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Aerial photography pioneer Felix Tournochon, known as 
Nadar, and wife in balloon basket, circa 186S. 

L a n d s c a p e p h o t o g r a p h y is a we l l estab-
l ished genre o f ar t is t ic representa t ion . 
Photographers f r o m ( ius tave Le Gray to 
( .ark- ton Wark ins to Ansel Adam s have 
approached landscape in the i r o w n 
i m m u t a b le way, re f lec t ing the cu l t u ra l 
s\ mpashics " l their o w n pa r t i i t i lar age, 
yet a c k n o w l e d g i n g , by repeat ing or 
rc iec t ing, the p i c to r ia l convent ions o f the 
image makers v\ lm L. I I IU- hc lo rc . 

To break landscape p h o t o g r a p h ) i n t o 
its c o m p o n e n t par ts , however , to speak 
o f " l a n d s c a p e " a n d " p h o t o g r a p h y " as 
independent elements on l y occas ional ly 
d r a w n together t o f o r m one stable 
c o m p o u n d , is to c o n f r o n t sudden ly t w o 
vast quar r ies o f very d i f fe ren t ores. 
Landscape and p h o t o g r a p h y are near ly 
uncotnparab le as fields o f interest — and 
yet they share cer ta in a f f in i t ies . L i ke 
magnets, they are m u t u a l l y resist ing in 
one p o s i t i o n , mu tua l l y a t t rac t i ng in 
another. Landscape, a l i v i ng body, spa 
da i ly u n l i m i t e d , exp lo i t ab le , o w n a b l e , 
yet i l l an K indes t ruc t ib le , is Erequenl 
ly the object o f ou r most heated c o n t r o -
versies. Pho tography , its t ransparency as 
a m e d i u m be ly ing a tendency t o w a r d 
cip.u i n and d i s t o r t i o n , its i eideni pen 
i h i m tor document . ! i unable CO 
repress a p o w e r f u l aesthetic character, is 
o u r society's v isual c o m m o n c o m fo r the 
exchange o f ideas. I f there is a w o r d that 
l i nks the t w o it is th is : na tu ra l i sm. 
Landscape and p h o t o g r a p hy share an 
apparent ob jec t i f ied c l a r i t y ; they bo t h 
seem to rea f f i rm tha t w h i c h we al ready 
k n o w . T h e b read th of know ledge 
requ i red to " r e a d " a pho tog raph o f a 
landscape w o u l d seem to be as d a u n t i n g -
l\ b road .is ii is reassuring!) na tu ra l . 

( l ie m a k i n g of a pho tog raph of l and -
scape requires an even broader k n o w l -
edge, and a deep level o f c o m m i t m e n t . 

A lex S. MacLcan 's devo t i on over the 
last .?0 years to landscape, pho tog raphy , 
and — one hastens to add — a v i a t i o n , 
has p roduced a vast body of w o r k , an 
archive o f land use in Amer ica tha t is 
bo th f o r m a l l y beaut i fu l and po l i t i ca l l y 
c o m m i t t e d . M a c l e a n d raws f r o m exper-
tise in bo th landscape and pho tog raphy , 
f o r m i n g a r ing in w h i c h p i c to r ia l means 
are pressed in to tin- service o f env i ron -
men ta l causes. M o r e to the p o i n t , pho -
tog raphy , a no to r i ous l y po l i t i ca l med i -
u m , one o f ten cal led i n t o the service of 
social causes, is conscr ip ted to represent 
landscape, a no to r i ous l y po l i t i ca l sub-
j e c t O r is it the o ther way around? 
C o u l d i t be that landscape is the physi-
cal med ium t h r o u g h w h i c h M a c ! ean 
tests the boundar ies o f a deft pho to -
graph ic sensibi l i ty? O r does he do it all 
fo r the f ly ing? 

V T I . I I p h u i n g r . i p l u , .1 snh ui-i in-
w i t h i n the d o m a i n o f landscape p h o t o g -
raphy , has its o w n heroes, issues, and 
p i c to r ia l conven t ions . It has a h is to ry 
character ized by v isual r e v o l u t i o n , a his-
t o r y o f "d i scove r i es " d r i ven as o f ten by 
the perspicaci ty of ar t is ts as by advances 
in technology. As a sub-genre, aerial 
p h o t o g r a p hy w o u l d seem t o o f fe r the 
perfect br idge between landscape and 
pho tog raphy . The aer ia l pho tog raphe r 
is, a f ter a l l , d istanced s ign i f i cant l y f r o m 
bo th his objects o f interest: landscape, 
w h e n seen f r o m the air, fal ls away, 
appear ing increasingly as an object o f 
c o n t e m p l a t i on commensura te w i t h each 
m o m e n t o l ascent; pho tog raphy , w h e n 
pract iced in the c o c k p i t , is per force a 
secondare technica l ac t iv i ty , as keeping 
the a i r c ra f t in the a i r must na tu ra l l y take 
precedence. Perhaps th is un ique perspec-
t ive on landscape pho tog raphy suggests 
for landscape and pho tog raphy greater 

cons idera t ion as independent ent i t ies — 
as t w o discourses c ramped in to one 
b o r r o w e d d iscourse, l ike a c o w b i r d 
shoved in to a rob in 's nest. L o o k i n g at 
M a c L c a n ' s pho tog raphs f r o m an aer ia l 
p h o t o g r a p h y perspect ive of fers , l ike the 
v iew f r o m above, bo th a sharp v is ion of 
the landscape be low, and a fresh under 
Standing o l this style of pho tog raphy . 

Aer ia l p h o t o g r a p h y was env is ioned as 
early as 1839, w h en the announcemen t 
of the daguer reo type , pho tog raphy ' s f i rs t 
commerc ia l process, was made at the 
Academic des Sciences in Paris. That 
year, a l i t hog raph by T h e o d o r e 

Maurissei entitled Daguerreotypomanie 
parod ied the hype over the new inven-
t i o n , p ro jec t i ng pho tog raphy 's i n t r us i on 
in to al l c o m e r s of modern l i fe. One 
deta i l shows a man p o i n t i n g a camera 
d o w n w a r d f r o m a b a l l o o n , w h i c h was 
st i l l a novel sight in the skies o f Paris 
more than 50 years af ter the ba l loon 's 
i nven t ion by the M o n t g o l f i c r bro thers . 
A n art ot survei l lance w o u l d seem to 
have been b o r n . However , the heavy 
equ ipment and l ong exposure t imes 
requ i red by the daguer reo type process 
made it unprac t ica l on the unstable plat 
f o r m o f a ho t a i r b a l l o o n . L ike so many 
other t i l ings pred ic ted tor pho tog raphy 
at its incept ion — color , ins tantane i ty , 
n ight p ic tures — aerial p h o t o g r a p hy 
w o u l d have to wa i t tor s ign i f icant 
advancements in technology to occur. 

Aer ia l pho tog raphy p roper began 
some 20 years later, when r r e n c h pho-
tographer l-'elix T o t i r n a c h o n , k n o w n 
profess iona l ly as Nadar , c o m b i n e d his 
r w i n passions fo r ba l loons and pho tog-
raphy in to one u l t r a - m o d e r n pursu i t . 
A c c o r d i n g to Nadar 's o w n bombast i c 

of a e r i a l i m a g e r y 

e y e s i n t h e s k y 
A l e x S. M a c l e a n e x p a n d s on a l o n g t r a d i t i o n 
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account (written retroactively in I WO), 
the first successful aerial photograph 
was made at Bievre, a village (list south 
nt Paris, in the autumn of 1S5S. 
Struggling against a multitude of diff i-
culties — namely, a cumbersome wet-
collodion process that while faster than 
the daguerreotype was still difficult to 
manipulate within the tottering confines 
of a balloon basket, and an assault ol 
noxious gases escaping from the mouth 
ol balloon, gases tli.it mysicriousi) 
desensitized the glass-plates' treated sur-
faces — Nadar gallantly strippi d oi l tin-
weight of his clothing in order to coax 
his withering balloon, flaccid from cool 
temperatures and high humidity, up into 
the air. He made it just high enough — 
2fi2 feet — to nab a view, then quickly 
descended to develop his image. This 
lirst aerial photograph no longer exists, 
but Nadar's description of what he saw 
from the air offers a compelling image. 
"The fields, like irregular chessboards," 
Nadar recalled, " look like quilts made 
ot multicolored but harmonizing patches 
- I I K lied b\ the patient needle ol a s< am 
stress.... It's as if an inexhaustible box of 
toys was just scattered across the earth, 
as if all the factories of ( arlsruhe bad 
emptied there their stock.... I low like a 
toy, this slight little train, compelling 
CHII atti in u uli its l urn little w llistle, 
as it moves prettily along its invisible 
rai l , trailed by its little puff of smoke." 

Nadar concludes the passage enrap-
tured: "Everything appears to us 
v\ nli rlie exquisite impression ol .i 
marvelous, ravishing cleanliness! No 
squalor or blots on the landscape. There 
is nothing like distance to remove us 
from all ugliness,"1 

Ever since the start of the industrial 
age, there has been AW impulse to acs-

theticizc all things modern, to transform 
ugly machinery and blighted landscapes 
— plundered tor their natural resources, 
banded by transportation systems, l it-
tered with the equipment of industrial 
progress— into a bright vision ol mod-
ern possibility. Nadar's perception ot 
landscape as a thing t leansed h) 
abstract ion when viewed from above 
(which implied, of course, that the 
wor ld could be ugly when viewed from 
the ground) acknowledges a new aes-
thetic ideal. Here the defamiliariz.ation 
ol the natural wor ld , the earth's surface 
radically altered through the transform-
ing operations of aerial perspective and 
camera vision, offers geometric clarity 
as a model for rethinking modernity. 
I lere one witnesses the transformation 
of the picturesque landscape into topo-
graphic plan. Here an aesthetic of util ity 
was born. 

The first extant aerial photograph 
was made in the United States two years 
after Nadar's much-publicized tr iumph, 
lames Wallace Black, a Boston photog-
rapher previously involved in attempts 
to photograph the moon, found an asso-
ciate in Samuel King, whose balloon, 
Queen of the Air, offered a platform for 
Black's pictorial ambitions. Like Nadar, 
Black chose the wet-collodion process, 

Unlike Nadar, Black used a stereoscopic 
camera (refined by around IS60), whose 
small-scale plates allowed for even 
shorter exposure times. Black's series ol 
views taken over Boston were enthusias-
tically received. Oliver Wendell Holmes 
wrote in the Atlantic Monthly. "Boston, 
as the eagle and wild goose see it, is a 
very different object from the same place 
as the solid citizen looks up at its eaves 
and chimneys."- I lolmes went on to 
note the striking formal beauts of the 
city when seen from above, with its 
plenitude of windows, chimneys, and 
skylights binning bold patterns unseen 
from street level. While the aerial view 
abstracted familiar sights to the point of 
near iiiirecognizahiliry, it paradoxically 
overlaid the city with a broad, rational 
order imperceptible to the grounded eye. 
Aerial photography's promise as a tool 
tor urban planning is suggested here, but 
at the time us effect was mostly to elicit 
amazement at the queer transformations 
it made on the wor ld. Novelty was still 
the order ot the day. 

Aerial photographs satisfied the 
cravings of a society ardently in search 
ot new visual sensation. I he I 9th centu-
ry's fascination with the panorama, the 
zootrope, and the stereoscope — to cite 
the most popular examples — extended 

itself to aerial photographs, which were 
felt to provide a thri l l ing and convenient 
virtual experience. A writer of the time, 
Arthur Batut, enthused in a book on 
aerial photography and kites that with 
aerial photographs, "everyone would be 
able to have the illusion of a perilous 
ascent, without running any r isk."1 

Danger was a central — and doubtlessly 
attractive — ingredient in efforts to pro-
dtli e an i l l pin itographs. Nadai ami he, 
wile were seriously injured when their 
balloon crashed in liirs.3, an event that 
sent the photographer into a stare ot 
financial ruin. C. V. Shadbolt, England's 
leading aerial photographer, died in a 
balloon accident in 1 S92.-4 h'or an 
increasingly media sensitive public, such 
accounts of heroic effort and disastrous 
consequences were the very mettle of the 
age, and the aerial photograph a pre-
cious fruit of that adventure. 

As it goes in a capitalist society, 
where invention seeks application as its 
essential justification, the pursuit of 
photographic firsts soon gave way to a 
search for uses that went beyond mere 
novelty or entertainment. One of the 
earliest applit minis was aerial recoil 
naissance, attempted first during the 
Civil War by the Union Army, which 
spied on Confederate troops during 
the peiusular campaign in Virginia.'' 
Mapping was another application, pro-

ted especial!) h; Englishman Waltei 
Bentley Woodbury, who argued that 
with aerial photography one could not 
expect to get "artistic pictures so much 
as plans," and thus insisted on "an 
absolutely vertical picture, such as 
would he necessary to get a correct map 
of the earth."'1 

This process of finding practical uses 
for aerial views was accelerated by tech-
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This balloon view of Boston, shot in 1860 by Jomes Wallace Black, is the world's oldest surviving aerial photograph 
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nolog ica l advancements . The i n t r oduc -
t ion in I S 7 I o r ' t he dr> plate process, 
wh ich was taster and cleaner than we t 
c o l l o d i o n , and the 1 K69 i nven t i on of the 
electr ical ly-released shutter, a techno logy 
centra l t o the ope ra t i on ot the au toma t i c 
ba l loon camera , made aer ia l pho tog ra -
phy a less dangerous and cost ly opera-
t i on . News pho tog raphy became ano ther 
compe l l i ng app l i ca t i on as, s ta r t i ng in the 
1890$, improvemen ts in p h o t o m e c h a n i -
cal p r i n t i n g technologies enabled the tasi 
and easy pub l i ca t i on o f pho tog raphs . 
Amer ican George Lawrence , fo r e x a m -
ple, made a repu ta t ion fo r h imse l f w i t h 
his panoramic v iews o f San L'raneisco 
after the ear thquake and f i re o f 1906. 
I I .muss ing the s t rength o f 17 kites t o 
l i l t his m a m m o t h plate camera above the 
ci ty, I awrence suppl ied an eager aud i -
ence w i t h overv iews of the disaster. 
These pho tog raphs conveyed the mass 

devastat ion in a way no ea r t hboun d shot 
cou ld have ach ieved. 

It was the i nven t i on of the a i rp lane 
in I1'!).? tha t shor aer ia l p h o t o g r a p h y 
i n t o the sphere o l t r u l y useful app l i ca -
t i o n . O t h e r means for c a p t u r i n g images 
f r o m the a i r had been tested d u r i n g the 
late 19th cen tu ry : besides the k i te and 
the b a l l o o n , rockets and — preposter-
ously enough — pigeons were sent up 
loaded w i t h cameras a n d f i l m . {I.'llln-
iinuiini, a popu la r French magaz ine, 
noted in I90K that " i t is qu i te na tu ra l to 
see buds becoming pho tographers at the 
momen t w h e n men are beg inn ing to 
become b i r d s . " K | But a i rp lanes, i t q u i c k -
ly became clear, had an advantage over 
their t emperamenta l cousins in lh. i t the 
p l a t f o r m they p rov ided was far more 
stable and easier to navigate i n to posi -
l i i H I . I . ls iei , ot course, p rov ided an extra 
man was aboa r d to p h o t o g r a p h w h i l e 

* 

Edword Sleithen aerial reconnaissance photo front World War I. 

the p i lo t managed the f l y ing . I.. 1'. 
B o n v i l l a i n , a I'athe c a m e r a m a n , took the 
f irst p h o t o g r a p h f r o m an a i rp lane l i t 
was a st i l l f r o m a c inematog raphc f i l m 
reel , ac tua l ly ) in I90N as a passenger o l 
W i l b u r Wr igh t ' s in a f l i gh t over Lc 
M a n s , I r ance . The results were pub -
l ished in La Vie ,m ti>ram! air in 
December I'JOK, accompan ied by al l the 
a t tendan t hoop la of the popu la r press.1' 

O thers somehow managed the d o u -
ble task of f l y i ng and p h o t o g r a p h i n g al l 
on the i r o w n . Char les Shaw, Br i ta in 's 
f i rst hero o f a i rp lane pho tog raphy , w ro te 
that " c o m b i n i n g f l igh t and p h o t o g r a p hy 

is a t t e m p t i n g a lmost t oo much d> be 
pleasant as a regular pursu i t . One must 
exper ience to realise the d i f f i cu l t y ot 
h o l d i n g a camera and chang ing plates 
whi ls t tear ing t h r o u g h the a i r at an a l t i -
tude o f -400 f e e t . " " 1 

T h e most p ro l i f i c use o f aer ia l pho-
tog raphy occur red d u r i n g the hirst 
W o r l d War, when p h o t o g r a p h y , l ike 
o ther too ls enl is ted t o serve the w a r 
e t t o r t , was systemat ica l ly ra t i ona l i zed 
acco rd ing t o new i ndus t r i a l methods 
and techniques. E d w a r d Steichen, fo r -
mer ly associated w i t h A l f r e d St iegl i tz 
and the Photo-Secessionists, |omed the 

American Expeditionary Force in 
France, where he c o m m a n d e d an aer ia l 
reconnaissance un i t to r the d u r a t i o n o f 
the war. In a br ie I f ive m o n t h p e r i o d , 
Steichen's un i t p r o d u c e d some 
1,300,000 p r i n t s . 1 ' M a n y o f these 
images d isp lay a seduct ive ca r t og raph ic 
abs t rac t ion suggestive o f avan t -ga rde 
pho tog raphy o f the 1920s. T h i s is not 
an a l together su rp r i s i ng o b s e r v a t i o n , tor 
aer ia l reconnaissance imagery — w i t h 
its p l u n g i n g v iews and mechan ica l 
i conography — o f fe red an exc i t i n g new 
visual vocabulary fo r art ists of the post 
war era. M i l i t a r y p h o t o g r a p h s , however , 
were va lued not lo r the i r aesthet ic 
appea l , hu t fo r the i r d o c u m e n t a r y — 
or deno ta t i ve — s ign i f icance. Special ists 
t ra ined in the act o l decipher ing trenches, 
a m m u n i t i o n s tockp i les , and o the r 
traces o l enemy ac t i v i ty scoured pr in ts 
exc lus ive ly fo r the i r i n f o r m a t i o n a l 
con ten t . \s A l l a n Sekula lias w i m e n . 
i lus pa r t i cu la r b ranch of aer ia l p h o t o g -
raphy " c a n be seen as the t r i u m p h of 
app l ied r e a l i s m . " ' -

By con n a s i , the rad ica l aesthet ic o l 
the aer ia l view became one ot the t rade-
marks ot avant -garde art d u r i n g the 
I l>20s. Increased p o r t a b i l i t y o f the c a m -
era — l i f ted n o w o f t the t r i p o d and 
placed in the hands o f the pho tog raphe r 
— encouraged the e x p l o r a t i o n o f new 
angles and vantage po in ts . As early as 
l l ' l I , Amer i can pho tog raphe r K a r l 
Striiss had begun p h o t o g r a p h i n g N e w 
York f r o m a t o p recently cons t ruc ted 
skyscrapers, as had A l v i n l .angdon 
( o b u r n , whose 1913 book New York 
Iriini its 1'iniith'U'S p ropose i l an aesthet ic 
bo t h ob jec t i ve and abst ract t h r o u g h its 
d rama t i c use o l ve r t i g inous v iews and 
op t i ca l d i s t o r t i o n s . In Russ ia, where the 
search fo r a language o f m o d e r n i s m was 

Equivalent No. 314, by Alfred Steiglili, 1926. 
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in full near during the late teens and 
twenties, artists such as Kasimir 
Malevich and Alexander Kodchcnko 
took up the aerial view as a symbol of 
the political and cultural transforma-
tions I hey si> fervently encouraged 
through their art making. Likewise, 
artists in Germany .11 the liauhaus saw 
the potential in the vertical view 
1 though they pointed the camera up 
almost as often as they pointed it down) 
for revolutionizing vision through the 
dcconstruction of space — an aesthetic 
process linked to progressive polit ical 
and social values ot the epoch. In the 
end, the appalling devastation of the 
Second World War would prove these 
aesthetic ideals hopelessly naive. Even 
so, the legacy of the aerial view perse-
vered after the war— however discreetly 
— in the experimental language ol 
Abstract Expressionist painting. This 
movement, America's first important, 
pervasive, and Isigmficantly) popular 
art movement, established a widespread 
idea about an — in particular abstract 
art — as an expression of personal emo-
t ion. The meaning of abstraction was 
shifted from larger social and political 
causes in Europe to the expression ot 
individual identity in America. This 
shift has influenced how we regard 
abstracted aerial images today. Abstract 
1 xpressumism, a style and an approach 
to art making still boldly, it snnplisti-
cally, emblazoned in the mind ol the 
American public, remains the point of 
reference for nearly any abstract image 
in our culture. This includes aerial 
photography, which, like a multitude 
ot other scientific images produced 
throughout the modem period, is 
increasingly valued for its aesthetic 
properties. Art and science, once mutu-

ally suspicious, now exchange recipes 
like suburban neighbors. 

Pictonally speaking, there are really two 
tradit s ol landscape representation, 
both of which predate by centuries the 
invention ot photography. Cartography, 
a system of landscape delineation, is one, 
a model in whit li the landsi ape is 
schematized, abstracted, made linear and 
util i tarian. In maps, land is measured 
and quantified; representation conforms 
to rational science. The second tradition 
is the pictorial landscape, defined most 
emphatically in 17th-century paintings 
by I 01 ram and Poussin. In this model 
the landscape is described, characterized, 
aestheticized, idealized. In painted pic-
tures, landscape is evoked, narrative is 
suggested; here representation aspires to 
art. In terms of aerial views, these two 
aesthetic traditions, cartographic and 
pictorial, may be characterized by two 
distinct angles of attack: the direct verti-
cal (for maps) and the oblique horizontal 
ifor pictures). Alex Maclean's pho-
tographs, with their dual purpose ot 
documenting and picrorializing, operate 
within the spectrum ot these two aesihei 
ic poles. In one example, seen on page 
IN, I louston is captured in a near direct 
vertical, laid out as a map, the city's 
streets and buildings appearing in ratio-
nal, legible order. In a contrasting exam 
pie, seen on page 15, I louston is pie 
tured from a horizontal vantage point, 
the horizon line in the distance securing 
the image within the category ot the tra-
ditional pictorial view. Here the build-
ings of the metropolis take on an anthro-
pomorphic character, appearing as titans 
of industry awakening to a new day. The 
planar, cartographic util ity of the first 

. sample is replaced in die second bj ilu 
suggestion of romantic narrative. 

But these aie extreme example's 
Most of Macl.ean's photographs otter a 
combination of these two points of view. 
Il should he noted that the separation ol 
function and aesthetic, a divide causing 
rancorous debate in photography since 
the medium's inception, is a uniquely 
modern — or modernist — formulation. 
The terms of this debate were nor always 
conceived in this polarizing way. rake, 
tor example, the ostensibly scientific 
realm of map-making. In 1 "ill-cetnnrv 
1 lolland maps were considered to be a 
kind of picture, their surfaces ready to 
accommodate a wide variety oi informa-
tion — historical, scientific, and decora-
tive as well as geographic. While this was 
often due to the fact that much ol the 
world was uncharted and illustrations 
were needed to make up for what was 
unknown (Jonathan Swift satirized this 
tendency with the couplet, "So 
Geographers in Afric-Maps/With Savage-
Pictures fill their Gaps"), there was also 
an intention to combine in a single image 
both topographic information and pic-
turesque character. Maps were hung on 
walls, after all, anil were valued equally 
for their aura of knowledge and rheir 
decorative beauty.1 ' This dual purpose is 
also noted in the bird's-eye view, a picto-
rial format flourishing primarily in 
1 ranee during the 17th century, but 
picked up again in the United States 
during the late 19th century.14 Probably 
based on views from towers or neigh-
boring hills, bird's-eye view pictures pro 
vided a sense of heightened perspective 
that was augmented through perspectiv.il 
manipulations of the artist, bird's-eye 
views were appreciated precisely for their 
dual accommodation of topographic data 

and picturesque detail. Macl can's work, 
much of which adopts the middle per-
spective ot the bird's-eye view, some-
where between direct vertical and 
oblique horizontal, limctions in precisely 
the same vein. Whether hired by urban 
planners, environmental groups, or 
developers, Macl.ean attempts to both 
document the landscape in question, 
mapping its dimensions and spatial rela-
tions, and convey a sense of place 
through the selection and framing ot 
detail — neighborhoods bisected by 
highways, clear-cut forests, open land 
signaling development potential. This 
axis of data and beauty, so central to 
MacLean's work, is indivisible as an aes-
thetic doctrine of aerial photography. 

Around this axis of functional and 
aesthetic intent lies a third element, 
abstraction, which blends conceptual ten-
sions into a smooth formal network. 
Photographers' interest in abstraction has 
always been a bit problematic. The very 
term "photographic abstraction," as oxy-
moronic as its counterpart "photographic 
realism" seems redundant, signals a para-
dox: photography's intrinsic capacity to 
record the physical world can just as easily 
abstract that world through framing, 
point of view, and lens distortion. All reel 
Stieglitz, the grandfather of American art 
photography, rook up this question in the 
1920s, producing his I'quivalcnts series, 
in which abstract arrangements of clouds 
hinted at deeper, mystical meaning. 
Minor White recycled the "Equivalents" 
term several decades later, producing a 
series ol nature abstractions that trans-
formed rock, sand, and water into 
provocative psychological tableaux. In 
both these series, recognizable detail is 
never lost within the larger framework of 
abstract design. Indeed, central to the 

I 

Bird's-eye view of Houston, circa 1891. 
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concept o f equivalence is the insistence on 
both the l i teral and the .distract. Th i s rule 
is shrewdly observed in the bu lk o f 
M.icl.ean's w o r k . As landscape architect 
Janus Corner has correct ly observed, 
Macl.ean's photographs "a re less abstracl 
than they are ma t t e r - o f - f ac t . " I S In other 
words, the photographs 1 undeniable 
abstract ion is bu i l t ou t o f an arrangement 
of recognizable deta i l . Streets, bu i ld ings , 
baseball d iamonds , pa rk ing lo ts , and 
trees, each recorded in m in ia tu re preci-
s ion, sit discreetly w i t h i n a larger pat tern 
of abstracted, overal l design. L ike 
Srieglit/.'s c louds, I l ous ton and its envi -
rons, fo rma l i zed in the f rame o f 
Macl.ean's photographs , launch a process 
of higher con temp la t i on . The pho-
tographs' designs propose meaning , ]usi 
as their detai ls of fer i n f o r m a t i o n . 

Where does th is lead us, th is med i ta -
t ion sparked In acsthct ic i /ed u rban 
sprau I? Macl .ean's pho tographs p rosokc 
a k ind of re t roact ive env i ronmen ta l 
engagement. They are, in my es t ima t i on , 
env i ronmenta l equiva lents. Through their 
seductive power as images, the v iewer is 
pul led in to the c o m p o s i t i o n , a t t rac ted 
first by the larger des ign, recogniz ing 
next a p ro fus ion o l cur ious de ta i l , con -
s ider ing f ina l ly the s igni f icance o f what is 
observed. Wha t is observed, most gener-
al ly, is a na tu ra l landscape marked w i t h 
the i m p r i n t o f h u m a n industry and 
neglect — and yet, the image const ructed 
f r o m th is is a t t rac t i ve . 

It is a s tandard o f aer ia l pho tog raphy 
that even the most ravaged landscapes 
of ten lake o n a s tar t l ing beaut), when 
t ranslated in to image f o r m . Recall 
Nadar 's remark : " E v e r y t h i n g appears to 
us w i t h the exquis i te impress ion o f a 
marve lous, rav ish ing c leanl iness! " It is a 
statement no less t rue today, even cons id-

er ing the env i ronmenta l travesties that so 
character ized the 20 t h century. Indeed, 
there seems to be a lmost a rule that the 
more shock ing ly s ta ined, scarred, or l i t -
tered a landscape, the more graphica l ! ) 
pleasing its pho tog raph ic equiva lent . 

A good example is ar t is t Knimet 
( u r n in's aer ial pho tographs of land d a m -
aged by large scale ag r i cu l tu re , indus t r ia l 
waste, and weapons test ing, the inky 
beauty o f the pr in ts on l y surpassed in 
feel ing by the devasta t ion o f w h a t they 
depic t . In contrast to G o w i n , w h o p r o -
duces his r i c h , e m o t i o n a l l y charged 
poems in m o n o c h r o m e , M a c L e a n opts 
fo r co lo r and clear eyed prec is ion . L i ke 
C iow in , however, M a c l . e a n engages a 
dynamic process, one that makes corre-
spondences between sight and hard c o n -
cerns. It is tin- very process of reveal ing 
to us wha t is o f ten cal led " c u l t u r a l land-

scape," the space where man and nature 
consp i re , leav ing beh ind traces of the i r 
ind isc r im ina te encounter. Stare at 
Macl .ean 's p ic tures, and they w i l l reveal 
to you what they're about . A ly r ica l 
compos i t i o n fo rmed by the l ines o f inter-
secting h ighways , co lo red in con t ras t i ng 
patches o f grass and pavement l ike the 
coat o f a mangy d o g , suggests the exci -
sion and neglect caused by urban sp raw l . 
A newly -p laced cul-de-sac, l ike some 
parasit ic o rgan ism w i t h its lush green 
eye, probes a f la t tened, a r i d expanse, 
bend ing d u m b l y t owa rds a skeletal 
house under cons t ruc t i on ; pat terns o f 
m u d Hacks observ ing nei ther road nor 
t opog raph ic feature emphasize the lack 
o f rappo r t between sire and p lan . A g r i d 
of rectangular apar tment complexes 
resemble compu te r chips m o u n t e d o n a 
m a i n f r a m e , evok ing a cu l tu re o f i n fo r -

m a t i o n exchange where l i v i ng spaces 
look less l ike homes than data processing 
centers. C o n d o m i n i u m towers , seen 
below, s tand l i ke go ld b r i cks , upended, 
in a g ra tu i tous d isp lay o f co rpo ra te 
potency, absurd symbo ls o f u rban in ten-
sity in an expansive landscape o l endless 
h o r i z o n . These are not documents con -
demn ing land use in and a r o u n d 
I l ous ton , nor are they p ic to r ia l abstrac-
t ions ce lebrat ing the mosaic of the 
Amer ican met ropo l i s at the d a w n of the 
21st century. They are instead pho-
tographs o f landscape as po ignan t , 
amb iguous , beau t i f u l , o r d i s t u rb i ng as 
we c o u l d ever desire them to he. • 
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High-rise oparlmenh and olfice buildings in Ihe Golleria area, by Met S. Maclean, 2000. 


