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Words by Amy Romer, April 2013 
It is still widely assumed that a landscape photograph is encoded within the language of academic 
painting and the traditions of landscape art of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. (Clarke, G, 
1997)  William Henry Fox Talbot was a pioneer of photography at a time where painters were 
exploring notions of a rural ideal – the pastoral release for city life, which coincided and was as a 
result of the Industrial Revolution. This ideal was to ignore the realities of culture, politics and 
development and instead conform to a vision ruled by aesthetic. Pristine environments would be 
recorded, with as little evidence of human settlement as possible, other than the romanticised myth 
of grandeur and liberty. 
 
In 1975, William Jenkins curated the exhibition ‘New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered 
Landscape’. Although initially, the exhibitions’ content was badly received, it was a key turning point 
for landscape photography as a genre and photography as a medium. Jenkins had identified a 
common interest in urban landscapes in photographers such as Robert Adams, Stephen Shore and 
Lewis Baltz. Their bleak topography was both a reflection of the increasingly suburbanised world 
around them and a reaction to the tyranny of idealised landscape photography that elevated the 
natural and the elemental.  

 
Robert Adams, a protagonist of the new topographics 
movement, found his niche in the American West. His book ‘The 
New West’, first published in 1974 was an in depth exploration of 
the representation of the American landscape. Adams’ morale 
was not to focus on the romanticising of wilderness by the ideals 
of the picturesque or sublime but to reinvent our perception of 
landscape by focusing on human influences on the land.  
 
In Figure 1 we see all the traditional compositional values of a 
landscape photograph of the American sublime. By composing 
a foreground within the vast open space, we gain a sense of 
scale whilst conforming to aesthetic ideals. The significant 
difference being that the main focal point is the stain of human 
footprint in the form of graffiti on the foreground rock, which as 
the title suggests, has been named after it’s impressive views. 
The photograph thus challenges our aesthetic ideals by means 
of irony.  
 
Adams’ creates his photographs using a middle-gray scale, 
being careful not to sensationalise the landscape, keeping his 
observations objective and direct.  
 
At first, Figure 2 appears to exhibit a lone structure in a vast and 
isolated landscape. However, when observed more closely it 
becomes clear that this is a settlement. Adams has carefully 
composed the edge of another building in the far right of the 
image and has not made a subject of the street sign by 
composing it directly against the structure.  
 
The photograph depicts perfectly the title of the works ‘The New 
West’. These tough landscapes seem uninhabitable but Adams 
proves that even the most seemingly wild of places contain 
human footprint in one form or another.  
 
I have also purposefully produced my work in the middle-grey 
scale although not for fear of sensationalising the landscape, like 
the work of Robert Adams. I chose this particular roundabout in 
Cambourne as I find myself constantly aware of how we try to 
escape to a rural ideal. This roundabout is a classic example of 
the subliminal trickery in our everyday urban lives. The trees 
have been planted to allow us to escape the metaphors behind 
a roundabout so that we therefore feel calm and at ease. The 
middle-grey scale is to emphasise the mundane subject, whilst 
allowing the viewer to step back from the monotony to therefore 
look closer at its intent.  

 
Top: Figure 1, Middle: Figure 2, Bottom: Figure 3 



Uncommon Places by Stephen Shore fits well with the 
developments and ideals of pop and conceptual art as 
Shore constructs and presents the theme of time 
throughout the series. Shore was the only photographer to 
use colour in the New Topographics exhibition making his 
style more approachable at the time of publication and 
keeping true to his theme of time.   
 
Shore’s images provide a thorough map of movements 
across North America in the 1970s whilst documenting 
the changing cutures of America through the form of 
landscape photography. (Schmidt-Wulffen, 2004)  
 
Shore chose to work with a view camera because it 
describes the world with unparalleled precision, whilst 
slowing the process down, forcing the Figure 4                                                       
photographer to make conscious decisions and because 
it is the photographic means of communicating what the 
world looks like in a state of heightened awareness. 
(Shore, 2003)  
 
Like Adams, Shore seeks out a sense of irony to 
photograph. In Figure 4 we see a particularly protrusive 
building shading the sunset with those exact words.  
 
Figure 5 is of a similar theme. Rather than being able to 
see the picturesque landscape, we must look at the 
billboard of a picturesque landscape, demonstrating the 
human obsession of the need to landmark. We cannot see 
with out own eyes and must be told how to feel. This is 
also true for Robert Adams’  ‘On Lookout Mountain’. By 
naming the mountain ‘Lookout Mountain’ we know that the 
view must be picturesque and are Figure 5                                                      
therefore influenced by where we experience the ideas of 
aesthetic.  
 
It is the brightness and boldness of Stephen Shore’s 
colours and the sense of time that also influences my 
landscape photography.  
 
The Chinese buffet in Figure 6 stood out to me due to its 
obscurity and the contractions within my chosen 
composition. I feel the image could have been taken 
around a similar time to those of Stephen Shore’s as the 
building and signage is extremely dated. On the contrary, 
the attention to detail that the restaurant have undergone 

in order to make the building seemingly appealing such as neatly aligned plants, Chinese 
architectural extensions and statues whilst all the while the restaurant is situated in an enormous 
grey car park and attached to a garage, in the middle of the Cornish countryside.  
Figure 6 
 
If I were naming the image, it would be specifically named after its location and dated as a 
document of a particular place at a particular time, thus acting as a document and triggering irony, 
similar to the work of Stephen Shore.  
 
John Davies black and white photographs exhibit the vastness of space inhabited by the powerful 
elements of nature and the contradictory powers of culture to operate in two directions. By 
presenting the material aspects of the contemporary landscape and ever growing power of economy 
and property, the viewer is asked to question these contradictory powers and further ask what this 
means for the world we exist in.  
 
By composing to the ideals of the picturesque, we are immediately though  perhaps subconsciously 
reminded of the romantisised images of the untouched beauty that artists have portrayed for 
centuries, yet the subject is quite the opposite. The combination results in a bold statement of a the 
past, present and future that we live in.  



In Figure 7, the bowling green dominates the landscape, 
emphasising our need for a pastoral escape, yet when 
viewed from above, the perspective shows its true 
artificial manmade structure.  
 
Figure 8 presents us with two culturally powerful subjects 
inside the delicate framing of nature, creating a hugely 
opposing photograph. The churchyard gate is propped 
open, inviting anyone that may like to wander 
 into this controversial site that would have once been 
significantly more rural. Davies communicates how 
industry has no subtleties and makes no exceptions for its 
placement in our world.  
 
Landscape photography is solely subjective. Whilst 
appreciating the emotions that the beauty of nature and 
the picturesque can make us feel through the medium of 
photography, these photographs are not necessarily 
reflective of what we live in and how we live in it. They 
shelter us from any cultural or political happenings and 
allow us to escape to a world that does not exist. It could 
be considered that there would not be such a strong 
appreciation of photographs like Figure 9, if we did not 
live in the harsh realities of the previous examples, and so 
it is possible that both approaches are necessary in order 
for the other to exist.  
 

Above: Figure 7, Below: Figure 8 
 
 
Figure 9 
 

 
 
“In order for the light to shine so brightly, the darkness must be present.” 
- Francis Bacon, Sr. (Vickers, B. 2002) 
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