Bernice
ABBOTT




CANYON, EXCHANGE PLACE
A N D B ROADWAY,

MANHATTAN. JULY 193 6.

S EVENTH AV ENUE LOOKING
S OUTH FROM 35 TH
STREET, MANHATTAN.

DECEMBER 19365.

THE STREETS WALKED 1IN,
“oLD PARIS”. EARLY

1900’°s.




g .
O O l e f g I s FOREVER CHANGING, A N D

W Il L L CONTINUE T O CHANGE FOREVER. N oTHING EV ER
S TAY S T H E S A ME F O R A L ONG P ERTI OD O F TI M E

B ERNICE ABBOTT A N D E UG ENE ATGET E X PLORE T H E
I MPORTANTCE O F USING PHOTOGRAPH A S A FORM O F
DOCUMENTATTION. THEY A R E B O TH K N O W N FROM
PHOTOGRAPHING A RCHITETCTURE FROM DI FFERENT
POINTS I N TIME. THIS ACTS A S A VIisUAL T O HEULP U s
S E E H O W T H E CHANGES THAT H AV E HAPPENETD I N
SOCIETY C AN A FFECT THE B UILDINGS W E LI VE I N, 1T

A LSO HELPS U s T O UNDERSTAND H O Ww B UILDINGS G AI N

THERE HISTORICAL V AL UE A N D B ECOME A PART O F
HISTORY. HAVING A N I MAGE M E AN S THAT W E H AV E A
VIis UAL A CCOUNT O F H O w THINGS USsS ED T O L O O K

I NSTEAD O F RELAYING O N DESCRIPTIONS W HICH W I L L
EVENTUALLY N OT W O R K B ECAUSE A S P EOPLE DI E A N D

THEY DON?’T P A S S I T O N .



“LET US FIRST SAY WHAT
PHOTOGRAPHY IS NOT. A
PHOTOGRAPH IS NOT A
PAINTING, A POEM, A
SYMPHONY, A DANCE. IT IS
NOT JUST A PRETTY PICTURE,
NOT AN EXERCISE IN
CONTORTIONIST TECHNIQUES
AND SHEER PRINT QUALITY. IT
IS OR SHOULD BE A
SIGNIFICANT DOCUMENT, A
PENETRATING STATEMENT,
WHICH CAN BE DESCRIBED IN
AVERY SIMPLE TERM-
SELECTIVITY”- BERNICE

ABBOTT.
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T HI S I M A G E I S C A NY ON,

B ROADWAY A N D E X CHAN G E PLACE,

M A NHATTAN . T A K E N JuLy 1 6 T H

1 9 3 6. THE I M A GE CAPTURES A

C ORPORATE N E w Y O R K

S KYSCRAPER. I T s A N I M A GE THAT

H E L P S T O R EPRESENT T H E C HAN G E

I N T H E B UILDING S FROM H O W

THEY USs ED T O B E T O H O w THEY

R EFLETCT O N H O W

A R E N O wW . THEY
M U C H S OCIETY H A S CHANGED A N D
H O W A RCHITEG CTURE S HOW S I T .
T H E I M A GE D O E S

T H E CONTENT O F

N OT H O L D A N Y UNDERLYING

M E A NI N G O THER T H A N T H E

B UILDING S OF A TOWN

R EPRESENTTIN G S OCIETY P R OBULEMS

A ND I TS P R OGRE S S I N T O T H E

F UT U R E
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H E I M AGE I TS ELF S HOWS T H

D G E O F T H E B UILDTING A

EADING LI NES W HI1ICH M A K E

S L O O K uUu P A N D P R OPETRL

E E A L L T H E B UILDING A N

oT JUST THE BOTTOM O F I

HAT W E W O U L D USsS UALL
E E . A N D W I T H T H
UILDINGS I N THE FRONT O
H E FRAME THE Y A R E 1
ocus s o W E C AN S EE TH
I FFERENT TEXTURES T H A
H O W T HE DIFFERENCE 1
A TERTIATL S U S E D W H E
ONSTRUCTING T H
Ul LDTING S, 1T A L S
1 G HLIGHTS T H
I M1 L ARITTIE S I N T H
UILDINGS . W I TH A D AR
oL O R S CHEWME |, 1
IGHLIGHTS T H E FEATUTRE
F T H E B UILDTING, T H
LEMENTS o F LI GHT A N
A R K H A V E E Q U A




THE OVERALL FEEL OF THE

IMAGE IS THAT EVERYTHING

IS DULL AND BORING.

THERE ARE NOT ANY OTHER

COLORS THAN BLACK,

GREY’S AND BEIGES. So
ABBOTT USED A HAND HELD

EVEN THOUGH THE IMAGE
TO CREATE HER “CHANGING

HOLDS SOME SIGNIFICANCE
Y ORK?” PHOTO COLLECTION. A 8 X

TO SHOW THE CHANGE IN
CENTURY UNIVERSAL CAMERA W A S

SOCIETY, NOTHING MAKES
WHAT S H E S TARTED O F F W I TH T O

THE BUILDING STAND OUT
HI1IGH QUALITY A N D DETAILED

IN THE IMAGE, THIS COULD
I MAGES. S H E LATER M OV E D O N T O

REFLECT HOW IN SOCIETY
A S UPER SI GHT CAMERA W HICH

TO STAND OUT AGAINST
AL S PECIALIZED CAMERA THAT

EVERYONE ELSE YOU HAVE
N I CE DEVELOPETD HERSETLF F O R

TO PUT A LOT OF WORK
TOGRAPHIC S CIENTIFIC

AND EFFORT INTO IT. AsSs
JECTS. A N D A LSO F OR

THE VIEWER OF THE
TOGRAPHING M OVING I M AGES S H E

BUILDING, IT DOES NOT
D S TROBOSCOPIC LIGHTS T O

MAKE US FEEL ANY

E Z E T HE M OVING OBJECTS, T H

PARTICULAR WAY BUT IT
BE SEEN IN “RAYO GRAMS IN

DOES MAKE UsSs THINK
1 ON?”.

ABOUT HOW MUCH THINGS

HAVE CHANGED SUCH AS

ARCHITECTURE AND HOW IT

REFLECTS WHATEVER 1S

HAPPENING IN SOCIETY AT

THE TIME.
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THE R OAD A N D STREET I N THE I MAG
H EL P S T O CREATE L EADING LI NE
WHICH A S A VIEWER G UIDES O UR E Y E
T O L O OK U P A N D D OWN AT THE W H O L

ICTURE RATHER THAN JUST FOCUSI

P4

N WHAT?’S I N THE FOREGROUND

O OKING U P THE LINES W E C AN S
H E B UILDINGS I N THE B ACKGROU
HAT HAVEN?’T YET B E EN TRANSFORM
N T O S KYSCRAPERS A N D A R E S T
M ALL BUILDINGS O N THE STREET. |

RELATIVELY BALANCED PHOTO A S o

m ZzZ 4 F m Z m W@
m » A m O r U U m < @ m 0O 0 m

I DE D O E S NOT OUTWETIGH THE OTH
E C A U S E T H E S TRETET C R EATE S
ENTER LINE A N D THERE AR E R O W S

UILDINGS O N B OTH SI1DES.

THE IMAGE CAPTURES THE M OOD OF A

BUSY NEW YORK STREET BECAUSE WE CAN

S EE THE ROAD I's FULL OR CARS A ND

PEOPLE. IT sSHoOWwWS US THAT THE CITY IS

FULL OF LIFE. AS THE VIEWER IT SHOWS

U s THAT I N A CITY EV EN THOUGHT

EVERYONE LIVES THEIR LIVES COMPLETELY

DIFFERENTLY THEY ALL APPEAR TO B E

DOING THE SAME THING, N O MATTER HOWwW

MUCH SOCIETY CHANGES THE PEOPLE IN IT

RARELY CHANGE MUCH.
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E UGENE A TGET

FRENCH PHOTOGRAPH

A PIONEER OF DOCUMENTAR

PHOTOGRAPHY. HE 1Is
F OR HIS W O R K I N

PHOTOGRAPHTING

STREETS AND ARCHITECTUR

W A S

ER AN

KN OWwW
PARI

T H

BEFORE THEY WERE LOST 1

THE MODERNIZATION
CITY. H E MOV ED TO
I N 1 87 8 I N H O P
ATTENDING DRAMA

B UT ULTIMATETLY

DIDN’T WORK OUT.

OF TH

PARI
E S o
SCHOO

THA

Z m m 0O Z < O »

m

4 r m o0

I N 1890 H E BECAME A
PROFESSIONAL PHOTOGRAPHER. HE
DOCUMENTED “OLD PARIS?”
EXTENSIVELY SO THAT THERE
WOULD BE A FOCUS ON PARIS
ARCHITECTURE AND ENVIRONMENTS

PRIOR T O T H E FRENCH

REVOLUTION, HE FRAMED THE

STREETS TO SHOW HISTORIC
BUILDINGS IN CONTEXT RATHER
THAN M AKING A FRONTAL

ARCHITECTURAL ELEVATIONS .




H E PHOTOGRAPMHED P ARI S
wIlTH A RAPID R ECTILTINEAR
L ENS, I T W A S A F AI RLY N E W

I NS TRWUMENT W H E N H E
S TARTED US I NG I T, A N D E V E N
W H E N H A N D H E L D C A MERAS
B ECAME M O R E EFFICIENT H E
S TI1 L L C ONTINWUED US I NG T H E
R ECTILINEAR L ENS. I N M A NY
O F H I S P HOTOS THERE IS
VIGNETTING FROM H I M

R E P O SITIONING T H E L E NS

R ELATIVE T O T H E PLATE O F

H I s C A MERA




THE IMAGE ITSELF SHOWS A STREET THAT IS BENDING ROUND THE CORNER. WITHIN THE
STREET THERE ARE MANY BUILDINGS THAT HAVE BEEN CAPTURED ONE OF WHICH WE CAN
SEE IS A HOTEL FORM THE SIGN THAT’S HANGING ABOVE IT. BUT LOOKING AT THE
BUILDINGS THEMSELVES, IT SHOWS THE DIFFERENT WAYS IN WHICH THEY HAVE BEEN

BUILT AND ALSO THE DIFFERENT MATERIALS THAT WERE USED CAN BE SEEN.

THE IMAGE SHOWS

LEADING LINES THAT

Is THE PAVEMENT AND

THE ROADS WHICH

MAKES US FOLLOW IT

AROUND THE CORNER

AND EXPLORE THE

WHOLE PICTURE AND

NOT JUST WHAT’S IN

THE FOREGROUND. ITs

A BLACK AND WHITE

IMAGE SO THERE

ISN’T ANY PROMINENT

COLORS OTHER THAN

ONE BUILDING BEING

LIGHTER THAN THE

OTHERS, SO OUR EYES

RANT IMMEDIATELY

DRAWN TO ONE THING

IN THE IMAGE.



[ n conceclugeion. we can

S E E H O wW B O T H O F T H E S E
PHOTOGRAPMHENRS H AV E U s E D T H E R E
W O R K T O D E M O N S T R A T E H O W
I M PORTANT I T I s T O H AV E VIis UAL
A CCOUNTS O F HISTOWRTICATL P L ACES

THEY A L S O H E L P T O C ONTIRIBUTE
T O A H I s T O R I C A L M A P O F T H E
W ORL D, A N D W E C A N S E E H O w M U C H
T H E B U I L DI N G s W E A R E
S URROUNDED B Y E VE R Y DAY H A V E
C HANGED S I N C E THEY W E R E FIRST

B UILT
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Quotes:

“ Let us first say what photography is not. A photograph is not a poem, a painting, a
symphony, a dance. It is not just a pretty picture, not an exercise in contortionist
techniques and sheer print quality. It is or should be a significant document, a
penetrating statement, which can be described in a very simple term- selectivity”
Bernice Abbott.

“A good photograph is like a good hound dog, dumb, but eloquent” Eugene Atget



