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NEVER LET GO OF ANY DETAILS WITH A CAMERA

Zheng Gu

The British photographer Michael Kenna deeply impressed Chinese viewers with
genuine originality in his solo exhibition at the Shanghai Art Museum in 2007. Ever

since, Kenna's influence has been expanding across China.

Featured in tranquil monochrome images with rich and exquisite detail, Kenna's
landscape photography is impressively moving. He is adept at capturing the
delicate moments during the sunrise and sunset. The composition of simplicity
and ethereality conveys an oriental wisdom, out of the photographer’s sincere
compliment to nature. Kenna's works not only demonstrate his outstanding touch
of landscape photography, but also his stunning skills in reviving the scene. He
always manages to extract powerful and simple visual elements from complicated

landscapes, and creates clean images that bring a calming tranquility to the viewer.

Kenna's style has something different from common western landscape
photography, even though the landscape itself is maybe Western. What he presents
in the picture is suggested. Instead of filling the image with rich details, he follows
the principle of ‘less is more’, leaving the blank part of the image to tell the visual
story. This photographic technique resembles the traditional Chinese painting
style of the Song Dynasty. The blanks not only stimulate the imagination of the
viewer, but also challenge the imagination and creativity of the artist. Likewise, for

Kenna, I believe that capturing and creating space for the landscape has become



the motivation, the reason and the challenge for creating more original works.
Meanwhile, handling the empty space is also a discovery of space imagination and

visual process in a philosophical sense.

It is indisputable to compare Kenna's spacing technique when discussing Oriental
landscapes and the Buddhist ideology, especially the Zen Buddhism's avocation of
‘Visible form is only illusion and vice versa'. Details are hidden in the empty part
of the image. If all details were visualized, the chance for the viewer to extend
their own ‘illusion” on the scene would be lost. Existence and richness are implied
in the space and emptiness, thus the rich details exist in the real sense. Besides, it
seems to be a wiser and philosophical way to present the details with space and
emptiness. Kenna demonstrates a thorough understanding of visibility and illusion,

which is applied to his works.

Ansel Adams is a legendary figure in black-and-white landscape photography in the
West. Aiming at representing the landscape, he firmly believed in the sensibility
behind the camera, therefore he could not resist the camera’s power to capture
everything in front of the lens. By contrast, Kenna has gone beyond that level, and
taken a more dynamic point of view to capture the inner essence of the nature.
Therefore, his works are able to form an open communication of poetic inspiration

with the viewer.

When looking at these Asian-Western infused landscape photographs, we can
see Kenna's intention to combine the ‘air’ in oriental culture into his aesthetic
system. His Japanese landscape photographs convey the flavor of Haiku, while
those on Chinese landscapes emphasize the profoundness of Chinese ink painting.

Traditionally, a saying goes in Chinese ink painting that there are five categories
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of ‘colors’ of ink since the variation in the thickness of the ink can manage to
represent colorful objects. This saying refers that black is capable of concluding and
representing, and is considered as the ultimate comprehension of color. The case is
the same in Kenna's black-and-white photography, which resort to rich and diverse

shades to process the colorful visual world into amazing images.

Another technique that Kenna tends to use is to render the subject asymmetrical
to heighten the focus and effect of the subject matter. For instance, the steep hills
are arranged on the side of the photographs in his collection of images made in
the Yellow Mountain area. This composition technique further emphasizes his
admiration and influence by the painters Ma Yuan and Xia Gui of the Song Dynasty,
whose works were usually also composed in an asymmetrical manner. Kenna is very
skillful in using this composition technique. It is obvious that he is a master of using
asymmetry to achieve the mental balance. On the other hand, he never hesitates to

use symmetrical composition when it is needed, and also properly.

Kenna is definitely a master of light. He is capable of handling challenging lighting
conditions. Combining the light and air, his work demonstrate the delicate balance
of light and shadows. Sometimes they can even achieve ethereality, which is
intensified by the delicate control in the colors of black and white. Due to the fine
quality of the prints, along with his comprehension, expression and explanation of
nature, the magic and wonder of the natural world are fully present. From his work,
the viewer can feel the communication between a photographer and nature, which
in turn can be converted into that between nature and the viewer, as well as that

between the photographer and the viewer.

Unlike Adams, who resorted to landscape photography as a critical means to



establish national and ethnical identification, Kenna advocates love and admiration
for nature in a general sense by representing the inner universality among various
styles of landscapes. As long as the landscape is impressive, he will not mind
traveling a long way to capture the original scene. I believe this is the significant

reason why his work is popular across the world, including China.

Michael Kenna was born in 1953 in Lancashire, an industrial area in North West
England. He studied photography at the London College of Printing before moving
to San Francisco in 1977 to embark on a career in landscape photography. Since
then, he has had solo exhibitions all around the world and published dozens of
photography books. He is as the prominent Chinese painter Shi Tao described, "a

photographer who never lets go of any details with a camera."
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