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The Real Old West:
Images of a Frontier
Photographs by
Frank Matsura

Text by JoAnn Roe,

Douglas & Mclntyre,
Vancouver, British Columbia,
1981; 144 pages; hardcower,
$29.95

The “new talent from the
good old days” syndrome in
photographic book publishing,
which began with books such
as E. J. Bellocg: Storywille Por-
traits and has continued with
the likes of Disfarmer: The
Heber Springs Portraits, has
recently brought forth two sim-
ilar volumes: Harry Smith:
Magic Moments (“Photographs
by a San Francisco Youth 1900-
1913”), published by Stephen
White Editions of Los Ange-
les, and The Real Old West
(“Images of a Frontier / Pho-
tographs by Frank Matsura”),
released by Douglas & McIn-
tyre of Vancouver.

Each book has a lot of
charm, each was a labour of
love for those involved and

each presents virtually un-
known work from just after
the turn of the century. Frank
Matsura, a Japanese whose or-
igins are hardly traceable, came
to the Okanogan Valley in the
Pacific Northwest in 1903 and
photographed in that region
until his death in 1913. His glass
plates came into the hands of
the Okanogan County Histor-
ical Society in 1964, and were
noted by JoAnn Roe (a Wash-
ington State journalist and
photographer then working on
a regional history) some ten
years later; The Real Old West
is largely the product of her
interest and effort. Harry
Smith, one of six children born
to a Danish family in San Fran-
cisco, was a self-taught pho-
tographer who made images
of family, friends, places and
events in the San Francisco
area between 1900 and 1913.
His work was acquired by the
gallery owner Stephen White
in 1976; Harry Smith: Magic
Moments is similarly the end
product of White's fondness
for and involvement with
Harry Smith’s photography.
From a historical point of
view the Matsura book is con-
siderably more important than
Magic Moments: The Real Old
West contains far more images,
a greater variety of subjects,
locations, attitudes and visual
approaches, and vastly more
raw information about a re-
gion and an era. Although
stylistically mixed and some-
what erratically laid out, it pro-
vides a rich experience for the
careful viewer. One sees many
places, all seasons, a remark-
able number of groups and
individuals, and an incredible
variety of events and circum-
stances, all photographed with
an evident affection and fas-
cination. Matsura was report-
edly very popular with his
Okanogan subjects; the ease
and grace with which people,
both old and young, Indian
and white, posed for him is
testimony to his popularity as
well as his involvement with
all aspects of life around him.
Harry Smith: Magic Mo-
ments is almost the obverse of
The Real Old West. As a pho-

ot -
.
- -
»
.
. -
. -
- o = -
L » >
- -
-
o .
. .
Prp— -
]
f
. = .
8 -
-
- - . e
v s ote -
» ¢ e -

Photo Communique



tography book, it is more sat-
isfying, with better reproduc-
tions and layout and a far
more consistent visual “feel”;
as a record of virtually the
same years in a different place,
it is spotty and irregular and
nowhere near as complete.
Smith stuck close to home and
involved himself primarily with
relatives, acquaintances and
familiar locations. Although he
made a few excursions and
extensively recorded the af-
termath of the San Francisco
earthquake, his photography
was personal and reflective
rather than exuberant and cu-
rious like Matsura’s. He had a
finer sense of visual balance
and a more distinct style than
Matsura, at least judging by
the work selected for these
two books, and seems to have
been as concerned with picto-
rial elements as he was with
information, but he did not
photograph as much or as
widely. His output is nostalgic
and evocative, but not terri-
bly rich in specifics or broad
in scope.

I would commend either
book to anyone interested in
regional photography from the
first decade of this century.
Both volumes provide pleasure
and satisfaction (although of a
relatively unchallenging sort),
and the kind of contact with
the recent, still-visible past that
a rather disjointed contempo-
rary society seems both to need
and to enjoy.

Don Snyder
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B PNTME BEKA
(Rhythm of an Era):
Photographs by

Izvestia correspondents

Globe Publishing House,
Moscow, US.S.R., 1981;
88 pages, softcover

Roughly translatable as
“Rhythm of an Era”, the re-
cent Soviet publication B
PNTME BEKA is devoted to
some seventy-five photographs
by Izvestia correspondents, and
contains at least one example
of every important cliche about

Winter 1982/83



‘the good life in the Soviet
Union' that the Soviet press
has cranked out and sent
abroad. Because of the patent
falsity of its relentless opti-
mism, the book is an easy
target. As information it is close
to ridiculous. Every photo-
graph shows people who are
happy, busy, eager to learn,
proud of Soviet accomplish-
ments, healthy, modern and
productive; the land is rich
and beautiful, the armed forc-
es are strong, the factories and
cities are energetic, the ath-
letes are vigorous, the mix of
cultures and ages is vital and
free of tension or conflict — in
short, one would get a much
more accurate impression of
the way things really are in
the Soviet Union by looking
at U-2 or spy satellite photo-
graphs. As photography, it is
neither inspiring nor awful:
most of the pictures look like
they were made by Margaret
Bourke-White clones, which
is probably interesting if one
has never seen her work, but
a bit alarming if one has (the

copyright date of his book is
1981). As a book — well, the
reproductions are quite varied
in quality and the layout and
design are uniformly artless.
This is the best that now
comes out of the nation where
War and Peace was written?
No wonder Solzhenitsyn is a
recluse in Vermont and Nu-
reyev was overjoyed to finally
get a Swiss passport. One
wonders how many frustrated
photographers there are in the
Soviet Union and what they
might accomplish if they were
permitted: some of the images
in this book show skill, imagi-
nation, involvement and even
humor underneath the rigidly
programmed subject matter.
One could go on in this
way at some length, but to do
so would be to miss an impor-
tant point. Everyone knows
that when political concerns
control the arts or the press
the results are predictable and
disastrous, and most people
assume that communist and
totalitarian nations represent
the only flagrant or really un-

fortunate examples of this sort
of control. And vyet the citi-
zens of Ontario still acquiesce
to the decisions of film cen-
sors, the voters of Canada still
elect and re-elect officials who
allow public money to be used
for government advertising,
and the U.S. government con-
tinues to pay for the making
of propaganda in the guise of
information (some extreme ex-
amples can be seen out of
context in the recent film “The
Atomic Cafe”) — so the North
American democracies are not
above the very same abuses of
the creative impulse that make
B PNTME BEKA such a use-
less volume for anyone who is
looking for real information,
objective truth or individual
expression. These practices are
even less excusable here than
in the Soviet Union. A book
such as this should remind its
viewers what the consequences
can be should they be ignored
on a large enough scale; in
addition to criticizing, one
should also take note.

Don Snyder
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