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HERE ARE NO PRIZES for guessing
w]l:.' |'+_'-;,L'|1I:]:,.', in the first -:,'pi:-u::n;,h: of the
internationally-acclaimed Briush TV series
The Genius of Photegraply, the work of
contemporary photographer Abelardo
Morell was featured alongside thar of the
tachers of photography, Niépce, Daguerre, and Fox Talbot. Pur
simply, Morell's work with the camera obscura ofters a rangible
(o] ) IIL'I;_Tii_:III 11':_'t1\'§_"|.,"['| 'i._'”!'ltl._'l'l'l]_JUT.lr}' }]l]ﬂ]ti]gfllpll}'. |"'0. i.ll"-'ﬂ:]lti.”]l i['l. .]ﬂ,'
early-19th century, and the tundamentals of oprics as they were being
first explored as far back as the 11th century by the Persian polymarth
Ibn al-Haytham (the original inventor of the camera obscura).
Though the practice of photography may have changed beyond all
recognition over recent decades, its core principles identihed by
al-Haytham do remain the same, and it is these principles thar
provide Morell with his subject matrer.

The camera obscura, in its simplest form, comprises a light proof

box through which daylight is permirted ro enter through a small
hole. Pinhole cameras are an obvious example of this "primitive’

ABELARDO MORELL: technology (the ultimate analogue process in the digital age) though
|r:|:lr |r'llrl|l.l!|'l.|'l!|'.|:||:ll|:lr..u A Fl.'-..rum u_|f Arr Eaar f"u.'.ul'rrqr .:r.l
Ganllery S1 71 wedohr o de Clrivice Painiing, 2005

Canrtery aof pre Arriae awad Bovai Berrali Gallery VY Camera onto a st riE'r or sheet of Alm., With a camera obicnra, the size

with a pinhole camera, the light is usually projected within the

ot which s obten as large as a room, the viewer is very oltten inside
the box, witnessing the apparent magic of the outside projected

within. This is where Morell comes in.
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ABELARDO MORELI

ABRELARDNG MORELL: Gravd Coavad Looking Wit Tosard the Accadenia Bridge in Palazze Roow Under Constraction, 2007 Courtery of the Artint and Bowins Besruli Callery, NV

Having spent hours constructing his

Cal e FT r.l."-'_-. TR ir'l*-r.J” |ri|:-|:'|:'- Ei'l :~|.'.i|l:'-.| TOHEITE,
blacking our all light sources other than the
one through which the image’ will How, the
hinished resule is a staged phorographic
record of what occurs. London’s Tower
Bridge, the Grand Canal of Venice, and the
Manhattan skyline, are all subjects that have
Howed through the small apertures Morrell
and his team create, expanding again

as mverted ]m.u!;n;n on the walls of the
interiors by the magic nr'upri{n known

to al-Haytham, Daguerre, and every
Victorian photographer from Coney

Island 1o Cape Town, Calais 1o Capri.

As a tourist attraction, the camers obscura
has always proved popular for obvious
reasons, with important examples seill
existing across Europe, and in the USA,
South Africa, and Cuba. With the coming
of cinema, the craze waned somewhart, but
thar does not mean thar there is nor sll a
fascination with the process, even woday. In
.'1|;a1|_'.' -.'.':|_1. < 1."|-!: P-.lk._ i:1-|ri|1:1 1.|:-:' SR ix CVen

greater in a culture of digital manipulation

where the adulteration of the photographic
image has become commonplace - the

Camera |l|'||l|'_l|'||f_|"|; EIII]J:’_L' U LT, |L'!'i!'-

‘f,fifi’.-{:l-', [ have
begun using big
diopter lenses to bring
images of the outside
into darkened

FOOFLS.

polluted, because whar we see is a real time
representation of pure light thar changes as
the scene itself does. Take away the trappings
of the digital age and rely solely on the
magic of optics and one might ger just thar

litele bir closer to the moment of excitement

once enjoyed by the first photographers.

To achieve his carcfully xt.LE',ul camers obscuna

images, Morell engages in a slight deceit
however. These, after all, are Images that
funcoen in their own 'i'.-'~|"[' as pl'u:ml_'.r.lphn -
staged constructions, art objects, not just
fleeting glimpses. To achieve the lucid, vivid
photographs for which he is most celebrared,
a mere pinhole will not do, he says: 'Lately, |
have begun using big diopter lenses to bring
mages of the ouside into darkened rooms.
While a simple small hole will produce a
reasonably clear image, a lens lets in a lot
more Ii'.-'~|” that's focused ar a giu-n distance -
all vivid in colour. It was while working on
a p:'m[:!-:.'.mph in 20035, ar the |1hi|.IL5L'1|‘.-|Ei.1
Museum of Art, thar he hrst witnessed the
intensity of colour that could be produced
using this method: until then his camern
abscura worls had been made in black and
white, In fact, the Arst of Morell's works that
I ever saw was one of his pre-Philadelphia
black and whire images (Manbhattan Vieu
,'r.-.'.-.--l:'r.l.'l-;;I Wit in ."'..'.'.rl."u:r Koo, 1996G) on an
album cover sleeve for pianist Bruce

Brubaker's album Glass € :::l__r,l.'. Morell s



ABELARDO MORELL: Mawhastan View Laoking Wese in Empry Room, 1996 Courvesy of tlve Arsiat anad Bownsi Bewruls

Manharoan .-.k:.'lim; IS an unnerving image foar
the reasons you might expect (not least, the
world inverted) bur doubly so because he
leaves the stepladder in shor. Gain heighr via
the ladder and you are falling, bur leave via
either of the doors and you |1:|i11_]1: just be
careering into Central Park too. Dark and
foreboding, the city hangs over you like

a cloudwrack.

A stepladder appears in the other images
here oo, In Crrana Canal Looking West
Torpard the Avendernia ."h',l'.r.liq:.;' i Palazzo
Room Under Construction (2007), the ladder
offers us access onto a balcony, lending the
vork a theatricality that is powertully
SUggestive - a I‘.rid;;r between the stones of

Venice and the 2 1st century. Similarly in the

image that led to Morell's adoprion of colour

- titled The f""li-"."fm"n";'-"-'r'n' Museum of Art East
Entrance in Gallery #1171 with a de Chirico
Painting (2005) - there is another ladder, bu
here it appears too short to be usetul; rather
like the clock which has eleven rather than
twelve numbers in de Chinico's proto-

surrealist painting. While we might cxpect

a lirtle surrealist game playing trom artists
such as de Chirico, it becomes doubly

li.ll"-l.l'llll.l.'.'lIII'l_'\I 'n'tlll.'l'l ':.'l.'il'.l.'d I-'='I|.|'I :"thiﬁ.'ll.lh

Terre derum fare nisytere perugia

dellerewm farege dretre erve

carerd abscura projections. In Morell's
interiors we enter a dream world thar is as
surreal as anything cooked up by de Chirico
- perhaps more so for the kact that we appear
to be looking upon a scene bathed in the
unadulterared |igh| of the 'real world', ourt

there, beyond this room.,

CONJURING WITH LIGHT

i Crpllere WY

Whart ar hrse seem to be mere technical
representations of an optical exercise
contain, then, an artstry and subject matter
too; a host of ambiguities and questions thar
engage and intrigue long afver the initial
|1|:u'.'c;|1:r has worn off. Unlike conventional
carera obsenra images that show us the
world afresh and unadulrerared, Morell's
images are curiously enigmatic oo,
appearing to ask us to reHect on reality as
we see it. While his work as a photographer
encompasses much more than his camers
abscra output (he's a dab hand with the
photogram process too) they are perhaps
the nearest that a photographer ever comes
to painting with light. The careful staging,
the optical thearrics and especially the
constructed ambiguities, collectively go o
make up a complex and engaging suite of
images that, unlike many photographs today,
have the power tw keep you going back for

more, again and azain, B
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