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ince photography was introduced in China in the middle of 19th
S century, it has experienced many developing stages, from simple
to complex, from low to high speed, from manual to fully automated
process. The curiosity, investigation and exploration of public interests
in photographic techniques and art expression are growing into a natural
demand. It also makes people value and care for the images from the past.
Following the collection series of /mage China: 20th century Renowned
Chinese Photographers, National Art Museum of China (NAMOC)
once again turns its perspective to the world and curates the series of
International Photography Classical Collection to promote the exhibition
and collection of photographic art works, and establish the art museum as
an academic hub of collection, display, exhibition and research. reserving

precious cultural heritage of mankind.

Photography gives us an opportunity to observe the objects of world through
the lens of a photographer. Every moment is forever. Photography is pure,
illusory, or sometimes upheaval. Behind the plain documentation, an image
may be extremely revealing and full of most sincere feelings that evoke the

imagination of human beings.

In 1937, the exhibition Photography 1839-1937 was presented in the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, US. It is considered as an
important milestone in the history of photography, marking the moment that
“Photography was fully accepted as an art form by the major galleries”. In
the past two years, NAMOC has elaborately created the exhibition Journey
of the Heart, one of the series projects of International Photography
Collection Series. The exhibition presents more than 200 original
photographs by 53 photographers from all over the world, outlining the
development of Straight Photography in the context of 175-year history of
photography. It would be recognized as a monument in Chinese art history

or even an important milestone in the history of photography.

Straight Photography is undoubtedly one of the most important art
movements in the history of photography. It shifted the center of
photography art across the Atlantic from Europe to the United States,
and proved to be one of the most notable forms that have huge impact on
the photographic art. Referring to the manifesto of Group F64, it said:
“Photography is an art form by simple and direct presentation through
purely photographic methods.” This idea conforms to the famous quote in
In the World of Men by Zhuangzi, “Just go along with things and let your
mind move freely.” The phrase of “go along with things™ means that follow
things the way they are, and “move your mind freely” could be interpret

as setting free one's sprit and mind. Therefore, Straight Photography

incorporates the art opinion of the West in the philosophy of
the East, and its essence asks artists would adopt a straight
and pure approach to shoot rather than modify subjects with
other artificial factors (such as those practiced in Pictorial
Photography). Artists practicing Straight Photography adopt
the straight approach and express their own unique ideas and
artistic characteristics in their works, well fitting in with the
realm of moving mind freely. As a result, Journey of the Heart
is the very suitable annotation of Straight Photography in the

context of Eastern philosophy.

There are two historic versions to address the invention of
photography. One is marked by the Daguerreotype process that
Louis Daguerre announced at meeting of the French Academy
of Sciences on 7 January of 1839. The other is the Calotype
process invented by William Henry Fox Talbot, an English
inventor. Compared to the Daguerreotype, the Calotype
offered more freedom in art expression. The exhibition takes
an original image photographed by William Henry Fox Talbot
in 1839 as the starting point, and then looks through the
periods of Romanticism and Naturalism, as well as Pictorial
Photography and Photo-Secession, consequently investigates
the emerging of Straight Photography, and finally reviews the
famous photographer of contemporary continuation succeeded
to Straight Photography. The purpose of the exhibition is to
outline the development of photography from documenting
objects to formatting its own unique media language and
aesthetic value, and explores its mission in the context of fine

art.

Art is always progressing in conflicts. The exhibition includes
three sections. Section 1 describes the early exploration
of photography art language in painting style practiced
by William Henry Fox Talbot, Lewis Carroll, Mrs. Julia
Margaret Cameron. The collage works of Gustave Rejlander
and Henry Peach Robinson brought photographic expression
of simulating paintings into a new territory. In 1886, British
photographer Peter Henry Emerson first proposed the concept
of naturalistic photography, paving the way for photography
evolution. Meanwhile, one the other side of Atlantic in US,
photography was a new art form like a rising star. American
art godfather Alfred Stieglitz began promoting Photo-Session

movement in US. As a result, pictorialism was pushed to its



climax and quickly fallen then after. Additioﬁally, this section shows the
works of representative photographers introduced by Alfred Stieglitz during
the period of Pictorial Photography. including the early works of American
photographer Gertrude Kisebier that printed in platinum or gum bichromate
emulsions, the representative works of Carl Struss, who later turned
his interests in film production, and Edward Steichen, another leading
American photographer. All of these works takes paintings as reference,
striving for the styles close to traditional paintings. At the same time,
two figures rewriting the photography history emerged in Europe. French
photographer Eugéne Atget and German photographer August Sander have

shown a profound impact on the evolution of photography.

The section 2 of the exhibition shows that Pictorial Photography was faded
away and Straight Photography was becoming the mainstream. In 1932,
seven photographers including Ansel Adams, Edward Weston, Imogen
Cunningham and Willard Van Dyke announced the formation of Group
F64 in the west coast of US. marking that Straight Photography began to
dominate the photography art. The photographic art works in this period
emphasize the visual and emotional expression beyond physical images.
Whether Harry Callahan’s exploration in visual art or Minor White's study
of visual and emotional expression, all the attempts lifted photography, an
aesthetic visual art, to an advanced level. Art has experienced tremendous
evolution since the 1960s. It is no longer rigidly adhered to forms, and
limited by media and materials. New forms of art are emerging and
dominating. Influenced by such movements, photography is also undergoing
huge transformations. Many photographic works have abandoned the subject
of photography but taken photography as a simple media and an expression
method. At this time, many photographers have no longer cared about the
features, such as tone and theme of images. Even images themselves have
reduced to part of finished artwork. In this circumstance, artists succeed
to Straight Photography proposed a new expression incorporating with

contemporary art ideas.

In Section 3, most artists including Yasuhiro Ishimoto, Michael Kenna, John
Sexton, Kim Weston, Roman Loranc and Kon Michiko are successors to the
masters introduced in Section 2. They combined the ideas of photography
with the concepts of other art forms to achieve a melodious approach. In
the process of succession and progression, they explored the interfusion of

multiple art forms, and created their own art language for expression.

A comprehensive survey of the historical development of photography
reveals a broad and diverse path for future. The balance of art and

photography has increasingly tilted to the side of art. Through this

exhibition, we may forecast the future of Chinese photography
art. In addition to the exhibition, NAMOC has organized
an international conference entitled Journey of the Heart:
Straight Photography 1839-2014 of the series of International
Photography Classical Collection, in order to explore the
practical significance of art museum collection, the relationship
between the unique features of Straight Photography and
development of contemporary art, and other topics. It would
not only promote the international photography collection
and communication, but also make an academic contribution
to investigate the culture connotation of photography in the

context of contemporary art.

On the occasion of the exhibition, we would like to give special
thanks to Mrs. Lijun Ma, Mr. Xiao Lu, the artistic director of
Timeless Gallely, as well as the international artists Michael
Kenna, Roman Loranc, Michiko Kon and others who donated
100 pieces of their original works. This is the first massive
donation of photographic art works to NAMOC by a private
collection in China. The donation will enable art works to be
accessed by a wider audience for study and enjoyment, and thus
allow art works to thoroughly reflect their significant values
and functions. It also reserves the state a precious artistic
wealth and promotes international research and exchange of
photography art. The very rare works of Home of Sir Walter
Scott by Henry Fox Talbot and Paul Strand photographed in
70 years, Moon and Half Dome by Ansel Adams and Pepper
No.30 of Edward Weston of interval among others will enter

the collection of NAMOC and be preserved as art treasures.

Hope the beautiful moments, ingenious creation and artistic

visualization would impress the audience forever.

Weishan Wu

The Curator of NAMOC
November 2014
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Introduction

When one tries to define "straight photography" it quickly
becomes apparent that there is no consistent view as to what
it is. That said, the basic outline is clear in that the term
refers to photography which attempts to show a subject as
realistically and as objectively as possible, without the use of
any manipulation in the darkroom or through digital means.
This definition might reasonably include "documentary
photography" which reflects the straight reporting of a
subject but the two are generally, but not always, separated
with "straight" usually referring to landscape and inanimate

subjects, and "documentary" to people and social situations.

The best exponents of straight photography were the members
of the West Coast Photographic Movement as exemplified by
Group F64. Group F64 sought to champion purist photograph
and defined it as "possessing no qualities of technique,
composition or idea, derivative of any other art form". But its
origins go back to the beginnings of photography with interest
in straight photography developing at different periods over the

medium’s past 175 years.

History

The experiments of Joseph Nicéphore Niépce and Louis
Daguerre in France and William Henry Fox Talbot in
Britain during the 1820s and 1830s culminated in the two
announcements of photography in January 1839. Daguerre
announced his daguerreotype process which was made freely
available by the French government in August of that year. The
process produced a unique image on a silvered copper metal
plate. Talbot responded by announcing his photogenic drawing
process which produced a negative and positive on paper. He
further refined it and in 1841 patented the process which he

called the Calotype.

The daguerreotype process with its detailed silver, mirror-like,
finish was initially best suited to recording views or “straight”
subjects and it was to find great commercial success as in
portrait studios. The Calotype with its light sensitive emulsion
contained within the fibres of paper produced less well
defined images in sepia tones that many such as the Scottish
photographers Hill and Adamson felt was more artistic in its

effect when compared to the preciseness of the daguerreotype.

Talbot had hopes that his process would be a tool for scientists and

antiquarians in recording subjects for further study.

The introduction of the wet-collodion process in 1851 by Frederick Scott
Archer quickly led to the first two processes being superseded. The
collodion process could produce either a single positive image or a negative
on glass from which additional copies could be printed on to paper. From
the mid-1850s the collodion process became dominant in commercial

portrait studios and amongst amateur photographers.

It was used by Roger Fenton to record the war in the Crimea in 1855-56,
by Carleton Watkins in Yosemite and the American mid-West in the 1860s
and by travellers such as John Thomson who photographed in Asia and
China in the 1860s and 1870s. The process was more sensitive than both the
daguerreotype and Calotype and by recording the image in a light-sensitive
emulsion on glass gave a sharp, clearly defined, image. The work of Watkins
and others were precursors to the later-defined straight photography of

Adams and Weston.

Collodion was itself overtaken by more convenient dry plates from the mid
to late 1870s for amateur use and by the late 1870s and early 1880s most
studios had also adopted them. Thereafter, the basis of photography did
not change significantly. There were changes to the emulsion used to hold
the light-sensitive chemicals from collodion to gelatine and the support
itself changed from glass to celluloid and later to acetate sheets and films.
There were chemical changes with emulsions becoming more sensitive
across the light spectrum, i.e. from orthochromatic to panchromatic and
increasingly more sensitive to light. But it was not until the fundamental
shift in photography from what has been termed analogue, or traditional,
silver-based, photography to digital from the early 2000s that photography

changed dramatically.

Although the daguerreotype and Calotype photographers produced artistic
and creative work the constraints of their processes limited what was
possible and much of the work created was straight in that it depicted the
subject whether a landscape, architecture, portrait or still-life without

manipulation.

The collodion process allowed photographers the opportunity to become
more creative and photographers such as Henry Peach Robinson and Oscar
Rejlander used it to created highly manipulated photographs which made
use of multiple images combined into one photograph to create artistic
tableaux or stories. Rejlander's Two Ways of Life (1857) for example used
thirty-two separate images to tell a moral story. Other photographers such as

Julia Margaret Cameron used the collodion process to create ethereal, soft-



focus portraits using her lenses, photographic technique and
artistry to produce work that, on occasion, showed photography
was not simply as a mechanical recording tool but an artistic

and creative medium in its own right.

Through the 1870s and up to 1914 photography become
increasingly pictorialist in its outlook as photographers
attempted to create artistic work. Negatives and prints were
retouched and re-worked and new techniques and processes
such as bromoil and gum bichromate allowed the photographer
to further manipulate his images on paper at the printing stage,
with the end result often looking far removed from a traditional

photograph.

Straight photography began to emerge in the 1880s as a
reaction to these highly manipulated photographs which many
photographers considered painterly in appearance. preferring
a photograph that was simply unmanipulated. At first
pictorialism was able to accommodate straight photography
with Frederick Evans® work, for example, frequently both
straight and pictorialist in its execution. In 1917 Paul Strand
was still able to describe Evans’ work as "absolute unqualified
objectivity" bringing a more to straight by implying a new

aesthetic.

The term "straight" was used directly by the critic Sadakichi
Hartmann in a 1904 review in the American publication
Camera Work in which he encouraged photographers "to
work straight" and to produce photographs rather than
paintings. Alfred Stieglitz, Camera Work’s publisher despite
an enthusiasm for art and pictorial photography through his
Photo-Secession Movement linked straight photography’s
future to modernism and supported it alongside other modern

art forms.

Hartmann’s views and others evolved in to a modernist
traditional and straight photography was increasingly seen
as unmanipulated but it also suggested a sharp focus, higher
contrast, limited or no cropping and an emphasis on form and
structure within the subject. Elements of this aesthetic had
found its way in to modernist photography during the 1920s.
The straight, perhaps documentary style of Eugéne Atget of
Paris, showed elements of this: the photography of Man Ray
and the constructivist Alexander Rodchenko, too, although

their work was characterised by abstraction.

By the early 1930s the aesthetic defined by Strand attracted a new group
which became known as the West Coast Photographic Movement. They
emphasised the unmanipulated silver print — in contrast to the ink-based
pigment processes — and a modernist aesthetic. Technical skill, composition
and the timing of the shot were also important. Initially the movement
was aligned with traditional documentary work from photographers such
as Lewis Hine's photographs of early 1900s slum dwellers and that of the
1930s government sponsored Farm Security Administration work of Walker
Evans and Dorothea Lange. But straight photography evolved to represent
its own subjects that were less politically or socially charged with a focus
on landscape and nature. Ansel Adams’ views of Yosemite and Edward
Weston’s landscapes. fruit and flora and fauna are the best exemplars of

this.

The Group F64 were the leading exponents of straight photography within
the west coast movement. Formed in 1932 the initial members were: Ansel
Adams, Imogen Cunningham, John Paul Edwards. Sonya Noskowiak,
Henry Swift, Willard Van Dyke and Edward Weston, with Preston Holder.

Consuelo Kanaga. Alma Lavenson and Brett Weston joining them.

The Group’s manifesto was defined photography as: "an art form by simple
and direct presentation through purely photographic methods. The Group
will show no work at any time that does not conform to its standards of
pure photography. Pure photography is defined as possessing no qualities of

technique, composition or idea, derivative of any other art form."

The name Group F64 was taken from the small aperture of the photographic
lens which, it claimed, "signifies to a large extent the qualities of clearness
and definition of the photographic image which is an important element in

the work of members of this Group."

After the second world war the West Coast movement elements of traditional
straight photography began to be challenged with new approaches. By the
1960s although black and white photography still dominated the use of
colour was also included. Abstract lighting, motion blur and the tilting of

the camera were increasingly accepted to all but the purists such as Adams.

The movement was widespread. The West Coast remained central but there
were groups of photographers in the Europe and Asia who supported the
main tenets of it. It continued to flourish until the 1970s when new areas
of photography such as social documentary and photo-journalism re-
emerged reflecting new photographic technology as well as new concerns
within society: war, famine and social conditions. These began to attract
the attention of photographers and photography was a tool to explore and

highlight them in new forms of publications and an emerging gallery scene.



