
A lensman takes the gloves off
Geoffrey James's elegantly elegiac landscape photos have given way to a sharper vision of built form
From Tuesday's Globe and Mail
June 3, 2008 at 3:50 AM EDT
OTTAWA — In the 1980s, in the early years of what was to become an illustrious career in landscape photography, Geoffrey 
James was shooting views of classical European gardens with an obsolete panoramic camera. With their lichen-encrusted 
statuary and overgrown greenery rendered in black and white in a very small format - the photos are about 24 centimetres 
long and a mere 8½ cm high - the results have always looked like something from a previous era, as though they were the 
19th century's images of the remains of the 18th. They are at the very least elegiac photographs, if not downright nostalgic, 
and that sense that James was a photographer dedicated to capturing historic beauties was only solidified by his big project of 
the 1990s, documenting the great public parks created by 19th-century American landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted.

And yet the seeds of James's deeper and far more complicated encounter with landscapes and cities are visible from the very 
start of Utopia/Dystopia, the career retrospective of the Canadian photographer curated by Lori Pauli and now showing at the 
National Gallery of Canada. Take, for example, a picture of a private villa in northeastern Italy shot in 1984. You'll see that 
the façade of Villa Valmarana in Saonara has been defaced with a bit of stray postering; there are a few pieces of litter in the 
public street in front of it. But monochromatic photography eliminates visual clutter: The image exudes a sense of faded glory 
without troubling the viewer too much with the details.

Yet if you stay with the picture a bit, you will notice that there is a stack of plastic delivery crates beside the front door. One 
supposes the photographer could have hauled them out of the way. He did not; this is not an image of the Villa Valmarana as 
it might have been, but as it is, fading to be sure, but not always romantically.

In his views of parks, cities, trees, asbestos mines, a fence that separates Mexico from the United States and half-built 
housing developments on the edge of Toronto, James has made a study of the ways in which men would control both nature 
and the built environment, and the ways in which both nature and human neglect eventually overwhelm these ambitions. 
Increasingly, if his photos seem beautiful it is despite not because of their subjects.

Geoffrey James at the National Gallery with his 905 photographs documenting housing developments north of Toronto. The switch into colour is startling; James 
jokingly says you can only use it for subjects of true vulgarity. (Sean Kilpatrick for The Globe and Mail)

After the parks and gardens, his photographs of Paris from 2000 seem to summarize his transition toward an increasingly 
pointed attitude to place. In the so-called City of Light, James studiously avoided the landmarks and the clichés; one photo 
uses Notre Dame as the backdrop to a small public-utility building on the Quai de la Tournelle, almost jokingly pointing out to 
the viewer that the shadows of a tree on an elegant but commonplace brick and limestone wall are of more interest than the 
famous cathedral.

To those who know Paris, the bollards punctuating each side of rue Charlemagne are subtle reminders that this pleasing pre-
modern streetscape is achieved only because the metal posts stop motorists from parking on the sidewalk. More obviously, 
the giant neon letters spelling "Coca-Cola," the backside of a municipal information bulletin board and a phone booth cut a 
streetscape near the Gare Saint-Lazare into slices of hard urban reality. Other photographs include graffiti, bricked-up 
windows and stray dogs hovering threateningly beneath the Pont Neuf.

With James's decision to photograph the 23-kilometre-long San Diego section of the security fence the American government 
began erecting in 1994 along parts the U.S.-Mexican border in a bid to stop illegal immigration and drug running, the 
photographer appears ready to comment openly on the compromises and travesties of human endeavour. His title for the 
work is Running Fence, an ironic reference to environmental artist Christo's more artistic intervention into the Californian 
landscape. To show the world this nastier fence is surely to condemn it, or at least aggressively to question its right to exist: 



It just looks so plain stupid, separating a dry yet beautiful stretch of empty foothills (the U.S. side is an uninhabited military 
zone) from a slum of chaotic shanties (the temporary residences of the soon-to-cross-anyway and their unscrupulous aiders 
and abettors.) Here, James's twin obsessions - landscape and the built environment - butt heads brutally: Seeing this 
undignified fence of corrugated metal imposed artificially on a natural landscape that knows only the barriers of river or 
mountain makes you question the very idea of national boundaries and the wisdom of maintaining them at any cost.

The Running Fence photos from 1997 actually predate the Paris work, but Pauli places them in reverse order as she builds the 
exhibition to a brief but powerful conclusion. After about 90 black-and-white images, the show ends startlingly with three 
colour photographs from James's current 905 project recording the development of tract housing north of Toronto. (The title 
refers to the 905 area code.)

At a press preview last week, when asked about his decision to use colour (which he has experimented with occasionally in 
the past), James jokingly paraphrased American social-realist photographer Walker Evans, saying you can use colour only for 
subjects of true vulgarity.

Well, perhaps he wasn't entirely joking: If the black-and-white images of the European gardens can evoke loss and decay 
precisely because they do not stop the viewer with all the details, the images of the housing developments require colour to 
confront the viewer with every detail of their plywood frames, cheap brick and desolate settings.

In little more than two decades, James has made a remarkably sure and swift progression, uncovering his true subject and 
defining his artistic attitude, deciding for himself and his viewer just exactly what role should be played by a stack of cheap 
plastic crates plunked down in front of a historic façade.

Utopia/Dystopia continues until Oct. 19 at the National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa (http://www.gallery.ca or 613-990-1985 
or 1-800-319-2787).
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