
PHOTOGFIAPHY 
SX-70: Land's Painless Epiphany Macl^ine by Owen Edwards 

W HEN VETERAN Polaroid 
watchers (a g roup less 
noteworthy than Krem-

linologists perhaps, but no less dedi
cated) recently learned that the latest 
wonde r th ing from the Cambridge 
company's drawing boards is a new 
version of the SX-70 instant color cam
era that focuses by sonar, the news 
may not have come as too much of a 
surprise. Since the first instant camera 
was introduced by Dr. Edwin Land, in 
1947, the ultimate painless epiphany 
machine has been a possibility. What 
has come as a surprise, however, is the 
emergence of the SX-70 as a formidable 
creature of art. 

Perhaps no one since Henry Ford has 
understood the nature of American de
sire better than Land. His little gadgets 
have not destroyed one way of life and 
built another, as did Ford's folks' wag
ons, but they have created a mode of 
easy, quick verification—a kind of we-
are - here - and - this - proves - it feedback 
that has made photography as domes
ticated and reassuringly unmysterious 
as a family mutt. George Eastman buUt 
Kodak on the slogan "You FHish the 
Button, and We Do the Rest"; but Land 
went another'step, giving the customer 
dominion (or the illusion of dominion) 
over the whole photographic process. 
With some justification, current SX-70 
ads claim "no other camera in the 
world does it all." 

In its essence, photography is me
chanical, not sensual (no glorious 
brushstrokes or "freeing form from the 
stone"). This unromantic fact of life has 
been known to send talented men and 
women muttering out into cold rains. 
There are of course (and have always 
been) photographers who love the ma
chinery and the processes for their ovwi 
sake. The ritual of rendering images 
through the strict choreography of pic
ture taking and printmaking, like the 
absolute structure of the haiku, can 
have its own inspirat ional impulse . 
Beating a form on its ov^m terms is one 
of arfs creative goals. But the gulf be
tween the pure concept of the p h o 
tographer's eye and the final print is 
vaster even than that between tiiought 
and the printed page. In fact, one mea
sure of a photographer's skill is how 
well he or she can preconceive the dif
ference between empirical visual expe
rience and photographic record of tiiat 
experience. 

SX-70—Polaroid's "latest wonderthing. 

Land's goal, applicable to both 
snapshooters and professionals, seems 
to be to narrow the gap between idea 
and picture. With a rare combination of 
inventive genius, idealism, business 
sense, and the ability to gather the best 
scientific talent around him. Land has 
pursued this goal with remarkable suc
cess. With the development of the 
SX-70, Polaroid has now reached the 
stage where visual reflex and validation 
(or invalidation) are almost simul
taneous. Though no camera "does it 
all," with U\e SX-70 the eye can for the 
first time feel wi thout s topping to 
"think"; perception is king. 

It is a beautiful machine physically as 
well as conceptually, as elegant a bit of 
technology as the zeppelin or the safety 
pin. But we live in an age characterized 
by wizardly technology, vnth new as
ton i shments appear ing every day. 
However complete the SX-70's fulfill
ment of its inventor 's ideals, there 
would be no reason to mention it or 
any particular camera in a space nor
mally devoted to imagery and not to 
how that imagery is accomplished me
chanically. Mediocre pic tures m a d e 
with a great camera are infinitely less 
valuable than the reverse. (It is, of 
course, the disingenuous business of 
most camera magazines to imply that if 
Bill Brandt can make an unforgettable 
picture using a certain camera at a cer
tain setting and shutter speed, we are 
all just a given name brand and a cou
ple of numbers away from immortality.) 

The SX-70 deserves specific attention 
for another, more significant reason: 
Like the hand-held, fast-lens models of 
the late Twenties that led to the growth 
of modem photojournalism. Land's 

painless epiphany machine is creating 
its own photographic genre . After 
years of being treated by serious pho
tographers as a toy, or merely as a way 
to preview what the " rea l" cameras 
were about to take, instant photogra
phy has evolved a device capable of 
making pictures like no others. 

Ultimately, perhaps, it is the film that 
has provided the lure for photogra
phers. Each piece of SX-70 film is a self-
contained sandwich of liquid metallized 
dyes that are activated by the ejection of 
the picture from the camera (with a 
penny arcade whirring I suspect may 
have been designed for more complete 
sensual gratification). The liquid colors 
tend to create a dreamy, unreal palette 
that when used adroitiy has a range of 
quality from painterly to lurid, surreal, 
even grotesque. For up to 24 hours after 
a photograph is ejected, its dyes remain 
unstable enough to be manipulated 
physically by such fine arts tools as 
chopst icks, hai rpins , and toasters. 
Among all the types of color fibn, in
cluding other Polaroid types, there is 
nothing remotely comparable. 

Aware of the tendency of amateurs to 
emulate professionals, Polaroid has lav
ished film and cameras on such estab
lished greats as Walker Evans and 
Ansel Adams. And since it has always 
been the nature of photography to take 
quick and remarkable advantage of 
new technology, a certain number of 
photographers, both well known and 
unsung, have begun compiling an im
pressive collection of SX-70 imagery. 

l i 
NTERESTINGLY, m o s t a r t 
p h o t o g r a p h e r s h a v e 

. failed to understand that 
this camera and its film produce pic
tures not only in a different format 
(snapshot size) but in a new form al
together. Evans, for instance, ended up 
with small color versions of his black-
and-white classics—less rich and con
templative and far less interest ing. 
Such masters of more traditional work 
snapped and whir red their ways 
through truckloads of film and ended 
up with little of interest (though Polar
oid dutifully shows off the ordinary 
with the exceptional). But a few pho
tographers have understood the pecu
liarity of the mode—as diverse in its 
strengths as stereography—and have 
used it to probe vision in ways disturb
ing, engrossing, occasionally haUucina-
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tory, lush, lyric, and as haunting as the 
mystical miniatures of tantric art. 

Art Kane, a commercial photogra
pher with a reputation for innovation, 
and painter Lucas Samaras discovered 
early on that the initial instability of the 
liquid dyes make SX-70 pictures sin
gularly maUeable. W^th no darkroom, 
they, and others, have created warped 
and shimmering images that move as
tonishingly far from what we have 
come to expect of the photographic 
process. (Samaras, something of an en
trepreneur himself, also discovered the 
marketing advantage of the fact that 
each SX-70 pr int is as un ique as a 
paint ing. At his shows, which have 
consistently sold out, his prints sell for 
around $600 apiece.) 

Another group of photographers, 
unassodated except by their common 
intrigue with Land's magic gadget, 
have been satisfied with the t rans
mogrifications the camera itself is capa
ble of. Reveling in the fact that SX-70 
film is intriguing not for its accuracy 
b u t for i t s e c c e n t r i c i t y , s u c h 
experimenters as Frank DiPtema and 
Kelly Wise are emerging as the t rue 
masters of the subgenre. 

DiPema, concentrating on picttires 
that take advantage of what he calls 
"fluid, yet disciplined" colors, has pro
duced ordinary scenes and subjects— 
beachscapes, chairs v^dth flower-pat
terned slipcovers, nudes, interiors— 
that are so subtly, sensuously revised 
by the film that one does not quite 
know why the pictures are alluring, 
only that they are. Wise, though less 
consistenfly sensitive to the film's indi
viduality, can t ransmute m u n d a n e 
things like chairs and vacuum cleaners 
into the objects of a dream landscape. 
Dan Roden, a Manhattan photogra
pher who uses the SX-70 exclusively, 
makes garish, mildly lunatic pictures of 
objects (and people as objects) that con
tradict the impressionistic colors and 
end u p looking like acrylic still lifes. 

During the writing of this article late 
in an afternoon spent at the eastern tip 
of Long Island, I aimed my SX-70 at a 
freshly caught bluefish about to be 
broiled on a piece of aluminum foil. 
The Ught was an overhead kitchen fix
ture. What came out of the camera was 
nothing like what I had seen. It was 
recognizably a fish, but a fish by way of 
Bosch or Balthus, a creature of mystery 
staring malevolently, radiating a kind 
of nightmarish energy. The point is that 
I'm not a photographer; I could never 
have made that picture with straight 
equipment. I was at best an equal part
ner with a piece of curious machinery 
that has the capacity, it seems, to peel 
Everyman's eye. # 
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"I am vitally interested in ttie future, because I am going to spend trie rest of my life ttiere." 
—Charles F. Kettering 

You are i nvited to step into the future — 
your future —to savor every aspect of 
it, as it unfolds before you through the 
pages of α bold, new nnagazine—so 
visually stunning . . . so intellectually 
exciting . . . so extraordinary on 
experience .. , that nothing remotely 
like it has ever existed before! 

NOVA 

What makes NOVA so special — 
so unique? 

THE MOST BRILLIANT SCIENTISTS, 
THINKERS, AND WRITERS IN THE 
WORLD, 
Each stunning issue of NOVA v̂ /ill be 
bringing into your home - and into 
your life - the thoughts, the dreams, 
the accomplishments of the men and 

ISAAC ASIMOV .. . ARTHUR C, 
CLARKE . . , FRED HOYLE . . . RAY 
BRADBURY. . . FRANK HERBERT .. . A.E. 
VAN VOGT . . , AND ROBERT HEINLEIN 
as well as the best of the exciting new 
writers. 

THE ULTIMATE IN MODERN 
ILLUSTRATION AND PHOTOGRAPHY 

Visually NOVA will be α truly ex
travagant feast for the eye. Printed on 
heavy enameled paper it will repro
duce the genius of world-renowned 
illustrators and photographers—all in 
colors so true, so alive, that they will 
seem to jump off the page. 

You'll find NOVA provides α window 
opening on the strange and exciting 
world of: 

women who hove changed the 
course of history and transformed the 
world we live in. The roster of interna
tional luminaries who will be writing 
for you will include such notables as: 

ALVIN TOFFLER, BUCKMINSTER FULLER, 
STANLEY KUBRICK, RENE DUBOS, PAUL 
EHRLICH, BARRY COMMONER, CARL 
SAGAN, LINUS PAULING, LEWIS 
MUMFORD, FRANCIS CRICK, STEVEN 
SPIELBERG, GEORGE LUCAS, EDWARD 
TELLER, JONAS SALK, MARGARET 
MEAD, RALPH NADER, JACQUES-YVES 
COUSTEAU. 

NOVA - THE FIRST MAGAZINE TO 
COMBINE SCIENCE FACT WITH 
SCIENCE FICTION . .. 
Each issue will also bring you the 
superb science fiction of recognized 
masters such as: 

Space Colonies, Cloning, Machine 
Intelligence, Regeneration, Lasers, 
Computers, Extrasensory Perception, 
Black Holes, The Origin of Life, Gene
tic Engineering, Fusion, Solar Power 
Time Dilation, Aging, Life After Death, 
Ultrasonics, Chemical Learning, 
Transplants, Geothermal Energy Be
havior Modification, UFO's and Other 
Extraterrestrial Phenomena, Tachyons, 
Holography Weather Control, Anti-
Matter Superconductivity Bionics, 
Microsurgery Artificial Galaxies, 
Magnetic Bubbles, Future Farming, 
Dreams, Transmutation, Immortality 
Molecular Clouds, Undersea 
Habitats, Interspecies Communica
tion, Cybernetics, Nuclear Wastes 
Storage Coding, Natural Pain Killers, 
Cosmology Extraterrestrial Life 
Come into the future with NOVA, 

CLAIM YOUR COPY OF THE PREMIER 
ISSUE, 

NOVA CHARTER RESERVATION 
25 PERCENT SAVINGS 

NOVA Subscription Department 
RO, Box 908 
Farmingdole, Ν Y11737 

YES! Enclosed is $18 for α one-year 
(12 issues) introductory subscription to 
NOVA at ttie special Ctiorter Ra te -
α savings of So under what ottiers will pay 
at ttie newsstand at S2 00 per issue, I am 
guaranteed α copy of the Premier Issue, 
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FELEVISION 
Auch Ado About Papp by Karl E. Meyer 

N EXT JANUARY 24, it is a 
pleasure to report , the 
British public will see an 

i troduction to the single most am-
tious television project in the world, 
η that day, BBC 2 (British Broadcast-
ig Corporation) will broadcast As You 
ke It, the initial installment in the tele-
sing of the complete Shakespearean 
inon of 37 plays. American viewers 
lould be seeing the same production 
1 public television soon thereafter, 
ith five more plays due to follow dur-
g 1979: Romeo and Juliet, Much Ado 
bout Nothing, Richard II, Julius Caesar, 
id Measure for Measure. 
But I am also compelled to report, 
ith distinctly less pleasure, that this 
3C project has already provoked what 
probably the silliest controversy in 

e history of television. I rubbed my 
'es in disbelief not long ago, when 1 
ad a letter to The New York Times from 
musicians' union leader protesting in 
1 seriousness that the Shakespeare se-
2S "adds to the destruct ion of the 
merican dollar as well as to the frus-
ition and destruction of our home-
own talent." 
Even more astonishing is the con-
rrence of Joseph Papp, producer of 
e New York Shakespeare Festival, 
ho contends that the BBC venture 
Jl make it impossible for the com-
ercial ne tworks to produce any 
lakespearean plays by an American 
mpany. Sounding like Polonius, 
pp went on to allow that anything 
; British can do, we can do better. 
The financial facts can be briefly set 
-th. A joint venture of BBC-TV and 
Tie-Life Television, the Shakespeare 
ries is budgeted at $13.5 million, of 
lich $3.6 rruUion will be contributed 

American enterprises during the 
xt six years. (For the record, the busi-
ss patrons are Exxon, Metropolitan 
'e, and Morgan Guaranty.) To argue 
It this is runaway capital imperiling 
J dollar is to indulge in an extrava-
nce wor thy of Falstaff at his most 
julous. 
A f u r t h e r a r g u m e n t a d v a n c e d 
ainst the BBC series is that it consti-
:es a form of "cultural dumping" by a 
unt ry flooding our airwaves with 
eaply produced British wares. No 
s a figure than Albert Shanker, pres
e t of the American Federation of 
ichers, has sounded this dire warn-
;. Accusing the British of protec

tionism, Shanker has noted that in 
England the BBC imposes a quota lim
iting the showing of non-British pro
ductions to 14 percent of air time. 

There is something irresistibly comic 
in this reasoning to anyone who has 
ever lived abroad for any length of 
t ime. Turn on the telly almost any
where in the Western world, and you 
will see Kojak and Happy Days and feel 
right at home. In point of fact, annual 
television exports from the United 
States are in the range of 150.000 hours, 
compared with 20,000 hours for the 
two next largest producer - exporters 
c o m b i n e d : Br i t a in a n d France (a 
UNESCO study published in 1976 is 
the source of these figures). If other 
countries were to employ such an argu
ment as Shanker's, then our own ac
tors and producers would surely face 
leaner times. 

All import quotas , to be sure, are 
questionable devices. But it should be 
noted that foreign programming on our 
commercial networks is negligible and 
that only 7.6 percent of public televi
sion's air time is devoted to imports. 

Concerning the noneconomic aspect 
of the controversy, I have sought the 
counsel of Sam Schoenbaum, one of 
the wisest of Shakespearean scholars 
and the author of William Shakespeare: 
A Documentary Life (most days of the 
week, Schoenbaum can be found be
hind a pile of books at the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, in Washington, 
D.C.). No one in America has more 
solid credentials in assaying four cen
turies of bardolatry than Schoenbaum, 
who is presently coeditor of a newly 
annotated text of the canon that Oxford 
University Press is preparing. 

"Joe Papp's essential premise is mis
taken," says Schoenbaum. "The BBC 
series does not preclude a comparable 
American venture and in fact may 
stimulate more Shakespeare on televi
sion. When we see one Hamlet, we want 
to see another, which is just what hap
pened in Washington the past season— 
there were two stage product ions , 
each quite different, and both were 
sellouts. Papp should welcome rather 
t h a n o p p o s e t h e BBC p r o j 
ect." 

Indeed, if the commercial networks 
are to abandon their current fixation 
with kiddie porn , it will be because 
public television proves that a signifi
cant audience exists for something bet

ter. Ear l ie r t h i s yea r , Joe P a p p 
combined forces with the redoubtable 
Norman Lear, approaching all three 
networks with an admirable proposal: 
a weekly "national theater of the air" 
featuring American actors in works 
ranging from Shakespeare and O'Neill 
to Jason Miller's That Championship Sea
son . The hitch was that none of the net
works was willing to commit itself to a 
w e e k l y s e r i e s . As N o r m a n Lear 
summed it up, "The ratings competi
tion that exists today has created an at
mosphere of fear at all the networks. 
No one wants to make a big mistake." 

Meanwhile back in Britain, the great 
Shakespeare project moves steadily 
along. During a recent visit to London, I 
stopped by for a chat with Cedric Mes
sina, the veteran South Africa-bom 
BBC producer who is in charge. It was 
an illuminating encounter. Whether 
American actors can match or excel 
their English counteφαrts is a pointless 
question, which I propose to ignore. 
What cannot be denied is that this pro
ducer has access to a pool of talent with 
repertory skills unmatched in the rest 
of the English-speaking world. 

Messina, for example, has been able 
to recruit Derek Jacobi (Claudius, in /, 
Claudius) as R i c h a r d II a n d John 
Gielgud as John of Gaunt in the same 
play. Jacobi, who portrayed Hamlet last 
season on the London stage, is also 
due to repeat the role for BBC. Much 
Ado will feature Michael York as Bene
dick. In Romeo and Juliet, the unforget
table Celia Johnson (Brief Encounter) 
Wm play the nurse, and Dame Wendy 
HiUer is appearing as the duchess of 
York in Richard II. Robert Shaw (and 
who better?) has agreed to play King 
Lear in what could be the Shake
spearean tragedy that will draw the 
biggest audience in bardic history. 

1 asked Messina about the employ
ment of leading American actors in ma-
jor r o l e s . " W e ' v e a l r e a d y m a d e 
approaches," he replied, "but there is a 
problem of money and film com
mitments." BBC wages are not astio-
nomical, and product ion schedules 
require a firm commitment of t ime. 
Big-name American actors appear to be 
less willing to make sacrifices than their 
British equivalents, a sad reality that 1 
very much wish Joe Papp would ad
dress between the pointless salvos of 
bricks that he has directed at the wrong 
target. # 
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