Chapter 1

Collecting
Photographs

The invention of photography dates back some 140 years. From the very beginnings,
the medium captured the public fancy, was widely discussed, and was viewed as one
of the great wonders of scientific achievement.

Yet, until the early 1970s, the collecting of photographs —seemingly so natu-
ral for a medium of such importance and allure— was a cultural backwater. Certainly
there have been photography collectors since the earliest days in 1839. But their
numbers have traditionally been very small, and until recently there simply was not
any sort of dealer or auction structure to support their activity.

Photography occupies a strange position in the world of art. On the one hand,
it is partially mechanical in nature. On the other, there is no getting away from the fact
that some photographs are exceptionally beautiful, powerful, and penetrating—in
every way equal to the finest paintings.

It is this seeming contradiction, between the mechanical nature of the pro-
cess and the aesthetic nature of the results, that, perhaps more than any other factor,
has held back photography as a collectible.

Additionally, many would-be collectors appear to have been troubled by the
ease of duplication of the photographic print. Unlike a painting, any specific photo-
graph can be reproduced ad infinitum. But while it is a problem on a theoretical level,
collectors are now learning that, in the real world, this concern is not so grave afterall.
Many of the photographs being collected today actually are great rarities—in some
cases one-of-a-kind items, and in this sense even more scarce than a Rembrandt etch-
ing or Rodin bronze. While the issue of rarity remains a central one in photography, it
is by no means a dominant problem. Most older photographs, for the very reason that
people were wary about collecting photographs in the past, were never printed in
substantial numbers (since there were so few buyers). And among living photogra-
phers there tends to be little interest in the idea of spending long hours in the darkroom
knocking out prints to flood the market. (More on rarity in Chapter 4.)

The more germane issues facing the photography collector, then, are:

1. How to learn. 3. Where to buy.
2. What to buy. 4. How much to pay.



PHOTOGRAPHS: A COLLECTOR'S GUIDE

There are no magic answers to any of these questions. Buying photographs,
like any other field of collecting, requires work and desire. But this work, rather than
being at all dreary, tends to be of a most broadening, stimulating, and personally
rewarding nature —for the random buyer of an occasional photograph, for the individ-
ual who spends a few hundred dollars a year on photographs, for the collector who
spends a few thousand dollars a year, or for the substantial collector who spends
much more.

Photography collecting is now accessible to practically anybody with an
underlying interest in photography as art or as historical documentation. Many of the
greatest photographic images, dating back to the 1840s, remain available to collec-
tors. And while some knowledge of the photography market is essential if you are to
buy wisely, this knowledge generally can be developed fairly quickly.

How to learn. The first step is to read, look, and ask questions—in other
words, to immerse yourself in the market. In nearly every large U.S. city and many
small ones there now are at least two or three dealers specializing in photographs (see
list beginning on page 223). You might begin by visiting a few of these dealers —to see
what types of pictures each is offering, to discuss these works, to ask about prices, and
to develop a sense of what makes one photographic print more interesting and perhaps
more valuable than another. Similarly, you might visit photographic exhibits at local
museums — again, to sharpen your “eye” for photographs and get a better idea of the
kinds of works being presented. The reading of books and periodicals also is impor-
tant, both to learn more about photographic history and to stay abreast of current
trends and critical opinions. A list of reading materials can be found on page 220.
Highly recommended for the beginning collector are Beaumont Newhall's The His-
tory of Photography and John Szarkowski’s Looking at Photographs.

What to buy. The answer is to buy whatever you like and can afford. An initial
objective might simply be to begin zeroing in on an aspect of photography that is most
personally appealing and where you can develop reasonable expertise fairly quickly.
Examples include contemporary photography, nineteenth-century daguerreotypes,
photographs from the Photo-Secessionist movement in the early twentieth century,
and pictures from the early exploration of the American West, among many other
possibilities.

Specialization can be looked at from a variety of viewpoints: time period,
country, subject matter, school of photography, type of photographic print. An area of
specialization can be very broad, or very narrow. I know of one individual whose
entire collection consists of eighty photographs of Shaker scenes and interiors. This
individual also collects Shaker furniture, so the photographs complement that much
larger collection and reinforce the collector’s understanding of Shaker culture. [ know
other collectors who buy nothing but nineteenth-century stereographs or photographs
by Ansel Adams, the outstanding American nature photographer.

Philippe Garner, photography expert at the Sotheby’s Belgravia auction
house in London, collects in two areas: photographs of Brighton, England, his home-
town, and twentieth-century fashion photographs. His photographs of Brighton span a
time period of more than 130 years, from the 1840s to the present. As an offshoot of
this collection, he currently is researching the history of photography in Brighton.

On the other hand, many collectors define their areas of interest in much












