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Exhibition Title: Northbridge

You would think James Morris went bush for 
his new series exhibited in the PPP Gallery 
this month. However, the landscapes he has 
captured are only short walks away from his 
own backyard in suburban Sydney. Entitled 
Northbridge, the series highlights how lucky 
we are, in this large city, to still be able to 
access areas of relative wilderness.

James has printed all the images himself 
using the PPP darkroom and drawing on his 
knowledge of silver-gelatin photographic 
printing. A member of PPP since 
February 2010, he has probably 
logged the most darkroom 
hours of any members this past 
year. He recently studied under 
Gordon Undy as part of a 
summer school that the master 
printer ran. James explains that 
before this he was self-taught, 
but during these workshops he 
learnt a more systematic 
approach to exposing and 
developing film and printing—
which he has put to use in 
making this series.

There are abstract elements in 
many of the Northbridge 
images. Firstly, the bushland captured is 
typically chaotic. They are not picture-
postcard landscapes. James says the look 
and feel of them are influenced by the 
contemporary landscapes of photographers 
Lee Friedlander and Robert Adams. They 
don’t necessarily follow many of the 
traditional landscape photo “rules”. They 
were shot at random times in the day 
(whenever James could get away from the 
demands of his work as a software developer 
and his young family). The vegetation fills the 
frame. There aren’t many horizons. I asked 
James to elaborate on what he was thinking 
when he pressed the shutter and later, when 
he printed the images.

“The first thing I want to point out is that the 
approach I’ve taken is actually the opposite of 

the Ansel Adams school of thought that asks 
the photographer to visualise the print while 
looking at the scene,” he says.

“I’ve been interested in street photography for 
a while and thought to apply what I knew 
about it to landscape photography. I really 
admire Garry Winogrand’s street photos. He 
used to say: ‘There is nothing as mysterious 
as a fact clearly described.’ This appeals to 
me. I’m interested in photographing exactly 
what is there. That’s why it didn’t matter to 
me what time of day it was when I was 
shooting.”

James mostly shoots with a rangefinder 
camera. For those not familiar with 
rangefinder cameras, the viewfinder of a 
rangefinder is necessarily offset from the lens, 

so that the image shown is not 
exactly what will be recorded on 
the film; this parallax error is 
negligible at large subject 
distances, but increases as the 
distance decreases. In contrast, 
the viewfinder pathway of an 
SLR transmits an image directly 
"through the lens". 

I ask James his thoughts on 
composition. He says, “I 
compose symbols and elements  
into the frame, BUT now prefer 
to use a rangefinder for that, so 
I don't get distracted by what 
the lens sees. I let the medium 

determine ultimately how the photograph 
looks. Most of the work was shot this way. 
This is what Winogrand was talking about in 
his infamous and often puzzling comments on 
the medium, such as: ‘...how the camera saw 
the piece of time and space, is responsible for 
how the photograph looks.’ ” 

James continues, “I would like to mention 
also, on the subject itself, that our landscape 
here is dense and chaotic, particularly if 
you're walking around in it, and that our light 
can also be extremely harsh. If there are few 
horizons in my photos, or massive knots of 
lantana filling the frame, it's because that's 
what I'm seeing. I'm trying to avoid 
preconceptions of what a landscape image 
should be.”

Off The Wall
with James Morris 
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As Winogrand said: "When I’m 
photographing, I see life. That’s what 
I deal with. I don’t have pictures in 
my head. I frame in terms of what I 
want to include, and naturally, when I 
want to snap the shutter. And I don’t 
worry about how the picture’s gonna 
look - I let that take care of itself. We 
know too much about how pictures 
look and should look, and how do 
you get around making those 
pictures again and again."

Something that James says has 
fascinated him for a long time, is 
that Winogrand
bought an 8x10 view camera not 
long before he died, having 
exhausted the medium of 
rangefinder street photography. 
Apparently, he was going to move to 
upstate New York and do still-life 
and portrait photography. 
“Composing on the ground glass 
and working so slowly and 
deliberately seems so antithetic to his entire 
body of work and photographic thinking in 

general. I guess, we'll never know where he 
was headed with that,” James says.

- TEXT BY KIRSTEN SPRY

If you’re interested in finding out 
more about Garry Winogrand check 
out this website...

http://2point8.whileseated.org/
2007/03/23/garry-winogrand-with-
bill-moyers/

You can see James’ exhibition this 
month in the Mezzanine Gallery at 
Primrose Park Art Craft Centre.
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