Can British
photography
emerge from the
Dark Ages?

by Paul Hill
and Tom Cooper

Paul Hill and Tom Cooper, both talented
photographers in their own right, are
lecturers in photography at Trent Polytechnic
—one of the very few schools in this country
to teach photography as a medium of
personal expression. Paul. until recently a
Midlands based freelance for such
publications as The Observer, /s a
comparative newcomer to photographic
education. Tomn has been involved in the
educational world all his working life. the
major part of it spent in the States where he
studied at the University of New Mexico.
Some photographs by Tom appeared in our
August issue. The work reproduced here
comes from students at Trent and their allied
course at Derby College of Art. A greater
selection of pictures can be seen at the
Creative Camera Gallery during August.
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For the last half a century we seem to have
been enduring-—with a few notable
exceptions—a photographic Dark Age. And
as with most unedifying situations a large
part of the blame must lie with those who
are supposed to educate us.

During this lengthy period of time there has
been very little real photographic education
in this country and what there has been has
concentrated on the mechanical rather than
the creative aspects of the medium. In any
Dark Age few craftsmen, let alone anists,
emerge, for the desire to express within the
craft and the art seems to have been
systematically stifled by the utilitarianism of
the time. Generally speaking, since the
Industrial Revolution we have not been a very
visually aware nation. We have become a
word-orientated society and this may
contribute to the fact that we are easily
dissuaded from producing pictures that do
not illustrate & literary concept. When this
utilitarianism pervades in education, the
education becomes intolerably narrow.

As a consequence photographic schools have
become relegated to the role of employment
bureaux. Only in a broad-based course where
the technical skills are taught as a necessary
step to a realisation of the creative potential
of the medium can the needs of the student
be satisfied The mystiques of photographic
hardware and processes should be banished
to their proper and limited place

It seems strange that this situation should
have come about as for the first half of its
history, British photographers held a dominant
position in the photographic art world

|s then the time at hand for a new renaissance
in the medium? It seems that, indeed, the
time might be right with an ever increasing
number of young people showing an interest
(as yet almost completely uncatered for) in
the artistic potential of photography

Unfortunately, we appear incapable of looking
upon photography as art as did our
predecessors. Whilst it may be desirable that
the quality of artistic understanding they had
should be renewed, one may properly
question the relevance of the concern to
revive what was rather than what is in
photography today. The concern to renew
the understandings of the past have nothing
whatsoever to do with the present cult of
nostalgia for the bygone. The concern we
allude 10 has 1o do with excellence and
quality and is therefore timeless

Passion for the fleeting and the flip seem to
dominate what js and it is because this
passion seems to spread like an uncontrollable
disease that a stand must be taken now to
eradicate this condition once and for all. The
elevation in many British galleries and
publications of newspaper photography—the
ultimate in transitory importance—to the level
of 'high art’ typifies this situation.

The use of photography as an illustrative
device has certain extraordinary limitations,
not the least of which is a direct lack of
intense creative involvement with 'the idea’
at hand. The potential of the medium as a
revealing and potent social tool 1s most
directly understood when one realises the
difference between illumination and
illustration. The 'snatched moment’
photographer claims that he is concerned
with communicating some of the real g
problems that face our socisty, but is he not
one of those problems himsaelf?

Observing has taken the place of seeing, and
the danger of the observer becoming the
voyeur is altogether too great to be dismissed
The most lasting pictures rarely communicate
a sense of specific time or place They do.
however, generally reveal the full substantive
reality of the human condition in all its
varied aspects.

The blame for not realising the full expressive
potential of the medium must lie, to a great
degree, with British photographic education
and its over-emphasis on ‘the taking' rather
than ‘the making” of the photograph The
generally vacuous situation of expressive
photography in Britain today surely lends
credence to this statement. As a process of
self discovery, education is about seeing and
understanding. Photographic education is
about seeing and understanding with light—
illumination. The illumination of ‘the idea’,
both intellectually and emotionally, is most
important in the student's advancement as a
human being. The discipline involved in the
endeavour of seeing is almost certainly beyond
the capacity of the photographic voyeur to
comprehend. For, after all. seeing leads to
vision and it is the visionary qualities of all
art that have, throughout history. educated
us most fully, given us the greatest joy, and
been the truest and most constant sources of
our inspiration. Photography as fine art is

not in itself a rrivial thing, although it is a fact
of life that the medium has been made
incidental by misuse and abuse. But it cannot
be stressed too greatly that the endeavour to
express oneself creatively by means of the
camera is noL, and never will be, a superfluous
pursuit.

The sole concern of photographic education
must be the quest for excellence through the
most available visual medium of our age—
the camera.

The teacher of photography must, for example,
confront the students with the prablem of
overcoming the vast number of photographic
cliches by tackling them rather than avoiding
them. The experience of dealing with the
banal is often one of the most informative
excersises that the student of photography can
undergo. For it 1s in the recognition of these
most looked at, and least seen. 'boundaries’
of photography that the student begins to
comprehend the limitless potential of visual
creativity.,



The comprehension of the limitations of the
banal releases the photographer from the
recording of the ‘tactile reality’ of the world
around him. Likewise the invention of
photography also aided painting in releasing
itself from a similar dilemma. It is exactly this
dilemma that should concern students of
photography-—both teachers and pupils

One does not want to suggest that, like Don
Quixote, the photographer should tilt at
invisible, yet ‘real’ dragons: but fully to
understand the concept of seeing he must
indeed make the distinction between tactile
and substantive realities. As the substantive
contains the source, or substance, of the
tactile reality it obviously offers the greatest
amount of information possible.

For too long the photographer’s role has been
seen as 'holding up a mirror to life’; never the
contemplation of his own reflection. If the
student is told that the photograph is purely
‘a window on the world’, he is being sold
short, as it is only the beginning.

Knowledge of the human condition emanates
from within, and it is the inner awareness of
the source or substance of this reality that
can provide the information which clarifies
the student’s position in the world and his
relationship with other human beings. Once
this clarity is established and the propriety of
his position confirmed, he is then able to move
assuredly forward

Photography will realise its fullest potential
“as the most exciting visual medium of the
Twentieth Century’ when it is focussed into at
least the four dominating trends of
photographic concern:

1. Straight photography . . . in which the
ability of the camera to record exact
images, with rich texture and great detail
1s used to interpret nature and man, never
losing contact with reality’

2. The formalistic where ', . the subject is of
no concern. The photograph is rarely
considered for its own sake, but as a tool for
vision’

. Documentary which is ', ., essentially a
desire to communicate, to tell about people
to record without intrusion, to inform
honestly, accurately, and above all,
convincingly’

4. The equivalent which uses the

photograph as a symbol, or metaphor. The
subject . . . 1s only the starting point
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To attain any sort of fultilment or inner
growth, teachers and students must. together
have a passion for photography and an
obsessive desire to realise their personal
truths. Should photographic education in
Britain meet the challenge offered by these
needs then the photographic Dark Age we
are now in might soon end, and the age
which is our inheritance . . . the age of the
new renaissance . . might then be said to
be emerging
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