
The teliefs and opinions that come to dominate a person’d adult 
impressionable

life take root in his/childhood years, those years when he is ks

vulnerable to so many outside influences and his mind a blank slate
or in contemporary metaphore an empty computor disc. Every experience

is indelably recorded and with difficulty later amended or rejected.
To change one’s fundamental beliefs early acquired would require 

J*
deep-seated psychological a«d»-agon©-zing self-appraisal which only
a traumantic event could call forth. Parental influence}where it
received, noncoersive attention within an atmosphere of warm, loving 

mutual
•fami ly relationships involving/respect fsx^aHXhsxxXjrxx between adults 
and children and between siblings,, and^dependsf »ert simply on arbitrary 
authority,becomes the foundation not merely of principled behavior 
A&KX&khiXkiXh but of beliefs and convictions, material and ethical, in 
later life.

The influences that directed my mental and moral development were
from a Darrainian father and a humanist mother. My father was a young man
at the time of Darwin’s revolutionary ideas on biological sucession.
With a group of contemporaries, young men and women of Chicago, who 

4-Wt «■lii’-
were similarly influenced, he helped found^&n association that met
frequently to discuss and exchange ideas on current scientific theories
in biology, geology and evolution. My father became a dedicated

protagonist of the scientific interpretation of natural phenomena
with an unshakeable belief in causality and a fierce rejection of purpose

as a driving force in the universe. And perhaps because he was the .
only child of a widowed mother the wife af an episcopal minister who 

* fiWMt
died when my father was five years oldj had been brought up under the

My maternal grandparents were Unitarians. Mother’s mother^Lucy 
Wadsworth .whom I remember as a sweet and affectionalr^ranny died when

I was still very young.
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maternal grandfather^William Eliot Furness,for whom I was named- 

My xucXJufixXxxXaA&KX was a veteran of the Civil War, a major who 
commanded a negro batallion that/i never saw action. My mother’s
older sister Grace died of tuberqulosis in California, a younger 

younger
sister Margaret khb survived her, and a/brother Jim Whb died of 

in Cuba
typhoij/in the Spanish American war. My mother attended filhyn Mawr College
where she developed a literary taste, made life-long friends, some of

whom became associated with Xh® Jane Adams'Hull House in Chicago.

I suspect that it was not only family tradition but these axsEE±®XxEnxx 
liberal

friendship^ that encouraged an emotional bias for a/femenist and

racial point of view. She supported women’s rights, the suffragist 
political

movement, racial equality» and Xh® progressive Xiheas&X movements.
It was against this background that my beliefs in many spheres

of concern took shape. As a young man under the influence of Darwin’s 
disclaimed

writings my father professed agnosticism; in later years he xsxxxxixxxl 
such qualified scepticism and pronounced his disteLief in XhsxsxxsXxEEEx
eX a god or the need for a supernatural explanation of existance 
as inconsistant with a purposeless world. We children were never
taken to church. The only contact we had with religious ceremonies 

next door .
was at Eunday dinner/at grandmothers E®xXxhEEX when she always said

grace before the meal. Although he seldom talked about his anti-religiou 
my father’s

beliefs it is not surprising that I absorbed hS$5i/point of view. Years 

lately how unknowingly eh® beliefs are passed on to one’s children was 
©leajsli^d^monstrated, hyxaxxBR quite out of the blue, by a son who 

asked, ’’Daddy, do you blieve in God?" I was taken aback and tried to 
evade the question by saying there were differences of ipinoin on the 

but was interrupted by his saying, "I know you don’t believe in 
Go*, Dadd^y." My father's other influences were much more positive.

He took us children camping and on Eunday walks and talked to us at 

length about geology, palx paleontology, and astronomy and about 
marine biology during our summers in Maine. My father was at heart 
a naturalist, instilled into his children a fascination with the
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natural world^-aná. poghe^s-Tirogt~yrof oundíy~ in me.

My father’s standardsof moral conduct were equally positive. 
cm-Cx

lying and cheating were inexcusable &8KXXÍ»»; only HxiKH±hx harmless 
are

untruth^s to avoid hurt feelings kkxk tolerable. He didn’t lecture

us on these ethical matters; it was by examj)44 that we learned than 
live by his

to honor and ahaje priciples of behavior.

It was through my mother’s influence that I learned racial and

religious tolerance^ or ^nore correctly was not exposed to social

pre/f judices. Not until I was sixteen and went away to boarding school

did I learn about ethnical distinctions and how they subverted personal
and social judgements. I knew not the-distinction between -Jews and non-

_^ews because it was a difference to which I had not been exposed. The

term Christian being uncommon in my family I did not place myself in

any particular category of belief. In the suburban community in which

I grew up and went to school lived very few k/egroes who were by

tradition and my grandfather’s Civil War experience,the freed people.

We were also exposed to differences of political opinion^ My father

was Republican throughout his life whereas mother when women attained

the franchise voted Democratic or for third party candidates which

encouraged in her children a tolerance for not always acceptable 
polvC

political views. An example of intolerance that had a lasting effect on 

me occurred during my first year in boarding school. ThkXXlk'XX World 

War I was drawing to a close and the Russian Revolution had deposed 

the &zar. A young teacher of history and government described to his 

class the working of the Kerenski government. Word got »round that 
he was subverting his students by promoting Bolshevism and^ was 

summarily dismissed. The chairman of the board of the schoolman old 

man in his dotage was called upon to address the assembled school to 

explain what had happened to the popular teacher. He was fired,he told 

us because our minds were being poisoned by this dragon of bolchevismv
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And so I grew up in the liberal tradition, now considered politically
obsolete, whi ch, ixsXiiixxHlî&BxiteBxXB in the absence of convincing

arguments to the contrary, I still subscribe to. That a government, any
government, particularly^ democratic government dependent on popular

sanction for its existence,should be .involved w*th the general 
"tv-

welfare of the governed is a foregone conclusion not^universally
accepted today. >ocial and economic welfare is currently sacrificed
for military security to assure the survival of the society it xx 

HOdQaxgxadxiExpxBiEKtxExt diminished for its own protection. Excessive
militarism defeats its intended purpose in a constitutional democracy
when the rights and liberties and economic welfare* of the people are

made secondary to their defense for which they are_being defended.
My father’s influence on my developing ini&re&ts i» science

and nature was supplamented by Mr. Boyle.my ^figh ^school chemistry

teacher. Chemistry became an overriding interest which lasted though 
education

my xaiiaga formal university and medical school gaeaxae and with
diminishing intensity for ten years thereafter until photography ultimately 

of teachers, associates and mentors
supplanted it. The influences/that guided the course of my fintcrcotc 

during these ©Xriy^ears dJeve me in a direction that I slowly began 

to recognize could not lead to the fulfillment of my.aspirations. I 
was not the dedicated scientist I had so romantically envisioned in 
my highschool chemistry class. I had entrapped myself, been encouraged to 
do so by family and scoial pressure, in the belief that I could ba -make 
dis-cCv&rios -»nek contribute^ie- Xha up ravel ing ax thpi comp! pxvH es—of

. 'The discoveries were elusive although simultaniously 

I enjoyed depicting the outward appreanees of things by photography.

I suppose I might have used some other medium had circumetaces been 
different but photograplu was a means that any one conversmat with 

elementary chemistry could learn by himself,
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In the beginning, however, it was not photography that held my
youthful attention. It was nature and a fascination with birds. In
the spring-time when not encarcerated in school and during summer 

i
vacations I spent many hours hunting for bird3nests, learned Xapxxixipix 

sub
xiXssxxaXxBXix their-- identities and characteristics «and by xxicons ci ous

observation _
processes of awareness something of the habits and behavior of their 

I i $creators. I collected bird^ eggs but I did not rob the birdt,a nest, 

a morally unacceptable act; I waited until the young had fledged when
occasionally there would be(an infertileeggTTêfx behind in the nest 

' ianstesps
Because my father was an enthusiastic amateur/photographer,who took

landscapes with anxEaxiaaK a postcard size Kodak on all his camping trips, 
KaXXgXXKH

ixKaxxaixlixetMXtaxyaHXgxKhaxxixaxgxjuEahxaxkBxxkxHXHXE I was given a box
brownie when I was still quite young. With this instrument I tried

unsuccessfully to photograph the nest I found. A year or two later in Maine
during axxxxxi an expedition to a heron rookery on a neighboring island
I photographed with the Brownie a terrified juvenile great blue heron

standing a in a raspberry thicket that we had frightened from its nest 
V—fa

by our intrusion. The picture turned out to be one of those flueks of 
photography, mush better than anything I had made before which so impressed 
my father that he had an enlargement of it made. On my next birthday I 
was given an Eastman folding Kodak with a top shutter speed of one three- 
hundredth of a second. With this camera I started photographing the 
larger kxxdx common birds of the Maine coast, gulls, terns and ex fish ha^ks 

Gradually photographing birds became a major summer avocation. 
Eventually I acquired a graphlex camera with a focal plane shutter speed of 
l/lOOO sec/, short enough to stop the motion of large birds in flight.

As the years went by my interest shifted to the small passerine birds 

that were native in large numbers to my Maine island in the breeding

season. I became enchanted by the colorful^warblers ofwhiph ten to 
twelve species nested there, Sût. theyjcze4^e^arici2M^jjaRQ£sjJs4sp_JÎn the
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shady conditions prévalant in their woodland habitats to photograph in ways 

z? g te. meei r7 /v<x.c£>_<.,.z <- qm-*/-—-7
axJHsawixKgxX» the standards KfxpkaXxgxxpky I had learned to require —!

—arnt^deTirriti on
in Other fields Of photography in HPBrant-tO ths nvprall—rlari ty/of 

»Y
tfee~t8B£ge-—~‘-Most of the photographs of birds published in ornithological 

generous
journals and popular magaziu/fes were bjp even the most ferebaring rtanda-rds- 

The presentation of
aesthhtic standards ^completely MHxaXxxfexXHxy unacceptable. That then 

an image of a bird only half in focus,, unidentifiable, but never before 
photographed, in an environment-not contributive to—tire" meaningfulness- 

'who had a lowthe picture as a whole^was satisfactory to most critics^w

opinion of photography in any case compared to paintings of birds which
werehmade from collected specemms arranged by the artist and painted at

To remedy this situation»would require either much faster film's1 
high intensity A o,

or the use of/artificial light. About this time flash^bulbs were invented

which when used in multiple dost to a abject permitted Xh® exposures at
small apertures with an increase in definition and depth of focus. SJftsx
iKax«xx®XxXk£xXixi4xxxxdxiXxxxjuc35XKai.xgsiX®XBxxkxx^! Most of the photographs 
X using
te took with this technique were of nesting birds and the^^-ife&ges—anfi
&uj?goundiftgs—wege-sb&Kp. But a lot of planning for each subject was always
necessary. One had to consider the position of the bird in relation to
its nest and the adjacent foliage and since the behavior of the subject
was not easily predictable many opportunities to make photographs had to be
re-j-e-cThcr. The guiding principleAwas the quality of the total picture 

' be important to
in which ‘everything within the frame of the camera had to count—Towards 

its aesthetic content,
The chief disadvantage of the flash^buld technique that the 

5-ci
maxiaaux aspaaXxXha shutter speed of the camera determined- the shortest
exposure time available^-usually about 1/200 of a second-)-was not fast
enoughto stop wing motion^wkfch- the result thatmany pictures were spoiled

stopped motion
by the subject moving during the exposure. About this time I saw some/ 

photographs of a hummingbird in flight by Harold Edgerton. His technique 

xxx depended on high voltage discharge of electricity through specially
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designed tubes producing a flash of light. The flash duration 

which could be made as short as desired by proper design determined 
the exposure and could easily be synchronifid with a between-lens 
shutter. I wrote to Edgerton asking for information about the 
apparatus and he very generously sent me plans for its construction, 
which I immediately set about to do. The device worked well but 
was unsatisfactory because the light output was too low to use with 
the small apertures I needed for maximum depth of field. The next 
step was to obtain more suitable equipment. I consulted Etrobo 
Research, a commercial laboratory, and it build a special flash 
unit to meet my requirements. It a high light output at 1/5000 sec 

distributed between three lamps which could be arrarged to give 
natural illumination and when placed three feet from the subject 
permitted exposures at f/45. With this equipment Jl. was able to obtain 

•sharp.photographs of bird;? in nmt1?*1 and with .ov&ry thing ------- ------

•phu bugrapht 7rrrp—meaningful "tharr
varinhLo lighA

any-L^had made before^.bpcanse-'one., was_j?h-t. limitgri by 
the

n rri pnnld plan each fciubq^Mi. -r-rnm y moat favn-ryiKLo nnppp+ rn +hnt_.

of t.bp euw4j2j-bntp.fi -hn -fchr

4x4-o£ the final p-i-ctupe. My—c&fftesea
interest a a book of'fUu^j.

hen I tried to xk£3uuuues sl publisher in/the photographs

I was told they could not be published because thgyxwKXExiHxbiaEk 
axdxwhxtax birds could not be identified in black and white; that they) 

should be done in color. This is what started me photographing with 
le recently introduced Kodachrome film.

•I nppd fnr-oi’hon r.iibjnotv, was thp eG.iii nment-w-ith which I learned - 

that everything inninHort within thp piptnre are« mi,ir+ —bowaida

centriiHrfce—to the integrTEy of thv whole"; refgggy xitithing -should be

ex Li’H rio us''-

bntp.fi
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' ¡Arid ^ince I usually had color film with my camera^ I began using 
v-to besides birds ?
ii/photograph other things/, mostly close-ups of natural subjects» 
some of which I had photographed before in black and white, a-lthough-
£plor film gradually stimulated a new kind of vision. Things that 

by
I had passed up fegfiarg as dull subjects in black and white, in color 
were transformed into
kkzkxJdsjssblb brilliant and vibrant objects. Decaying wood, dead leaves, 

lichens
tree bark/became things of beauty to which previously I had been blind, 

racked
As I feggayKlgxxKK&Kri. these fresh experiences I began to realize that
I was seei ng the world in a new light. Previous black and white

subjects were much more general, much more conventional! they were
wider views, architecture and landscapes.but with color I zeroed in
te the closer horizons. The big views did not attract me as they
had ¿ov black and white3which I think is because they become superficial

and cheapened in color. Blue skies I found particularly objectionable?

clouds, as they always do, help, whereas a general overcast often
improved the situation. Atmospheric conditions strikingly influence^

photographic possibilities of coloser subjects. In subdued light 
anceffeettance

colors become more harmonious^which is lost in bright sunlight doe to 
excessive contrast even though the colors may actually b/ brighter. 
Woodland scenes are almost impossible to photograph in color on 

sunny days because xf the spots of sunj-igh't that speckle the ground
' they become

are so-' intense/axui disturbing elements in the subject. There are?
however no invaniable rules for optimal conditions for photography,
or as a matter of facJt.for composition either. X popular subjectsfor 

the * ,
the &£. amateur and/beginnihg photographerjare flowers, whose^attraction 

is based on long established rhantic appeal, awesome beauty and the

mystery of their very existence. To express these emotions the 
photographer will usually focus on the blossum^isolating it from all 

connection with its environment to produce a botanical illustration 

or flower catalogue picture of- the-4^re»âer--ftjgftijas-t a nebulous background.



«jsa^pbntnTrnphp4-i n .thia stylp prmtivnAy. What is missing in my—opiai.0 

is context; flowers do not exist in isolation except in horticulture«

In the wild ihaxhahiiai every part of the habitat is integral to the 

whole and necessary to a resolution of the appeal^ teeth emotional 

and intellectual that drew the attention of the photographer in the 

first place.

birds, which was rejected on grounds of cost 
N

And so I began to accumulate pictures a greet variety of 

ubjects other than of birds, although birds remained my major 

interest. /I triedyin vaiato interest af publishers in a book oil

Color reproduction in

the forties was unheard of for book publication; its use being

principally in^afivertising. My wife told me that my nature photographs

reminded her of Thoreau and tljat I might be better adiaed to consider

¿illustratingj a book.o#- quotations from Tbnnm and to set aside the

birds for the time being since XXKpgXxXxxxxxitkxtkK^xxxlxrxiiXiixXratKxx 
— tj, were J*“-****^- **c

Bfxbixhx pepcriar illustrations of birds «wee grsai much- of^e? 
ti the-----  of -ehetogfraphs
norfcnotiH-fye -ebs-taeJLe- toZacooptance/ I started reading Waldon, which atcampai- 

first I found dull, went on to his other books and ultimately to

his journals, becoming more and more enchanted with that I found. 

Thoreau described the ÿhings that attracted me as^subjects te- 

pb-rr-Kc'Gj-rgpK: they were XBtxbxgxxiExx the small things of the woods 

and fields, the intimate relationships,not the big views, and they 

had to be photographed in color to illustrate and compliment Thoreau':

words.
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For several yea> 
album o
pxKXsx&utxsnxx

the same messi 

than I hadyK&d with

F°r several years 1 worked on 'p book of-^irotographs wiihassocia^d

A with words of Thoreau that to me expressed the same feeling, which i

as a mockup I presented to publishers with no greater success than I had

had with the birds. Eventually it was published by the Sierra Club under

the title "In Wildness Is The Preservation Of The World", a quotation

from Thoreau's essay on wilking. Up to this time I had not given much 
the

thought to environmental issues or/conservation of nature but on becoming
, . , , .. , forcefully

associated with the Sierra Club these matters were brought/to my attention 

and I became a strongxxxppaxtKxx and life long supporter of these movements.

I was converted to what in the circles of the ruthless developers and 
are ¿Jr

exploiters af our natural resources/disparagingly termed- an^environmentalist.

My photographs of the natural scepg were considered to carry a conservation 
be a contributiln

message and/valuable fJsxxxMjspaxXxfjsx the cause of environmental protection.
But

®h«KX3tx»ipcxx»xiixkxxxx4S3axxxxx»xxxxaxpxxixix»xpxxp»x« . /I never, kxwxxgxx 
becaus e

photographed with that purpose in mind./ My over-riding involvement with

photography,above all other considerations,was the artistic potential of the.

medium. They could, however, MkxmxkMxXb serve a positive purpose to 
, depict

illustrate ecologica| relationships and?the most appealing aspects of the 
„ WC-*i**C ¿inspired-) by the

natural scene. On the other hand I have seldom been *to

pim±Bgjcaq^sxiigx±BxshHitx±kB negative approach to conservation iiyxpiaat»SaxjoxxoEx 
produced kh&KghXisxx

the devastation nrnx by 

exploiters.

When I became seriously involved in photography back in the thirties 
Ansel

under the influence of/Adams and Stieglitz,the f/64 school dominated the 

field« The accepted technique was straight photography,^no manipulation
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images sxKJxxjoarpWoxsas. This period was a 
previous

healthy reaction to the proceeding era of soft focus sentimentality, of
photography.*s imxXaXiiigZs^elf/consciou^justification by imitating painting, 

ed v
Tinting si prints and combined negatives were scorned by the pure photographers.
To rely on these proceedures manifest a failure to appreciate XMbx and X» 

potentials
exploit the unique pxBpsxixBS of the photographic process that setsit apart

possibilities
from all other media. And it demonstrated a paucity of imagination for the/ 
of everywhere
isx photographic applications,/of the infinite variety of subject«/ In 
recent years there has begun a full cycle turn away from straight photography 
back again to the manipulation of the image,but this time by the(application) 

of numerous sophisticated techniques. Anything now goes. And concomitantly
(simultaniously) with this new vision a turning away from natural subjects is 

the accepted
evident. Nature is considered passe and trites/subjects are contrived and
surreal. I do not (off-han^re jec^ these trends, when sensitively applied

they do contribute to the art of photography, but it is a pitty that literal
representationalism should be disparaged^ a time when the kzXbxxXx nonmaterial

bbxxbbbbkX values of the natural environment are being sacrificed for the
economic profit. Beauty in stxiaLnaxxxix the natural world is generally recognized 

degrade beauty xXx for
but wildness is feared with a willingness to xaxxxfxxexxXxfxrxXk« more 

and
(substantial/extractable properties, the result of the suburbanization of 

society.
Another controversy x» within the photographic field developed with 

the advent of color film. The leaders in the school of straight photography 
nearly unamimously rejected color photography as being too literal and 
restrictiv^permitting little freedom for interpretation, and therefore was 
a less creative process than black and white. Not being one of the original 
f/64 group) less strictly bound by its premeses. and because I adopted color 

film Xb as the only means by which to accomplish my purpose in bird^photography 

and subsequent goals, I took strongAexception to this criticism. The critics
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failed to apply to color ph»X»gxaphy the principles theyhad so successfully
promoted for black and white photggraphy. They did not appreciate the
added dimension color gave to certain subjects, that its use was not 

"tz-
simply a matter of copying nature, that interpretation was possible 

selective un/A?
through/emphasis just as in kiss shades of gray. They did not make prints
so they never understood that more controls(were avaulable than in black
and white to obtain a desired result Ærï the printihg^phbtfess^ In spite
of this denegration by the photographers whom I most admired and some who
profoundly influenced me I persisted with color photography although I
never gave up black & white entirely. They are distinct media, each has
its particular area for creative expression which cannot be successfully
invaded by the other. This distinction is fortunately becoming more
and more recognized so that finally color photography is acquiring an
established place in photographic art.

As one's beliefs in s the social, economic, and political xsxisxx field 
originate mature

are implanted, develop, and, (it is to be hoped, purified of prejudice^/ 
too

sac during the course of a long life, so/for those whose lives have been
devoted to pursuits in the arts and sciences a réévaluation, rejection
of old and adoption of new ideas, is inevitable. For me these changes 

aesthetic
have lead to a somewhat different point of view on the/acceptability 
of various styles of photography; some that I once felt critical of 
I now feel more tolerant towards and others that had positive!« influenced 
my seeing I now found ordinary and uninspiring.


	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_001.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_002.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_003.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_004.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_005.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_006.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_007.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_008.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_009.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_010.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_011.pdf‎
	‎\\SAL\Masterimage\Masters_ACM-Archives\Eliot Porter\Box 42\PDF\A2012-009_042_005_0006_012.pdf‎

