The View from Abroad
Some Recent Travel Pictures
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Our collective loss of geographic
innocence has effectively killed
the heroic school of travel
pictures associated with the
early years of photography, and
since nobody needs to be told
what the Pyramids look like
anymore, photographers have
had to invent new ways of
describing the foreign.
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ong before the sure-shot
camera brought the world to
your doorstep, the great
19th-century photographic
adventurers sent home images of a
world still commensurate to their
capacity for wonder. Francis Frith’s
photographs are the only evidence we
need to assure us that he caught his
breath when he stood before the
Pyramids. Likewise, John Thomson’s
pictures of China are full of awe at the
sheer majesty of the landscape, and
Carleton Watkins’s mammoth plates
are all agape at the wonders of the
Yosemite Valley.
The 20th century did much to make
such “gee-whiz” responses almost
impossible to muster. The airplane, the
camera, and the television have
rendered the exotic well-nigh obsolete,
for if we haven’t actually been to
Egypt or China or the Golden State,
we’ve seen so many pictures, movies,
and Nova specials that we might as
well have. Add to the mix our
collective second thoughts about the
Western world’s long history of

expansionism, and it’s not altogether
surprising that many contemporary
photographers take a far more diffident
stance before things foreign than did
their colonializing predecessors.
The impulse to record what we see
when we leave home is nonetheless a
stubborn one, and photographers
persist in packing their cameras when
they head for parts unknown. What
they do when they get there, though, is
a very different matter. Our collective
loss of geographic innocence has
effectively killed the heroic school of
travel pictures associated with the
early years of photography, and since
nobody needs to be told what the
Pyramids look like anymore,
photographers have had to invent new
ways of describing the foreign.
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n her recent book, Venice: A
Personal View, Andrea Baldeck
presents a body of work that
exemplifies one of the strategies
photographers have devised to solve
this dilemma. As her subtitle declares,
Baldeck’s pictures are idiosyncratic,
particular to her alone. Laying no
claim to objectivity, they aim instead
to capture her personal experience of
Venice. Perhaps as a consequence, this
book largely steers clear of the city’s
monumental face and, although San
Marco and the Rialto do make cameo
appearances, focuses instead on the
domestic detail and the chance
discovery.
Through careful sequencing,
Baldeck imposes a shape on her
material that leads us through her
experience. The book opens with a
classic establishing shot that is
unmistakably Venice — an array of
gondolas gathering for the Regatta
Storica — and ends with another
archetypal night view of the city from
the Accademia bridge. In between,
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images of gardens, courtyards, and
church interiors. This back-and-forth
between the descriptive and the
evocative, between the factual and the
emotive hints at the transformative
experience of travel.
Travel — particularly the longterm variety that Baldeck has recorded
here — renders the exotic familiar:
leaving home, one comes face to face
with the foreign and, given sufficient
time and interest, becomes conversant
with it. And what better camera to
capture that sense of intimacy
achieved than the 35mm. With its
speed and agility, it can go anywhere,
record anything, and without the
cumbersome set-up and long
exposures required by the view
camera, it frees the photographer to
record the casual glance.
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Philip Trager: Jardin de la Villa Suisse (1900), Palais de la Découverte (1900)

though, we wander through Baldeck’s
version of Venice and see what
excited her eye. Thus, she punctuates
the book with images of seemingly
insignificant architectural details —
incidental elements like ironwork,
door knockers, and hinges — and
devotes whole passages to particular
subjects that caught her fancy.
Her handling of a sequence on the
city’s famed gondolas is instructive.
She opens this passage with a number
of handsome abstractions and
atmospheric shots — a lone gondolier
in the mist, for example — but then,
without making too much of it, turns
her gaze to the people involved: in one
image, a group of off-duty gondolieri
play cards; in another, a baby, bundled
up against the chill, lies asleep in his
molded plastic carrier. In some
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behind-the-scenes pictures of a
boatyard and again in a single image
of a produce-laden gondola (which
seques nicely into another short essay
on the Rialto market), she reminds us
very gently that, however picturesque
they may be, the boats are part of the
working life of the city.
At such moments, Venice: A
Personal View seems to flirt with the
documentary: what has begun as a
passing glimpse blossoms into an
extended consideration. But while
selected images might be right at
home in a conventional photo essay,
the ensemble remains a quirky,
idiosyncratic enterprise — more a love
letter to the city than an investigative
report on the life of its residents.
Move on a few pages, and you’re
treated to a long series of lyrical

f Baldeck’s work epitomizes
35mm photography, Philip
Trager’s Changing Paris: A Tour
along the Seine is pure view camera.
Starting in the early 1990s, Trager
began photographing the buildings,
bridges, and gardens that line the river
— paying particular attention to
François Mitterand’s grands projets of
the 1980s and 1990s. The series that
resulted is a marvel of clarity,
revealing the rationalist heart of a city
that has been relentlessly romanticized
for centuries.
Trager has achieved this effect
partly through an exquisite handling of
light, partly through the virtual
evacuation of the city streets, and
partly through a virtuoso use of the
view camera. The grand white skies
that illuminate Trager’s Paris drive out
any hint of darkness, and even his
night shots — of the much-maligned
Opera Bastille and the Radio-France
headquarters — are radiant. Then, too,
this purist’s view of Paris includes no
lovers passionately embracing on the
streets, no winsome children lugging
oversized wine bottles home to Papa.
This absence of human beings, which
might have yielded the kind of
haunted imagery that Eugène Atget
produced, serves instead to underscore
the sense of order that everywhere
pervades the city. There are glimpses
of another, darker world, of course: in

the image of Notre Dame, the Medieval
cathedral appears like a magnificent,
mystical rip in the rationalist fabric of
the city, and the photograph of the
statue of Pomone in the Jardin des
Tuileries does indeed give an uneasy
nod to Atget. But, for the most part,
Trager focuses on the orderliness of
the ensemble — the fastidious
plantings in the Parc de Bercy, the
geometric abstractions of the Grande
Arche de la Défense, the balance of
the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal and the
Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle
— making the cumulative effect one
of harmony and light that is quintessentially French in its rationality.
Making large-format architectural
photographs in Paris — venturing into
the belly of the beast, as it were —
requires a sure hand. Trager’s subject
matter — the Louvre, the Place de la
Concorde, all the classic Parisian
scenes — inevitably invites
comparison to the work of the first
generation of photographers to
document the city, and even his formal
choices at times echo those of
Édouard Baldus and Henri Le Secq in
their Missions Heliographiques work.
The 19th century is full of grand
sentiments describing the photograph
as a transcription of reality: “the
Daguerreotype … gives [Nature] the
power to reproduce herself” 1 and “this
I believe to be the first instance on
record of a house having painted its
own portrait.” 2 Today, we make more
humble claims for the medium, and
although Trager’s work may, at first
glance, harken back to that older,
heroic tradition, closer study reveals
that his is a very contemporary
handling of the medium. Like
Baldeck, he has set out not so much to
capture reality as to offer up his own
take on it, albeit from a more
analytical, more intellectual angle:
where Baldeck’s book reads like a
personal journal, Trager’s is nothing
less than an expository essay on the
nature of things French.
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here is, however, one set of
recent travels — NASA’s
flights to the Moon — that
hews to the old-time model of
exploration. In this most recent

chapter in the American tale of
Manifest Destiny, intrepid voyagers
headed out for parts unknown,
returning with incredible tales of
exotic lands and, since this was after
all a 20th-century journey, a cache of
photographs. The astronautphotographers who flew the Apollo
missions from 1967 to 1972 made
some 35,000 negatives, the vast
majority of which have never been
seen by the public. And since NASA
has never loaned any of its master
duplicates, those that have been
reproduced have generally been four
or five generations removed from the
original negatives.
In 1994, landscape photographer
Michael Light got permission to comb
through the NASA archive and,
what’s more, to digitally scan the
master dupes of the 129 images that
made his final cut. Full Moon, his
compilation of those images, draws on
pictures from the 17 Apollo missions
to simulate a single journey: the
sequence begins with lift-off, follows

with a space walk, an orbit of the
Moon, a lunar landing and expedition,
and concludes with the return flight
home and splashdown. The prints, in
both black-and-white and color, are
exhibition-quality, rich and detailed,
and their presentation lavish, with a
number of gatefolds to accommodate
some stunning panoramas.
At times, these pictures bear an
uncanny resemblance to some familiar
landscapes of the mother planet:
there’s a shot of Camelot Crater that
calls to mind Ansel Adams’s Mount
Williamson, Clearing Storm, and a
number of the orbital images are
strikingly reminiscent of Emmet
Gowin’s series of aerial photographs
of the American West. On more than
one occasion, too, these photographs
evoke the work of Timothy
O’Sullivan, with its depiction of a
hostile yet ravishingly beautiful
landscape — a world not built on a
human scale. There is the obvious
parallel between O’Sullivan’s Wagon
darkroom in the Carson Desert, Nev.

Alan Shepard: A glance backward on the way to the top of Cone Crater during the second moonwalk of
Apollo 14, 1971
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and Alan Shepard’s picture of tracks
leading back to the lunar module. And
the shrouded figure isolated in the
barren Nevada landscape in
O’Sullivan’s 1867 Steamboat Springs
finds a 20th-century heir in Charles
Conrad’s eerie image of a distant Alan
Bean encased in a blue aura.
But for all their formal similarities
to the work of the 19th-century
expeditionary photographers, the
NASA pictures are unprecedented.
From the image of the fireball that
powered lift-off, to the sight of Ed
White floating weightlessly over the
Gulf of Mexico, to the panoramic
views of an alien lunar landscape, to
the still-inspiring shot of the Earth
rising over the surface of the Moon —
these extraordinary photographs are
simultaneously emboldening and
humbling. From a distance of a quarter
of a million miles, the astronautphotographers beamed back images
that illustrated humanity’s most
audacious journey of discovery yet —
images that proved, once and for all,
that Earth is our one true home and
there’s no place like it.
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