Thatte 1

THE METHOD AND ART

OF ANSEL ADAMS

During my two semesters of black and white photography, I found that creating good photographs involved visualization and the implementation of the zone system. Ansel Adams first explained these techniques in the late 1930s, and our photography class looked at his landscapes as stellar examples of the implementation of these techniques.

I thought it would be very interesting to explore the history and development of Adams’ techniques; primarily focusing on what might have influenced him and his technical development. I decided to concentrate on his life and technical legacy and the factors that might have influenced them. Though Ansel Adams has always been heralded as a great conservationist, I did not delve into this aspect of his work. Through extensive reading, I realized that Ansel was highly regarded as a teacher of photographic technique, so I have attempted to integrate this aspect of his technical legacy into my exploration.

Since this paper is largely factual and not analytical, an annotated bibliography has been included. In this directed reading, I looked at both the technical and artistic qualities of one of the masters of photography, and consequently have come to a better understanding of why the techniques Adams invented were so revolutionary,.

INTRODUCTION TO PHOTOGRAPHY

The collodion wet-plate process, developed in 1851, encouraged outdoor photography and Yosemite was an inevitable subject for photographers on the West coast. The pioneers whose photography of Yosemite resulted in its preservation and worldwide fame were Carleton Watkins, Eadweard Muybridge and George Fiske. It was quickly determined that the natural grandeur of Yosemite was better enjoyed in realistic photographs than interpretive paintings.

These early photographs of Yosemite were introduced to Ansel Adams in San Francisco’s Panama Pacific International Exposition. For his thirteenth birthday, he was presented with a one-year pass to the exposition, which celebrated San Francisco’s recovery from the great earthquake of 1906 and boasted the most current achievements in industry, science and the arts. The myriad of activities Ansel involved himself in during the exposition included spending time in a diorama featuring Yosemite and the Sierras.

Ansel’s fascination for Yosemite grew while he was bed-ridden, recovering from a cold, in the spring of 1916. His aunt presented him with “In the Heart of the Sierras” by J. M. Hutchings, and Ansel was absorbed by the book’s adventurous tale, set in the Yosemite Valley, and by the numerous illustrations. He now longed to personally experience the grandeur of the giant redwoods, Lake Tahoe, and Yosemite Valley. In the summer of that year, the Adamses went to Yosemite and Ansel was given his first camera to record their vacation. Alinder describes his experience in her biography:

The rapport among Ansel, the camera, and Yosemite was immediate. ... Ansel’s bright eyes flitted from wonder to wonder, but the impression that would last his lifetime was that of soaring gray granite cliffs. [Alinder 22]

In his early photographic efforts around Yosemite, Adams absorbed and responded to not only relatively recent ideas in art photography but also to the older traditions of landscape art in Europe and the United States [Spaulding 35]. Ansel’s photographs, taken with his Kodak #1 Brownie Box in 1916, were pictorialist – photography that evoked the qualities of painting – in essence; he managed to capture the beauty of Yosemite in spite of the soft-focus and slight blurring of the edges that were prevalent at the time. 


Although Ansel still pursued his love for music and the piano, he started devoting more of his time to developing his photographic skills. His earliest efforts included part-time employment with a photo-finisher in San Francisco, from whom he learned basic darkroom techniques. The two winters he spent there constituted the entirety of his photographic schooling [Alinder 36]. In addition to returning to Yosemite every summer and engrossing himself in the artists’ studios, Ansel read a plethora of photographic magazines and continued to experiment with photographic impressionism.


He started to take his photographic interests seriously during this time, and in 1921, his architectural study, Le Conte Memorial Lodge – Yosemite Valley, appeared in the San Francisco magazine Overland Monthly. The next year, two of his photographs were reproduced in the Sierra Club Bulletin. Also in 1922, Best’s Studio in Yosemite began selling Adams’ landscapes. Although none of these early images were particularly spectacular, their publication encouraged Ansel to continue his photographic endeavors. 

DEVELOPMENT, AND INTRODUCTION TO MODERNISM


In the late summer of 1927, Ansel Adams published his first portfolio of original prints, aided by the generosity of Albert Bender, entitled Parmelian Prints of the High Sierras. The name was suggested by the publisher, Jean Chambers Moore, who insisted that the word “photograph” not be used in the title since she believed that no market for photographs as art existed at the time. Furthermore, Ansel made all the Parmelian prints on Kodak Vitava Athena Grade T Parchment, which cast a pictorialist pall over the sharp focus of almost all the prints [Alinder 62]. And though his publisher was probably right, Ansel later regretted naming the portfolio Parmelian Prints. With its publication, Ansel’s career as a photographer looked feasible, both financially and artistically.

It was around this time that pictorialism in photography was being replaced by “straight photography,” a product of the advent of modernistic principles in art in general. Spaulding contends that artists were beginning to emphasize rather than disguise what they considered the essential characteristics of the camera image; its optical precision and clarity, and its ability to capture an instant and make it timeless. In the spring of 1927, Ansel traveled to the art colonies of Santa Fe and Taos, New Mexico. Adams could not have found a better place to continue his education in modern art than Mabel Luhan’s rambling Taos abode, Los Gallos [Spaulding 74]. Surrounded by artists, writers and photographers who were eagerly embracing modernism, Ansel absorbed many of the ideas and attitudes that would influence his artistic outlook in the years to come. Immediately after he left, Ansel decided to pursue his career in photography over his promising career as a concert pianist. In 1930, he created the photographs for Taos Pueblo, a book about the religious center for the Taos Indians. Spaulding remarks,

The photographs in Taos Pueblo marked a transitional phase in his work. They retained much of his earlier pictorialist style in their rather soft focus and warm-toned printing. However, their simplified, geometric graphic organization and their unsentimental realism show the early signs of his move to a more modernistic approach. [81]


Ansel Adams’ change from pictorialist soft-focus photography to the magnified sharpness of modernism, like that of most artists of the time, was the result of numerous causes. This modernistic approach was not self-motivated, but rather was caused by the time he spent in Taos and the adoption of modernistic principles in art throughout the United States. The latter included a rebellion by young artists against the entrenched edification of societies like the National Academy of Design. For instance, a group of artists led by Robert Henri and John Sloan sought greater realism in both style and subject matter and were dubbed the “Ashcan School” for their blunt depictions of urban life. 

During these artistically tumultuous years, Ansel met a number of people who had great influence on his intellectual and artistic life. In the spring of 1929, just before the publication of Taos Pueblo, Ansel met John Marin and Georgia O’Keefe, who were close collaborators of Alfred Stieglitz. Their interest in nature and indigenous American elements as subjects for their art was fervently absorbed by Ansel. Other artists who had a significant influence on Adams included Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Weston and Paul Strand.


Stieglitz was the pioneer of modernistic photography in America; he worked very closely with Edward Steichen in Europe during this time, and attempted to bring the avant-garde European art to American viewers. He published the work of European modernists in his periodical, Camera Work, as early as 1909. Stieglitz also provided exhibition space at his gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue for both the innovative painters of Europe and for groups of American artists working in the modernist vein. He also published, in his magazine, the works of Cézanne and Matisse, and discussions of the new movements in European painting, including fauvism, cubism, and futurism. In particular, Rosenblum believes cubism was an important influence on straight photography; it was being better understood and mimicked through the photographic medium. This geometric influence yielded the idea of using machinery and city architecture as subjects, and numerous close-ups and severely cropped views were employed. Camera Work was the first American magazine to publish the writings of Getrude Stein, and it also featured the writings and paintings of the expressionists Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc appeared. In addition to these, the pioneering cubist works of Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque were presented. Adams, eager for an introduction to the latest ideas in art and the best examples and discussions in contemporary photography, probably continued to read copies of Camera Work during his stay in Taos. 


Strand was another artist associated with Stieglitz who visited New Mexico regularly. In Strand's work Adams saw that photography could be emotionally powerful and possess a strong sense of originality, just like the work of other painters and photographer he had met in New Mexico. It was a revelation to him, confirming his belief that photography could be an avenue of forceful and significant creative work.


Weston was one of the first photographers to adopt the principles of straight photography, and his emphasis on details taken from everyday objects in sharply focused images particularly influenced Adams’s work. By 1931, Adams’s growing awareness of modernist principles in photography gave him a better understanding of Weston’s art. He considered Weston’s landscapes, the rock and tree details, his finest work [Alinder, 85]. However, he did not appreciate Weston’s images of vegetables because he believed they were contrived. Later in 1932, Ansel grasped the potential and beauty of still life when he created Rose and Driftwood; he did not criticize Weston’s arrangements thereafter. 

GROUP f/64 AND A LIFE IN PHOTOGRAPHY

In her essay, f.64 and Modernism, Naomi Rosenblum proposes that one of the primary social effects of the transition from pictorialism to straight photography was that artistic photographers made symbolic statements by embracing up-to-date subjects such as railroads and bridges. Two particularly striking examples of this change from ‘photographic impressionism’ to modernism in such subjects is Hand of Man (Stieglitz, 1902) and Wheels (Sheeler, 1939).
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  Hand of Man (Stieglitz, 1902)


    Wheels (Sheeler, 1939)

It was the widespread acceptance of this new photographic technique that contributed to the formation of Group f/64 in 1932. Willard Van Dyke and Preston Holder initiated the creation of this group when they realized that Alfred Stieglitz was supporting Weston’s straight photography efforts in New York, and that their contemporaries were also beginning to understand modernism through their own art. Heyman enumerates other factors that led to the group’s formation as including the recognition that Weston’s work was far superior to that of Paul Strand, that Ansel Adams was beginning to better understand the Sierras, and that Imogen Cunningham had also embraced straight photography with her plant and nude forms. 


Group f/64 was spearheaded by the idea that the object of the move from pictorialism and soft-focus images to sharply defined modernistic images was mainly to redefine photography as a medium. The purpose of this movement was to differentiate photography from painting, and establish the former as its own art form. It was Ansel Adams who wrote all of the one-page manifesto of Group f/64 that was considered “a declaration of war on the photographic infidel: the pictorialists” [Alinder 88]. The manifesto read,

The name of this Group is derived from a diaphragm number of the photographic lens. It 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. ... 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.


Group f/64’s first show was held at the M. H. de Young Memorial Museum in December 1931. Ansel displayed ten prints at this exhibition; in an attempt to illustrate his versatility, he selected three portraits, three details, one architectural study and three landscapes. He also played a central role in organizing the exhibition itself, and possibly because he lived closer to the museum than the others [Alinder 86]. It is interesting that although this group of modernist photographers represented themselves as Group f/64, the name was purely symbolic. Ansel admits that he might have taken only two or three photographs at that particular aperture. Furthermore, it is jokingly remarked that when Steiglitz heard of Group f/64, he telephoned Ansel and said that he had formed his own group on the East coast entitled Group f/128!


But it was not merely pictorialists that Group f/64 was responding to; this handful of photographers was promoting an expression of modern art in photography. Like their contemporaries, they strove to create photographs that used the clear, sharp vision of the camera to depict everyday subject matter. And though they did not create or invent the concept of straight photography, they were responsible for popularizing the idea throughout the world. Group f/64 did not succeed in staying together even a few years, but each member went on to pursue and support his or her version of the cause.


Ansel’s photographic work in the Sierras had already established him as a strong proponent of straight photography and an ardent supporter of photography as its own art form. He went on to uphold and practice the principles he brought with him from Group f/64 as he ventured into the realm of commercial and documentary photography. His forays into commercial photography always served as his primary source of income. During the time when he was first establishing himself in the world of photography, several corporate companies hired his talents to photograph the products; while in his later years, his photographic expertise was employed by leading manufacturers of photographic products who sent him new product designs to review and promote.


When he traveled for his commercial photography assignments, Ansel was always on the lookout for more images that he could use in upcoming shows. His meticulous logging of time spent working on any commercial assignment as opposed to taking photographs for his own personal use allowed him to retain photographs he took for an upcoming show, instead of surrendering all the photographs he had taken on any trip to his commercial employer. For example, White Cross: San Rafael was taken while he was commissioned to do a book documenting Dominican College in San Rafael, California. 


Over the years, Ansel’s commercial employers included Yosemite Park and Curry Company (YP&CC), Fortune magazine, Columbia Gas Corporation, Standard Oil Company, the Department of the Interior, and U.S. Potash Company. In his assignment for U. S. Potash, Ansel spent days in the mines trying to capture the amethyst hue of the ore, and produced many images of miners poised on scaffolds, wielding heavy tools. When these images were submitted to the company, Ansel’s employers were outraged because the scaffolds in every single picture had been constructed in violation of mining safety laws. A few months later, after the mine superintendent had been fired and the scaffolding had been made legal, Ansel was requested to begin again, and was given double pay. 


Though his commercial assignments imposed on both his family life and his personal photographic development, Ansel continued to work on them since they provided for most of his livelihood and his photographic resources. For example, a commission to make huge murals of other photographer’s negatives for the San Francisco 1939 World Fair was not what Ansel wanted to spend his time and effort on at that moment, but the money from the job paid for a mercury-argon enlarger with a twenty-thousand-volt transformer, which significantly improved the tonal range and contrast of his prints.


The Manzanar relocation camp, in California’s Owen Valley, which opened in March 1942, was the site of Adams’ first foray into documentary photography. The United States government requested both Dorothea Lange and Ansel Adams to photograph the residents of the Manzanar camp; it was specified that the barbed-wire fences and guard towers not be included in the photographs, and the humane treatment of the Japanese and their thriving livelihood be the focus of most photographs. Lange was completely opposed to the relocation and her work depicted the personal devastation of the innocent families, and the dramatic backdrop of the Sierra seeming only to heighten the harshness of the windblown, desiccated landscape [Alinder 232]. On the other hand, Ansel’s photographs depicted families in spruced up and homely living quarters, showing hardworking, smiling people who had held respectable jobs in their former lives. 

The restricted photography of Lange and Adams was compiled in a book, Born Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese-Americans. Today, their photographs are shown alongside those of Toyo Miyatake, a Los Angeles portrait photographer, who took unauthorized photographs of the camp from the inside using a crude simple camera. Photographs from Manzanar, particularly those of Ansel’s, exemplified human dignity rising above tragic misfortune.

More than ten years later, in 1954, Lange asked Ansel to join her in photographing three Mormon towns in Utah. She hoped that together they would describe the hard life won by the people who lived in this desolate though magnificent landscape, an effort intricately described in Alinder’s biography. Financial restrictions forced them to obtain funding from Life magazine, which was intrigued by the Lange-Adams team. Dorothea and Ansel completed an extensive documentary of the towns of Tocquerville, St. George, and Gunlock. Unfortunately, due to fast-breaking stories, Life truncated the article, transforming it into a caricature that enraged the residents of the Utah towns. The artists were confronted with permission and model release issues, which deeply hurt Ansel. Following this debacle, Ansel gave up his ten-year personal crusade to develop a documentary side to his vision, and the creation of such images as Winter Sunrise and Mount Williamson from Manzanar allowed him to recognize his excellence in the area of landscape photography. 

TECHNICAL LEGACY


John Szarkowski, curator and author of Ansel Adams at 100, claims that Adams’ Making a Photograph represented Ansel both as a artist and as a teacher. Ansel’s books gave instruction in photographic technique in a manner that was much more precise and focused than that provided by other books at the time. For example, visualization, the zone system, and advanced printing techniques, and their incorporation into the larger framework of the five-part Basic Photo Series constitutes Ansel Adams’ technical legacy.


Ansel’s theory of visualization was realized in the conception of Monolith: The Face of Half-Dome in 1927. Although he came to this idea on his own, Alinder writes that in 1922 Edward Weston had hinted at the same theory saying, “I see my finished platinum print on the ground glass in all its desired qualities, before my exposure.” Weston’s definition of visualization was not published until 1980, and was termed previsualization. Ansel’s description of the same process as “the conception of the subject as presented in the final print” was the first published definition of visualization in April 1934 for Modern Photography 1934-35: The Studio Annual of Camera Art. Ansel provides a more rigorous description of this process in The Negative:

"The visualization of a photograph involves the intuitive search for meaning, shape, form, texture, and the projection of the image-format on the subject. The image forms in the mind--is visualized--and another part of the mind calculates the physical processes involved in determining the exposure and development of the image of the negative and anticipates the qualities of the final print. The creative artist is constantly roving the worlds without, and creating new worlds within."


Adams recognized that the process of visualization was not arcane, and in his Basic Photo Series, particularly in The Negative, he explained the facets of visualization. He did this in order to refine the process for those who were familiar with it, and assist those photographers who were striving to create aesthetically pleasing photographs. In all his discussions on the subject, he stressed the importance of technical mastery over all the available photographic resources. He explained that an important aspect of visualization is achieving the desired effect in the final print by selecting the appropriate filters, exposure times, and development times of the negative. For example, he describes how he used a red filter on his last plate when photographing Half Dome because he knew a red filter would darken the sky in the photograph. 


In 1940, at the Art Center School, Los Angeles, Ansel Adams and Frederick Scott Archer, an instructor in photographic portraiture, created a method by which exposure could be controlled and related to development. Adams and Archer took the spectrum of print values and using f-stops as the standard of measurement, simply assigned a Zone to each value that each f-stop of exposure produced. This method was later codified by Adams, and is referred to as the Zone System.


The Zones in this system are numbered 0 through X. Zone 0 represents the maximum black that the print can produce. Zone X represents pure paper-base white. The nine zones in between are each equivalent to one increased f-stop of exposure. In particular, Zone III is very dark gray in which good texture and detail can be seen, while Zone VII is the ‘whitest’ zone in which good details would still be visible. The Zone System allows the photographer to establish the tonal values in the finished print, and have more control over the finished print. A more involved discussion on using this technique may be obtained from any technical manual on photography, including The Negative by Adams himself. Ansel remarked that he created the Zone System to enable students to learn the ‘scales and chords’ to achieve technical command of the medium.


Ansel also developed his own knowledge of the techniques of photographic reproduction to ensure that the quality of prints might approach as closely as possible to the standard he set for himself, and in which took great pride.  He was always interested in the research into archival standards for gelatin-silver photographic papers, the preferred medium of serious photographers. Alinder vividly describes Ansel’s pursuit of excellence in printing through careful darkroom technique. He stressed the importance of the use of two separate fixing baths to make permanent the exposed silver, and recommended washing for a minimum of one hour, with frequent changes in water, to completely flush the remaining free silver and processing chemicals from the paper.


Adams gained mastery over the technical aspects of photography because he devoted most of his time to his craft. Frequently putting in twenty-hour days spent solely in the darkroom, his lifetime pattern was to work with extreme intensity and then to collapse for a few days’ recovery. 

PHOTOGRAPHS EXAMINED


In the preface of his biography, Jonathan Spaulding describes what photography meant to Ansel Adams, and how it was created by an amalgamation of aesthetics and knowledge.

Moonrise represents the product of a series of conscious interpretive decisions by the photographer, not simply the record of a beautiful scene. At each stage of the process Adams applied his technical mastery of the medium to create an image that would convey the emotions he felt on that highway in New Mexico in the fall of 1941. It is a photograph that sums up his art, both in its form and its content.

Ansel Adams had an exceptional grasp of the technical elements of photography, and it was this knowledge, coupled with an innate aesthetic sense, which created his trademark landscape images. His concepts of visualization and the zone system can be understood from any of the several technical manuals available; but examining how specific photographs created by Adams himself incorporate these techniques illustrates the true potential of these images. Four photographs (all of which were included in the Museum Set) have been explored using material from the biographies and, in particular, “The Making of 40 Photographs.” 

Monolith, The Face of Half Dome

Yosemite National Park, 1927
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The creation of this particular work has been vividly described in Ansel Adams’ biographies and in his own books because he attributes having first executed visualization while taking this photograph. He describes how he had decided to photograph Half Dome from a particular spot and had taken twelve plates with him. Before he got to the “Diving Board” he had already used up ten plates!


When he arrived at the face of Half Dome at noon, it was still in full shadow. In early mid-afternoon, the sun started creeping up on it, and Ansel set up his equipment. He was using a slightly wide-angle Tessar-formula lens of about 8½-inch focal length. In his first conscious visualization, he saw the photograph “as a brooding form, with deep shadows and a distant sharp white peak against a dark sky.” He made his first exposure on the eleventh plate using a Wratten No. 8 (K2) yellow filter with an exposure factor of 2. As he set up his last slide, he realized that the image he had just taken did not adequately produce the effect he had envisioned. He then chose his deep red Wratten No. 29 filter. He pressed the shutter release for the 5-second exposure at f/22.


He later said that “in his mind’s eye [he] saw (with reasonable completeness) the final image as made with the red filter,” since the red filter did what he expected it to do. With its extreme manipulation of tonal values, Monolith was definitely beyond the principles of straight photography. The deliberate alteration of reality in Monolith using the red filter to create an ethereal effect was part of Ansel’s new vision.  In every sense of the word, he was now an important artist, with the concept of visualization representing his breakthrough [Alinder 60]. And although he nearly lost this particular print in a darkroom fire in 1937 (the top and left-hand edge were slightly damaged and had to be cropped), this negative remained printable and today is one of the most celebrated works by Ansel Adams.

Moonrise

Hernandez, New Mexico, 1941
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Ansel describes the making of this photograph as “combining serendipity and immediate technical recall.” While driving along the highway to Santa Fe, Ansel managed to catch a glimpse of this scene and instantly realized this was an opportunity he could not miss. He had a clear visualization of the image he wanted, so he rushed to set up his 8x10 camera. He decided to use the Wratten No. 15 (G) filter. The sun was nearly setting and he knew the definition of the white crosses would diminish, but he could not find his Weston exposure meter with which to take the photograph!


This turned out to be Ansel’s most popular image of all time, and he vividly recalls how he made this exposure. “I suddenly realized I knew the luminance of the moon ─ 250 c/ft2. Using the Exposure Formula, I placed this luminance on Zone VII; 60 c/ft2 therefore fell on Zone V, and the exposure with the filter factor of 3x was about 1 second at f/32 with ASA 64 film.” Once he had taken the picture, he quickly attempted to make a second negative of the scene, but shadow had covered the white crosses. 


Later, in his San Francisco darkroom, he thought long and hard about how he should develop this lone precious negative. He employed a complicated and careful process that produced a usable negative, though it was not perfect by his standards! All the subsequent prints from this negative involved complex burning-in and dodging to achieve the spectacular imagery of an “emotional/romantic moment in time.”


Adams did not accurately date this photograph, which became a great source of dismay to photographic historians. He did agree to allow Dr. David Elmore of the High Altitude Observatory to attempt determine when this photograph was taken. Using data from a visit to that site, analysis of the moon’s position in the photograph, and lunar azimuth tables, Dr. Elmore determined that the exposure was made at approximately 4:05 P.M. on October 31, 1941!

Mount Williamson

Sierra Nevada, from Manzanar, California, 1944
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This photograph was taken on one of Ansel’s trips to the Manzanar Relocation Camp. He drove to a spot he had frequented, but this time there was a storm going on in the mountains and he could visualize the photograph. He set up his 8x10 camera on the rooftop platform of his station wagon, and moved the car a number of times to find the perfect composition for the boulders and the peaks. He pointed the camera down a little and tilted the back of the camera to ensure that both the near rocks and the distant mountains were in sharp focus.


When the sun shone through the afternoon clouds on the boulders, the shadows were very deep and Ansel knew this would be a high-contrast image. Using his S.E.I. Exposure Photometer he was able to read the clouds near the sun at 4000 c/ft2 and the near dark shadows about 10 c/ft2. The exposure range was significant, so he placed the deepest shadow values on Zone 1, and the highest cloud values fell above Zone X. With ASA 200 film and a Wratten No. 15 (G) filter, the exposure was 0.1 second at f/32.


Ansel created several negatives of this scene, but only one had the precise cloud positions and lighting on the mountains that he wanted. He remarks that initially printing this negative was difficult because the prints invariably turned out to be too heavy. He quickly rectified this, and subsequent prints of this negative have elicited responses that included, “Is this a real photograph?”

Clearing Winter Storm

Yosemite National Park, 1940
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Although this photograph is considered an environmental statement, Adams recalls that he had no such purpose in mind when he took this photograph on an early December day, at a place known as New Inspiration Point. He used a 12¼-inch Cooke lens, and focused on the foreground trees while ensuring that the mountains were in focus. A fairly short exposure of 1/5 second, at f/16 with ASA 64 film and a Wratten No. 8 (K2) filter, was chosen to avoid showing movement in the clouds. In reaching this decision he relates: “The highest textured value I could determine in the scene was about 160 c/ft2. Placing this on Zone VII, I found that the value of the darkest trees on the right (measuring about 3 c/ft2) fell on Zone I.” The printing of this particular photograph involved considerable dodging and burning to achieve the tonal balance he had envisioned. 

EFFORTS IN EDUCATION


The May 1940 issue of U. S. Camera promoted the Yosemite Photographic Forum, to be held that summer under the personal direction of Ansel Adams, and claimed that,

“Ansel Adams is not only one of America’s great photographers, he is also one of the few who can lucidly present his experience and ability in a way that makes him a great photographic teacher.”


In 1945, Ansel offered a six-week-long workshop for professionals and advanced amateurs, as well as an extensive evening lecture course. He events were oversubscribed and a huge success. This impressed publisher Willard Morgan, who contracted Ansel to write a series of technical books on photographic technique. Over the next few years, he wrote The Camera, The Negative, and The Print. He eventually wrote two more books to complete the Basic Photo Series, Natural-Light Photography in 1952 and Artificial-Light Photography in 1956. 


In the early 1940s, the California School of Fine Arts (CSFA) in San Francisco approached Ansel to start a department of photography at the institution. Ansel conceived of teaching students how to express themselves individually through photography by giving them all the technical tools paired with an aesthetic approach [Alinder 207]. In January 1946 he taught an introductory one-month course to convince the school's trustees that a serious study of photography was both needed and wanted. The trustees agreed to set up the department, and Ansel, realizing that theory went only so far, managed to secure assignments for his students from Pacific Gas and Electric for an interpretive study of their power plants at Feather River. In April 1946, he was awarded Guggenheim Fellowship, and this forced him to cease active involvement in the school.


In the early 1950s, Ansel was hired by Polaroid to test and report back on new products being developed. As a teacher, Ansel found the instant feedback afforded by the Polaroid camera extremely valuable, because on the spot, each student could see what could be improved in the print he or she had just made, and then another exposure could be made immediately, the entire process serving to refine the student's visualization. Starting in 1955, Ansel began teaching the Ansel Adams Yosemite Workshop which introduced photographers to his methods and the grandeur of Yosemite through theory classes and backpacking.

THE LATER YEARS


In 1952, Ansel confessed to the Newhalls that making photographs had become a bore. Alinder writes that he thought perhaps he had accomplished all he could and it was now time to follow another path. In the 1960s, Ansel therefore turned his energies to writing, making portfolios, consulting, and teaching. His projects included serving as a technical consultant for both Polaroid and Hasselblad, whose products he tested, reviewed and promoted, often writing specific technical manuals for the company such as Polaroid Land Photography. During these efforts, in 1959, Ansel was awarded his third and final Guggenheim which provided funding for him to make prints from the thousands of negatives that he had never printed due to time constraints. Over the next few years, he devoted all his energies to this project.


As the years passed, photography as an art form gained immense popularity and Ansel's prints became extremely valuable. His photographs led the market, with sixteen-by-twenty-inch prints selling for $150 each in the early seventies. He was flooded with orders, and decided to devote all of his time and energy for the next few years to making prints of his most popular negatives. Alinder describes how he hired a second photographic assistant so that the darkroom could be in operation seven days a week and set a daily production goal of forty sixteen-by-twenty-inch prints or sixty eleven-by-fourteens. Only such a phenomenal darkroom technician as Ansel could meet those numbers with no diminution of print quality. By the late 1970s, Ansel's photographs were re-selling for many times their original sale price. At the time, museums were slow in setting up photographic collections and did not have adequate funding to meet the market price of Ansel's photographs, and Ansel was concerned he would not be represented in their permanent collections, so in 1976, he mentioned that he intended to print sets of up to three hundred of his most important images specifically for museums and similar institutions.


Every Museum Set contained ten of his most famous images (Moonrise; Winter Sunrise; Monolith; Clearing Winter Storm; The Tetons and the Snake River; Mount Williamson from Manzanar; Sand Dune, Sunrise; Tenaya Creek; Dogwood, Rain; Aspens, Northern New Mexico [vertical]; and Frozen Lake and Cliffs), plus fifteen images that could be chosen from a list of sixty possibilities. He decided that anyone who bought all seventy images would also receive Surf Sequence, Ansel's 1940 five-print masterpiece. In 1980, a twenty-five-print Museum Set could be purchased for $50,000, far under the total market value of its individual photographs.


Though Ansel was enjoying fame and financial success beyond his dreams, he was never pretentious about himself or his art. Alinder relates how one employee of Best's Studio cooked up such great chocolate fudge that Ansel offered to trade his photographs for them, square inch for square inch; when he bought him an eleven-by-fourteen-inch pan of the candy he would give her a print of the same size. One summer she presented him with a whopping sixteen-by-twenty-inch extravaganza of fudge and received a Moonrise print in the same size. Ansel thought it was a fair trade.

AFTERIMAGE


Mary Street Alinder, a dear friend and colleague of Ansel during the later part of his life, concludes her biography with this description of Ansel’s photography:

“What makes an Ansel Adams photograph an Ansel Adams? Ansel’s breakthrough images are not direct reflections of the reality before his lens, but rather interpretations of the subject through his deeply felt emotional response. Technically, Ansel achieved his unique vision through a combination of elevated viewpoint, flattening of image, depth of field, elegant composition, and extensive details captured through a remarkable tonal range. As the work of greatest photographic technician of this century, his pictures demonstrate an astonishing virtuosity.

Whether by lugging his camera up thousands of feet to gaze upon Half Dome, setting up his tripod on an elevated cliff or roadside above the scene, or photographing from a platform built on top of his car especially for the purpose, Ansel managed to eliminate the close, low foreground and force the already expansive landscape to become heroic in scale.”
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