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INTRODUCTION

Black-and-white photography occupies a unique place in the world of art and imaging, all the more surprising because within the world of photography it is taken so much for granted. What I will attempt in this book is to jolt black and white out of its normally complacent position, and in this I’m helped by the completely changed circumstances of digital photography.
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Why complacent? Because black and white has become so established as the senior tradition of photography over the course of more than a century that its reasons for being are only rarely questioned.

For many people, perhaps most, black-and-white photography just “is.” I just re-read a volume on the history of photography by Ian Jeffrey, titled Photography: A Concise History that appeared in Thames & Hudson’s World of Art series, where black and white is so much assumed to be center stage that color fills just three pages out of 240. This is by no means unusual, but it is hard to justify simply on the grounds that there were more years spent in black and white than in color. It also won’t do for the modern world of digital photography, in which the choice of one or the other is in the face of every photographer each time they decide to process on the computer.

It seems that most photographers, when they are shooting or processing, inhabit a world of photography alone, and only a few see their work in the wider context of art. I have to say “seems” because there is no way of quantifying this, but what is not in doubt is this: In the entire body of writing and discussion on photography, references to painting or any other graphic art are very thin on the ground. This is a little strange, not to say short-sighted, but it’s part of the reality of our photographic world. There are historical reasons for this, as there are, well, philosophical reasons.

From the other side of the fence—the unconstrained art side—there has been more acceptance of photography. A fairly recent phenomenon, which tends to set many photographers’ teeth on edge, is the appropriation of photography by artists who do not claim to be primarily photographers. In other words, contemporary artists invade photography more than photography invades art.

And it is this unmistakable sense of photography being its own world, very largely self-contained, that allows us to be complacent about black and white. It’s just something that photography grew up with. Now, however, things are on the move, which is what I want to explore in this book.
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