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EXHIBITION OF PHOTOGRAPHS AT THE 
ALPINE CLUB, 1935 · 

LE I naturally think it rather a compliment to be asked to 
review the photographic exhibition, I am also pleased because 
it gives me a chance of airing my personal views about photo

graphs in general, and mountain ones in particular; and if in doing 
so I do not appear too complimentary to some of the exhibitors, it 
should be understood that what I write is purely directed towards 
improvement in future exhibitions, and is tempered with the knowledge 
that my own efforts would have to be much better before I would 
dare to offer myself as one of the performers. 

I will start with a story told to me by Canon Newton. He and 
Mr. O'Malley were walking down the Morteratsch Glacier behind a 
party consisting of a porter leading two novices and a guide, with 
another party under Walter Risch further ahead. The porter goes 
through and pulls one novice after him. The latter lands on a narrow 
ledge, but the porter hangs clear. Newton yells out for Walter Risch. 
The porter, cutting the rope, drops to the floor of the crevasse, and 
walks out another way. Risch arrives and takes charge, just as the 
quivering amateur is about to be hauled up. He holds up his hands 
and says ' Stop.' Then, with due deliberation., he proceeds to take 
off his sack and extract his camera. I relate this apparently irrelevant 
tale because I do consider that these exhibitions would be far better if 
they had a little more of the Walter Risch touch about them. 

What I mean is that the exhibitors as a body seem to forget that 
photographs usually fail as efficient representations unless they are 
assisted by features of special interest. Members of the Club and 
their friends may be supposed to know what the Zermatt and 
Chamonix peaks really look like; and I doubt if many of them are 
specially impressed with what are necessarily imperfect reproductions 
of the real thing merely because those reproductions are technically 
perfect photographs. But if we were allowed to see more pictures 
after the style of Mr. Michael Harmer's CAT RocK indescriptively 
called ' Sphinx ' in the catalogue -or of Miss U rsu]a Corning's 
silhouette of our President, we should get a show which would not be 
easily forgotten. Further, if those who carry cameras would regard 
them as a means of compiling pictorial diaries, and would make a 
point of casually recording those trivial and compromising incidents 
which help to make such diaries so interesting, they would obtain 
much of the material required to enable Mr. Sydney Spencer to enliven 
the exhibitions which he invariably arranges so well. 

Having mentioned Mr. Spencer, I will not shirk my duty of sub
jecting him to a mild dose of criticism. I believe that the exhibition 
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regulations, which purport to come from the committee, are in fact 
his ; and that out of his kindness of heart he compiles them with a 
view to giving pleasure to as many would-be exhibitors as is practicable. 
In that I think h e is wrong ; and quality should be his first considera
tion. The regulations should not be framed to permit of a multiplicity 
of exhibitors, but rather a multiplicity of good photographs. He should 
not attempt to limit the space allotted to any single exhibitor, or the 
number of pictures which any single artist is allowed to send in ; but 
should invite the submission of as many pictures as possible, and only 
allow the very best to pass the censor. If he be afraid that in doing so 
he would experience the novel sensation of creating enemies, he can 
easily devise an anonymous selection committee behind which he 
could, if necessary, seek shelter. 

Having told Mr. Spencer how to do his job, I will now proceed to 
instruct the photographers. They should bear in mind that photo
graphs are t\vo dimensional representations of three dimensional 
nature, and that this inevitably places them at considerable dis
advantage. The art editors of ne-vvspapers are well aware of this ; 
and almost invariably confine themselves to those photographs which 
contain at least one touch of the living thing. Mountain photographers 
should to some extent act on the same lines. They should not be 
satisfied with merely producing pretty pictures ; and in those cases in 
which it would be impossible or unsuitable to include man or beast 
they should at least endeavour to incorporate some unusual feature, 
instructive or preferably otherwise, so as to elevate their work above 
the level of a picture pure and simple. Anyone who takes a photo
graph largely consisting of a more or less featureless snowfield, and 
then, after letting his companions get well ahead, so that they.appear 
as mere specks in the distance, makes a second exposure, will under
stand what I mean when he compares the results. 

Exhibitors should also be careful not to deaden their efforts ¥lith 
unsuitable mounts. Four or five years ago .I was foolish enough to 
buy a Leica and restart taking photographs, thereby involving myself 
in much waste of time and money, not regretted in vie\V of the fact 
that I am gradually compiling a record \Vhich may help to lessen the 
dullness of my old age, if any ; and it became necessary to choose 
suitable albums. I went into the question pretty thoroughly, and 
found that the only colour of album v;hich suited all mountain photo
graphs was absolute black ; and that to prevent the darker parts of 
the pictures from merging into the black it was necessary that the 
edges should be masked, and that the prints should be trimmed so 
that the masked portion might appear as a quite narrow line. That 
gives the clue for the fool-proof mount ; and Mr. John ~Iunt seems 
to have arrived at the same conclusion when framing his two supreme 
Himalayan efforts, with the exception that he has, in my opinion, got 
the white line far too wide. On the other hand, a cream mount can 
be perfectly satisfactory for a photograph isolated in a frame, provided 
that it is of a darker tint than the lighter parts of the picture, be they 
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snow or sky. Many of the exhibits are spoilt by disregard of this 
simple and seemingly essential principle ; others by having no mounts 
at all, for there are not many photographs which will stand drastic 
treatment of that nature. 

Next as regards colour. I personally consider that practically all 
mountain photographs I would even leave out the word ' mountain '
are better black, but that is apart from the point, because everyone is 
entitled to his own opinion. It is colour photography that I am up 
against not Mr. Louis Fauzin's magnificent coloured poster as to 
how much of which is actual photograph I am quite in the dark but 
colour photography of the common or garden kind. There is a group 
of seven such exhibits ; and if, as I believe to be the case, colour 
photographs on paper always depend on artificial dyes necessarily 
applied without the selective touch of the painter, it cannot be expected 
that the results will be satisfactory. 

Now for the catalogue. It gives the names of those who press the 
button ; but are we entitled to speculate as to who does the rest ? In 
one sense we are not, and in one sense we are. In these days of efficient 
and rapid reading exposure meters, and with the modern films, 
development is reduced to an entirely mechanical process, controlled 
solely by watch and thermometer. This i_s not so with the printing ; 
but the influence of the professional printer is immaterial, when com
pared with that of the amateur exposer ; for the chief thing about 
mountain photographs is that they should illustrate mountain climbing, 
and no printing firm can make them do that in any sense whatsoever. 
There is, however, another side to this question, which is becoming 
of increasing importance with the more prevalent use of cameras of 
the Leica type. I believe in these cameras, not only because extensive 
enlargement of fine grain films gives satisfactory results see Mr. 
Seligman's huge photograph taken on the Hoch Ducan but also 
because of the speed with which they can be brought into action, and 
of the way in which they permit of indiscriminate snapping performed 
with a view to the survival of the fittest. On the other hand, the films, 
especially because they are so small, require very tender treatment ; 
and they will not stand being sprinkled with spots and fingerprints, 
on the plea that one must not expect too much from mass production. 
From my own experience this ill-treatment is rampant ; and when 
one considers that a silly girl can on any single day engrave a series 
of telegraph lines along dozens of good Leica films, each including 
anything up to thirty-six perfect and irreplaceable pictures, and the 
resulting unemployment in the printing trade, to say nothing of the 
time and money spent in getting to the places where the films have 
been exposed, this sort of thing is seen to be totally unwarrantable. 
I have now found a firm which never spoils a negative, and to that 
extent I am disinterested ; but I have no doubt that some have not 
been so lucky. I therefore suggest that the trade should be given 
opportunity to advertise in the catalogue ; and that the individual 
firms should be encouraged to refer in their advertisements to those 
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exhibits for which they see fit to declare themselves as being partly 
responsible. Members in general would thus know which firms to go 
to, and Mr. Spencer w_ould have a greater extent of good material to 
choose from. 

I drafted most of these notes after such casual inspection of the 
exhibition as was appropriate at the general meeting, but have since 
paid another visit to check them over. I then found a table in the 
gallery, with a pile of catalogues and one copy of Dr. Karl Blodig's 
calendar for I 93 6. Out of curiosity I looked at the latter, and I have 
no hesitation in asserting that the photographs it contains, taken as a 

. whole, give a far more artistic and better idea of Alpine life and scenery 
than that obtainable at the show. I will not stop at that, but will also 
venture to suggest that if the exhibitors had all gone to see Dr. Paul 
Wolff's remarkable exhibition of Leica photography when it was on 
in Pall Mall, many of them would have hesitated to send their pictures 
to Sa vile Row. I hope that future exhibitors are making a point of 
seeing this exhibition while it is touring the provinces, because 
although it contains only a relatively small section devoted to the Alps 
and many of the pictures are larger than would be desirable at the 
A.C., it really is most instructive as to the spirit in which subjects 
should be chosen. I do hope that these remarks will not be received 
as if they were intended to give offence, but will only be regarded as 
helpful for the future ; I also hope that far more exhibitors will try to 
abandon the pretty picture complex, and go whole-heartedly for 
striking results, and especially for results with a bit more life. The 
large number of delightful, and potentially delightful, photographs 
with which they have so kindly adorned our beloved gallery show that, 
if they will only do this, they will easily knock all the Blodigs and 
Wolffs into smithereens. 

Since writing the above I have been thinking things over a bit. 
The circular inviting contributions to the exhibition was sent out on 
October I 5, and gives December 4 as the last date for delivery. That 
excludes work by members living far overseas, with whom we specially 
wish to keep in touch, and whose mounted photographs could easily 
be framed here. Apart from that, however, these exhibitions, 
whether of photographs or paintings, should be representative of the 
very best practice in current mountain art, rather than of the personaJ 
efforts of a few members and their friends. With this object in view, 
selected artists of known skill, not necessarily connected with the 
club, should be invited to contribute ; while secretaries of other 
mountaineering clubs, both abroad and at home, might be asked to 
help in securing examples of outstanding merit. 
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