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Bryan Thomas for The Wall Street Journal

Chris Boot and Michael Famighetti work on the
new Aperture magazine in their Chelsea gallery.

By LANA BORTOLOT

In 1953, Minor White, a founding editor of a new photo magazine called Aperture, wrote that
"photography seems to be reevaluating itself these days—probably preparatory to taking off in a
new direction."

He was explaining why a group of writers and
photographers including himself, Ansel Adams and
Dorothea Lange had decided to launch their quarterly
print publication, but he just as easily could have been
writing about the state of image-making today. Now, 60
years after the birth of Aperture, the magazine White
helped launch (and the foundation that grew out of it)
is once again evaluating its place in the photo industry
—this time in an effort to stave off extinction.

A decade after White and his cohorts started their
seminal magazine, Aperture incorporated as a
nonprofit foundation and, in 1965, established a book-

publishing division where the world's best photographers wanted—and needed—to be. It helped
launch the careers of Diane Arbus, Nan Goldin and others from its storefront offices on West 23rd
Street, and expanded into gallery exhibitions after moving to West 27th Street in 2005.

"Aperture, for the photo world, was not just a household name, but one of the brands and arbiters
of taste," said New York photographer Ed Kashi. "They've published some of the signature books
of the most prominent photography of the last 30 years."

Added the magazine's editor, Michael Famighetti, "The
mission of the magazine was to legitimize and defend
photography, because there wasn't really a platform for
that discussion, and in a lot of ways photography wasn't
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taken seriously as artwork."

But as magazines struggled in the digital age and global
art-book publishers aggressively marketed photo books
for mass audiences, the foundation's influence eroded.
When photo-centric social-media sites crashed the
scene, Aperture was essentially rendered a relic.

So when the foundation reintroduces its flagship
magazine next month, it will double as an attempt to
reintroduce a critical voice in the conversation about
the meaning of images and, more specifically, how to

keep photography in focus in an amorphous digital world. "We've really tried to think what a
magazine of photography should be," said Chris Boot, who has headed the initiative as Aperture's
executive director since 2010. "With so many things changing so fast in the photography world,
we wanted a vehicle to deal with a variety of views in a way the magazine for the past 10 years
never did."

Many of those issues now relate to how photographs are created and consumed online—a
phenomenon powered by social-media sites where photography has become a day-to-day form of
mass storytelling.

"Previously, it was artists using photography to shape the agenda of the medium, but today that's
shifted," said Mr. Boot, who is 52. "There's a large part of the contemporary art world almost
trying to keep up with what's become the phenomenon of photography. We definitely see
[photography] not just as a role in contemporary art but as a social and technological
phenomenon."

Though the quarterly magazine has strived to publish more topical portfolios and features, it
never appealed to an audience outside the photo community. Its peak readership, in 2008,
reached about 24,000 paid subscribers. It has since fallen to 17,500.

Aside from the digital revolution, Mr. Boot said, Aperture was forced to rethink its longtime
model on account of the "digital distribution revolution"—a proliferation of web-based images
and publishing platforms that allow photographers to create their own magazines and books.
Aperture will attempt to address those issues with expanded online initiatives and apps.

"A large part of our job is that we now become curators of what's going on out there and making
selections of what we want to focus on in a polished and substantive form," said Mr. Famighetti,
who is 34.

Subscribers will now pay $75 a year—up from $40—for the quarterly magazine and digital access
that includes expanded content such as interviews and multimedia features, plus fresh blog
content. A digital-only subscription will cost $25—seven dollars less than last year. The
foundation is also looking at structures that would make Aperture member-driven, with various
levels of support. (Its $5 million annual operating income was supplemented by the 2010 sale of
Paul Strand photographs to the Philadelphia Museum of Art and other institutions.)
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The new magazine will increase its page count by 50% and replace the current mish-mash of
features with dedicated sections to text and images. The front-of-book feature, "Words," includes
thematic essays, and "Pictures" is the glossy back section supporting the theme. New columns will
rotate throughout the year, and book and exhibition reviews will migrate to the web-zine.

"While it would be fine for them to start playing in the 24/7 world of social media, I want
Aperture to remain an intelligent and calm voice in photography," Mr. Kashi said. "We go to
Aperture for thoughtful, timeless insights into where photography has come from, where it is now
and where it's going."

Aperture is also planning to more forcefully assert its place in photography book publishing, the
field it once dominated but has been penetrated in the past 20 years by mass-market art-book
publishers such as Phaidon Press and Taschen, and on a more local level, independent outfits like
Brooklyn's powerHouse Books. It publishes about 12 to 15 new books and about 25 special
editions a year, in addition to the twice-yearly broadsheet, PhotoBook Review.

It will also more aggressively seek out emerging photographers such as Hank Willis Thomas, 36, a
conceptual artist who said his work was validated by Aperture's 2008 publication of his "Pitch
Blackness."

"It kind of fixes your work in history," Mr. Thomas said. "Aperture's model has rarely been
centered around money-making as much as it has around engagement and photography as an art
form. In that way it does differ from the other publishers."

A version of this article appeared January 28, 2013, on page A23 in the U.S. edition of The Wall
Street Journal, with the headline: Pushing Its Way Back Into the Frame.
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