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PLACES AS LANDSCAPES.
NOTES ON LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHY

Antonella Russo

Image of the Landscape and History of Photography

The arrival of globalisalion heralds a total sciipse of the expenance of the
natuml almost as though the global society fzels the nced o re-desizn ihe
universe, elimmating from the space that surrounds vs ail vlher situations that
do not directly refer to the totaiity of the new hyper-technofogical condition.
As the third millennium dawns, human society (s prepanng to experience
post-natural cuiture and live in nature “aftar the end of nature™,

With the threat of a toia! annuiment of tne sxperience of npature, the
eccouniing far contempeorary landscape has assumed a new centraliiy.
Ohserved, scanned, monitered oven, this landscape represanis the cross-
roeds of different disciplings (goograpny, anthropology, philosophy, tovin-
planning, history of photography) thal consioer the possible cutcomes and
ingvitable conscquences of today's impact of the global on the natural.

In order o se2 the landscepe, we must experience the natural and this is
primarily an assthetic experience. In order to akserve and conside! a
landscape, we must always visualise it, take obsorvalion of it or, according
to Adarno, experience that which is mainfy conceined with the production
of images’.

Each landscape is dafined by a geze that gives 1t a shape and identity.
Indesd, 2 fandscape cah only take on a farm ana acquire 1$ own imegs
when it is looked at. The landscape therefare has profound implicaiions as
regards the theory of vision, since it gives shape to a way of seeing that is
not univocal, put differs for each one ol us and changes during the course
of the various ages.

Thus if we wish ta consider the historical aspects of @ landscape, we musl
trv to define its significance as an image in a certain period of hisiory and
considar the impact that it has had on culture at differant times in histany,
The photographic image is strictly conneclsd in the landscape and defives
from en impulse io iranscribe the wvisible world, to create a mechanism
capable of measuring and verifying the space that surrounds us. More
specifizelly, it developed from the convergence of two mathernalical syslems
that constituted the most advanced tochnology in the modern aga: linear
perspective and modern mapmaking, bolh capabla of reproducing precise
and, at the same time, verifiable images of segments of an external reality,
In the sixteenth century, ithe Camera Obscura, @ primitive and rudimenial
phofographic instrument, consisted of s large, cumbersome slructure to be
used in an extemal location. By the cighizenth ceniury it had already
becomea a more manageable apparaius, not only for use in helping patnters
to reproduca dravings, bul alse in iovestigating and “interpreting” the
sphere of the natural

In 1765, Francesco Algarstti wrote: “[...J nothing can show it belter than
the Camera Obscura, in which Nature paints the things closest tn ine eve
with Brushes that arc so fine and still, using brushes that are progressively
blunler and slackar lo painl those further away. [...J) Painters should make
the same use of the Camera Obscurz that Naturalists and Astronomers
make of the microscope and tefescope, for all thosc insiruments equaily
contribute to make known, and represent, Nature™, Accoraing fo Aigarott,
painters worc alroady able te reproducs photographic images of
fandscapes, since sach wiork was constructed 2nd constiuvled using ihe
optical schemaia availadle at that time.

In tho eighteenth century, reproductions of landscapes were known as
Views, a term meaning “the point that meets (he eye™. According to the
art historian, Giuliano Briganty, throughout this century the term View had
also come to mean the vision of the topographical reality, i.e. the systematic
observation of data and information concerning places.

lopography was 2 key word for photzgraphy of natural places. Il was crucre
for both the understanding of ninsteenth-cenlury ianoscape chotography
and for conlemporary pictures as well,

In 1867, the government of the United States appointed teams cof
geographars, geclogists and photographers to effect 2 serias of photographi
surveys of the naticn's unexplored territories and geological regions,

In the images of William H. Jackson, Andrew J. Russell and especially 1n
those of Timathy G'Suilivan, the lopographical description of the territories,
emphasising the geological morphofogy of the places, prevalicd over
pancramas of enchanting natural scenarios with ali their uncontaminated
hatural beauty. These topographical views oivulged images of the impact
on nature of e wild and unknown, mysierious and majestic American
franifer. As Sandra Piillips underlines, these photographers took great care
to aim their cameras on carefully studied spots, eliminating all traces of
induslrialisation, MMagnifizent, unexplored open spaces depicled (he
vastness of North America, giving a new impatus lo lhe nnate desire of

—.
Americans for|freadom (entrepreneurial) and to colonise new, bigger and
richer territaries.
The 'wmages of the topographers presented & weellh of natural heauty,
uncentaminated places, virgin torritories where there was no sign even of the
Indians, whose setflements had been thers for over two thousand years; there
were no traces of urbanisation of the agricuitural settiements of the colanisers
and lheir industries that sxploited the rich mineral resources af the Wesls
In these landscape photographs, the tapographers atier I lo dssimulate
the mechanisation of the American landscape Dy burying il deep In the
gorges of the canyons of the South Wast or hiding 1t in the heart of the forests
along the foitieth parailsi; howsver aithough it was dissimulated, that
industrialisation process, which already in the first half of the nincicents
century had invaded a significant proportion of the North American terrilories,
re-emerged [n these images, having undergonc a metamorphosis, in the form
of high resoluotion topographical descriptions of the rock formations ang
vegetation of the Amearican forests.
It was not by chanice thal the use of photography, which wes fnvented in the
ninetaenth centuny with the industialization of Weastern sooety, became
more widespread auring the age of modernism and was able lo divulge
images of the transformations taking place in the society and territories in
which these changes were coCurming.
The posteards by anonymovs pholographars depicting the suburbs of the big
European ciif=s at he end of the nineteenth and serfy twentielh centurics
constifute sloguent documents of the important transformations that weré
taking place at the beginning of the modaorn age. In parlicular, they help us
to understand the beginnings of the drarmalic conflict hetween culture and
nature. These vornacular images, candid, involuntarily spontaneous
phetographs are nol, for the most part, considered to be of importance fn the
histary of pholography but can, at times, be fundamental in understanding
fhe cultural ennflicts and contradictions in progrcss at that time.
Indiged, it is as if the pesteards portraying the areas arcund the modern city
and its suburhs, with bidges. chimneys and buildings an the horizon, were
Iready indicating ihe destiny of these places. The suhurbs represented the
trie fandscape of modernism, nature having to comply wilh the
requirements of ndustrial society. Stemming from the harst conlras!
hetweer: town and country, this suburban landscape was no longer the
extension or the degradation of either, bul raiher a preciss place that couvid
no lenger bo defined as nature nor yet campletely as city. it {s a terrgin
vague, an emply space, 2n area of doubt, suspendea beiween two different
realities that are continually being re-defined. Moderaism wransfermad
nature into a langdscape on the fringe of the tovan, Lurning il inta a suburban
district, driving it bevond its confines, crealing a territory difficult to define
and reproseat, in thal it has become a land of transit destined to trensition,
rom the beginning of the twentieth cantury untf! the middie of the century
that has just ended, the suburban district was the landscape fmage [hai
acted as the back-drop for the cultural transformations that were taking
place In Western society. Al one had lo do to sxamine these changes was
to ohserve it cross it, enler L as if to inhabit it Photography was the worl
of @ new fldneur wha introduced imagss of modernity, loaking at them and
revealing them. He was the new Baudelairean hers, a kalzitoscope wilh &
consciance but also philosophical obsenser wha, in the words of Benjamin:
“[...] great sxpert of the thresholds, knows the smallest passages that
separate city fram plain, vne parl of the city from ancther: work sftes,
bridges, subway flyover and squares, are all contemplated and respocted,
ned o mention the fiminal hours, the twefve sacred minutes or seconds of
the lesser (ife, that correspond to the macro-cosmic twell-nighls and may,
at first glance, eppear so unsolemn."

From the Image of the Landscape to the Pholography of Places
Subjget to continual examination end re-defintiion, the landscape genre
has been completely reconsidered, particularly as regards confemporary
photography. For morc than a decads n this country, photography
historians and critivs have besn suggesting that a radical re-examination of
the “photographic lanascape” category is necessary, as this shouid include
noi only the traditional contrast betwesn naturssculture, but should atsoe
take into consideration the rapid transformations tha! ara taking place in
our hyper-tectinclogical socizty.

Contemporary photography considers the iandscape to be the landscape of
everyday life, tha lanascape of everyday pathways, familier to each and
Bvery one of us, a space of routine and enonyimous Mdnzurief,
Photagraphy historan, Paolo Costantini, feil the need fo re-exemine the
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soncept of contemporary landscapes, in order to take into consideration the
important coniributicn fo lialian photography of an entire generation of
authors, who had warked o rid it of the stereotypes thei nad been diffused
by images destined for used in the tourisig industry,

Castantini's concept of the photographic landscape consisted oi an image
ahle to represent the scenarios of the conlernporary world, thet placed
=mphasis on the vision of places on the margins of the big lalian cities,
focussing on landscepes that had been transformed by Industry and
sensaless urban development. tvwas also the fmage of degraded areas thal
musl be re-developed, recuperated s a possible landscape.

Starling tn the mud-gighties, seme Nalian landscape pholographers set
ahout defining contemporary places, conceniraling espsciaily on the most
netipheral areas of the cilies, where the suburban territory was gradually
being croded day by day, diminishing and receding towards opacity until
aventuaily becoming @ mere line on the horizon,

Landscapes and Passages: The Establishment of Linea di Confine

For Luigi Ghirri, one of the most refined and committed [taiten
photsgraphers, and according fo the teachings of photographs by Nigpce,
Dagucric, Nadar and Evans, Cartier-Bresson and other more contemporary
photographers, the landscepe was primarily research info places?,
Landscape photograpny was @ means of investigaling realily in order to
giimpse those urban and subuwrban spaces lo which modemity had
accustomed us; il meant rediscovering the “feeling of belonging” of places.
For Ghird, no landscape mmage could exist unless 1t also portreyed that
pnencmenolagy of the landscape between one space and anothor within
lhe territories of medernity and post-modemity and, al the same fime,
recorded the events and interior motions that toock piace with these
movements.

For Ghird, pnolographing a landscape was equivalent to photography in
itseli; it me=ant being conscious of making a profoundly ethical, as well as
aesthetical, decision.

Already in the myd-aighties, Ghirri was uneasy aboul (he advent of a global
sociely, the full physiognomy of vehich was not yel clear, but whrch heralded
the passage and transiormation of the modern city znd suburbs inte &
cantemporary metrapolis with its degraden areas.

For Ghirri, photographing the contemporary landscape meani being
conscious of starting out on a Journey towards an unknown territory. He
wrote: “Photographing means being conscious of standing on the pouvndary
line betwsen ihe known and the unkpowin, that transforms looking into
glimpsing [...] recognising the end of a feeling of belonging This does not
mean Teelng [...] the loss cf a place [...] not an act of nostalgic
mefancholy, bui the anxiely of starling o fowrnsy ltowards en unknown
territory "',

Without deubt, the writings and nhofographic werks of Luigi Ghirn strongly
influenced the photographers and critics who, in 1983, decided lo
astablish the permanzsnt laboratory for torritorial photographic research
called “Linea di Confine,

The photographic cormmissions on conlemparary lfandscapes effecied by
Lines di Confine at the end of the eighties, were based on Costantini’s
theary that the contemporary was, primarily, “a landscape of modification”
and thal, in arder to photograph this, photographers must trace the places
where the natural had bean modified up to ihe point of coinciding with the
urban horizan. This landscape musi therelore be fraced in the extreme
ouler fringes, in the suburps oi the advancing metrogolis.

At the end of the eighties, Linea di Confine was the best qualified
observatory for recording the transformations and continuous madificalions
teking place in Ihe ftalian jandscape. The aclual geography within the
region in which this laboralory was located, a mass of villages that were
axpanding and almost overilowing into each other's outskirts, meant that
the laboratory Gecame e sart of fort, 2 strategic front-line position signailing
t.‘?e disappearance of the ltalian landscepe petween the cily and piovinice.
Linea af Confine stands oul in relation to the other institutions and Jand-
scape pholography projects thal were established during the eighties and
ninetiss, both in ltaly and abroad, in that it is also a centre for research into
landscape photography'?.

From the mid-elghties and during the early nineties, [ines i Confine
cppceqhafed its research on the landscapes of the areas bardenng on the
cities, in piaces that were once part of the ltalian provinces, with their own
ecenomy and cullure and that were now (nexorably fosing tnheir cwn
Physiognomy and, with that, their fdentity. Here, on the extrems baorders of

the city, an unknown and unclassilizbie territory was developing, no longer
the madernist suburt (hat was still 3 subueh thar could be rdentified as
vrnalural country) but @ new arsa with an ambiguous geograpghy, an
anenymous terrifory, thieshola of the surmodern metropolis,

lhe photographic surveys by Guide Gluidi, Rubiera (1983) and Gardenia
(1996), Olivo Barbizii, Cavriago (19530, John Davies, Boretto, Brescello,
Poviglio, Gualtieri (1992) and Stephen Shure, Luzzara (1983), Paola Da
Pioir, Parco Casze d'Fspansone del mlume secchia (15597) and others
altempled Lo defins or recuperate some lype of identity for these places.
The photographers commissioned by Linea di Canfing set cut to reccrd,
with extreme accuracy and detachad clearness the invasion af forms,
and architecture that had flecded imo the lerdtony around via f'm
ofd consuiar road that was once an arlery of the Reman Empire.
Many fialian critics claimed that the works of the authors of Linea df
Confinz were a mere remate of the visual proposals of the American New
Topographics, and thus a sort of photegraphic noo-colentalism, a forcad
superimposition of American visuality, formal and impersonal, thal was in
contrast with and overshedowed that heaithy wisual “localism™ of cur
phaotography’=.

in fach as emphasised by Paoio Costanuni, curater of an exhioition
dedicated o American photography in the sevenlies, entitled “New
American Landscape. Dialectical Landscape”, the dcotached and
impersonal vision of the New Topographics was, in sume ways, coherent
with the wark of some lNalan pholographers, including, among oihers,
Guido Guidi. Thal photegraphy aimed at portraying the phenoimenclogy of
exislence in the contempeorary urban univarss, updating the high defiaition
descriptfon of G'Swilivan, thus eliminating any residual hodonism irom the
image n order to act critically, denouncing the diseppearance of places
that was taking place in the conlemporary realiiy.

Landscapes, Places/Non-places
Since the mid-ninsties, the sites of ltalian landscape survive only through
the pervasivness of the topaol of pictorial iconography and the vbiguiious
fmage of towrst (ndustry. If the places of ilalian iandscape are inexorably
and increasingly surrendering their naturalness, thase same territories of
passaEs, Areas (n befwsen places, thresnolds between cuitural and natural
ars also nisappeanng, yielaing strips of green and naturainess. Landscepes
between places have bsen increasingly incorporated into the shapes and
structures of surmadsernity, motarways, shopping cenires, large hinie! and
fast-foot cheins, swallowed up by this incongruous architsciure of the
global socrely™.

Ihe non-place has crept in and lives parasitically on the place. its forms
and architecture invade ity they do not eppear fo clininate it {ofally, hut
stowly and progrossively suck its naturalness and idanlily.

The phaotographw suvar produced by Walter Nedermayrn, Parco
d'Espansions del Fiume Secchiz (1994-7) and Via Emilia (2000) is &
perfect sxample of ths diffusion of the hybrid in the landscape. the
opposing of minwmal natursl forms such as the green borders along
the edge of the molorway, @ surreptilious segment that crosses ihe
urban sgaces.

The image of contemporary landscape Increasingly éppears to be ihe
photograph of “any” global landscape, on which bits of natural piaces have
been zdded here and there, more jess a5 @ form of decoration,

For some years pow, we have noticed thal the lransformation of the
fandscape image s becoming more rapid and ever mare frenetic. The
spaces in the big oitias are increasingly strewn with what Ghiri defined as
squalid placss of “sensorial deprivation”, incongruous architecture siis
beside historical bullaings, cer-parks, hoteis, hospitals and football fizlds
design full and emply spacos. Tha profile of the cilies Js changing rapidiy,
almost intermittently, [tke lhe pulsating rhyihm of the images that chase
eqach other across the slecironic adverlising panels.

This pulsation of imagss in the contemporary lendscaps also seoms o
defing a nevs umnit far measuring tima,. as regards the employment of the
landscape, no longer a temporal or cxisleniial movemenl, crossing seen as
the reflection upoen places and non-places, but rather @ guick and frenetic
rush through different landscape options, a rapid a2ad omnivorous
consmption of environmental differences.

Gazing on the contemperary landscape in these first years of the twonfy-
first century is similar o zapping hetween places and non-places. 3 glance
(Mo longer a gase), rapidly scrolling (he urban environment, as if it were a
complter screen’s,
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In what has already become a mediatic urban space, in this landscape that
is pulsating with fragmented imaeges of iquid urban universes, the inkabitants
appear here and there as if they were an a giganiic efeclronic topographic
map and, al times, as aporias, tiny biack dols to be re-positfoned.
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natarale in |l uogn & o sgucrdn, Tunn: Scrptorivm-Paravia, 1998, p. HT-60.

2 Theodar W, Adorno, dzthet'sche Theorie, Franiturt: Subrkamp Varlag, 1970

3 John Srarkoweski. Befoce Pnotography in Pactograpny Untl Mow, Mew York: The
v of Medam A, 1088, o 11-15

L Giutiano Brigand, Sul Vedulismo e le sue vicends critiche in | Vedulisti, Mian: Electa-
Bomgeni, nd, p §-7.

5. Brigantt, cit. p. 6.

6 Sandra 5 Fhilips (s curator of the tcoutitut cahwbrbion, Crossing the Frontior
Phatographs of the Developing West 1849 to the Present San Fanciscg, st the San
Francisce Museun of Mooern Arl-Chironicle Scoks. 1993, cedicalen f0 vamacular
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11. The Linea di Uentine phategmphic laboratory was estabisfed in 1288, based on the
Jdeas and nicets shared by the fistorian, Paolo Costantin, and the photograohers, Guido
Guidi and Wikam Guerrier,

12 A5 regards s, refer to the enlries subriylted for the falian and Ewropean termitcrfal
phalogiaphic cormmission pmjaets publshed harein,

13, m 1887, Paoin Jestantin! cigervsed the New Amesican andscape, Diaectczl
| andscanea exhibiton, prosenting the work of three vary diffarent photngmaphars, Robert
Adams, Lewie Bailtz and Stegphen Shore, knawn to the Malian public a5 tha Mow
Topographics from the tite of the hamaonymous exhibition {n which, cgether with other
authors they toek parl in 1978 Thal exremely successiu! exbibilion s corsidered one of
the foundation stones in the history of photography, and it represented an epistemalogic
turning point in the concephon of the image. A new generatian of ohotostaphers proposed
a viston of the confemporary Amadican uniaise, rapkcing tha photographs of majnstic
beauty of the ninsteenth cenlury topographics, with urban places and architecture Wmken
from an impoersons! and intentionally neutral point of view. The echo of the confused and
fieslile criticism which accempanied Costanlin's exhibilion, is sttt with vs eday, Among the
mast infcresting cilficism of the works of the New Topograpnics o the 1987 extubilicn,
there fs the anc &y Ling! Ghim, who described these images as fascinating and disquletingly
“anaesthetic”. For a bricl dochate ¢n the (deas of Ghird, alsa refor to my La via Emila ol
sentire elivo del psesaggio, [n Via Cmiis, Rubiers: Linea ar Confine per la Fotografia
Contemparanse, 2000, p. 10,
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