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PHOTOGRAPHS ARE — and have 
always been — complex objects. Their 
power to command our attention lies 
not in the direct gaze of a camera 
lens, but in the ability to embody 
accumulated content. Contemporary 
landscape photographs contain an 
essential sense of the here and now but 
are also, always, a unique repository of 
deep cultural heritage. Creating and 
sharing photographs are acts of place-
making, insightfully defined by Keith 
Basso as “a way of constructing history 
itself, of inventing it, of fashioning 
novel versions of ‘what happened 
here’.”1 Although defining place hap-
pens in a variety of ways in all cultures, 
place-making reached a fevered pitch 
with the advent of photography in 
America in 1840. The medium accom-
panied exploration and immigration, 
playing an important role in making 
landscapes familiar to newcomers and 
faraway populations.2 Contemporary 

western landscape photographers cre-
ate nuanced and thoughtful images 
that are not only savvy responses to 
these traditions but also expand our 
understanding of how place and pho-
tography are ever new. 

In the contemporary photography 
of Oregon, the act of place-making is 
alive and well. The works shown in the 
Oregon Historical Society’s exhibit, 
Place: Framing the Oregon Landscape, 
demonstrate the reinvention and 
recycling of notions of place while at 
the same time engaging the history 
of photography. The most amazing 
aspect of this exhibit is the way that 
it can respond anew to a singular 
moment, and a singular place, while 
simultaneously encompassing the 
deep history of its subject matter, its 
medium, and the cultural history of all 
who have attempted such representa-
tion in the past. Each photograph is a 
deeply layered palimpsest of meaning. 

* Place: Framing the Oregon Landscape, curated by Laura Valenti, is on display at the Oregon 
Historical Soceity from November 8, 2014 to May 17, 2015. 
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Historical photography has too 
often been understood as indexical 
and documentary, because of its asso-
ciation with the growth of industry 
and territorial expansion. United 
States Geological Survey (USGS) 
photographers were ostensibly hired 
to “record” the western findings 
of the surveys, but they produced 
artfully persuasive and ideological 
photographs.3 Photographers across 
the West pictured logging and min-
ing operations, ranch work and the 
development of towns and cities, and 
landscapes. With all of these subjects, 
photography “was always grounded 

in the capacity of the medium to 
transform chaos to order, entropy 
to information.”4 Through various 
means, contemporary photography 
exposes the complexity of this kind 
of past photography. The most obvi-
ous manner in which contemporary 
photography connects to the history 
of western photography is through 
explicit reference to the frontier past. 

Chr is  Bennett’s  and Joseph 
Glasgow’s photographs respond to 
western heritage in a direct, almost 
confrontational manner, while also 
provoking investigation of image mak-
ing. Bennett’s image of the Lewis and 

William Henry Jackson’s and others’ photographs populated U.S. Geological Survey 
reports for Congress and were eventually marketed to the public in various forms. 
Jackson’s image of the Mountain of the Holy Cross, for instance, became a widely 
popular and sought-after image for its ideological implications.
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Clark sign is an explicit example of how 
the American narrative of the Corps of 
Discovery’s adventure is embedded in 
the vernacular landscape. It also acts 
as a signifier for the deeper, less visible 
narrative of how photography and 
image making in general accompanied 
immigrant exploration of western 
lands, and how words and icons con-
tinue to recall those older images and 
the larger narratives that attend them. 
Although Lewis and Clark’s adventure 
took place pre-photographic technol-
ogy and they notoriously did not have 

artists who could adequately render 
their adventure in visual form, we 
can visualize the journey through his-
torical illustration, markers of cultural 
geography, and even cinematic and 
theatrical pageantry and recreations.5 
The exploration that still defines the 
Columbia River Valley, Oregon, and 
the American West is visually manifest 
in the signs that locate the expedition 
and signal its importance to a contem-
porary understanding of place, and in 
the photography that gives visual shape 
to the landscape of the adventure. Ben-

Chris Bennett, Portland, Oregon (from the series Along the Way), St. Johns, 2011, 
Archival Pigment Print
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nett’s work not only participates in this 
shaping of meaning and knowledge 
through visual production, it also 
reveals the operations of that shaping 
— in his use of American heritage, 
his acknowledgement of the potential 
multi-purpose quality of a photograph 
(as document or persuasive work of 
art), and the relationship between 
aesthetics and those purposes.

Joseph Glasgow’s Lewis & Clark 
Reenactor provides a second example of 
an explicitly embedded reference to the 
frontier past. This character reminds 
viewers of a prevalent cultural interest 
in America’s era of exploration, but also 
recognizes that fictional narrative was 

possible and likely from the moment of 
photography’s invention. In some ways, 
all photography can be understood as 
“re-enactment.”6 During the early years 
of photography, for example, European 
photographers such as Henry Peach 
Robinson and Julia Margaret Cam-
eron — who created “fictional” photo-
graphic narratives — seemed to grasp 
the medium’s representational liberties 
much more so than American photog-
raphers, perhaps because Americans 
valued the quality of veracity as they 
moved into western places. This insis-
tence on the truth-telling capabilities 
of a photograph — as a “mirror with a 
memory,” as coined by Oliver Wendell 

Joseph Glasgow, Lewis & Clark Reenactor, Rooster Rock, 2008, Hand-Coated 
Archival Pigment Print
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Holmes — has obscured how meaning 
is created in historical photographs 
through acts such as framing, choos-
ing subject matter, and defining focal 
points.7 Nineteenth-century photogra-
phers knew, as do contemporary artists 
of the medium, that a good photogra-
pher “is by no means a mere machine 
following a certain set of fixed rules” 
and that “success in this art requires 
personal skill and artistic taste to a 
much greater degree than the unthink-
ing public generally imagine.”8 Indeed, 
the recreation and representation of 
history is illuminated in this exhibition.

Steven Beckly’s image of Mount 
Hood falls into the kind of “sacred 
places” imagery that the American 
West is known for, and that promoted 
western places to tourists and settlers 
alike.9 Beckly’s photograph is not an 
explicit reference to a particular image, 
but it harnesses the cultural meaning 
of historical subject matter tropes. His 
photograph highlights the sublime 
grandeur of the volcanic Oregon land-
scape, recognizing that the sublime 
in the American West is a cultural 
application of aesthetic value.10 West-
ern landscapes are grand and impor-
tant, and even aesthetically pleasing, 
because we collectively agree that it 
is so and not because of an inherent 
aesthetic value. Beckly’s image allows 
viewers to access and track embedded 
meaning in the historical conventions 
of pictorial landscape traditions and 
cultural landscape values. The ide-

als of the Picturesque, the Beautiful, 
and the Sublime were well defined 
aesthetic tropes in western culture of 
the nineteenth century that prescribed 
the manner in which people not only 
represented the western landscape 
but how they saw and experienced it 
as well.11 The self-conscious nature of 
Beckly’s image as one that both points 
to history and is thoroughly modern is 
partly achieved through the artist’s use 
of vantage point. The photographer 
created a modern point of view by 
embedding Mount Hood against the 
terrain of the region and not against 
the sky; historical photographers 
would have framed it from below. 
Despite the modernity inherent in 
the image of Mount Hood, both of 
Beckly’s images are reminiscent of the 
tradition of travel photography in the 
way he captures the memory of an “I 
was here” moment — one of explora-
tion and discovery. 

Although there is the connec-
tion between Beckly’s photograph of 
Mount Hood and the types of “monu-
ment” imagery that we often associate 
with past western photography, most 
nineteenth-century regional images 
were not taken of icons of grandeur 
such as the Grand Canyon or Yosemite 
Valley. Local landscapes, rural places, 
and bucolic settings were the subjects 
of a majority of photographs. Even the 
most quotidian landscape subjects are 
therefore intimately tied to place-mak-
ing in the West.12 While those “straight 

Steven Beckly, untitled, Above Mt. Hood, 2013, Archival Pigment Print

Steven Beckly, untitled, Sauvie Island, 2013, Archival Pigment Print
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portrait jobs; group pictures of lodges, 
church societies, and political clubs, 
and outdoor shots that gratified civic 
pride . . . shop fronts and, occasionally, 
interiors . . . pictures of [a] new house 
or [a] big barn, and along with it the 
livestock” were by far the most com-
mon types of photographs, they were 
made almost exclusively for a local 
clientele and not for commercial dis-
tribution in the East and Europe.13 Just 
as the photographs in this exhibition 
respond to a history of place-making 
in Oregon, they also respond to a 
complex history of image making that 

may or may not highlight monumental 
landscape — a choice with significant 
counterparts in the nineteenth century. 

HISTORY OF IMAGERY
The photographers in this exhibit 
shrewdly employ historical techniques 
for framing a view. Bobby Abraham-
son’s Looking Upstream From Hells 
Canyon Dam and Thomas Homolya’s 
Maupin for example, subvert photo-
graphic traditions by framing scenes 
that lead viewers to landscapes that 
do not deliver the expected pictur-
esque tropes, but rather, compromised 

Thomas Homolya, untitled, Maupin, 2012, Digital C-Print
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landscapes that carry ecological and 
political debate. During the nineteenth 
century, a photograph of industry, aes-
thetically pleasing or not, likely carried 
a positive message about development 
and progress.14 Today, these broken 
aesthetic conventions purposefully 
and directly ask viewers to question 

the beliefs we have about place, and 
the meaning of progress in western 
lands, much in the manner of Robert 
Adams’s and Frank Gohlke’s reconcep-
tualizations of western tropes during 
the 1970s and 1980s. The depictions of 
landscapes as compromised by prog-
ress also help viewers recognize the 

Robert Adams reconceptualized the West when he made photographs that did not 
conform to the traditional frontier narrative or the aesthetics of the picturesque or 
sublime, such as in this 1968 photograph of newly occupied tract houses in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado. 
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complexity and divisiveness of cultural 
understandings of place as well as the 
ways photography continues to shape 
those beliefs. 

In another example, Christine 
Laptuta offers a panoramic view 
that subverts the traditional format 

of this type of image by obstructing 
our view, rather than providing the 
seamless omniscience that histori-
cal, painted panoramas have taught 
viewers to expect. That magisterial 
gaze and all-seeing point of view, 
which emphasizes a conquering 

Bobby Abrahamson, Looking Upstream from Hells Canyon Dam, Hells Canyon 
Dam, 2011, Silver Gelatin Print

Christine Laptuta, #205, Near Sisters, 2007, Archival Pigment Print
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While painted panoramas were much more popular in the nineteenth century, 
various photographers attempted the format, inevitably struggling with the 
limitations of their equipment and methods of display. An unknown photographer 
framed six daguerreotype images, titled San Francisco, 1853, to create a panorama of 
the city. 

vantage point, is disrupted by both 
Laptuta’s choice of scenes and her 
self-conscious delineations between 
segments.15 Her overlapping pan-
orama looks curious compared 
to those earlier bird’s-eye views. 
Nevertheless, they share the type of 
fragmentation exhibited in other 
photographic panoramas, such as the 
1853 daguerreotype of San Francisco 
reproduced here.16 Joseph Glasgow’s 
Grand Coulee Dam, as well, offers 
a prospect view of a manufactured 
landscape. Traditionally, the prospect 
view was a pictorial convention that 
gave viewers a wide, overlooking view 
of a landscape that was meant to 
symbolically imply future potential 
for industry, agriculture, mining, or 
other acts of commercial progress. It 
was a view that presupposed a “virgin 
land” or tabula rasa interpretation of 
the West. Glasgow’s image, however, is 
controversial and politically fraught, 
a prospect of regret rather than of 
unlimited opportunity. 

In addition to subject matter, fram-
ing and other formal choices within 

the photographs carry content. Some 
of these photographers, for example, 
use the rückenfigur’s (an intercessing 
proxy for the viewer) relationship to 
the view to thwart expectations that a 
mediating figure historically implied 
in American — especially western — 
imagery. Thomas Homolya used this 
intermediary figure not to look across 
the land with a magisterial gaze, but 
rather as one who is embedded within 
the landscape and not quite the trope 
of a lone figure against a sublime land-
scape. This rückenfigur acts as a proxy 
for the viewer but also obstructs our 
view through a narrow canyon, not 
allowing the type of normative, shared 
vision that was so important to images 
of the nineteenth-century West. 

Like historical photographs, the 
photographs in this exhibit reflect 
personal interests and passions, rela-
tionships to others, and individual 
journeys of discovery and reflection. 
As Susan Sontag has so aptly stated, 
“picture taking is both a limitless tech-
nique for appropriating the objective 
world and an unavoidably solipsistic 

Collection of the Oakland Museum of California. Gift of Minna McGauley Stoddard. Whole plate daguerreotype in frame, 15.5 x 59.625 in. 
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expression of the singular self.”17 
Although many of these works conjure 
images from the western past, they 
also demonstrate a uniqueness that 
we must recognize was at the heart of 
earlier journeys as well. These pho-
tographs recall the history of making 
western photographs in that a newness 
always attends personal interaction 
with the landscape. While William 
Henry Jackson and Carleton Watkins, 
for instance, took photographs of 
western places for a wide audience, 
these current photographs remind 
us to imagine that those historical 
photographers also had a personal 
relationship with their subjects. 

Such a self-conscious narrative 
of the making of the photographs 
was an important subtheme in nine-
teenth-century photography of the 
American West. Photographers wrote 
and spoke about the difficulties of 
making photographs in the field so 
much so that early-twentieth-century 
photographers co-opted the earlier 
practices and rhetoric of challenge 
and adventure in order to seem more 
authentic.18 Jackson, for example, 
made his journey as a USGS photog-
rapher a significant sub-narrative of 
his oeuvre. Strikingly, he and other 
nineteenth-century photographers 
often had photographs taken of them-

Joseph Glasgow, Grand Coulee Dam, Columbia River, Oregon/Washington Border, 
2008, Hand-Coated Archival Pigment Print
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In this 1872 photograph titled “Photographing in High Places,” William Henry 
Jackson and his assistant examine photographic equipment in the Grand Teton 
Range in Wyoming. Nineteenth century narratives of photographers as daring 
western adventurers were common enough that the trope lasted well into the 
twentieth century.
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selves in the act of taking photographs 
— an approach that continued into 
the twentieth century. An even more 
subtle way that photographers inserted 
themselves in their work was to cast 
their shadow on a scene as they sought 
to get the brightest, most direct light on 
their subjects. Even without the tricks 
of self-placement within photographs, 
images of landscape are deeply about 
the photographer as much as about 
place — due to aesthetic, subject 
matter, narrative, and technological 
choices.

HISTORY OF PHOTOGRAPHIC 
TECHNOLOGY AND STYLE

The history of western photography is 
also a history of technology. The rapid 
progression of photographic technol-
ogy in the nineteenth century contin-
ues today unabated, from daguerreo-
typy, collodion (wet plate and dry 
plate), stereo cameras, and tintypes to 
the advent of Kodak roll film, digital, 
and cellphone cameras. The images 
by Jody Ake clearly demonstrate how 
choice of technology can carry signifi-
cance within photography. The vintage 

Jody Ake, Oregon Hillside, Philippi Canyon, 2006, Ambrotype
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look created by Ake’s use of ambrotypy 
in Oregon Hillside, for instance, with its 
over-exposed sky and rough collodion 
edges, reminds viewers not only of the 
past but of how we envision the past. 
Although ambrotypy was a short-lived 
collodion process of the late 1850s, the 
re-emergence of myriad collodion 
techniques in the past decade signals 
the nineteenth century more generally. 
It demonstrates an aesthetic of an era, 
bringing dissonance to such photo-
graphs of the contemporary world. 
The increased interest in historical 
processes and techniques as a response 
to digital technology, moreover, is 
tantamount to questioning the ideals 
of progress and advancement that 
emerged simultaneously with photog-

raphy. Such looking back and moving 
forward in contemporary photogra-
phy is fraught with a complexity that 
is mind boggling. 

Susan Bein demonstrates this 
complexity as well, albeit through 
different technology and a differ-
ent aesthetic era. Her photographs 
are taken with an iPhone — a use 
of au courant technology of which 
entrepreneur photographers of the 
nineteenth century would have 
approved. Rather than brandish-
ing a contemporary style, however, 
Bein subverts the expectation for an 
aesthetic of the present and instead 
creates photographs that recall the 
early-twentieth-century Pictorialist 
approach.19 The heightened aesthetics 

Susan Bein, untitled, Sauvie Island, 2008, Archival Pigment Print
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Stu Levy, Ice, Oneonta Gorge, Oregon, Oneonta Gorge, 1985, Silver Gelatin Print
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of beauty and artfulness of the Pic-
torialists is an odd pairing with such 
modern technology, ultimately sug-
gesting the smorgasbord of technique 
and stylistic approach that confronts 
contemporary photographers. 

While Bein conjures the world of 
Pictorialism in her images, Stu Levy’s 
photographs represent the historically 
opposite style. Levy’s work evokes the 
modernist clarity of Ansel Adams and 
Group f/64 in the way he exemplifies 
the deep intimacy one can have with 
a place.20 He does not just co-opt the 
aesthetic of clarity, extreme depth of 
field, and photographic craftsmanship 
that characterized that modern move-
ment in photography, however; Levy’s 
work encompasses it, taking the past 
into account to create a newer twenty-
first-century view that gives reference, 
perhaps homage, but does not simply 
appropriate.

CONCLUSION
My comments here have briefly 
touched on the many ways that the art-
ists in this exhibit are responding not 
only to place, but also to the histories 
of landscape and attending theories 
of the picturesque and sublime, of the 
development of photography and how 
the medium was used in conjunction 
with immigration and exploration, and 
of photographic styles and conceptual 
approaches as they have rapidly trans-
formed in America from the 1840s to 
today. In addition, these photographs, 
sometimes explicitly and sometimes 

even perhaps unwittingly, respond to 
narratives and counter-narratives of 
the American West and of the frontier 
myth and its subversion. The habit of 
tracing the components of an image 
back to their historical roots is very 
much part of what it means to under-
stand how contemporary images are 
conversant with myriad aspects of 
the past. But these photographers are 
not simply looking backwards into 
the past. Rather, these contemporary 
images of Oregon change the way we 
understand the past — by challenging 
the paradigms, tropes, and conventions 
of western historical photography. By 
not conforming or by conforming in 
pointed ways, these artists shape the 
way we see history, perhaps revealing 
what we tend to miss when looking at 
photographs. Overall, these photogra-
phers engage historically constructed 
expectations for viewing the land, often 
by being the exception that proves the 
rule. The artists in this exhibit reveal, 
through their use of technology and 
stylistic formal qualities, that photog-
raphy is about choices and cultural as 
well as personal perspectives; photo-
graphs are not objective realities of 
place and identity. In historical and 
contemporary photographs, the places 
depicted and depicted again carry 
faint whispers of a geological time. 
They carry a deep history of human 
experience, as well, that extends long 
before the advent of photography for 
the thousands of years that people have 
been place-making in Oregon. 
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