





IMN A WORLD IN WHICH PHOTOGRAPHS
are everywhere, all the time, what makes a photo-
graphic imape specal? For a small bur growing, dis-
parate community of ahcienados, che answer is a mix
of unexpectedly steong qualitves found by chance in
an extraordinary old print at i Aea marker. Made
by unkniwn, :III:I:I1'|:-rl.I:|-I.'h.‘\.Il.II:IJ[ ]'!'1"|i.:-li.qlrr| |:'-|I1.'| %, such
ImEAges Can |'\-rrn1l.ll|ur|.1|:|:.' '.'Hl'l"\-'L'rhII. I'I-=1|'||J|||:| masper-
ful ar :h-:r:h. and the hiunt for them has fostersd one of
the mos xRN Co illec Eifg CAbCcpeHrics ho have emerged
In récent yoars. The Face that ie has been drven by col-
lectar, bazed on their own research and aurtored ba
their passions, and not cooked up by prohiteering ar
dealers looking to score, dlsa makes it one of contem:
parary collecring's most fascinating veends.

The held 15 that of vernacular photography, which
15 also referred to as the collecting of  “anonymous
photos,™ That last phrase is somewhar awkward; in
is meant b indicare that the wlentities of the makers
of such images are unknown. Often, so are the places
where and the dates when such images were created,
or the purposes for which they were prodiced,, or even
their subpect matter. Coldlectors and curators wl are
interesiesd in these kinds of photos semetimes prelier to
call them “snapshots,” a word that alludes oo the face
that, very often, they have been masde by amateuirs,

These images were not intentranally made o be
works of art, as are photos in the Ane-an photog-
raphy category, which are handled by commercial
palleries angd auchion companes, and can fetch same
very high prices. Mevertheless, ordinary shutterbuags’
instinetive aestheric sensabilities do inform the ways
in which they compose their phaobos, and such sensi-
hilities can be felt or visibly detected in their psctures,

The 5t Louis-based vernacular p|'.|'-r|:-_v,r.||1||.:-' col-
lecror John Foster, whose I-l.'l'\.-k.F\.rE."nd 15 110 p,'m]r!lu
design, says of his habirwal visits to Bea markets: “1

look for photos that are exceptional i their subject
| P

“All the photos made today with digital cameras, cell
phones, iPads: they’re all ephemeral; they’re all pixels
on screens. Literally, they’re just impermanent light.
By contrast, an old snapshot is something tangible,
warm, more permanent and packed with bistory.”

JOHN FOSTER, 5T, LOUIS
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matter, point of view, conception aml com-
posation, amd even with regand to technical
aspects like wmality and focus. Maybe one
out of every 500 images T see i3 worthy of
a second, bonger look, and i might take
lxoking through that many before spot

ting a gem." In Mew York, the collector
amd well-known former dealer of photog

raphy WAL Hung, has observed: “Anyone
ower the age of 10, at least in the Western
wirkd, has seen and considered thousands
of images, tens of thousands or more....
From carly on, we recognize the success.
ful images and pass on the bad ones, We
so¢ them everywhere: newspapers, maga-
rines, television, billboards: they surround
s ot entire lves.™ Vemacular photos ane
1:-||.|1_.' e Compon ent of Hunt's collection,
which also includes images by well-known

modern and contemporary photographers.

Cenerally speaking, the kinds of anon-
ymous photos collecars like Foster, Hunt
and others seek out tend to be older and

were made using pee-digiral equipment.
some, like daguerreotypes of the lave
1830s and the 15840s, dave back 1o the ear-
liest period of the photography mediam.
By tar, though, the mapority of images such
colblectors acquine were masde with mexpen-
sive, mass-miarketed cameras and easy-to-
handle fifms, including the Kodak Brownie,
which was introduced im 19005 Polarodds
varicus models, which featured on-the-
spot, seli-developang flm; and ligheweigha
"instamatics,”

Why the word “vernacular® to describe
the kinds of photos these collectors scquine?

Like such better-known classifications as

vernacular architectare (Mew E.ngh nd
barns, Southern houses with broad veran-
dahs, adobe dwellings of the Southwest) or
vernacular |.1.nu|u|.|:-:' local dialecrs marked
by distinctive accents, words and phrases),
“wernacular photography™ refers ro some-
rhlnp; that 1= comemon and Familiar enough
to have become a recopnizable, definitive
fiarm i its owen right, Yernacular foems are
usually seen as reflections of the culiure of
a specific people or place

W hen it comes fo vernacular phnl:ugr,j.-
phiy, the place in question s as much con-
ceptual as it is physical or geographic, It is
anywhese where anyone whao has ever han-
dled a camera, shooting a convenronal kind
of photo=—a family snapshot, an attractive
landscape, o casual portrait—has pointed
his or her lens. Vernacular photographs are
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nog intrinsically generics it & only over fime
I|'|.Ir_ A% [V r;,"\. of-im IR, they hl,'-, GTHE &5
||_-.._'r::._;.-||..;.l.|'-||.- familiar that we begin m see
CEFIRINR QRS A% rrl'\lr'fl--;'rlr.Lll.'u.- 0l PR TICEL-
lar genres,

The vernacular photography hield has
been driven and shaped by the aesthetic
|,1.|'.||I:'\-| gl VIEW Of 1% (TS 4V id o |'|||i_'{ [Ofs
Like Foster, often they have been motivated
bv thecir interear in the srories—abvioas,
Irl'iFII.:‘I.'qu 0 fEYEF [0 :’w i,"\-q:.ll:'ll!.' :-CI'III'I.'. ==
that the photographs may convey. (This was
evident in the images on view, incladin:
maiy af people, in “Accidental Mysteres,”
a traveling exhibition of photos trom the
collection of Foster and his wile, Teenul
Foater, which travelied o several LS. miase-
upis stacting in 2005.) In Switzerland, the
collector Christian Schnecherper—who has
had the innovative idea of a stock phoro
ageney for vernaculir photographs, mak-
it a peortion of ks hobdings available for
commercial use through timecapsact—says
he views mich images “as discuments af cee-
tain moments in history. I've always been
attracted to historical documents.”™ Schnce-
berger poings out that, “even though we
|r|_l;:. ||.|||:-'\.'. |'.||l;|',||'|f; .'||'\'|_||,|I ||'||_' .I.I|I:|'.|-l'~\. il
||'|I:"H.: |,'|I'|II|I_I"-\.. 1||..,-!.' 'I.H.il_l.l_l' |_‘||_':,1:-\_I r:.|'| ite—
|'_-|'.l.l| |"-;,'~;||;'||_' r|_'|'. 'L ||'. -_'-,|. |-::-|.1'\-|j i "||;| 1.|_'\-|_'|'|I their
l,.l'\-_q-:'[" LURE OfF ll.'l.l;'l\. THHES 10 rleu:r.: WML Can
feel the emotion, which, as mach as any-
thing, describes and dehnes the rimes and
:l'._h_p,. I '\.|.'||||,|'| ||'.|:1 WET ||'.,'||,|r.-l

Another major collector and tastermaker
in the vernacular photo held is Robert Flynn
Julsson, curanoe emerins of the Achenbach
Foandation for Graphic Ars within San
Francisco's Fine Arvs Meseums group and
alsio a lecturer at the University of Calibor-
ks at Samta Croz. Johnson, who authored
the books The Face o the Lers {Thames &
Hudson, 2009 and AR IRONE | Thames
& Hudson, 2004), about photos made by
unknown photographers, eschews the “ver-
nacular® lakel bur recopmizes thar no one
tertn best fins the images that are the oo
af this hield. He says, “1 started collecting
these pypes of images becanse [ could not
believe—and =till can't—that such amaz-
g works were out there., overlooked by
the marketplace.” He dismisses “those who
sheepishly bodlow ™ what the arc markee wells
them o appeecsane and bauy. Instead, eche-
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“[My collection] is my conscious made manifest. These are all photos of me.

But they're all of you, too. They are evocative, whimsical, representational....

You bave to react, to come to the image, to make up your own story.

ing Foster, Johnson notes, “These images
take work and patbence 1o find. I'm a fish-
erman, It mech more rewarding to catch
my own Fish through my own scarches, as
['m sare my feflow collectoss would agree.”

Imdesd, Hunr says, “Colleceing phota-
graphs is a comphetely visceral experience:
yerii know you've foand ane you have to
acquire when the hair on the back of your
neck stands on end, your beart pounds,
and you canmot move your feet, Collec-
tors are obsessed.” Through February 19,
2012, an exhibition of images from Hunt's
collecrion, “The Unieen Eyve,” is on view

at the Lreorge Eastman Houwse Muscum of
Photography and Film in Rochester, New
York. As the show and its accompanying
book, published by Apertare, make clear,
i all of the phosos in Hunt's collection, the
eyes of the human subjects they depicoed
are covered, hidden, closed or ocherwise
obscured, hence the exhibirion and the car-
alogue’s shared title.

Seaitle:based collector Robert E. Jack-
son says that each phoro he acquires must
have a distince “personality™ and a strong
enough sense of compasition or design o
prompt “an emmediate emotenal response

WM. HUNT, NEW YORK

when viewed for the hrst ime.™ He adds:
“l am not sure that, at the onset of my ool
becning; | was conscwusly thinking of them
holding rogether as a collectton, That came
tater.™ In late 2007, a selection of images
from his holdings went on view at the
Matbonal Gallery of Are in Washington,
[.C. The exhibition’s title: “The Art of the
American Snapshos, 1888-1978.°

Irs carilegue notes that, in the U5 in
the lare 18005 ot cameras became smualler
and msre accedible, * bimineses were estab
lished to develop and print negatives, free
ing phatographers from the need to mas-
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ter complicated darkroom tasks.” Inventor
Creorpe Eastman, the founder, m 1892, of the
Eastman Kelak Company, came up with an
advertising slogan for his casy-to-use cam-
eras: “You press the batton, we do the rest.”
Such developments made photography eas
ier for many Amencans who could atford 1o
buy cameras. The catalogue points out chat
amateur photographers =gravitared coward
documenting their privare lives and leisure
activities,” incheding “home theatricals, par-
lor games oF costunse parties.” For many pic-
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ture-takers, after World War 1,

making photographs became

both an expression of moder-

nity and a way of capfuning

IMmages of modemn Life, Like

automohile ravel and sports
competitiong, %Ry the 19508 The Art of
thy Aweerican Sl.l..rp.snl:lr_l,* s, *Kodak esti-
mated that rwo billion snapshots were made
annually in the United Seates. By 1954, more
than 70 percent ot the country’s 33 mialfien
families owmed camerss.”

Several other kinds of photographs are
aften considered 1o At wnder the “vernacu-
lar™ label, even if, in some or many cases,
the identities of the people whao shot them
might actually be known, Such photos are
included in the category insofar as they are
generic in their stvle, subject mateer and
appearance, and therefore represent vernac-
ular forms of visual commumnication, They
include schonl or employee-1LIL pictures;
poted group partraits of classmares, sports
teams, clubs or company workers; routine
nEws phl:ﬂl.u; |:||1|:|!l:r-|:l|:||:l|:|.1 TIPS and cer-
tain kinds of commercial :.tuch:-p||u|1:l fare.

An example of this kind of photogra-
ph:.-' was the work of Bl Wood (1913=7%),
a photographer wha operated a photo-sup-
plies store near Forth Worth, Tex. Along
with selling cameras, Alm and accessonies
and providing Alm-developing and phato-

-prmliu.].;, services, Wood shor studio por-
tratts and professional phoeos for varsoes
local dients. More than 20 Years ago, the
gctress Diane Keaton, an avid collector
of ph:rngr.lphq. purchased the archive af
Woids negatves, A ||:r:I1F with Marvin Hei-

“I love the unusual composition, the mistakes, the wrinkled
photo-portrait of a girl, whose boyfriend carried it in his
pocket during the war; the fun, the misery, the tragedy and the
joy these photos evoked for their authors and, now, for us.”

CHRISTIAN SCHNEEBERGER, SWITZERLAND
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ferrman, an independent curaror and writer,
Keaton organized “Rill Wood's Business,”
an exhibition of prines of Wood's photos,
which was presented at the International
Center of Photography in New York in
2008, A book with the same title accom-
panicd thar show.

The thrill of inding a fanzastic anony-
mous photo has given rise toa Hvely, grow-
ing markes, whose seurces lie outside the
established gallery world. Foster says, =To
look for photos, I've alwavs visited fea mar-
kets and antique shops, but today there's
eBay, I've spent countless hours and thou-
sands of dollars on that website. There are
wthers, too, wheee serious collectors will
compete fiercely for a prized photo,®

Foster notes that a compelling snapshot
rthat catches his eve could sell for $10 or lexs
ar 2 flea market, or for as much as $350 o
more in an online avction, Insuch a see-
ting, he adds, “If vou have an eye and And
vourself frequently losing out in the bid-
ding, then you koow vou're up against some
seriis oollectods.™ In Eump:. Hu‘m:bﬂgrr
¥, 1 know a few dealers wlm- are very
serinis dboue thix kind of [rlm:n-ﬁrqph?,_
b ie"s srill & new field here.” In Switzer-
land and France, he savs, there are inrer-
esting finds 1o be made at whar are known
in French as “heocantes™—fRea markets or
Bric-d-brae fairs.

Johnson notes that *much of the are-
buying puble needs ‘names™ o reassure
irself that it is looking ac and acquiring
works of assumed valee, and thar many
wosld-be buyers believe thar “if some-
thing 18 inexpensive,” it cannot of must
mot be “significant.” That led-by-the-nose
approach, which he disdains, is “grear for
me atd my fellow collectors,” he says, add-
ing, "Let them buy their printed-larer pho-
tographs by Kobert Frank or their photos
by Ieving Penn, Horss F. Horst or Helmue
Mewton, while I fish for treasures among
the uknown and unexpecred!”

Similarky, Jackson observes, =1 love the
fact that the subject marter to be found in
a vernacular photograph knows no bounds
and can constantly surprise with its inven-
tiveness.” He notes, too, thar “you can
build a collection around the most subtle
or esoteric of subjects,” Ope very specific,
special-theme part of his collection, he

“Looking for the images I collect
puts me in contact with a wealth
of images I have never seen
before and may never see again.
It forces me to use my eye and
judgment quickly and decisively.”

ROBERT FLYMN JOHNSOMN, SAN FRANCISCO
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“Vernacular work fell within my price range and
stimulated my interest in the odd and quirky. There
was an abundance of images from which to create
a collection. The subject matter knows no bounds
and can constantly surprise with its inventiveness.”

ROBERT E. JACKSON, SEATTLE
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explains, consists of "color phiotos in which
one dominant eed ivem s visable, such a2 &
red ¢ar or 2 red dress.”

Hunt, whao is interested in “how pho-
tographs behave™ and who unabashedly
admits thart, for him, collecting has served a
deeply personal, consciousness-raising and
therapeutic purpose, says of photegraphic
images in general, " They are our histosies.”
In a recent magazine article aboar his col-
bectimg activitbes and the vrove of imapges be
has amassed over the vears, he weore, “Goear
photographs are grear photographs: the con-
texs is o what is imporeant, it is the image,
Insist on engagement., Weesthe with whar is
difficult. Pretoy is boring. Seek inrensity.
With photographs like these, I say: "This i3
life. Hers are the pictures,'™ &
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