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Few contem porary nature photographers are as p ro 
lific or talented as Seattle-based Art Wolfe, who 
spends nine m onths a year traveling to rem ote cor
ners of the world in search o f stunning images. In just 
three decades he has produced 45 books and it was 
only a m atter o f tim e before he focused on the
Himalaya— perhaps the planet’s m ost magnificent landscape.

Given the impressive num ber o f Himalayan books that have already been published, he 
faced some very hard acts to follow. As I first flipped through the pages o f High Himalaya, how 
ever, I was pleased to see m any signature images tha t im m ediately set him  apart. I especially 
liked his strong visual them e o f tightly-cropped details, patterns, and textures, a peek at things 
that is uniquely his own. Some are as intim ate as a spray o f tiny flowers in the Rongbuk Valley, 
the ripples in a folded rock, o r the snowy slats o f a bridge across the H unza River. O thers are 
grander, ranging from star tracks behind towering m ountains to huge fluted snow faces, or hazy 
ridges receding tow ards the plains o f India. W ithin these fram es he shows us the world as he 
alone can see it.



In m any images Wolfe also dem onstrates his m astery o f light, shadow and color— as well 
as the patience to wait until they are perfect. I loved the alpenglow he captured on M asherbrum , 
M itre Peak, and m any others, and w anted to step right in to  the “G od rays” he saw pouring  
betw een the Trango Towers. Also notable were jux tapositions o f light and shadow  that bring 
huge depth to som e o f his images on the Pam ir Plateau and one w inning shot o f G asherbrum . 
He knows how to make the m ost o f a swirl o f color, or the m om entary  kiss o f w arm th into an 
otherwise frigid environm ent.

Viewing this book with eyes that have seen more Himalayan pictures than I can remember, 
I was impressed. It’s inspirational to watch how  he plays w ith the light and frames his pictures 
to m axim ize curves, jagged edges, repeating shapes, and o ther com positional elem ents that 
make them  “A rt” (pun  in tended), no t just snapshots. Still, I wish tha t Wolfe had edited even 
m ore tightly tow ard this distinctive vision.

As w ith m ost photography  books, High Him alaya  includes a few pictures tha t seem to 
stray from the mix and these puzzled me. There’s a yak staring stupidly at the cam era in boring 
m id-day light and a few scenes o f various m ountains that any trekker m ight have shot. As well, 
there are scenes o f m ountains such as M achhapuchhare or the Trango Towers that break no dis
tinctly  new visual ground. But maybe these serve a purpose. By rem inding the viewer o f the 
ordinary, they make us appreciate his stronger images all the more.

A m ore serious critique o f High Himalaya, however, is the book’s inclusion o f a text that 
bears little connection to the images. Aside from Wolfe’s own camera notes about each picture—  
which are fun to read and provide interesting background (as well as the book’s only personal 
story line)— the rest o f the words are interviews and short descriptions o f the accom plishments 
o f fam ed m ountaineers Reinhold Messner, Ed Viesturs, and  D oug Scott, all w ritten  by Peter 
Potterfield. Together w ith a nicely articulated and very personal introduction by N orbu Tenzing 
Norgay (Tenzing’s son), these echo a com m on them e that the real rewards o f Himalayan m oun
taineering are encounters w ith the natural environm ents and cultures through which alpinists 
pass in search o f their sum m its. Here, each clim ber suggests the need to reach ou t and learn 
som ething from  local people, and then to give som ething back.

This is a noble and im portan t message, bu t it doesn’t really fit the pictures. It also leads 
Wolfe into dangerous ground, inviting com parison no t just w ith landscape photographers—  
with whom he can hold his own— but also with such brilliant Himalayan cultural photographers 
as Eric Valli, Roland and Sabrina M ichaud or Steve M cCurry— with w hom  he does not. In a few 
cases he delivers. His best people shots are o f Kazakh horsem en galloping together in clouds of 
dust as they jostle one another for possession o f a headless goat. He stopped and really waited to 
catch them  at their best. I also liked the patterns he captured in the exotic yellow hats o f Buddhist 
m onks in K athm andu, the splash o f color on the back o f a Balti child carrying flowering weeds 
in Askole, or the rich w arm  light on the faces o f Uygur children in western China.

Over a broader span o f pages, however, I was disappointed. The book includes too m any 
listless, unengaged po rtra its  o f people staring  at the lens, w hether they be w rinkled Nepali 
grandm others, H indu  “naga babas,” gangs o f giggling kids, or sultry teenagers sucked closer by 
a telephoto. It looks as if Wolfe was rushing through his encounters w ith m any o f these subjects 
en route to som ething m ore im portant. O nly occasionally does his cultural photography share 
the same power and attention to detail as his pictures o f nature and the m ountains— which he, 
himself, adm its to be his forte and greatest love. W ith a few exceptions, I wish he’d stuck with 
w hat he does best.



W hat really sets a book apart is passion. You can’t look at Galen Rowell’s M y Tibet, Eric 
Valli’s Caravans, or Steve M cCurry’s Monsoon w ithout feeling a visceral sense of how m uch they 
love their subjects. There is no doub t that Wolfe also brim s w ith this for both  the art o f  p h o 
tography and the w ider natural world. In the best pages o f High Himalaya, tha t shines clearly 
th rough  the ink. But as I look m ore carefully at this som ew hat disjointed book, I feel tha t in 
Wolfe’s exuberance to create powerful m ountain  images, he hasn’t slowed down enough to let 
the m ore ethereal Himalaya root deeply in his soul.
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