2CCKS

T T R e ey
ANSEL BY HIMSELF

Just before he died on Easter Sunday 1984, Ansel Adams
completed the manuscript of his autobiography. Although
he was then 82 years old, it is a robust, revealing, and
detailed personal resumé of the remarkable life of probably
the medium’s first superstar.

A legend in his own lifetime, he was a prime mover and
shaker in photography and a major force in the conservation
and environmental movements in the States. He comes over
in this substantial book as a warmhearted and generous
extrovert eager to influence the direction of things he cared
about — most often by charm and persuasion rather than by
confrontation (although he was not averse to that if all else
failed). He scems to have been good fun to be with — a bit
of a lad who liked a tipplc or three — and a great host who
typified that famous Western hospitality. A liberal humanist
in the best Democratic tradition who, I'm sure, could have
been persuaded to join an American version of the SDP if
one had existed. For those people who just know Adams
from his landscape photographs, this autobiography will be
a revelation.

Young Ansel Easton Adams (he dropped the middle
name later in life) was a hyperactive only child from a well-
heeled, cultured background and was brought up in the
outskirts of San Francisco. He had a nanny, but was still a
bit of a handful. This unruliness was neutralised almost
overnight when it was discovered at the age of 12 that he
had a talent for music. He started piano lessons and the
disciplined, but sympathetic, approach of his teacher had a
great effect on his personality. His theory that good
technique is necessary 1o produce great art was founded
through his musical education. His other passion was
mountaineering. During his first visit to Yosemite National
Park on a family camping holiday in 1916 he took his first
photograph at the age of fourteen.

‘One morning shortly after our arrival in Yosemite, my
parents presented me with my first camera, a Kodak Box
Brownie. A few days later, with my usual hyperactive
enthusiasm, I climbed an old and crumbling stump near our
tent to get a picture of Half Dome. I perched on the top of
this relic of arboreal grandeur with my camera and was
about to snap the shutter when the stump gave way and |
plummeted to the ground. On the way down headfirst, 1
inadvertently pushed the shutter.”

When the film was developed by a local photographer the
shot was found to be upside down in relation to the other
images, but reasonably sharp!

This first acquaintanceship with Yosemite and photogra-
phy was a conjunction of events that lay the foundations for
the rest of his life. His evangelical commitment to protecting
the natural environment and the use of photography as a
powerful instrument in that cause eventually made him a
celebrity.

‘Everything I have done or felt has been in some way
influenced by the Natural Scene’.

There is probably as much about conservation and
environmental issucs as there is about photography in the
book’s 400 pages.

In 1930 he gave up the idea of making a career as a
musician and decided to devote his life to photography. He
was already married (to Virginia Best, whose family ran a
gift shop in Yosemite) and things were tough for photo-
graphers during those Depression years. He did everything
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from architectural shots to portraiture, catalogues to indust-
rial reports. The Adamses had some very lean times, but

they survived. Although helped by the income from Best's
Studios, Adams continued to do commercial work until he
was nearly 70. He did have breaks from this hack work by
getting arts grants that enabled him to do his own personal
work, through teaching in colleges. and through workshops.

-[XY\\ aod saw
€ Jiot there be lght.
and he dunded the
(it ot joues

THE BRITISHJOURNAL OF PHOTOGRAPHY, 17 January 1986



Ve R4
val\s

The chapter on commercial photography is fascinating, and
he credits the discipline of this type of work for his
‘reputation for dependability’.

‘I have little use for students or artists who, from their
particular plastic towers, scorn commercial photography as
a form of prostitution. [ grant that it is not difficult to make
it so, but I learncd greatly from commercial photography
and in no way resent the time and effort devoted to it’.

It is obvious from the book that Virginia's ability to
successfully ‘look after the store” helped her husband realise
his ambitions as an artist and proselytiser for photography
and conservation. He also did an enormous amount of
technical work for the Polaroid Corporation which he
largely enjoyed becausc of his great friendship with its head,
Dr Edwin Land.

‘T was very surprised to find a very thoughtful friend in
this man, whose genius often isolated him from others’.

He devotes a chapter to this relationship as he does to
other patrons and rich philanthropists, like Albert Bender
and David McAlpin,

The book is entertainingly split up into chapters that deal
with a multitude of topics and personalities from ‘Straight
Photography’ to ‘Presidents and Politics’. Each onc is
written as a self-contained chronological essay which makes
the book casy to dip into and an ideal bedside read. Adams
is as classically eloguent with words as he is with composing
images, but there is also a great deal of wit and humour in
his style. There are many amusing photographic souvenirs
reproduced as well as several well-known ‘masterworks’. In
addition, his editor, Mary Street Alinder has included
previously unpublished photographs. T particularly appreci-
ated seeing the difference a red filter made to his famous
picture, The Face of Half Dome, Yosemite National Park,
1927 when compared to the same view shot with a yellow
filter. Her sensitive selection and sequencing of the 250
plates enhances the book considerably.

The book also has chapters on his relationship with
Alfred Stieglitz and Georgia O'Keeffe, Beaumont and
Nancy Newhall, and Edward Weston. He credits Paul
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Strand with being his major photographic influence,
although he found him somewhat aloof as a person. After
meeting him in New Mexico in 1930, and looking at his
negatives (Strand’s prints were in New York), he wrote:
‘My understanding of photography was crystallised that
afternoon as | realised the great potential of the medium as
an expressive art. | returned to San Francisco resolved that
the camera, not the piano, would shape my destiny.’

Although a little too bohemian at times for Adams,
Weston was a good friend and another great influence. They
also photographed together many times. ‘Edward repre-
sented the artist, and there have been very few indeed in the
domain of photography.’ he wrote on Weston's passing in
1958.

But it was Stieglitz (‘the greatest photographic leader in
the world®) he wanted to impress most of all. On his first
visit to New York in 1933 he called to see the great man,
only to be told rather brusquely to return in the afternoon.
He wanted to return home to California then and there, but
Virginia persuaded him to keep the appointment.

Possibly Anscl
Adams’ most fumous

photograph — Moon-
rise, Hernandez,
1941,

‘He sat on the one and only chair so | sat on the radiator.
He looked at cach print with the greatest care. Each time |
started to say something he would imperiously gesture for
silence. He put the prints back in the portfolio . . . then
looked at me. Then he opened the portfolio again and
studied them as carefully as he had the first time. By now
the steam heat was pouring out of the radiator and I could
not sit there anymore: my bottom had baked into corruga-
tion. I was extremely nervous, but Stieglitz finally spoke,
“You are always welcome here.” He liked my work.
Jubilantly, 1 returned to Virginia . . .

Other chapters cover his family background; his work as a
custodian in Yosemite; adventures in the Sierra Mountains;
the founding of the F64 Group, the photography depart-
ment of the Muscum of Modemn Art, Aperture magazine,
and the Friends of Photography: his detestation of Edward
Steichen; the ups and downs of the Sicrra Club; his
documentation of the Manzanar War Relocation Camp (for
American citizens of Japanese descent): photographic
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education (this section includes some interesting comments
on his onc-time teaching collcague, Minor White); his
support of, and later disenchantment with the left-wing
Photo League; the McCarthy era (‘the first time 1 doubted
the integrity of the Amcrican system’); many book and
exhibition projects (several with Nancy Newhall); and
much, much more. The book is peppered with personal and
photographic credos, and not a little entertaining gossip. I
think that discretion, or the libel laws, prevented him
committing to print some of the juicicr items he related to
Tom Cooper and myself when we spent a day with him at his
Carmel home in 1975!

Strangely, I only found mention of two occasions when he
ventured out of North America (once to Britain in 1976),
but then he found almost everything he wanted as far as
work and lifestyle was concerned in his native California.

‘1 believe one must live in a region for a considerable time
and absorb its character and spirit before the work can truly
reflect the experience of the place.’

His time at the Museum of Modern Art in New York
during World War II enabled him to make valuable
contacts, but he was quite an cstablished photographic
personality, via his book Making a Photograph (1935),
several exhibitions, and many magazine articles. before this.

His was a classical ‘local boy makes good’ tale. He gives
the impression that hard work, combined with innate talent,
rather than guile or luck, brought him success.

Although the book must be recommended reading for all
those seriously interested in photography (and for those
interested in the conservation movement in the USA), it is,
like all autobiographies, almost as full of questions as it is of
answers. Onc hopes that a searching biography will be
written soon which explores the many paradoxes inadver-
tently thrown up in the book by the great man.

For example: his suspicion of social documentation in
photography (‘I resent the implication that unless photogra-
phy has a politico-social function it is not of value to people
at large’) when set against his own highly propagandistic
mission concerning the protection of the natural environ-
ment (interestingly, he preferred nuclear power to encrgy
produced from fossil fucls); his scientist-like fascination
with technique and detail (¢.g. his development of the Zone
System and his recall of exact measurements of prints to the
last ¥ inch) and his *amnesia’ over the dating of his most
famous picture, Moonrise, Hernandez (it was eventually
accurately dated — 31 October 1941 — by an astronomer
using a computer!); and his need to undertake ‘inner
assignments’ and to subjectively manipulatc the image with
filters and printing approaches to the medium (‘I remain
convinced that the medium must explain itself in its own
terms’).

It would be interesting to know more about the very close
triangular relationship betwecen Adams and the Newhalls;
and whether he actively sought the patronage of the wealthy
and influential. Was he just in the right place at the right
time? He seemed to be friends with a heck of a lot of
millionaires! Maybe his upper middle-class background
paved the way for personal advancement, together with his
outgoing, warm personality and great energy? There was a
great deal of the showman in Adams. He organised
theatrical pageants in Yosemite and many photographic
events. He always wore a cowboy stetson in later years and
had a white Cadillac with “Zone V" as a number platec. He
was a larger-than-life character. But was his success based
on the production of traditional, finely-crafted. albeit rather
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superior postcard views, as many commentators allege?

Adams’s work has a universal appeal and is very
approachable. It is conservatively affirmative, never conten-
tious, and often romantically majestic, even super-real. His
landscape photographs do not imitate nature, they amplify
it. No wonder it is so popular. He wanted to be considercd
an artist in the photographic community rather than in the
contemporary art world (‘I am weary with the multitudes of
styles and dominations of modern art’). ‘It is casy to take a
photograph, but it is harder to make a masterpiece in
photography than in any other art medium’. And, of course,
the rather old-fashioned ‘masterpiece’ theory of picture-
making is still firmly entrenched.

He may never have been at the cutting edge of the visual
arts, or even much of an art innovator, but one cannot
question that he has left an indelible impression on
photography and the culture of America.

The final decade or so of his long life must have been
extremely satisfying for him in that he was able to live off
the sales of his personal photographs, exercise influence
over politicians (his notable failure being Ronald Reagan,
who seemed totally unsympathetic towards environmental
issucs when they met in 1983). witness photography being
recognised as a major medium within the visual arts, and see
himself become internationally famous.

“Without my awareness, I became famous. Relatively few
really know me, but millions know the folk hero they think
is me. I have apparently touched many people through my
work, and this gives me great satisfaction.’

But these years also brought major medical problems and
a certain resentment from many in the photographic world
at the way his work was managed and packaged. Although
he expresses his gratitude in the book for the work done by
these market manipulators, there is also anger at the grossly
inflated prices his work often reached.

‘Prices hit absurd levels in 1981 when a mural-size print of
Moonrise that 1 had sold for five hundred dollars only a
decade earlier sold for seventy-one thousand five hundred
dollars, the highest price ever paid for any photograph. This
sale made the headlines, and it was assumed by many
people and most charities that [ was the recipient of the
funds. Unfortunately, the photographer is paid only once
for a print: at the time of the original sale.’

The prices of his later prints of Moonrise are used as the
photography market’s financial barometer. What better
epitaph for an American, you might think. But Adams
preferred the following: ‘I believed the ultimate objective to
life lies in creative and productive work: devotion to
business and money, as ends in themselves, are but phases
of a developing civilisation”.

At £35, the book may be beyond the pockets of many
fans. One wonders if this is a good strategy bearing in mind
that it is an autobiography rather than a coffee-table
monograph. But if you can only afford one Anscl Adams
book, this is probably the most rewarding one to get
because of its excellent reproductions and clean layout, as
well as for its very readable text. I hope the publishers have
a more affordable paperback version lined up for the future.

Paul Hill

® Ansel Adams — an Awiobtography with Mary Street Alinder is
published by Thames & Hudson. Price £35 (hardback).
ISBN 0 500 54111 6
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