The Photographic Life of Sam Abell

By Liz Demoran

For Sam Abell, a National Geographic magazine and book photographer, the photographic life is a deep and all consuming passion. It was a deliberate act, a conscious choice to live a nomadic life that excluded almost everything ordinary.

His office was the whole wide world. When on assignment there was not typical day. Notations in his calendar did not include meetings, phone calls and power lunches. Instead the notations could read, “break camp at daylight,” “cover 15 miles of trail for supply rendezvous,” “find guide to native village,” or “pack to return to U.S.; photo of Emperor seems truly unlikely,” followed by “Imperial Palace, 10 a.m., assigned space No. 3.”

The photographic life tested Abell’s body and spirit. Among other things, Abell broke his back in a plane crash and was assaulted and robbed of his camera equipment. He has worked in extreme cold and extreme heat. He has sought the perfect photograph in some of the earth’s most isolated places and some of its most populated areas. He hiked wilderness trails, climbed mountains, and flew over frozen tundra, navigated around queasy bogs, tracked wild animals and wild fires. He contemplated beauty and foundit in some very unexpected places.

Abell found his love, his soul mate, Denise Myers, while hiking the Pacific Crest Trail on assignment in 1974. She and a friend were hiking the entire 2,600-mile trail from Mexico to Canada, through California, Oregon and Washington, in one season. He couldn’t help but admire her for that. Their friendship grew into love and they married in 1977. He attributes their happily married life to a conscious decision the couple made to have one life. They traveled together on assignment for the next 20 years. Talking about the “goodness” of their life together, Abell said, “We organized our life, and gave ourselves the philosophy of being together on these very long assignments.” If his wife had not understood and wanted to share the assignment life, Abell realizes he would have had a very different life altogether.
At times the photographic life is an incredibly lonesome endeavor. As a solo photographer, you spend the months on your own, doing your own research, making your own arrangements, exploring photo locations and then waiting, waiting for the very best combination of composition and light to occur. Such an existence makes family, friends and love all the more precious. 

Abell grew up in a small town in northwest Ohio. His dad taught history at the high school and was advisor to the photography club. Abell remembers his dad setting up a dark room in the house when he was about 11 years old.

“My dad gave me a camera and let me hang out with him. Some of the best memories of my childhood are in the darkroom with my dad. It was only dark at night so I often would give way to sleep before the processing was finally done. In the morning when I would wake up, there beside my bed, were the glorious images developed the night before.”

While Abell credits his dad with teaching him how to take photos, he credits his mother with teaching him how to “see” the photograph to take.

“My mother had her hands full rearing my brother and me. She was the civilizing factor in our household. She introduced us to beauty. She liked lace doilies and used the good china for Sunday dinners which meant we had to use good manners and genteel ways.”

Something else that comes from Abell’s northwest Ohio roots is the trademark feature of his photography — the horizon. Flat vistas and multiple horizons surrounded him. Multiple horizons were a definite element in long lines of sight from which arose crop rows and fence lines, train tracks and grain silos with yet a sunset on the other side of that. His photography, vision and art became more complex as his ability to “see” matured.
Abell began to hone his skills working on his high school’s newspaper and yearbook, and later on UK’s student publications. He was influenced to go to UK by his high school journalism teacher, Fred Marlo. Even though UK had no formal photography program, he was able to learn on the job. Right from the beginning he, in essence became a university photographer, doing most of the photo work at UK along with another mentor, Dick Ware, UK’s paid, professional photographer. Abell didn’t have much time for class the year he was editor of the “Kentuckian” yearbook.
“Our work culminated in 1967 with the UK yearbook. I was editor and principle photographer and determined to do something distinctive. The result is a two-volume, hardbound, slip-cased yearbook. The first volume was for photography. The second was for teams, clubs and class portraits. Creating the books took everything we had. I lived in the yearbook office for weeks at a time, and attended no classes. They yearbook was my class. Making it taught me about the risks of overindulgence, and the need for an editor.

“But the year also provided what college was supposed to provide — a lasting learning experience. It taught me to esteem the making of books, and since then there hasn’t been a time when I haven’t been working on one. It was really the best decision for me.”

After finishing the 1967 yearbook, Abell’s dad sent him a handwritten note with an 11-point plan to encourage his graduation. That occurred in 1969. Abell was hired to teach high school English. More importantly for him, he applied for an internship with National Geographic. This magazine that was, and is, renowned for its color photography, hired him on the strength of his black and white photos. The “original” color slides never arrived!

Abell developed themes in his photographs that were not strictly editorial as working for National Geographic might suggest. These themes occupied him artistically across his career. “Life,” he says, “has layers.” He likes his photographs to be richly and deeply layered, too. He wants them to start right in front of the viewer’s eyes and stretch into infinity. His photography contains multiple horizons so that you often move from a preforeground to a foreground to a middle ground to a background to a deep background. These complex layers give integrity to the photographs, the objects and the works of his work. At the same time, the images are quiet and yet compelling.
Once, his National Geographic editor told him that his work might be too quiet. Abell took that as a challenge to make his photographs more compelling so that they could not be denied. His quiet photos do compete for recognition because of careful attention to the fundamental of photography — light, space, the moment and the layering. The affirmation came when the magazine included two of his quiet images in a very limited selection of photographs from its collection celebrating the magazine’s centennial anniversary. It was new ground for Geographic photographers to stand on.

In 1990, “Stay the Moment: The Photography of Sam Abell” was published. It is an out of print collector’s item commanding a much higher price in the open market than when it was first printed.

Abell now has chronicled his work in another way. In his recently released book, “The Photographic Life,” he shows the entire context in which a photographic life takes place. Throughout his career, Abell kept a photographic diary, mostly in black and white, to record the circumstances of the situations in which he was seeking the photographs that would define his work. He uses those diary pictures in the book to connect readers with the stories behind the pictures, to really demonstrate how to “see” a photograph and how to take a photograph and what it means to be immersed in the photographic life.

Abell is entering a new phase of the photographic life. He plans to continue his black and white photographic diary, but he is not longer interested in the assignment life. It is no longer spiritually right for him, he says. He is applying a lesson he learned in an English class at UK. The essay question asked, “What did Candide say at the end of the book, “Candide”? He failed the class because he had not read the book. After the exam, he looked it up and what Candide says after his trip around the world is, “Tend your own garden.” 

The Abells now live in a particularly interesting, visual area of Virginia. He intends to photograph the rocks along the river that are in his backyard. “I’m not going to go on assignment. That part of my life is finished,” he says. “But photography is richly ahead of me and I’m excited and eager to begin it.”
