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Two views of the sky, one as it recently looked on a sunny Presidents’ Day in Harlem,
the other a few years back over Los Angeles. Is that, and the slightly different blues,
all that differs between those two images? No, but you will have to bear with me for
a bit to find out why.
 

The first book entirely illustrated with photographs was The Pencil of Nature by the
English polymath and would-be artist William Henry Fox Talbot (1800–1877).
Published in six issues between June 1844 and April 1846, it contained 24 original
salt prints made from translucent negative images known as calotypes.
 

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, View from the Window at Le Gras , 1827, heliograph on pewter plate

(Harry Ransom Center, University of Austin, Texas)

While Talbot played an important role in establishing this new process of image
making, Talbot was not its inventor. The first one to succeed in making lasting
heliographic images was Nicéphore Niépce (1765–1833) in the late 1820s.
 

Louis Daguerre, The Artist’s Studio, 1837, daguerreotype (Société Française de Photographie, Paris)

Niépce’s fellow countryman and collaborator Louis Daguerre (1787–1851) then
perfected the technique with his eponymous daguerreotypes. “I have seized the light
—I have arrested its flight!” he exclaimed, but his images were unique pieces of thin,
silver-plated copper sheets. Talbot’s use of negatives, on the other hand, allowed for
multiple contact prints from the same “original” and thereby a wider dissemination
of identical images—not unlike the invention of printmaking did four centuries
earlier.

The invention of photography represented a paradigm shift not just by providing a
revolutionary new way to capture the world that surrounds us. I also believe that it
fundamentally changed the way we relate to what is usually called “realistic” or
“figurative” art. For us now, living in a world that is saturated by photographic
imagery, it has become virtually impossible to grasp this impact, to imagine ourselves
living in a time before photography existed. Once more, we are trapped in a form of
presentism that we find impossible to escape whereas, 180 years ago, Talbot was
acutely aware of the changes that were about to happen.

Until then, the creation of “make-belief” had been the most fundamental role of art
and artists. It is the absence of any such manual intervention that Talbot remarks
upon in the introduction to his The Pencil of Nature: “The plates of this work have
been obtained by the mere action of light upon sensitive paper. They have been
formed or depicted by optical and chemical means alone, and without the aid of
anyone acquainted with the art of drawing. It is needless, therefore, to say that they
differ in all respects, and as widely as possible, in their origin, from plates of the
ordinary kind, which owe their existence to the united skill of the Artist and the
Engraver.”
 

Henry Fox Talbot, View of the Boulevards at Paris, 1843, salt print from calotype negative

Reading this today, we think that Talbot is merely stating the obvious. Even more
puzzling is therefore the caption that accompanies the portfolio’s second plate. Its
title describes what we see, a View of the Boulevards at Paris, yet Talbot clearly feels
the need to explicitly point to the “whole forest of chimneys [that] borders the
horizon: for, the instrument chronicles whatever it sees, and certainly would
delineate a chimney-pot or a chimney-sweeper with the same impartiality as it would
the Apollo of Belvedere.” He believes it necessary to remind viewers that each of
these chimney-pots was really there when the photograph was taken.
 

The story of art is by no means a straightforward trajectory from stylized Cycladic
idols to the historical tableaus of nineteenth-century academicians, as evidenced by
the brilliantly willful contortions of Mannerism and the rosy-cheeked frolickings of
the Rococo. The gradual development toward a “realistic” projection of the world on
a flat picture plane was nonetheless an undercurrent of western art ever since Filippo
Brunelleschi (1377–1446) had formulated a precise system of linear, one-point
perspective in Quattrocento Florence. To achieve this, artists often employed optical
devices. A woodcut illustration added to the second edition of Albrecht Dürer‘s
Underweysung der Messung (1538; the book was first published in 1525) depicts an
artist using a grid to draw the model seen from a foreshortened angle.
 

The device is not unsimilar to the one used by Mr. Neville, the hero in Peter
Greenaway’s 1982 film The Draughtman’s Contract, set in late seventeenth-century
England.
 

Johannes Vermeer, Woman Reading a Letter (detail), ca. 1663 (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

The “fuzziness” of Vermeer’s (1632–1675) paintings, to give another example,
suggests that he must have used a camera obscura whose effects, created by the
projection of images through a convex lens on a translucent screen, the artist
emulated.
 

Bernardo Bellotto, Dresden from the Right Bank of the Elbe below the Augustus Bridge, 1748

(Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden)

Still, none of these tools were able to capture a view automatically. They all required
the intervention of the artist. Even the most faithful delineation was merely the
preliminary basis used to create the finished work, informed as much by the desire
(or expectation) of appropriate representation as by the artist’s sense of
compositional balance. What is true for the flattering portraits of inbred aristocrats
or ugly plutocrats also pertains to vedute like Bernardo Bellotto’s (1721–1780) views
of Dresden—even if the latter became an important source for the reconstruction of
the city after the devastations of World War II. And we know that Caspar David
Friedrich (1774–1840) painted his so “realistic” looking landscapes surrounded by
the whitewashed walls of his Dresden studio.

 

Georg Friedrich Kersting, Caspar David Friedrich in his Studio, 1819 (Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin)

It is necessary, therefore, to remember that an artist will never have the impartiality
of Talbot’s camera which delineates each and every chimney pot without any
discrimination. (The history of photographic manipulation all the way to the readily
available image-editing tools on today’s cellphones is, of course, an entirely different
story.)
 

Thomas Jones, A Wall in Naples, 1782 (National Gallery, London)

In his thought-provoking 1981 MoMA exhibition Before Photography, Peter Galassi
made the intriguing argument that photography could not have been invented any
earlier—despite the fact that its materials and most of the required chemical
processes were known before. According to his thesis, what had been missing was an
awareness and appreciation of the random, unpremeditated view. Only toward the
end of the eighteenth century did artists begin to appreciate that casual look out the
window onto such picturesque sites as laundry drying in the sun.
 

This admiration of the minutiae of everyday life probably reached a highpoint (or
nadir, depending on one’s predilection) in a three-minutes long sequence in Sam
Mendes’s 1999 film American Beauty that shows a plastic bag blown around in the
wind. Ricky, the budding auteur filmmaker who is one of the film’s main characters,
declares it to be “the most beautiful thing” he ever filmed. What first comes to our
minds now, twenty years later, is probably less the aesthetic of the quotidian but the
fact that said plastic bag will most likely take 400 years to degrade. And whereas
Ricky’s filming required a video camera and therefore singled him out for his artistic
aspirations, all of us can now practically film everything with our cellphones.
 

© 2016 Tacita Dean and Gemini G.E.L. LLC 

Why, then, should it be remarkable that an artist shows images of the sky, white
clouds on celestial blue or the pink and mauve tones of the twilight? This was my
first thought when I learned about two recent series of prints by the British artist
Tacita Dean (b. 1965) that are currently on view at fellow IFPDA print dealer Gemini
G.E.L. at Joni Moisant Weyl in New York.

LA Exuberance (2016) consists of fifteen lithographs showing those whitish wisps so
typically to the southern Californian skies, not related to impending rain but created
by the con trails of jet planes dispersed by high-altitude winds.
 

© 2021 Tacita Dean and Gemini G.E.L. LLC 

Her new print series, LA Magic Hour (2021), adds more color, now focusing on the
pinkish hues reflected from the sun setting over the Pacific.

However, none of these prints are what they purport to be. Now that photographic
techniques have been thoroughly integrated into printmaking, one would assume that
these visually so appealing images are probably based on photographs not unlike
those cellphone images that populate the internet by the millions. The surprise is
that they are not. Instead, all of these lithographs are derived from drawings made
with chalk spray to capture the clouds’ fleeting quality.
 

Johann Georg von Dillis, Cloud Study, ca. 1810–20, white chalk on blue paper

(Thaw Collection, Morgan Library & Museum, New York)

Two hundred years ago, the Munich artist Johann Georg von Dillis (1759–1841) made
cloud studies by ingeniously choosing blue carta azzurra paper to provide the blue
of the sky on which he then drew clouds in white chalk. Yet Dean wanted to create
her images as prints. Printing the “non-color” white would have required a viscosity
of the ink that interferes with the ethereal quality the artist was trying to maintain.
The absence of color had to come from the paper, what was printed were the
cerulean blues of the sky.
 

 photo © 2016 Sidney B. Felsen 

This posed a considerable challenge for master printers Rachel Reid and Jennifer
Turner (for LA Exuberance) as well as Jill Lerner (for LA Magic Hour) until they
came up with the solution of using negative photo-litho plates on which Dean’s Mylar
drawings could be transferred. Reading the workshop notes is dizzying given the
complexity of a printing process that already required up to three layers of cloud
imagery and up to six different colors—even before the artist introduced the evening
glow of the Pacific sky in the second set.
 

Tacita Dean, film still  from The Green Ray, 2001

Tacita Dean’s art, while decidedly not nostalgic and grounded in the now, is
nonetheless acutely aware of the past. In her films she adheres to analog processes,
firmly believing that these enable her to capture effects—such as the “green ray”—
that are too elusive for the digital world to grasp. In her two recent series of
lithographs, she has stepped even further back into the history of artistic
technologies. Dean manages to brilliantly subvert the expectations of viewers today,
who, nearly two centuries after Talbot pointed out his camera’s impartiality, have
become so accustomed to photography’s omnipresence that they most likely assume
the absence of manual intervention. What fascinates about Dean’s prints is that,
while they play with the pretense of being digital images that borderline on
mundanity, they are, in fact, delicately rendered drawings, translated thanks to the
technical acumen and inventiveness of Gemini’s master printers into an even older
technique—one that was invented around 1796, a few decades before Niépce,
Daguerre, and Talbot embarked on their quest to capture light.
 

PS:  I still owe you an answer on which of the two images at the beginning of this
lengthy diversion is indeed nothing more than a digitally captured Harlem sky—the
one on the left (or the first, in case anyone managed to read all of this on their
cellphone ...).

Copyright © 2022 C.G. Boerner, All rights reserved.

Tacita Dean @ Gemini G.E.L. at Joni Moisant Weyl, New York
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