











RISE OF THE STEREOSCOPE
In the U.S. the early market for images
was dominated by manufacturers of
stereoscopic picture cards. Stereoscopes
are viewing devices that create a three-
dimensional effect when the eye blends
together two photographs of the same
scene taken at slightly different angles.
Stereoscope viewing soon became a
widespread pastime. As early as 1859
Oliver Wendell Holmes speculated that
the popularity of the stereoscope would
soon generate “such an enormous
collection of forms that they will have
to be classified and arranged in vast
libraries, as books are now.”?

One of the most successful stereo-
scope companies was Underwood and
Underwood, established in 1880 by
Bert and Elmer Underwood, of Ottawa,
Kansas. The Underwoods began as
distributors of photo cards produced
by three of the larger companies at
that time—Charles Bierstadt of Niagara
Falls, Littleton View Company of
Littleton, New Hampshire, and J. F.
Jarvis of Washington, D.C.2 Within
two years the brothers became the
sole agents for all regions west of the
Mississippi, and two years later, sole
distributors for the entire country.
Branch offices were opened across the
U.S., in Canada, and in Great Britain.
In 1891 the company made its
headquarters in New York and began
publishing its own stereoscopic photos.

By 1896 Underwood and Under-
wood began supplying photographs to
newspapers and magazines, marking
their first foray into what resembled a
“pictures for rent” agency. Their entry
into this market coincided with the rise
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of halftone reproductions in American
newspapers. By 1gor1 the company
commissioned and produced 25,000
stereoscopic pictures a day, and is
estimated to have sold 300,000 stere-
opticon viewing devices a year.

Six years after the Underwood
brothers retired in 1925, the firm was
reorganized as Underwood and
Underwood News Photos, a supplier
of historical and contemporary news
subjects. This trajectory—from a stereo-
scope factory producing travel and
entertainment images to a news photo
specialist—was typical of early picture
agencies. Three other firms that
followed this route were Brown
Brothers, B.W. Kilbourn, and H. Arm-
strong Roberts. Roberts was the first
agency to publish a catalogue of its
holdings, which was circulated to poten-
tial customers in 1920. Previously,
agencies conducted picture research in
response to requests for a generic
subject. The catalogue, which did not
reproduce every photograph in the
collection but included broad types of
imagery, introduced a new paradigm
to the business, putting the pictures on
display like goods in a department
store, in contrast to the more hermetic
model of the archive.

Roberts survived the mergers of the
internationalized photo agencies and is
still in business today, with branches in
several U.S. cities. The current owner,
Bob Roberts, said that in producing a
catalogue of available images, his grand-
father invented the notion of “stock
photography”’—that is, of a speculative
market for photographs.>

1 Oliver Wendell Holmes,
“The Stereoscope and the
Stereograph,” in Alan Trachten-
berg, ed., Classic Essays on
Photography (New Haven:
Leete’s Island Books, 1980), 81.

2 Charles Bierstadt’s brother
Albert Bierstadt, the famous
painter, made stereoscopic views
of the West as early as 1859.

3 The market H. Armstrong
Roberts served was primarily the
burgeoning advertising industry,
specifically the firms of J. Walter
Thompson and N.W. Ayer.

The agency’s sales records date
back to 1913, and are dominated
by the sale of images of people,
particularly salesmen. Interview,
Bob Roberts with ]. Abbott
Miller, February 1, 1994.



4 On the history of modern
German news photo agencies
see Diethart Kerbs, “Die Epoch
der Bildagenturen,” in Kerbs,

et. al, eds; Die Gleichschaltung
der Bilder: Pressefotografie 1930-36
(Berlin: Fréhlich und Kauf-
mann, 1983), 32-76.

5 In her book on the German
photomontage artist Hannah
Hoch, Maud Lavin surveys the
illustrated magazines and news-
papers of Weimar Germany.
Cut with the Kitchen Knife:

The Weimar Photomontages of
Hannah Hoch (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1993).

6 For a brief overview of pho-
tography in publishing, see John
Schultz and Barbara Schultz,
Picture Research: A Practical
Guide (New York: Van Nostrand
Reinhold, 1991}, 1-31.

7 On the formation of Life
magazine, see Loudon
Wainwright, The Great American
Magazine (New York: Alfred

A. Knopf, 1986).

8 Bettmann: The Picture Man,
Otto L. Bettmann (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida,

1992).

9 On the FSA see William
Stott, Documentary Expression
and Thirties America (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press,
1986), and Martha Rosler’s “in,
around, and afterthoughts (on
documentary photography),” in
Richard Bolton, ed., The Contest
of Meaning: Critical Histories of
Photography (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1993), 303-340.

SERVING THE MASS MEDIA
The rapidly expanding magazine and
advertising industries in America and
Europe in the 1920s widened the scope
and formalized the practices of photo
agencies.* In Weimar-era Germany,
publishers of photo weeklies such as
Ullstein Verlag had in-house photogra-
phers but also commissioned
freelancers through Dephot (Deutsche
Photodienst), Wide World, and other
agencies. Photographs were often shot
without the assurance of a commission,
discouraging political imagery since
neutral pictures had more potential to
be sold to both liberal and conservative
publications.’ Dephot was among the
first and most prominent of the photo
agencies and developed largely
as an intermediary between mass-media
publications and the photographers.®
Just as many of America’s most
influential art directors were European
emigrés, so, too, were some of the most
important figures in photojournalism.
Kurt Szafranski, formerly at Ullstein,
emigrated to the U.S. and founded
Black Star, one of the first such agen-
cies in the country. Kurt Korff, also
formerly at Ullstein, wrote a proposal
for an illustrated magazine that was
followed closely by publisher Henry
Luce in the formation of Life, America’s
main photojournalistic outlet, which
was launched in 1936.7 Otto Bettmann,
an antiquarian with a life-long obses-
sion with picture- and book-collecting,
fled Nazi Germany for New York in
1935 with suitcases full of pictures from
which he built the Bettmann Archive.8

Bettmann organized his picture library
in a self-consciously academic fashion,
with each picture illustrated on an index
card and cross-referenced with as many
as seven different topics. He had close
ties with New York’s graphic design
community, receiving early encourage-
ment from Dr. Robert Lesli€, whose
typesetting firm The Composing Room
provided a model for Bettmann of a
supplier of services to the publishing
and design industries. Bettmann’s story
is characteristic of other European
immigrants who set up agencies in New
York and other U.S. cities, including the
founders of Globe Photo, Three Lion,
Camera Press, and Shostall.

A paralle]l development was the
U.S. Government’s Farm Security
Administration photography project,
which employed a group of photogra-
phers to document American life.
Initiated in 1935, the scheme ran for
eight years. Walker Evans, Dorothea
Lange, Ben Shahn, Esther Bubley and
others compiled a photographic record
of the country, which served as a public
relations tool for New Deal programs.?
The FSA dossier was used to illustrate
government and inter-governmental
publications. The agency also made its
images available to newspapers and
magazines, from mass-market publica-
tions such as Look to small-scale
journals, and kept a vast file of clippings
showing the use made of its photo-
graphs. Thus the government founded
its own picture agency, which still
functions as an historical archive today.
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WORKING IN THE ARCHIVES
Stock photography is most often used
straightforwardly in consumer contexts,
but it has also been used ironically and
analytically. The appreciation of stock
photography for its camp value is linked
to the broader cultural recycling of
fashion, music, and television sitcoms.
A number of designers have employed
stock imagery to convey the peculiar
gloss and power of media imagery.

Representations of aiDs have
only recently, and very tentatively,
begun to enter the stock
catalogues. In an industry that
supplies health-care services and

pharmaceutical clients, the lack
of powerful and clear imagery is
indicative of social responses
to the disease. The image at left
is from a 1989 project by the
collective Gran Fury for Artforum
magazine. The project used
stock photography as a way of
emulating the polish and tone
of corporate trade advertising.
The stock photo heightened the
cynicism of the quotation from
an executive of Hoffman-La
Roche, one of the worlds largest

pharmaceutical companies.

_w. are aleady experieacing

I'm So Happy by Marvin Heifer-
man and Carole Kismaric, is a
compilation of nostalgic images
from stock photo agencies.
This book-length visual essay
combines texts and photos,
frequently juxtaposing photo-

electronic space.

graphs to set up an implied

dialogue between unrelated

images. (New York: Random
House, 1990).

The exhibition catalogues Post- “|Post-Human] poses the
Human, Cultural Geometry, and
Artificial Nature, by the design

and editorial team of Jeffrey

question of whether our society
is creating a new kind of post-
human person that replaces
Deitch and Dan Friedman, offer previous constructions of the
an amused, sometimes critical self. Images from the new

response to the image banks of technological and consumer
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mass media. In all three books,
stock photography, celebrity
press shots, and mass-market
magazines are juxtaposed with
works of art that are influenced
by mass media imagery of
tourism, beauty, and technolo-
gies of simulation.

culture and the new, conceptually
oriented figurative art of thirty-
six young artists will endeavor to
give us a glimpse of the coming
post-human world.” [effrey
Deitch, Post-Human (Pully/
Lausanne: FAE Musée d’Art
Contemporain, 1992).



British designer Peter Saville’s
work for the band New Order
uses stock photography in a
metaphorical way. Saville’s cover
and liner notes for Republic
skillfully fuse the language of
Hollywood and Madison Avenue,
movies and cigarel‘tes, nature
and culture: “What was evolving
in my mind was a post-La
experience: television culture,
mass-media overload, the irony
and wild juxtapositions of
channel-surfing, where you flip
from cNN to MTV to the
Shopping Channel to something
really quite horrific on the
news....It's La, it's a riot, it's
Nero fiddling while Rome burns,
and the juxtaposition of two
images—fire and water—
becomes the Los Angeles
experience.”

British designer Mark Farrow
began using picture-library
images in 1990-91 for Decon-
struction Records, a major
British dance label. In his Texas
Cowboy’s cover, Farrow used a
Japanese phone card, which
typically feature arbitrary images,
as a point of departure for a
sleeve that juxtaposes a lone
cowboy and a satellite photo-
graph. In work for a band called
K-Klass, he has developed
imagery with nautical references
because the band’s name refers
to a type of submarine. The cover
for Let Me Show You uses an
image of a killer whale breaching,
obtained from a picture library
that specializes in animals.

“This is a post-design era. It's
deliberately embracing the photo
library and it’s going against ail
those precious things that were
canonized in the 1980s and

are now exhausted. This is like
plastic clothing. It's a sort of
coming to terms with the trashy
realities of our time and saying,
OK, there is an aesthetic here,
let’s work with it. Let’s stop
pretending that our world is
antique papers and woodblock
type. The real world is a Whoopi
Goldberg movie. So what can
we find there to talk about and
work with?"” Peter Saville,
interviewed by Rick Poynor, Eye,
5,17 (1995): 15,

“The way we use pictures is
almost gratuitous. It comes from
the logic that record sleeves have
pictures, so we provide a picture.
Often this has nothing to do with
the band, it's just a great image.
It's almost a form of generic
packaging for records. The bands
I’m doing much of this work for
don’t have a public image or a
budget, so it works for economic
reasons as well. If anything start-
ed our use of picture libraries,

it was the financial constraints....
] don’t think of this imagery as
kitsch: many of these are beauti-
ful, strong photos, and they are
not there for their story or for

a laugh.” Interview, Mark Farrow
with |. Abbott Miller, 1994.
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THE STOCK MARKET
In the mid-1970s stock photography
began to separate into two fields—
photo agencies oriented towards adver-
tising, and news agencies furnishing
documentary images. This split formal-
ized a distinction that was already
present in most organizations.
Photographer Tom Grill and business-
man Henry Scanlon, whose agency
Comstock is curently among the largest
in the field, take credit for “inventing”
the contemporary form of stock photog-
raphy, whereby a photographer shoots
prior to any assignment, as a form of
speculative image-making.

While Scanlon and others have
dated this “invention” to about 1974-7s,
the same claim was made by H. Arm-
strong Roberts 50 years earlier. A survey
of the work of agencies active in the 30s,
40s, and 50s, reveals that many images
were marketed, if not generated, as
“generic” in the spirit described by the
Comstock agency.I® A happy family
holding hands and gazing at their new
home may have been shot to sell real
estate, but when it is offered for use in a
catalogue it may be used for its symbolic
dimension rather than its literal
content. The same photo could be
used to sell life insurance, government
bonds, or aluminum siding.

A difference between Armstrong’s
and Comstock’s claims of invention
is that the Comstock approach is more
pointedly conceptual, abstract, or
metaphorical. Scanlon has stated that
he and Grill assigned photographers
to shoot for “concept” rather than
“content,” to think in terms of “word
pictures,” visual condensations of
verbal concepts. Stock catalogues will
often group such photographs under
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categories such as analogies, business
metaphors, symbols, or conceptual. Stock
photography was not, and is still not, as
respectable as assignment shooting. It
is typically seen as a way to make money
from photographic leftovers. But as

the photography business grew more
competitive, stock-market shooting
became a significant part of it.

The rapid expansion of the stock
market over the last twenty years is the
result of many factors. Magazines,
which traditionally employed staff pho-
tographers whose work was the property
of the publisher, gradually eliminated
these positions in favor of freelance
photographers who could sell their out-
takes. This potential was reinforced by
the 1978 Copyright Law, which stated
that a photograph is the property of the
photographer: a client who hires a free-
lance photographer is paying only for
“use” of that property.

Another major change was techno-
logical. By the early 1980s nearly all
agency photographs were color trans-
parencies, which meant that an original
would have to be sent out rather than a
print generated from a black and white
negative. Most transparencies would be
damaged after only five trips to a printer
or color house, limiting the lifetime,
circulation potential, and profitability of
a single image. In 1985 Kodak intro-
duced high-quality duping film (Kodak
50/71), which allowed photographers to
make limitless dupes of successful
pictures. A typical international agency
will now make an average of 125 copies
of a single photograph for circulation
to sibling agencies in over 15 different
countries. Thus the expansion of
photographic output is compounded by

1o Professional associations
for stock photographers, such as
the Picture Agency Council of
America and the American
Society of Media Photographers,
offer only brief histories of their
organizations, which were
founded in the 50s. paca and
AsMmp are trade associations that
protect business interests and
enforce ethical guidelines;

their spokespeople concede

the importance of accounting
for the history of the field, but
do not have the resources or
records to begin any formal
documentation.

This image of meshing gears,

taken by photographer Lester
Lefkowitz, has illustrated over
250 different publications,
from books on law to journals
for accounting, in many
different parts of the world.
Courtesy of FrG.



11 In October of 1995 the
Bettmann Archive was pur-
chased by William H. Gates of
Microsoft Corporation. Gates
has been acquiring electronic
rights to images for use in
electronic media. Both Corbis
Corporation, Gates’s company,
and Kraus Organization, the
former owner of the Bettmann
Archive, are private companies.
Corbis had already acquired the
electronic rights to 500,000
images from the National
Gallery of London, the Barnes
Foundation, and the Philadel-
phia Museurn. The Bettmann
acquisition will add 16 million
images, 11.5 million of which
came from Bettmann’s 1990
acquisition of the United Press
International news service
archive. The New York Times
estimated the worldwide
revenue of the photo-archive
industry at $500 million a year.
The deal foreshadows a con-
sumer market in digital images
that may ultimately exceed its
current uses in design, publish-
ing, and advertising. The Corbis
deal has ignited concern about
the monopolization of images in
the digital era. Steve Lohr,
“Huge Photo Archive Bought by
the Chairman of Microsoft,”
The New York Times (October 11,

1995): AL

duplication. Photographer Lester
Lefkowitz has sold one photograph over
250 times; his image of two meshing
gears has appeared on posters, books,
journals, and other publications all
over the world.

Encyclopedic and lavishly produced
catalogues are a phenomeneon that
began in the early 1980s. Unlike earlier
catalogues, which merely indicated
the type and variety of images available,
catalogues now provide a record of the
entire archive. Instead of making
research requests, clients can ask for a
specific picture. Understandably, many
photographers demand that pictures
accepted for distribution must appear
in the catalogue. The volume and waste
of the catalogues may shift as they
are replaced by photo-cp and on-line
services. While these technologies
are appealing from an ecological stand-
point, they pose a new range of
problems for photographers, who will
find it difficult to protect their work
as it becomes subject to digital manipu-
lation, customization, and disguise.

Photo-cp technology was first exploit-
ed by traditional agencies merely as a
storage device. It is now used by image-
entrepreneurs who load many themati-
cally grouped images onto one photo-cp
and charge customers for unlimited use
of the images. This mutation of the
industry has upset established agencies
that base their fees on the size of an
image and the scope of its use. Photo-cp
publishers, such as PhotoDisc, circum-
vent the negotiations and complex fees
of the traditional stock house, creating a
new model for the industry, the impact
of which remains to be seen.™

Within the stock industry there is a
commercial mainstream-—Image Bank,
Comstock, Tony Stone—and an “avant-
garde” wing, best represented by
Photonica, established in Tokyo in 1987
and in New York in 1990. The sophisti-
cated color and abstracted forms of
Photonica represent a reaction against
the “stock photo” look. The imagery is
highly specific rather than generic,

and the style foregrounds the signature
style of individual photographers.

The Photonica look uses details to evoke
a larger scene, a strategy in marked
contrast to the stock photo tendency to
encapsulate, summarize, and thorough-
ly frame its subject. Photonica’s success
has led other agencies to mimic its
approach: FPG now offers an imitative
Photo Haiku catalogue, and the “want
lists” issued by other agencies will often
specify a “Photonica” approach.

In another recent shift, FPG has
compiled a “Real Life” series that offers
images of subjects outside the usual
terrain of stock imagery. Along with
poverty, drug abuse, aging, and divorce,
the catalogue includes working parents,
ethnic diversity, day care, and recycling,
inadvertently creating a catalogue of
modern day ills (is there a causal
connection between day care and drug
abuse?). The majority of these images
are rendered in black-and-white, estab-
lishing the appropriate “documentary”
overtone for “serious” subjects. It is
easy to complain about the new clichés
that replace the old ones—“white-collar-
executive-snorting-coke,” “daddy-on-
cell-phone-changing-diaper”—but such
attempts have broadened the repertoire
of stock imagery.
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A PATTERN LANGUAGE
The stock industry converts photo-
graphic history into the everyday
language of commerce, as seen in

the numerous echoes of Dr. Harold
Edgerton’s famous stroboscopic

study of a milk droplet. The patterned
“phrases” offered in the stock photo
vocabulary are related to the repetition
of imagery found in mass media,

a phenomenon especially evident in
the heavily codified merchandising

of popular entertainment.

miT professor Harold Edgerton

invented the stroboscope and
pioneered the field of ultra-high-
speed photography. His famous
1957 “Milk Drop Coronet,” has
become a classic in photographic
history. It has also become a
tireless cliché in the stock photo
repertoire.
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Nearly every stock agency has
some variation on the “droplet”
photo, in water, milk, or some
intensely colored fluid. Photo
agencies typically have several
droplet options. Clockwise from
top, “Water Drop,” photographer
not credited, © 1994 FPG;
“Splash of Water,” photograph by

Guy Marche, 1993 © 1994 FPG;
untitled, photographer not cred-
ited, © 1995 Comstock; “Water
Drops,” photographer not credit-
ed, © 1994 Comstock; “Water
Drop,” photograph by Jean Paul
Nacivet, 1992, courtesy FpPG.



He was hired to walch,
now he's lempled o fouch. ..

IDAYLE HADOON = KEMNETH GILWMAN "SIDRCOM EVES™
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Venetian blinds have become a
signifier for eroticized danger in
the packaging of film and video
thrillers. The viewer is invited

to peer into a half-hidden world
of mystery and sex. Like the
movie screen, venetian blinds

oscillate between an opaque
surface and a transparent
window. The repetition of this

-

motif on countless film and
video promotions reveals the
legibility of this stock image of
voyeuristic pleasure.

PICTURES FOR RENT 131



A GHNOEN ADVERTISEMENTS

295-308  Juns wi coneriag he moath

A spread from the December
1995 issue of Colors, edited

by Tibor Kalman and produced
by the Benetton Company.
Colors promotes itself as a
magazine “about the rest of the
world,” echoing the global
marketing strategies of Benetton,
an Italian clothing manufacturer.
In this “wordless” all-photography
issue, images from stock photo
houses are paired with images
from news photo agencies.

The “non-design” of the layouts
echoes the gridded pages of
stock catalogues. Like Goffman’s
Gender Advertisements, Kalman
invites a comparative reading

of contemporary media imagery,
though with a less specific
editorial agenda. Art director:
Fernando Gutiérrez.
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Gender Advertisements by Erving
Goffman, a 1976 publication,
classified the rhetoric of adver-
tising and mass-market imagery
according to recurrent poses

and compositional relationships.
The book is a compendium

of facial expressions and gestures
that echo from one image to
another. Goffman’s work suggests
that media imagery operates as

a language, and his book is a kind
of thesaurus of popular culture.
Goffman’s work predates the
artistic production of post-modemn
photographers such as Cindy
Sherman and Richard Prince,
who investigated similar terrain
in the 1980s.



12 “In early modern Europe,
alphabetization combined with
printing served as a potentially
unifying force in many states by

imposing a standard form of lin-

guistic communication, which
in turn influenced the spoken
word by offering high-prestige
models.” Jack Goody, The Inter-
face Between the Written and the
Oral (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 283.

13 “[Photography]...has resulted
ina kind of progressive eviction
of the word by the image.”

Paul Valéry, “The Centenary of
Photography,” Classic Essays on
Photography, Alan Trachtenberg,
ed., (New Haven: Leete’s Island
Books, 1980), 192-193.

14 In his book The Politics of
Pictures, John Hartley uses the
term “popular reality” to refer

to the forum of imagery that
creates our concepts of the
public, John Hartley, The Politics
of Pictures: The Creation of

the Public in the Age of Popular
Media (London: Routledge,
1992).

THE AUTHORS WOULD LIKE TO
THANK COMSTOCK, TONY STONE
AND FPG FOR THEIR SUPPORT.

STOCK PHRASES AND STEREOTYPES
The business of stock photography is
predicated on the notion that a single
photograph has the potential for multi-
ple applications or, to invert a cliché, a
word is worth a thousand pictures. In
modern stock photography, the infor-
mational richness and depth of the
photographic image is at odds with the
imperative for the generic, the symbolic,
the superficial, and the stereotypical.
This striving for clarity and legibility (in
both formal and conceptual terms)
unites the products of stock photo agen-
cies, whether they are artfully blurred
still-lives or sharply focussed portraits.

The catalogues and archives of the
stock industry provide an index of how
images communicate in the context of
mass media. In the process of building
and marketing their collections, stock
agencies are establishing a visual dic-
tionary of mass media—a visualization
of emotions and situations such as
leisure, parenthood, friendship, work,
power, confusion, love, and aggression.

Historians of writing and printing
have shown that the formalization of
writing through the medium of
typography—which eliminated the
inconsistencies of handwriting—affect-
ed the development of grammar and
vocabulary.’2 While grammatical rules
became more narrow and restrictive,
the lexicon of words rapidly multiplied.
A higher degree of structure yielded
an expansion of vocabulary.

The notion that modern culture is
characterized by a shift from print-
based literacy to picture-based literacy
has been discussed since the advent of
photography.’3 With the pervasiveness

of photographic imagery—in maga-
zines, advertising, newspapers—it
could be argued that a formalization is
occuring in the realm of images parallel
to that which occurred in writing.

Stock photography is an index of
how images speak in the public realm.
Writers as diverse as Daniel Boorstein,
Guy Debord, and Jean Baudrillard have
written about the disturbing power of
“the image” in contemporary society.
Less frequently has this phenomenon
been looked upon as the effect of a new
kind of literacy.

The growth of stock photography
has brought a tremendous increase in
the supply of pictures available, but this
expansion of output has also yielded
pictures that look more and more alike.
The codification of poses, subjects,
settings, and styles in stock photography
indicates a narrowing of the representa-
tional field for this commercially-driven
practice.

Designers engage stock imagery in
ways that could be described variously
as sincere, naive, pragmatic, ironic,
humorous, political, or appropriationist.
In some designers’ work, stock photos
become discursive, reflecting on their
own status as a form of “popular
reality.”™4 Historical and comparative
studies of stock photography could yield
insights into the often hypothesized
domination of the image over the word,
and the ways in which the specificity
captured by the camera serves to fund a
repetitive set of visual phrases describ-
ing modern life.
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