted is crucially important in making this point. It mustbelch out from a funnel sufficiently far forward and sufficiently tall for the smoke to be seen asfiery as it leaves the funnel, and seemingly still acrid as it pours backward over the bowsprit capand through the "Temeraire's" masts. To achieve this effect, Turner ignores all contemporarysteamer designs, and all his own first-hand observations of steamers, by placing the funnelforemost in the tug, in front of its mast. Turner's "mistake" in placing his tug's funnel before itsmast is evidently deliberate: R.C. Leslie perceived it to be Turner's 'first, strong, almostprophetic idea of smoke, soot, iron and steam, coming to the front in all naval matters'.    

    To Turner's annoyance, the positions of the tug's funnel and its mast were to be "corrected" byJ.T. Willmore in his engraving of 1845. Arguments over Turner's alleged "mistakes" over theposition of the tug's mast and the direction of his sunset were revived nearly forty years after theexhibition of his painting, and have hardly ceased.    In the finished engraving, Willmore "clarified" many details which Turner had deliberately leftindistinct. R.C. Leslie told Ruskin thirty years later that 'the rigging of the ship in this engravingwas trimmed up and generally made intelligible to the engraver by some mechanical marineartist or other... the rigging is certainly not as Turner painted it. As well as extra rigging".    Willmore added a crow's nest, extra gun-ports and, for good measure, cables running out of the"Temeraire's" hawseholes. No cables by which the tug could tow the "Temeraire" are visible inTurner's picture. But Willmore's boldest alteration was to transpose the tug's funnel and itsmast. This "correction" appears to have been done without Turner's knowledge. Other changesshow how the poetry of his painting is diminished by the engraver's determination to definedetails which Turner had chosen to leave indistinct.  
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      What is so astonishing is to see in today's digital world, some of the same debates beingbrought up and with the same sense of self-righteous outcry for what is considered to be thenone-altered version of a picture.                  Here are some comments taken from NPPA-L, the National Press Photographers Associatione-mail list server, and from messages posted to the above address.    
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    MYSTERY OF THE MISSING POLE, SOLVED!  There has been some heated back-and-forth discussion on the net concerning an allegedlymanipulated image in the May 1995 issue of LIFE magazine (John Filo's Kent StatePullitzer-winning picture). The original photo shows a fence post appearing behind the head ofprotestor Mary Ann Vecchio; the photo in the May issue of LIFE does not. As LIFE's director ofphotography, I wanted to respond directly, clearly and put the matter to rest. LIFE did not anddoes not manipulate news photos. The photo we published was supplied to us by our photolibrary, the Time-Life Picture Collection, the second largest such repository of cataloguedimages. Amazingly, the fence post had been airbrushed out by someone, now anonymous, in adarkroom sometime in the early 1970s. The picture had run numerous times, without thefencepost, and without anyone taking notice: in TIME (Nov. 6, 1972, p. 23) PEOPLE (May 2,1977, p. 37), TIME (Jan. 7, 1980, p. 45), PEOPLE (April 30, 1990, p. 117), to name just a fewpublications. On deadline, while closing our May issue, the LIFE photo department contactedphotographer John Filo, hoping to secure a repro quality print, as is customary at LIFE. Sincewe could not obtain a print from him directly in time to make our run, we went with the photo wehad, not realizing a pole had been removed. One can only wonder why the missing pole hasn'tbeen noticed the previous times it has appeared, even though literally millions of people haveseen the fence-post-less photo in publications dating back 23 years. At no time would LIFE'sphoto, art or production department intentionally alter a news photograph.  >David Friend  >Director of Photography  >LIFE Magazine    The following letter is a response posted on that same bulltetin board on the Internet:    I'm astonished that no one noticed this from 1972 until now, until Muskegon Chronicle staffphotographer Ken Stevens pointed it out to me. Apparently Ken Stevens has attention to detailbeyond millions of people who have seen the image over time, or has cared enough to notice itand been outraged enough to mention it and inspire this entire discussion. First question: Howdoes an altered photo get into the Time-Life Picture Collection? The Associated Press hastransmitted and re-transmitted the "real" version many times. We have it in the MuskegonChronicle print and digital archives in its original version.    Second question: If this was a traditional print how is it possible that the retouching wasn'tnoticed? The reproduction of the image in LIFE indicates a "bad" job of the removal of the fencepost. Even at 72dpi on the Michigan Press Photographers Association World Wide Web site youcan see how poorly it was done. Should this have raised eyebrows, especially when the articlewas dedicated to the capturing of 4 historical moments that "altered the way we thought and feltabout ourselves." Digital images are very easy to alter. Our readers know that this can happen,so why should they believe what they see? They should be ABLE to believe that what they seeis indeed a "photographic record" of what was actually there, because of the credibility of theSOURCE of the information. The photographer, therefore, has a huge burden of responsibilityto maintain the credibility of his images, and the employer (publisher) in turn has a burden orresponsibility to the photographer as well as the reader to do the same. Readers should be ableto believe our product because of the SOURCE. We need to achieve our own level ofexcellence and, personally, be leaders to maintain the credibility of our profession. This must bedone by each individual. Once the SOURCE cannot be believed, photojournalism is dead.  (Signed)    Brian Masck  Technology Coordinator, Muskegon Chronicle  Michigan Press Photographers Association            We have all heard these arguments before, and what they all have in common as I see it is styleover substance. To begin with, the idea that it's the pictures that should be trusted in order todefend a profession is not understanding the nature of photography in the first place. Whyshould anyone trust a picture, just because it's a photograph, that is shear nonsense. I don't seejournalists all heated up because we disbelieve what people write about. I think on the contrary,they deal with the credibility issue by doing something that I have yet to see happen in thephotojournalistic community, and that is, to actually confirm from a second source theinformation that is delivered. Actually the reverse happens, the image is used as a way ofconfirming texts, when in reality the picture can be as we now know, just as questionable asource as the text is.    How much more sense would it make if that irate technology coordinator from the MuskegonChronicle would say "from now on, what we are going to do, given that we are now moreconscious that any image can be altered, is to guarantee our readers, that the content of theimage satisfies the same demands placed on our writing. The image is not to be given credibilityjust because it's a picture. The responsibility for guaranteeing the integrity of the information iswith the publication, not with the medium. All pictures, such as with text, are confirmed fromseveral different sources when in doubt; otherwise it's the photographer's responsibility todeliver an image with integrity towards the events, which in turn will be constantly monitored.We understand that integrity is not a matter of how the picture was made, but what it'ssupposed to communicate. Just as we don't oversee if the writers do so by hand or type on acomputer, our photographers are free to use any tool they want. The veracity of an image is notdependent on how it was produced, anymore than a text is credible because no correctionswere done to it. And by the way, we shall also guarantee that the captions to a picture willalways be as accurate as any of the other parts of our paper."    The nice thing about this approach is that it makes sense. It frees photography from the burdenof trying to accomplish something for which it is ill suited. The other version just reproduces amodern version of the Inquisition. After all, they apparently were in the same business, that ofcontrolling, not the integrity of thoughts, but how they adhered to what should or could beconsidered as truthful. The Inquisition was a tribunal of the Roman Catholic Church formed tosuppress heresy. I sense that, in some quarters, digital alteration is today seen as heresy.    In closing let me bring you a little story which I read about 25 years ago in a little book, long outof print. The book was Art and the Creative Consciousness by Graham Collier. The authornarrates how a few years ago a major London gallery mounted a comprehensive exhibition ofVincent van Gogh's drawings and paintings. It was a hot summer, he tells us, as he remembersthe discomfort of standing in the long queue of people patiently seeking admission. Inside, onepainting in particular attracted large groups of people.    
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      It was the painting of a Cypress tree on the road to Auvers (which is reproduced here for you,courtesy of me being able to search and find it on the Internet, need I say more?). The writertells us that a short time later he was in the south of France at Arles, the old Roman town ( andmay I also add, now also a center for photography) where Van Gogh made many of hislandscapes, when one morning he had a sudden desire to see the real Cypress trees that hadinspired the painter. His inquiry led him first to the local librarian and then to the curator ofancient monuments, before he found himself at four o'clock in afternoon facing a "van Gogh"cypress. Here is the photograph that he took that day.    

      He tells us that the tree appeared massive, tremendously solid and substantial, at which pointhe realized how two-dimensionally flimsy and fragile the painting was. He thought how strange itwas that thousands of people should wait in line to regard a flimsy image when they could comedown to Arles and see the solid, real thing. But then a question arose: "Which is more real, thetree in the field or the image of the tree as interpreted by the painter?" For there were no peoplein line to see the tree in the field". He goes on "I have to admit that the tree in the stubbledwheat field was a disappointment. It had none of the fiery growth or dynamic color displayed invan Gohg's painting. Despite it's concrete monumentality it was just a tree, whereas the paintingwas the tree plus something else. It is obviously the 'something else' that draws the crowds, andthat is the magnetic attraction of art".    The Mexican poet Veronica Volkow wrote, "With the digital revolution, the photograph breaks itsloyalty with what is real, that unique marriage between the arts, only to fall into the infinitetemptations of the imagination. It is now more the sister of fantasy and dreams than ofpresence."    
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      I believe photography has taken on a new lease on life, finding itself at new crossroads wherethe documentary image as well as the artistic expression will evolve on to new levels ofmagnetic attraction, where the image will be distributed in ways never seen or heard of before,telling the same old stories of mankind if you will, but in so many new ways that we shall findrenewed inspirations. That is why for me this is the Renaissance of Photography.    Los Angeles, California  October 1, 1995                http://www.zonezero.com/magazine/articles/meyer/01.html        
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