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Pearson




An exploration of how emotion and the surreal is conveyed in traditional,
realistic landscape compared to digitally constructed landscape

Landscapes and weather offering natural visuals, such as fog and mist, define our typical
thoughts on atmospheric imagery. What | am exploring is a manifestation of this
mysterious floating fog, brooding skies and more, offer an observation beyond just the
stated word. A summarisation of my photography is my search for specific moments that
reflect my personal feelings and that capture my interests in the constant visual changes in
weather and its effect on surroundings, lighting and skies. Rather than settling for a simple
grey sky, along a few pretty trees | am more critical, choosing for example a specific times
of day where darkness lingers or when light pierces fog. Though importantly there i
experimentation too in my search as, without planning, | find new locations and settings all
the time.

Guiding my attempt to transpose imagination into photography are of course a range of
other photographers, who prove what has already been possible in their visual quests

Don McCullin

Claustrophobia, pressures of life and darkness from within are examples of some of the
emotionally driven feelings occurring in the minds of people. These feelings are often
revealed in artistic imagery and consequently they can then act as a therapeutic medium.
Photographs of landscapes in their most stormy, unwelcoming states can certainly translate
as a metaphor for a distressed mind

Separately from the imagination, one can so often experience the spontaneous, seemingly
‘surreal’ pictorial moments that nature offers. Such moments are seen in infinite variations
all over the world. Commonly known phenomenon’s of nature’s visuals include the
Northern Lights and anywhere between those neon colours to the gloomy stormscapes of
Britain or California, USA. Consequently, when even a flat field, at a very specific moment in
time has the potential to look just as impressive as Aurora Borealis, this means nature
offers a constantly unpredictable palette just as photography can be unpredictable by
default.

For all the sunny images and the immediately associated happiness drawn from such
photographed landscapes, | believe it is equally, perhaps even more vital, to utilize the
landscape as a visual metaphor for deeper emotions and more complex moods

Don McCullin’s personal ordeals and darker side centre on a burden of endless nightmares
in recalling his experiences as a war photographer and having experiencing the deepest
hatreds and confrontations of mankind. Describing war as ‘partly madness but mostly
insanity’ it Is hard to disagree with this when learning his stories involve weeks surrounded
by solid killing, seeing bodies trampled by tank tracks into tarmac, a Syrian hospital
containing a single nurse incapably managing mentally ill children strapped to beds whilst

@ Pearson

wimming in their own excrement in the midst of battle and African boys being skinned
alive and murdered for the sake of blood lusting mercenaries.

(Above, left: 'A Dead North Vietnamese Soldier, The Battle of Hue', 1968 - Don McCullin)

(Above, right: Dead man. Congo, 1966 — Don McCullin)

Having witnessed a lifetime of such blood spilling, his landscape photographs consequently
reveal prominent echoes of his tormented memory. McCullin’s ‘form of heaven’is the
English landscape as a subject providing darkness’s to reflect all stretches of his emotion.
Thankfully, in this later stage of his career, no life-lost eyes now stare and draw an
unforgettable guilt from the compassionate Don McCullin, but still haunted, his landscape
photography involves constant reminders. Sounds of chainsaws remind him ‘a tree is dying’

and pheasant shootings remind him ‘there’s going to be blood somewhere’.



West Hartlepool, England (1963) - Don Mccullin

(above: West Hartlepool, England (1963) - Don McCullin)

The thick smoke blots and blocks most of the sky view and nothing about the factory smog
shows remorse to let in the sun. Chimneys, pumping away with smoke, pollute the
landscape at large. Atmosphere is an obvious, but key quality to this Hartlepool scene, it
strikes me most of all, how stunningly thick with darkness the scene is. Notice, too, the
limited areas of bright white, that nevertheless draws the eye to the fallen fence and to the
sun glowing, almost hopelessly, through the sky. There is just enough to keep the range of
light exciting and to accentuate the vast contrasting dark space.

The ‘atmosphere’ is further created through the layers of mist and smog causing the
chimneys and silos to fade away. With the off-centre silhouette figure striding into the
space, there is no clue beyond a certain point where he is headed — how much further does
the industrial hell stretch?

Capturing the light shining upon the fallen fence makes all the difference to this image, not
only does it vary the tones seen in the picture, but it gives a sense of time and place — it
does seem without knowing the title of the photograph that it was taken during sunrise,
when the sky can remain fairly dark but the suns light hits certain areas to create more
interesting visual effects than achieved in full light of the daytime. This quality proves the
fact of being in the right place at the right time is key to achieving a unique result.

Even so, there is real evidence of McCullin’s great skill with the camera here —particularly in
terms of the thoughtful composition. Rather than simply taking the picture from the centre
of the road (seen on the left side), perhaps with the man walking down the middle,

McCullin ensures that he takes advantage of every detail available, the road, the fallen
fence, the intensely bleak muddy plain of landscape and the factories occupying the sky.
The silhouette of the man is noticeably the darkest tone in the picture, yet despite being
surrounded by darkness he is visible and we are left with a sense of him walking into an
even more depressive darkness shrouded in smog.

Andrei Tarkovsky

Primarily a cinematographer, Tarkovsky works with the moving image. However, his films
always contain long, silent, almost still moments utterly dependant on creating an
atmosphere. One can pause moments in his films to find stills that prove as immensely
powerful pieces of photography. His huge panoramic views of the Russian landscape in all
seasons are reminiscent of renaissance frescos, stark yet nostalgic backgrounds. He does
not attempt to reveal the world around him in a ordinarily conventional way expected in
pop culture film or photography, instead he reveals his understanding of the essence of life
through his personal experience and embodies these emotional scenes into his cast and
lens. Although Tarkovsky relates his emotions to his visuals, the atmospheres and scenes
are constantly interchanging allowing the viewer to often find their own connections and
inspirations — an effect | hope to create through my photography.

Examples of existential themes lie in his film ‘Stalker’ in which there is little
intellectual confrontation —
in fact Tarkovsky made a
conscious effort to ‘focus
attention almost wholly on
the image itself and avoid
entertaining or surprising
the spectator’.

(left: still from ‘Stalker’ — Andrei
Tarkovsky)



£lements of Cinema, 152). In this sense the visuals are centred on escaping a dystopian

urban environment into ‘the Zone’. The film is based on the novel ‘Solaris’ by Stanislaw Lem

/mportance seems to drift with it. A dog is known as man’s companion and it remains near

*in which the characters discuss the use of numerous alien devices discovered in ‘the Zone’the man perhaps for this reason looking out for him with a sense of care and so this could

finding human objects reclaimed by nature, ‘the divine other’. In ‘Stalker’ Tarkovsky strips
the imagery down even further, as opposed to scattering artefacts there are hints at
decaying human traces, pylons and underground rooms, but always becoming absorbed by
nature. The internal is bleeding with the external and most importantly, creating a mirror
into the human soul as a conduit based on faith, as man and god.

The Zone’ can be seen as an Eden, and is thus representative of the original home of
humanity. If, then, as Tarkovsky claims: ‘The Zone doesn’t symbolise anything, any more

than anything else does in my films: the zone is a zone, it’s life, and as he makes his way
across it a man may break down or he may come through.”

Tarkovsky purposefully captures fog, water, hazy sunset light or large space to create
atmosphere. As a result the viewer clearly relates or understands, without explanation, that
there is an atmosphere because these natural wonders are all typical visual associations.

(Above: still from ‘Stalker’ - Andrei Tarkovsky)

Instantly the above image tells there is something wrong: the man appears possibly dead or
at least not in a functional state lying in the water. However, there is a sense of calm, that is
reminiscent of a memorable but hazy moment in a dream. The dog is in silhouette and a
perfectly black one against white amongst the rippling of the water. Without knowing
exactly why the dog subconsciously gives me the impression of a symbol, a poetic

be the only possibly comforting aspect to the scene, but it could simply be wandering past
with no sympathy at all

against the lightest area of the water, where the sun is hitting. Although the original scene
in the film is in fact in colour, the still, reduced to black and white, seems to consequently
have more effect for how it is stripped down to the monochrome tones: the silhouette is
enhanced and the atmosphere feels cold. Added to this the idea that the water is cold for
the man is heightened by his crippled frown and huddled position. Furthermore, the water,
although calm at this moment, could it eventually wash the incapacitated man away? The
composition of the scene reveals no sky and although the light upon the water proves the
fact the scene is outdoors, the atmosphere does in result feel somewhat claustrophobic.
Also the walls surrounding the water remind us that this stretch of water exists within an
urban environment, adding to some questionability as to what the man’s story really is,
where he came from, especially if one had seen this still without context of the film.

Construction and the Surreal

Alongside a search in emotional response, through the available aesthetics of nature, there
is a point beyond editing the reality where multiple separate images can be cropped and
assembled using photoshop or scissors and glue to build desired scenery from the
imagination using elements of the recorded environment. As opposed to a more open
discovery involving searching reality for a surreal or emotionally reflective view, this
process is completely dissimilar in how it involves an almost entirely self-directed approach.

Although this area of my project focuses primarily on building a desired image, | feel that
because Vera Lutter works beyond an ‘ordinary method’ with her photography, she half
invents a separate reality in her realm of pinhole negatives. Lutter’s large scale pinholes are
instantly intriguing to me for their immense detail. This results from her capturing moving
life using storage containers, essentially as enormous pinhole cameras. However, the other
immediately obvious quality is a simple but brilliantly surreal effect of leaving her pinhole
images as negatives. Considering that her subject matter would probably not appear very
obscure if captured with an ordinary SLR, Lutter utilises her surrounding space in a clever
way to provide unusually scaled views rarely seen in photography. Similarly, given that she
works with inverted tones, it's clear she understands how to successfully work within this

‘restriction’.



(Above: Chephren and Cheops Pyramids, Giza: April 12, 2010 — Vera Lutter)

In this photograph from her series in Egypt, Lutter, without manipulation, transforms a
recognizable scene into a view that seems as if from another planet in space. Even though
the Egyptian pyramids remain as odd phenomenons, wonders of the earth, now
surrounded by Alien myth and paranormal U.F.O activity, Lutter gives the illusion of the
scene becoming an enhancement of the ‘alien’. This effect being the simplistic result of
inverted tones causing the sky to become black, and the sand bright white, all fading in
circular a shape to the sides making it seem to me that we are viewing the focus of the
image through a viewfinder on a military camera from a science fiction film of the past.

(Above — Mountain, by myself)

(Above - detail)

An abstracted reproduction of a natural form, made of natural elements rendered digitally:

Above | present a piece of my own, a large scale Photoshop collage made from tiny cut outs
of pictures taken of ‘The stone forest’, Yunnan, China. Added to the slow digital process of
cutting a section, adjusting its contrasts and colour values according to the neighbouring
cut outs and repeating, when constructing this mountain shape | also tried very hard to
emulate the intricate handwork and fine brush marks that a painter would makes. Resulting
in a visual enhancement, this offers a different image to seeing the real rock formations in a
mountain. By intention, the overall shape and palette is simple, almost abstract and the

éy tones merge when observing from a distance. However, upon closer inspection you
can find hundreds of crevices and textures in the rocks. This is certainly one element of the
success of this piece, the second is the achievement of an unnatural, and digital surrealistic
feeling, largely because of how the crudely collaged shapes assume the mountain as well as
the flat red background. In reality, the sky is never one colour and rarely a deep red.
Juxtaposed against the colour, the textures in the mountain are allowed to really stand out.
This effect was partly influenced by the referenced Vera Lutter photograph on the previous

page — a simplification or adjustment to the sky sets an immediate atmosphere and in both
of these examples it is otherworldly.

Conclusion

My study provides insight into my interests surrounding my project; the relationship
between human emotion and nature channelled through the visuals of all things from the
violence of storms to a serene snowscape. Throughout, | have centred on specific
atmospheres and most importantly | have sought to find irregular visual moments. | have
drawn a parallel between an invented reality, a vision of the mind through the possibilities
of technology and the unique moments of light and weather within the inconstant
landscape.
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