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New Topographics Photographs: A Man-Altered
Landscape Reimagined

Have you ever stopped to consider the profound impact humans have on the natural world?
We reshape mountains, dam rivers, and pave over forests, leaving an indelible mark on the
planet's surface. The "New Topographics" movement, a pivotal photography exhibition from
the 1970s, directly confronted this reality. This post delves deep into the world of New
Topographics photography, exploring how these images capture a man-altered landscape,
challenging our perception of nature and the environment. We'll examine key
photographers, analyze their techniques, and understand the lasting legacy of this
significant photographic movement. Get ready to see the landscape – and our relationship
with it – in a whole new light.

Understanding the New Topographics Movement

The "New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape" exhibition, curated by
William Jenkins and held at the George Eastman House in 1975, wasn't just a collection of
photographs; it was a statement. It arrived at a time when the romantic, picturesque ideal
of nature dominated landscape photography. The New Topographics photographers,
however, deliberately rejected this romanticized view. They chose instead to document the
stark realities of a world increasingly shaped by human intervention. They didn't shy away
from depicting the less-than-beautiful aspects of human development—the sprawling
suburbs, the industrial complexes, the vast expanses of farmland – all evidence of
humanity's powerful and often overwhelming impact.

Key Figures in New Topographics Photography

Several photographers became synonymous with the New Topographics movement, each
offering a unique perspective on the man-altered landscape. Let's explore some prominent
figures:

Robert Adams: Known for his evocative images of the American West, Adams' photographs
often depict the tension between the natural beauty of the landscape and the encroaching
presence of suburban development. His work subtly highlights the gradual erosion of
natural spaces, presenting a poignant commentary on unchecked growth. He masterfully
captured the quiet melancholy of a landscape subtly, yet irrevocably, changed.

Lewis Baltz: Baltz's photographs are characterized by their stark, almost clinical approach.
He focused on the vast, impersonal landscapes shaped by industrial development and
urbanization. His work often features desolate scenes of industrial parks, housing
developments, and other artifacts of human progress, highlighting the scale of human



impact and the often sterile beauty of the man-made environment. His work is a powerful
visual representation of the consequences of unchecked development.

Frank Gohlke: Gohlke's photographs often feature expansive views of the American
Southwest, emphasizing the dramatic changes brought about by mining, agriculture, and
infrastructure projects. His work exhibits a sense of scale, showing the enormous impact of
human activity on the landscape. His images challenge the viewer to consider the long-
term consequences of such alterations.

Stephen Shore: Shore's contribution to New Topographics brought a slightly different angle.
While still documenting the man-altered landscape, he incorporated aspects of everyday
life into his photographs. His images often included elements of human activity – cars,
roads, signs – further highlighting the integration (or rather, the encroachment) of human
civilization into the natural environment. His style is more accessible, but the message
remains potent.

The Photographic Techniques Employed

The New Topographics photographers employed specific techniques to effectively convey
their message:

Large Format Photography: Many of these photographers utilized large-format cameras,
resulting in crisp, highly detailed images. This detail allowed for a comprehensive
documentation of the landscape, capturing even the subtle marks of human alteration.

Color Photography: While black and white photography was still prevalent, the adoption of
color photography was significant. Color added another layer of realism, accurately
portraying the vibrant yet often jarring hues of a man-altered environment. The vibrant
colors of newly paved roads contrasted starkly with the natural hues of the landscape.

Objectivity and Detachment: Unlike earlier landscape photographers who often imbued
their work with personal emotion or romantic ideals, the New Topographics photographers
strove for a more objective, detached approach. Their photographs were meant to be a
factual record of the landscape, allowing the viewer to form their own conclusions.

The Legacy of New Topographics

The New Topographics movement had a profound impact on landscape photography and
environmental awareness. It shifted the focus from the idealized to the real, forcing viewers
to confront the undeniable changes humans have wrought upon the planet. Its influence
can be seen in contemporary landscape photography, where artists continue to explore the
complex relationship between humanity and nature. The exhibition’s legacy continues to
resonate today, prompting ongoing discussions about sustainable development and
environmental stewardship.

Conclusion

The "New Topographics" photographs offer a powerful and lasting visual record of a man-



altered landscape. These images are not just aesthetically striking; they are a critical
commentary on our impact on the environment, prompting reflection on our relationship
with the natural world and challenging us to consider a more sustainable future. By
presenting a raw, objective view of the landscape, these photographers have left an
indelible mark on the history of photography and environmental consciousness.

FAQs

Where can I see original New Topographics photographs? Many of the original1.
photographs are held in museum archives and private collections. However, you can
find reproductions in books and online galleries dedicated to the movement.

How did the New Topographics movement influence contemporary photography? The1.
movement’s emphasis on objectivity, detailed observation, and the documentation of
human impact on the environment has influenced generations of landscape and
documentary photographers.

What are some of the criticisms of the New Topographics movement? Some critics1.
argue that the movement lacked emotional depth or a clear political message. Others
say the focus on the man-altered landscape overlooked the social and economic
factors contributing to environmental degradation.

Are there any modern-day photographers working in a similar vein to the New1.
Topographics photographers? Yes, many contemporary photographers are exploring
similar themes, focusing on the intersection of human activity and the environment.
Look for photographers working in the fields of environmental documentary and
landscape photography.

How can I learn more about the New Topographics movement? Start by researching1.
the key photographers mentioned above. There are also several books and articles
dedicated to the movement and its significance within the larger context of
photography and environmental awareness. Exploring online resources and museum
exhibitions related to landscape photography will provide a wealth of information.
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