Ansel Adams: Peak in Le Conte Canvon 1930

A WORKING
DEFINITION

Fine Art
Photography

Is about intent

It explores
| concepts

It challenges
what people
think or expect

4
PERSPECTIVE
Art Fine Art
Photography Photography Photography
Taking an image The only intent is to Deliberately created to
because it's there please without challenge, provoke and
challenging the viewer engage the viewer
7

What is
Fine Art Photography?

A 90-Minute Journey from Intent to
Inspiration
"What can photography do?"

Mike Lawrence for OPS

CONSIDER
The Camera
‘asan

| Artist’s Brush
| The photographer

¢ shapes meaning

) hrough

¥ | composition, light,
“& and concept

~

| Ansel Adams. Mount Huxley,
__ near Evolution Lake. 1930

1839

The
¥ Invention
7| and the

| Paradox
1839:

Daguerreotype

announced

followed by Fox

Talbot’s paper-

negative process
| Question:

Can a machine-
made image be a
work of art?

THE CENTRAL QUESTION

"What Can Photography Do?"

3
From "Is photography art?" (defensive)

Ansel Adams: Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico
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PERMISSION TO BEGIN

Ask the Question

“What is this image doing?”
Instead of

“What is this a picture of?"

Ansel Adams. Monolith, the Face of Half
Dome, Yosemite Valley. 1927

BAUDELAIRE'S WARNING
"The Very Humble Servant"
Charles Baudelaire, reviewing the 1859 Salon, dismissed
photography as servant to art and science
Warned that if photography encroached upon imagination, art
itself would be destroyed

The machine vs. the artist's hand: a debate that would last
decades




THE FIRST ANSWER

Imitate Painting

Julia Margaret Cameron: soft-focus
portraits emulating painting's
emotional depth

Julia Margaret Cameron: Head of St John

Composite allegories assembled from multiple negatives

Os

THE FIRST ANSWER

Imitate Painting

Thomas Carlyle by
Julia Margaret
Cameron

13

Paul Strand
and "Camera
Work"(1917)

Stieglitz grew restless
with Pictorialism

Paul Strand starts the
Modernism era

Photography finds its
own voice

11

OSCAR REJLANDER

~i 3
car Gustave Rejlander: Two Ways of Life

Paul Strand. Twin Lakes 1916

16

14

Photography as
Fine Art

Stieglitz - The Net Mender 1894
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HENRY PEACH
ROBINSON

Staged
tableaux with
narrative
ambition

Henry Peach Robinson:
When the Day’s Work is Done

THE QUESTION
EVOLVES

No more: "Can
photography be art?"
Now: "What kind of
art can photography
become?"

Modernism stops
justifying and starts
experimenting.

Photography as Fine Art

Soft focus, manipulated prints, and painterly ambition as core strategies

Wall Street, Paul Strand (1917)

15

CROSS DISCIPLINARY THREAD
Arts Continued
Influence

This dialogue between Art
and Photography was
continuous and productive,

not a betrayal of purity

Strand Connecticut Abstraction 1916




SECTION 2 SUMMARY
From Servant to
Sovereign
Photography's journey:
1839 — Started with Anxiety

1880 — Introduced Pictorialism

1917 — moved onto Modernism

Paul Strand: Fence (1917)

The Declaration of
"Pure" Photography

Founded 1932 after the smallest
aperture on a large-format camera.
Members: Ansel Adams, Edward
Weston, Imogen Cunningham
Commitment to sharp focus, full

tonal range

Frida Kahlo Rivera, 1931 by Imogen Cunningham
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Photography Beyond
the Frame

Laszlé Moholy-Nagy and
the term "typophoto"

-Photograms

-Photomontage

- Self Portrait 1926

Photography Beyond
the Frame

Laszlé Moholy-Nagy and
the term "typophoto"

-Photograms
-Photomontage

-Extreme angles

gy. Notre Dame de Paris. 1925

CONCEPTUAL AR

The Idea Takes
Priority

1960s shift: the camera used

for ideas, not beauty

TWENTYSIX

R Fi "
casoLINE
| ——. = + = Ed Ruscha's Twentysix Gasoline

« STATIONS e pnotobook as Conceptual Art

ANONYMOUS SCULPTURE
[l The Bechers
Bernd and Hilla Becher: systematic
typologies of industrial architecture

Impassive objectivity, serial comparison,

Y
l Ao4ALEidR

TrTYY T

23

THE DUSSELDORF SCHOO
i’gg A Generation of
B Inquiry
s v
52 Founded 1976 when Bernd

\

W

Becher was appointed professor]

N

at the Kunstakademie

1111

iiiin
\

Students:
Andreas Gursky,
Thomas Struth,
Thomas Ruff,
Candida Hofer

Struth: Shinjuku (Skyscrapers), Tokyo

# 1986

HE PICTURES
ENERATION

Photography
as Critical
nalysis

! 1970s-1980s:

photography as
representation
Cindy Sherman'
deconstructing
gender and

identity

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 197

26
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The Digital
Revolution

Digital tools expand creative
control

Editing becomes a creative
language

Colour, texture, compositing are
now accessible

Mike Lawrence: Homage to Vermeer 2024




CONTEMPORARY
PLURALISM

The
Question
Today

Not

"Is photography
art?"

but

"What can
photography do?"

Zanele Muholi, ID Crisis, 2003

28

BILL BRANDT

East Durham
Coal-Miner Just
Home from the

Pit 1937

East End Morning. 1937

THE CRAFT OF SEEING

Ansel Adams &
Edward Weston

Permission to pursue
technical perfection to
make emotional
memories tangible.

Edward Weston. Pepper No. 30. 1930
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BILL BRANDT

Londoners |
sheltering ina
draper's shop

basement o

Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still #11. 1978

Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still #35. 1978

THE
CONSTRUCTION
OF IDENTITY

Cindy
Sherman
Never

appears as
"herself”

THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY
Diane Arbus
Direct, frontal, flash-lit portraits of individuals on society's margins

Unsettling intimacy without exploitation

Identical Twins,
Roselle, N.J.
(1966):

Fat man at Carnival

A BRITISE
MODERNIST

Bill Brandt

B | technique
) evolve; revisit
the same

} subjects
across

decades

BILL BRANDT
Brandt said:

“I believe this power of
seeing the world as fresh
and strange lies hidden

| in every human being.”

_| Hampstead, London 1956

THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY
Richard Avedon

Stark white backgrounds and unflinching
lighting

Psychological truth revealed through the

stripping away of context

In the American West

AW
R
i

June Leaf, sculptress, Mabou Mines,
Nova Scotia, 1975
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THE DOCUMENT AS WITNESS e ;‘ THE DOCUMENT AS WITNESS THE SYSTEM AND THE IDEA

Dorothea Lange & s : Sebastido Salgado Bernd & Hilla Becher

Gordon Parks ; Permission to believe that beauty and Permission to let the idea precede the image
Beauty and witness are not opposed. Merging documentary, Minimalism, and Conceptual Art
witness are

not opposed

Gordon Parks:
American Gothic

— ' Bborothea Lange: (1942)

"8 Migrant Mother (1936)

- ] THE SPIRITUAL AND THE
Vi THE SYSTEM AND THE IDEA ABSTRACT TIME AND
. . . PERCEPTION
Jeff Wall Minor White & Aaron . .
| L Hiroshi
i Siskind .
- Large-scale backlit colour & Suglmoto
5 S ST -
P 47 s transparencies in lightboxes Photography
& ~ Cinematographic tableaux dissolving |nvest|g.at|ng time, .
N perception, and belief
S the boundary between captured and
. \ 3 &h
ﬁ | constructed - . | [ I
Aaron Siskind:
Gloucester 11944 >
Jeff Wall: A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai) 1993 Minor White: Sound of One Hand (1957) Sugimoto - Tasman See 1990 Bay of Sagami, 2022
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VISUAL ACTIVISM

Zanele Mubholi

| Self-identified "visual activist"

BRITISH
CONTEMPORARY
VOICES

Martin Parr &
David Hockney

David Hockney Pearblossom|
Highway 1986|

Martin Parr: The Last Resort 1986 Martin Parr: Lido Cafe, New Brighton, Merseyside, England. 1984

44
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Myths of Rules

Subject matter does not determine
status; intent and context do

NI

THE REALITY CHECK

MISCONCEPTIONS

Myths of
Status &
Subject

Armed with the permissions of the
past, we must dismantle the
assumptions that limit creativity

Addressing

pretention

Robert Frank.
Coney Island.
1948

.
Andreas Gursky. Rhine II. 1999 JeffWallz After "Invisible Man'"|

LANDSCAPE
From Wild
Landscapes
to Quiet
Townscapes

PORTRAITURE

The Subject Is
Never Merely
Present

Thereis a
triangle between
photographer,
subject, and
viewer.

Deana Lawson: Ring Bearer
staged domestic tableau
centring Black familial
experience

Bill Brandt. A Snicket
The Tetons and the Snake River by Ansel Adams 1942" in Halifax. 1937

51

ABSTRACT &
EXPERIMENTAL

Freedom from
Representation

The Camera as
Systematic Inquiry

DOCUMENTARY & SOCIAL

Witness and Elegy

A photograph of suffering can be both Photography freed

call to action and extraordinary Value shifts from individual from the obligation to
composition aesthetic brilliance to depict recognisable
Social Question is a legitimate fine art conceptual rigour
strategy subjects

The idea precedes the image;
the series reveals what the

single image cannot

Barbara Kasten. Construct NYC 17
Gordon Parks. Gloria Vanderbilt, New York. 1954 984

52 53




THE CONSTELLATION MODEL

Nine Factors

1. Intent Q

2. Concept
Q

No single criterion is
decisive; the
gaCratt constellation matters,
not the individual star

55

museumny allery,
\

- bhotebegk,

quoting, rebelling, or

ignoring

L

» B
' 4 h .
~ Intent: 3
% - an artls,gic purpose the agécarriesa ‘/\ L4
beyond documentation, p! ition thauﬂvites

-

. FACTOR 1 & FACTOR 2

K Intent & Concept

~ decoration, or

I j,«'fn(ermn — formal
communication

narrati criti «
< 2

A ¢
< <

e\
Theuyﬁéteth?ork into fi \ ¢
/K- Ak Y ’\
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FACIOR /, FACIOR 8 & FACIOR'Y

Critical Reception, Craft & Impact

Critical reception: Craft:
the work sustains technique serves the
interpretation and concept, whether
debate by curators, flawless'or deliberately

critics, and audiences raw

Impact:
the work changes how the viewer sees,

thinks, or feels

conscious choices dioue

framing, light, colour,
Sealeyand seriality that

Serve the concept

05/08/2026

Atdience:
\Work anticipatesa
Niewer who looks slowlyy
brings knowledge, and

tolerates ambiguity

Gursky - 99 cent 1999

The Definition in Practice

Apply the constellation to a
single image

The framework is diagnostic,
not prescriptive

Use it to evaluate your own
work and the work you

encounter

60

IN PRACTICE
Start with a
Question, Not
a Subject

111

62

Mood Swings by Mike Lawrence

IN PRACTICE
Start with a
Question, Not
a Subject

Adams asked about
light

Sherman asked about
identity

The Bechers asked
about form

Your question might be

personal o formal;

63



TWO SIMPLE STRATEGIES

Embrace Constraint and
Study History

Limits spark creativity.

Look at great work.

Alfred Stieglitz's The Steerage (1907)

DEVELOP CRITICAL LOOKING

Consider Context

Before pressing the shutter: What am I including? Excluding?
What does this frame assume about the viewer?

Where will this image live?

67

Engage with Community
Share work with peers,
attend exhibitions,

read criticism,

e

RULES

L

Every rule in this talk is a permission, not a prison

Know the history so you can breakit with intention

A &IV A

YOUR FIRST PROJECT

A Practical Blueprint

Week 1: Choose one question and one constraint (one lens, one location, one hour)
Week 2: Make 20 images; do not delete any until the end of the week
Week 3: Select 5 images that best answer your question; print or display them

Week 4: Show them to one person and ask: "What is this photograph doing?"

TICK THE BOX
Empty/Perfection vs Emotion

v’ Straight horizons
v’ Sharp eyes

v Perfect exposure

eeling

XENeaning:
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Accept Imperfection and
Build a Body of Work

A series reveals what a single

image cannot

AafoRf Siskind. Chicago 53 . 1952

FROM HOBBY TO PRACTICE

Mindset Shifts

at is this doing?"

pture device

ambiguity,
critical Question,
emotional truth
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The sweet spot
THE HOOK AND THE HOLD

CONSTRAINTS

Impact and Depth

BLINK TEST

S (R Rules are a Floor, Not a Ceiling
jhelHumant

Hold is the
fine art bit

Hook is your

{Every artist works\Withittsame kitcia It

Catch the eye "wow" factor

then

Give it a reason to stay.

74

CAMERA AS RESEARCH TOOL

Projects vs. One-Off Shots ’ at The Three Questions Te A technically perfectyimage that
- Io{ler thana simple

Building a body of work
What am | trying to say?

Will others engage with it?

Do I still believe in it, whatever the scoi

ey
v s

A History of Permissions

CONCLUSION

The transition from being a spectator to being a creator

The Next Chapter Is Yours

Pictorialism: Modernism: Conceptualism: Postmodernism:  Contemporary:

permission to ermission to issi ermission to ermission to | . B Fa B
p permission to p p Fine art photography is not a destination; it

emulateand  pursue precision prioritise ideas question the address the 4 _ 5
is a conversation that began in 1839 and

aspire and presence over beauty image itself important

questions continues in every frame you choose to

make with intention
The 2026 Rebellion:

Permission to be intentionally imperfect

81
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THE NEXT LEVEL : '
" BHE NEXT LEVEL
. Find'artists you connect with

. — o Fine Art PRGtography can be making art with
. Research their motivation, style, techniques...

Hotography as only part of the process
. Extract the aspects you admire P! graphy y p: p

“Don‘tthink about making art, just get it done.
Let everyone else decide if it’s good or bad,
whether they love it or hate it.

. Emulate those aspects without directly copying
. Practice and refine, and practice again

. Explore artistic expressions by upending photographic nérms like 1iocus,

proportion, perspective, colour, distorif

. Conceptualise and pre-visualisefefore you start y
. Seek feedback — from other: arfists
. Stay open minded to constructive criticism:

10. This is a continuous journey, give it time and have patience:

11. Pushthe boundaries

While'they are deciding, make even more art.”

; REA DI Backgrounds with intent and constraint
Sl e Books and Criti
for inspiration 3 4
: Y Paul Hill, Approachi
Galleries Online Phillip Prodger,
Gallery Oldham The Metropolitan Museum of Art Terry Barrett, Crilgicizirig Photographs
)

Open Eye Gallery (Liverpool) (metmuseum.org Cotton, the photograph as contemporary art
Impressions Gallery (York) MoMA (moma.org) san Sontag, On Photography (1977)
Tate (London, Liverpool, St Ives) The Getty Museum (getty.edu) e Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction
Victoria and Albert Museum (London) Europeana (europeana.eu) (1935)
National Portrait Gallery (London) lum, A World History
The Photographers' Gallery (London)

~
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. .
«Thank You




