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CENTENARY EXHIBITION 
• 

BY G. N. CARRELL 

[The Centenary Exhibition, 1957, ,;vas the subject of a full catalogue, which 
was issued to members of the Club with the last number of the ALPINE JOURNAL. 

The Club's o"Yvn collection of paintings (which supplied a good many items in 
the exhibition) is the subject of an article by Sir Alexander Carr-Saunders; the 
books, manuscripts and other objects of interest were sufficiently described in 
the Catalogue; and Dr. G. N. Carrell has now supplied a critical review of the 
photographic side of the exhibits.] 

* * 
HE photographic section of the Centenary Exhibition comprised 
a short sequence of historic interest, an impressive record of 
modern work at home and abroad, some examples from the 

distant ranges, 'vith the accent, of course, on the Himalaya, and a set of 
portraits of figures prominent in the alpine world. Most of these last 
were of domestic interest, if we except royal ·mountaineers, and neither 
familiarity with the faces of our presidents, nor the fact that our first 
act on entering the Club is to cover them up with our overcoats, need 
be regarded as a lack of affection and respect. · 

Whether or not the average visitor came with the object of taking an 
historic survey of mountaineering photography, what certainly must 
have taken his eye first, and held it longest, was the group of prints on 
the south wall; here were assembled, perhaps for the first time on our 
walls, a number of photographs that conveyed vividly the situations 
and moods of a climbing day. Many, though not all, were dramatic 
pictures of mountain action in some degree of climbing exposure; not 
a few could claim aesthetic merit as well; probably the majority, even 
including those in which the degree of attachment to rock showed the 
most striking inverse ratio with the length of drop below, were appre
ciated to the full only by those who had· enjoyed some comparable 
situation themselves. This assembly of prints would itself have justified 
the Exhibition, and the Sub-Committee's work, care and choice. Let 
us deal with it first. 

Of those with the most direct dramatic appeal a good example is 
Chorley's photograph of Blackshaw leading on the East ridge of the 
Crocodile, though the obvious gymnastic effort is not shown to have 
any particular relation to the climbing of a peak, a point of significance 
to the layman only, of course. Wrangham's ' Goliath's Groove' also 

~ 

gives the sense of a gymnasium rather than a mountain; and no 
one who has not tried to photograph from a comparable stance can 
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appreciate the full force of Pierre's record of the Aiguille Noire diedre, 
created by the rope running out at the top of the frame . Again, marked 
foreshortening, unavoidable in steep cramped places, using lenses of 
normal angle of view (and in all mountain cine work), with its inversion 
of perspective effect augmented foreground and dirninished peak
will disparage a print to all but the experienced eye ; Grahan1 Bro\;vn's 
four well-knovvn photographs taken on Route Major and the Pear could 
not avoid this handicap. 

But the answer to the question ' How far \vill he fall if he comes off ? ' 
tells a story that can be understood by all; Milner has brought this off 
in ' Linnell's Leap ', and Chorley in his ' On the Salbitschijen ', vvhich 
shows the leader's height from base ; in his ' North face of Piz Badile ' 
and Milner's ' Castelletto Inferiore ' the impression is reinforced for 
initiates by the sight of thread belays. In Pierre's ' Clocheton de 
Planpraz ' the sense of overhang suggested is made stronger by down
ward converging verticals (why is it that the opposite, upward conver
gence, spells only weakness ?), powerfully confirmed by the sight of 
Rebuffat off balance. In Band's picture of J oe Bro\vn on Suicide Wall, 
the climber, who must be in at least as hard a place, is so obviously in 
balance that one looks involuntarily for the rope sling in which he ought 
to be sitting. These, and others that cannot be described individually, 
must have delighted the throng. But to turn to some pictures that 
gave pleasure in less painful form, yet caught much of the reality of a 
climbing day. 

De Rham's familiar ' South face of the Taschhorn ': one climber in 
graceful action, the second watchful, strata sloping the wrong way; 
no effort is called from the viewer to realise a dangerous place. Good
fellow's ' Cima Vazzeda ice-pitch ', and ' Middlemore Route ' (the 
alpine meal could not have been omitted) . Hunt's ' East arete of the 
W eisshorn ', an aesthetic n1asterpiece that is an action picture incident
ally, yet gives at the same time an itnpression even of repose; Good
fellow's ' Finsteraarhorn ', a favourite of the reviewer's, than which no 
photograph ever distilled a clearer sense of norn1al incident, as opposed 
to critical drama, from a climbing day. 

For photographers the bonne bouche of the Exhibition was the set of 
ten carbon transfers made in the 189o's from plate negatives of W. F. 
Donkin. A carbon print differs from a bromide by exactly that quality 
that distinguishes a carte de vis·ite that is engraved from one that is not. 
To quote from the third edition of Clerc's Photography: ' The carbon 
process is certainly the most beautiful printing process that a photo
grapher can employ when he is not aitning at a modification of the 
negative .' This \vas printed, not in the last century, but in 1954, and 
as all will agree vvho were lucky enough to see this unique set, it remains 
true today. The deep tones are in low relief and glossy, the high-lights 
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perfectly matte, so that the texture of the support can be fully enjoyed; 
the characteristic ' curve ' of the emulsion almost a straight line, so 
that you have quality, brilliance, fidelity. At the time of writing, carbon 
remains a ' contact ' process, needing an enlarged negative. Donkin 's 
large prints, from 7t-in. by s-in. plates, vvould have been made thus: 
a transparency in carbon pigment (diapositive) made by contact, 
enlarged onto a wet collodion plate the size of the print; and the 
Autotype Company will make carbons for you by this most elegant 
technique at the present day. 

Whatever the printing method, these superb architectural studies 
would have stood alone. Sandwiched rather unhappily between these 
rich old carbons on the north wall, and the modern school on the south, 
with its sljck minicam technique and bright print lustre, the develop
mental connecting-links looked sadly faded; better work than was 
sho\¥n must have been done by such men as Sydney Spencer and 
Clinton Dent, yet if the vogue then was for a soft printing and full 
detail, that was well brought out. 0. K. Williamson's ' Lauter
brunnen Breithorn ' suggested evidence of the change from ' stand ' to 
' hand ' in camera field technique: Donkin and Sella, one felt, would 
not have paused to take that angled shot, the first example, perhaps, of 
the ' candid ' approach. 

The distant ranges included Sella's panorama from Elbruz, which 
made one wish the master could have been more fully represented, and 
Bradford Wash burn's accomplished architectural records of the 
Americas. Himalayan photographs are news: this well-arranged 
section must have given the public much pleasure. Looking at them 
it is clear that photography at such altitudes also has its difficulties, 
especially in steering a course between too easy brilliance and elusive 
quality: of the many prints shown scarcely more than two could claim 
pictorial distinction, Smythe's ' Nilgiri Par bat ' and ' Kellas Peak '; 
while Gregory's H.34 from the ' Disteghil Sar Exhibition ' (sic) well 
epitomised the contest betvveen puny man and antagonistic hills. 

The hard task of selecting for our limited wall space, carried out by 
the Sub-Committee with conspicuous success, could hardly fail to leave 
small dissatisfactions, and for me a Centenary Exhibition that lacked 
a photograph by George Abraham, and an example of Smythe's alpine 
work at its best, could not be quite complete. 
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