APROPOS:
GREAT
BRITAIN

It Is not unusual for me to find myseif on a
national jury in the capacity of international
editor; it was, however, unusual to find such an
important new sub-center of the world of
photographic educstion and individual photog-
raphers when 1 visited the Midlands of England
earlier this year.

Education is a prime factor in the photographic
world, ond it is through all the various aspects
of education—whether in privaote workshops,
apprenticeships or higher education—that we
watch the studeat and the photographer move
towards maturity and emerge mature. The idea
and purpose of an exhlbition is to educate the
public. The dialogue between the originafl
photograph and the viewer is, and always has
been, of primary importance, and publications
are in fact no more than a ‘second generation’
which merely document the original image.
This was how | began my introductory remarks
referring to my observations at the Midland
Open Photography 1976 exhibition in Noiting-
ham. Keith Arnatt and 1 were appointed judges
of the open competition which began in 1972,
We are both impressed with the quality of the
work and the personal visiens emanating from
most of Britain, and above all from the
Midlands. My chief interest was In the school,
the edvcation and the instructors. | started by
getting to know the Trent Polytechnic people
and, after discussions with both students and
instructars and a meeting with neighbouring
schools, | became convinced that something
important was happening in this Midland area.
Thanks to Thomas Cooper and Paul Hill,
creators of the CAMERA Interviews, | was able
to gain a real insight info photographic
education In England. We begin this issue with
our first ‘Apropos’ article, ‘Great Britain® by
Paul Hill who, together with Raymond Moore
and John Blakemore, is also a contributor to
this issue., All three are all-English teacher-
photographers, AP
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APROPOS

With “Apropos Britain® CAMERA begins its first
International Forum on photography. After our
introduction of interviews wilth prominent photo-
graphic figures, fhe infensity and interest
developed and acknowledged by our readers
convinced me that photography has resched
maturity, and textual material is greatly sought
by those seriously interested in the medium.
‘Apropes’ will appesr at irregular intervals
with contributions from all parts of the world
by younger and older critics, editors, curators,
photographers, historians and others interested
in communicating to you, the CAMERA reader.
All our contribufors choose their subject,
methad and manner of approach, and we do
not censor or requesf changes in any way. It is
a free Forum-—an open Forum for you.
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By Paut Hiil

Three years ago | wrote an arficle which began
with a quote from Lord Snowdon denying the
artistic importance of photagraphy. Welt, by
jove, he’s been at it again. He has recently been
quoted as saying: ‘Clicking a shutter doesn’t
require talent the way holding a brush does.
We're not artists. Photography is a job like
accountancy. You wouldn’t buy an accountant's
ledgers would you?' Although a well-kinown
photographer, Lord Snowdon would never
claim {6 be—or I'm sure, want to be—the great
photographic oracle, it is these sort of remarks
which are quite typical and widely voiced, that
could endanger a seeming rengissance in the
art of photography which is apparent to those
of us working in the medium here and to those
foreign photographers, editors, and curators
Continued on page 13
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who have visited England in recent times.

The British attitude to photography is changing,
and there is a strong movement towards an
Increasing recognition of its self-expressive
qualifies. Photography has ptayed the role of an
artistic Cinderella here for too iong. But
Snowdon does seem, however, to have
supporters for his myopic views amongst the
educational hierarchy. They definitely seem to
want photographers to be more like accountants
than artists; which is most puzzling. One would
have thought that those involved in directing
education would have capitalized on and
supported the new awareness of photography.
But seemingly not, The rebirth [ mentioned
above is maybe in mortal danger because they
are sending welders to the confinement instead
of midwives.

Some background: education s almost
exclusively run by the state in Britain, From
about four to 16 years, plus up to four further
years (somefimes more) in @ unlversity or
coilege, it is, by and large, free. The finance
comes from taxation which, of course, leads to
frequent harsh criticism from taxpayers when
students have the audacity to question the status
quo through demonstrations and art school
‘happenings’, These disturbaaces are panned by
by the largely conservative press

and mostly misunderstood by the frightened
waorking-class and middie-class allke. This leads
to politicians—ever conscious of the ballot-box
—to accuse those who do not undertake
‘worthwhile' courses, designed to produce cogs
in the wheels of industry, of being spongers and
layabouts. Students seem to be made to feel
that they ‘owe’ the state something for all this
free education. How does this affect photo-
graphic education? Well, the Department of
Education—if their past record is anything to go
by—have appeared to regard photography (In
full-time courses anyway) as a medium solely to
be used in the service of commercial ends. If it

helps sel! a product or iliustrates text then it is
acceptable. Photography for its own sake?
You must be joking!
There are only one or two full-time photography
courses concerned with using photography
primarily as a vehicle for helping students
acquire self-awareness, or for pursuing visual
literacy. Very few photographic students are
taught anything about the aesthetic development
of the medium because only a handful of indlvdi-
uals are capable of teaching the history of
photography. Hardly any college approaches
the subject in depth and those who teach it either
come to the subject via American institutions or
British ari history degree courses that barely
touch upon the medium. But this situation is not
only apropos England, it is very much the case
In all countries outside America it seems.
It is glaringly evident that the new generation of
students taking up photography here are only too
aware of the artistic potential of the medium
through the pioneering efforts of magazines like
‘Creative Camera' and ‘Album’ (now defunct),
the Institute of Contemporary Arts, The Photog-
raphers’ Gallery, the Arts Council of Great
Britain, and so on. Courses have got to cater for
these young people.
it Is encouraging that several photographers who
were pari of the late 1960s/early 1970s innovatory
movemenis have become teachers because they
consider that only through education can the
cause of serious creative photography be
furthered. These new photographerfteachers
have all, at some time, been victims of the
insufferable indifference exercised by magazine
editors, gallery curators, and archaic institutions.
However, instead of bemoaning the state of
photography. the indolence of students, and the
red tape of educational establishments, this new
breed are cufting a swarthe through the dead-
wood (who are just in it for the holidays) in an
attempt fo:
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1. banish the mystique of photographic mechanics
and theories;
2. destroy crass commercialism with its transitory
fads and fashions;
3. eradicate the idea that specialised courses also
function as employment bureaux for Industry.
A great many of the older photegraphy teachers
came to education to escape from the creativity-
stifling commerclal world. But unfortunately
most photographic courses are equally limiting,
and consequently these people have grown
weary and cynical because they have felt im-
potent to stop the march of materialism, and the
emasculating effect of accumulative compro-
mises, from which they had originally fied.
The spectre of becoming a hack photographer
was replaced by the prospect of becoming an
uncaring feacher. This existing expertise has to
be tapped before it is drowned in the flood of
apathy that usually accompanies utilitarianism.
Rub out the mock assignments given play-acting
Madisan Avenue types and the archaic, un-
imaginative projects designed by retarded craft
guilds, and photographic education will grow,
move forward, and live again. The medium has
been misused and abused for too long, and
surprisingly its practitioners have let it happen.
But not for much longer. Teachers in England
now have to deal with more visually sophisticated
sfudents than ever before. These youngsters want
aesthetic guidance more than technical tuition.

The concept has to be more important than the
hardware used. The techniques must be taught
so that the ‘idea’ can be more forcibly executed.
It is most imporiant that why rather than how
should be the first word used at the start of each
stage in education.

Sixty to seventy years ago England led the world
in the art of photography, but up to ten years ago
the only goed things fo happen in the

medium here were 'Picture Post’ and BIll Brandt.
In the last few years there has been a reawakening
of the nation’s photographic consciousness. it s
becoming more common fo see good photog-
raphy in art galleries, discussed on television,
and in magazines and newspapers, But the
camera will only take its rightful place alongside
the pen when our educational masters in word-
corientated Britain support and act upon the
irrefutably just argument that photography has
got to be the most powerful medium for
communicating intetlectual and emotional
statements in the 20th Century. So, in conclusion,
let me paraphrase the old Kodak advertising
motto: ‘You click the shutter, Lord Snowdon, and
let the more aware do the rest!
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