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The Prix Pictet is a new global
photography prize created to
draw attention to the issue of
sustainability. Its first vear
takes the theme of water,

a precious commodity, too
often polluted, too often out
of reach. Francis Hodgson,
chairman of the Pictet jury,
discusses the importance of
photography, and takes us
through a selection of this
vears shortlisted entrants

IT WAS MARK TYWARIN WO SALD:; “TF YU HAVE
ROTINING TO ALY, SAY NOTHING Photographers,
as well as writers, would do well to heed this
maxim. Indesd, the medium of photography
has been so overwhelmingly successful that
photographers sometimes struggle to find
somnething we don't already know,

[t sowimads awfial, bt if the Intest national
disaster, flond or drought lsoks indistinguishabie
from the lnst, viewers will find it hand Lo sumimon
& reaction. You can call that doner fatiguwe, but
it's alwa o fadlure of photography, In this era of
supersaturation, o move us with imagery s
an astonishing achievement,

In choosing the shorthist of candikdates for the
Prix Pictet, we didnt want to faveur jpumalism
owver art, and we didmt really mind whether the
authors thought of themsebves as doemmentary
phodogrrapheers, autohtographers, lamdscape
artists or anything else, We wanted powerful
mesaages with the ring of trath, >
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David Maisel
American plstogropier
Davved Miodsel, #7, hiza
Been eorking since 20010
om a sevies enprited “Baek
Maps? creating alsiroet
eerial photographs of
enenFemrmeRially
daraaged lomalssapes.
Tiils project took fim o
warims locailomns,
irecfadimg the Grear Sall
Lake tn orth-weatern
[Feh (et and top rghe)
il Owrems Lanke in
st vasierm Codjfarrede
(Bortor right). Situetad
ok b fermines of the
hverna River, bhe Lake
fieded mrrder compimpsoiesly
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greare. Jt ia mow, Maisel
SEQN, IR erfneTe
ararmpls of bhe
aesfelwlisimg afect of
surface-eater arfrestien
in olesert Fegions



W set some basie parameters for subject
matter, but nose for age, rmnk or nationality,
Ama then we set about trving to find pictures
that matter, We wanted to fivd photogrgplers
who addressed problems of importance in
& compelling way, We wanted beauty in the pesult
and eoherenoe in the manner of arviving at it We
wanted ariginality but not at the price of content,

[ hawe never boen to the top of Mount Everest,
but the image is now my own, as it ks everybody
clars. Rcﬂcqﬁmvwnﬂmw An arornk hood
tightly pulled over the head. An odd expresion
compised ol unequal parts osygen shortage,
ancv-glare, triumph, self-consciousness and fear,
I've seen variants of this picture dozens of times,
We all have, S0 in the pext picture 1 see of the top
of Evercst, | need something more, Tt maght tell
of diesud badtes passed an the way up or hiking
equipment limtered in the wiklemess. It might tell
ol antigque legends oF personal aspiration, Bt
1 already know the story of the cagoule and the

mbmds. Manifestly "non-realistic™ photography in
the form of nveatage has been a tool of pulbdlic
debate for ot beast 100 years, In the hands of
John Heartfield (the great anti-Nazi
photographie satisist), or much later, Peter
Kennard (who lambasted the government of
Margaret Thatcher), manipulation becomes as
powerful in photography as it can be in film.
The conception of documentary mices all orts of
questions. I it pusperts to document something
im & newtral way, then the more skilful the
photographer, the less likely he will be to achieve
it, since it is precisely by explodting his teclinical
talents and his intellectual pesition that
a phatographer makes photographs his own.
Those clubmeen’s roses might be thought
documentary for one reason adone: nobody can
tell by loaking at one which photegrapher made
i Meutrality, schieved at the cost of content,
Great photographers can tell their tnaths even
when they don't necessariby quite tell the unath,
Fhatography is the most selective medium there
i. The framse slioes across the real world and
exchedes mast of it, and the phatogeapher slices
across his contact-sheets or digital fikes, and >

reflective shades by heart. The photographer will
have to trnst that 1 kaow that roch and move on,
In the early days of photography, the simple
el o shorwing sonsething was enough,
Mineteenth-ventury travel photographers
didn't need msch of an angument. To show how
Egypt or Japan lesakeesed woss vy pavvertul s an
adicnee that had not seen them before. Butas
photogrphy spread, we all acguired a vocalbualary
of things-known-by-seeing. And it was far greater
than amvthing we might have seen curselbves.
Do we wene used to how it could show ns
the world, photography began 1o be a mens of
persuasion, Tt wsed v be said that decomentany
wins emsentially o tool of the lefi. One thinks of the
great cdlassies of social photography, of John
Thompeomn. for example, staring wnblinkingly at
the strest life of London in the 15705, Fe was
certainly & campaigner, a counterpant o Mavhew
or even Dickens, But he was also a professional,
el hiis eamipadgn was aluo his revenue,

excludes most of them, too, Photographers can
make truth out of alnwest anyvthing. [t doesn’t
heave o be o set of what we'd think of as *facis”
ta proxdises 8 “factual” pesult. The great Josef
Eoudelka, now for some years the major talent
in the Magnum photographic agency, made
asearing set of images [ published as The Black
Triangle) out of extraordinarily beautifully made
lametzeape pictures, Richard Misrach, with whom
I servid on thie Prix Pictet jurny, madi= just as
plrenomenial a serie (collectively, his Desers
Cantos) partly out of the simple ides that some
people might not notice that there was a loud
peritieal ancd historical bass note in his quiet
pactures of the deserts of the American wist,
Mobualy, [ suppuse, would deny the strong
“political” content of the recent work of Andreas
Gursky, made [quite openly) by digital image
manipulatam and marketed exchsnely as “art”
In all of this, there are boandarkes waiting to
b= broken. Pholography has never respected
boundnrics, There is o particularly photographic
phenomenaon whereby pictures slide easily from
ofe mantest o anather and subitly dhange their
content as they do so. From magazine page to art
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The implication has always been that to show
things as they really pre is, by definition, 10 point
ot hevwy theey conld be better, We'ne not used to

whie o out into the workd
motividded by the determination to applaud.
Contless camera-clubmen take pictures of noses
fiar no Teetter reason than to eclebrate the rose, but
we tend to look down our noses at them. In the
stock-photography industry, an illusion of
positivity is the norm, but the clients of stock
photography ane paying for appearanos no
anahzas The pity is that so few viewers can tell
e difference. One of the oddites of photography
is that we still confuse, with disturbing ease,
the ms.gcwh the munner. We meﬂﬁnﬁﬂ
photographed and think we've understood them.
15 it the responsality of the photogragher to
explain? Perhaps not. But a photographer with
notling Lo say is in the wrong line of work,

Decumentary is not the only kind of
photographic sctivity that sets out to change =

phcographic compaigns seem trite now; others
misse] their mark at the time and have to be
recovered vears later. Photographs will continue
t move about within the vast domain called
photography and into neighbounring domains.
Al we e to do i to be peoeptive wmd alert.
There is aword in all of this upon which
I would like to rely more than 1 can, It is a word
that hardly construes as & proper verh, Tt's also
difficult to translte. The word is “ratter”,
The vast osapority of pictums just doa'l mattes,
The photographer had nothing to say, or has
teen unable to sxy something meaningful.
Phatography is demotic and vernacalar, and
mach of it i of moe great interest. Yet it s only
within that deep mulch tat the fiew major
exceptions can be seen to flourish, At the same
time photography remains a perfectly ordinary
culturl activity in that it responids o anabsis
A pacture should be demonstrably good of bad for
colerent neasons, But not evervbodys mattering
is the same, The pictures presented here are very
different But every one af thierm matters. B

Franeis Hodgsan i ead af the plotographs
wleprerfraent af Soflvely's



