Snap Adams

AUCTION

Earlier this year, Willard Morgan contacted
Revival Auction Company proprietor Dean
Bertoldi about a cache of cameras belonging
to his family. Morgan’s late mother was
Liliane De Cock Morgan, longtime assistant
to master photographer Ansel Adams, and
an accomplished photographer in her own
right; his father, Douglas Morgan, published
many of Adams’s first technical photography
books; and his grandparents were Willard
D. Morgan, MoMA’s inaugural director of
the department of photography and Life
magazine’s first picture editor, and Barbara
Morgan, a dance photographer known for her
portraits of Merce Cunningham and Martha
Graham. Bertoldi soon became the broker for
the family’s collection of cameras, which had
been sitting in storage for years.
Presented as the De Cock Morgan
Collection, the July sale featured gems like
Willard D.’s Leica IIIc and Douglas’s Calumet
CC-4nn monorail—and a fully functional
Arca-Swiss 4x5 view camera, used by Adams
himself from 1964 to 1968. The apparatus
includes its original carrying case and all of its
existing contents, including extra bag bellows
and Kodak step-up rings.

While Adams spent his career experimenting
with various devices in his effort to capture the
American West, the view camera was arguably
best suited for his large-scale work because
of its supersized negatives. He gave Liliane
the camera in 1968, and she too used it to
capture landscapes around the U.S., exploring
ideas and techniques sparked by her mentor.
“Adams was quite generous to people who
showed interest and promise in photography,”
Bertoldi says. “He was like a father to Liliane.”
Adams even walked Liliane down the aisle
at her wedding, which took place in his
living room.
Though the Arca-Swiss symbolizes
Adams’s work, it is a simple camera—which
makes it hard to price as an artifact. In a similar
instance earlier this year, a Colt .45-caliber
revolver belonging to gunslinger Wyatt
Earp, which he allegedly carried during the
O.K. Corral shoot-out, was up for auction.
“Earp’s Colt is a common firearm, but its
price soared to more than $200,000 because
it was his,” Bertoldi says. Inevitably, the
Arca-Swiss—which remains unsold, but will
likely be presented at auction again in January
2015—will have a similar fate.

A camera that once
belonged to legendary
photographer Ansel Adams
goes up for bid.
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Mid-1960s Arca-Swiss 4x5 view
camera and original travel case,
owned by Ansel Adams.
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