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How Stephen Johnson's digital landscape
photographs use high technology to

reexamine art and nature. By Russell Hart

ilm is a romantic medium,” says

Stephen Johnson. “It's part of
what made me love photography.”
But the photographer’s romance
with film ended suddenly ten years
ago, in January 1994. That was
when Johnson’s engineer friend
Michael Collette presented him with
a working model of what is now
known as a digital scanning back.
The device was shaped just like the
4x5 film holders with which John-
son had exposed countless sheets
of film in his career as a landscape
photographer. Like a film holder,
it was designed to be inserted under
a 4x5 view camera’s groundglass,
where it captured the image formed
by a lens not with silver halide
crystals but with a moving CCD.

Johnson, whose studio and gallery

are in Pacifica, California, immedi-
ately took Collette’s scanning back
on a day-long field test to nearby
San Francisco. He photographed

each of his subjects with both the
new device, which had to be
tethered to a laptop computer for
operation, and 4x5 film. “l was so
stunned by the image quality of the
scanning back that the thought
of using it as a landscape camera
was irresistible,” Johnson recalls. “I
always tell people that film died
for me in January of 1994, when |
saw how well digital photography
could address film’s failings.”
Johnson’s subsequent photographs
would be made with the new
back, which first came to market
as a Dicomed product and has
since been sold by Better Light, a
company started by Collette himself.
Within days of his first experi-
ence with the scanning back, John-
son had a grand plan. He would
use the technology to create the first
body of digital landscape photo-
graphs, shooting them entirely in
America’s national parks—ground
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where he and countless other pho-
tographers had shot mountains of
film. “It seemed to be the real test
of this technology, to take it into
places that were hard to get to and
see if it could rise to the task.”

The logistics were formidable. In
addition to all his 4x5 gear (minus
film holders) and the scanning back
itself, Johnson would have to pack
his laptop computer, the six-pound,
12-volt battery needed to power
the back, and more than the usual
quota of tools—for a total weight of
around 65 pounds. And then there
was the issue of exposure times.
Because Johnson’s digital back was
and is essentially a scanner, its CCD
array had to move slowly from one
side of the lens-formed image to
the other—a process that took almost
four minutes at first, and even with
advances in sensitivity still takes
over a minute. “It really isnt well-
suited for capturing moving things
like blowing trees,” says Johnson,
who started to avoid shooting on
windy days. “And it increases the
chance that wind will move the cam-
era and ruin the image.”

ohnson'’s Epson inkjet prints of
his digital landscapes, which he
makes in sizes up to 40x50 inches
from image files of up to 280MB,
must be seen to be fully appreciated.
The 300-dots-per-inch reproductions
here simply can’t do justice to the
prints’ awesome detail, naturalistic
color, and rich tonality. Despite their
genesis in high technology, John-
son’s images are no more about pro-
cess than were the arduously made
photographs of America’s 19th-century
western expeditionary shooters.
Yes, his 144-megapixel camera and
its full-screen feedback allow him
to see exactly what he’s going to get,
including a range of detail in high-
lights and shadows far exceeding
that of film. “As the scanning software
has evolved, I've gotten total inter-
active control of tone and color right
there on site,” says Johnson. “But
that level of control actually removes
the filter of technology from photog-
raphy. It makes the creation of the
photograph a more direct experience
with light than it ever was with film.”

Johnson believes that digital
capture is, in a sense, purifying the
medium. “I think electronic capture
has the ability to shift photography
away from being a constant sort of
Ash Cliff and River,

Katmai National
Park, Alaska, 1995.

reinterpretation of reality into a
much closer rendition of the human
visual experience,” he says. “It
takes the very recording power that
amazed everybody about photog-
raphy to begin with and moves it
closer to its roots. So digital photog-
raphers have an opportunity not
just to imitate the aesthetics of film.”
As if to prove the point, Johnson'’s
national parks project, which he orig-
inally thought might cover eight to 12
parks, has gone on for a decade—a
time during which he has traveled
over 75,000 miles to make pictures
in more than 50 national parks.
That duration has been made'pos-
sible by working grants and other
forms of largesse from the likes of
Adobe, Apple, Better Light itself,
Daystar, Digital Pond, Iris, FWB,
NEC/Mitsubishi, Newer Technology,
Radius, Ricoh, and Sinar Bron. But
Johnson’s magnum opus, officially
called With a New Eye: The Digital
National Parks Project, is finally
winding down as the photographer
winnows his years of work into a
spectacular large-format book to be
published soon, accompanied
by museum and gallery shows. The
book’s publication has been delayed
only because Johnson, ever the per-
fectionist, wants to get it just right.
If you can’t wait that long to be
inspired, Johnson offers an exten-
sive print selection and workshop
program. (Visit sjphoto.com.) Some
of his workshops revolve around
what he calls the Magical Digital
Bus. This custom-equipped bus
houses a mobile digital classroom
with 10 workstations that include
an Apple PowerBook G4 com-
puter plus Epson Stylus Photo
2200 and HP DeskJet 5150 inkjet
printers. Better Light digital cam-
eras are also on hand. The bus
made a recent stop at Mono Lake.
Workshop participants will still
have to haul their own equipment
into the wilderness, as their teacher
has been doing for years. And that’s
as it should be. “This approach has
forced a certain level of physical
exertion on me,” says Johnson. “But
every time | get tired of carrying all
this stuff, | think of Carlton Watkins
hauling his 18x22-inch glass-plate
camera all over Yosemite in the
1860s. Like him, I'm genuinely
interested in the technology, but its
purpose is only to help me make
the most beautiful photos | can.” H
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The Stuff

of Digital Dreams

Stephen Johnson likes
to point out that digital
cameras are not funda-
mentally digital. “The
essence of digital pho-
tography is that we're
using an electronic
sensor to capture the
image, not that we're
handling the image with
computers and bits and
bytes,” he says. “We
could store the informa-
tion from the sensor in
an analog form, but it
just wouldn't be as con-
venient. What's different
now is that instead of
this drastic chemical
reaction caused by light,
we’re holding actual
light energy.”

That light energy is
gathered by Johnson's
battery-powered Better
Light Super 6K-2
Digital Scan Back 1

which scans the image
formed by his Sinaron
2 and Schneider 2
view camera lenses
with a 6000-pixel tri-
linear CCD. The back
slides under the ground-
glass of his Sinar x
4x5 view camera @
just like a traditional
film holder; because
exposures typically run
longer than a minute,
Johnson needs a sturdy
tripod, the Gitzo
Carbon Fiber G1548
5l. Once it's in the
camera, the back is
tethered to a laptop
computer for exposure
control and downloading
and reviewing the image
file; currently Johnson is
using an Apple
PowerBook G4 17 &,
which has a big 17-inch-
diagonal screen. In the

field or at home, John-
son works on his images
in Adobe Photoshop
CS 7 with an Apple
Power Mac G4 and a
carefully calibrated
Sony Artisan monitor
8. Then he prints them
at up to 40x50 inches
(and 33-foot panoramas)
on his Epson Stylus Pro
9500 inkjet printer 9.
What does all this
technology net Johnson?
In a 16x20 digital print,
image quality superior
to that of a 16x20-inch
contact print. “l can’t
prove that in line pairs
per millimeter,” says
Johnson. “But when
you look at the prints
side by side, the meas-
urement criteria just
fall away and the eye
says Yep, the digital
print is better.”. —R.H,

Adobe Photoshop c:



