
10 Minerals 10 Grays, Ongoing

10 Minerals 10 Grays is the last work of a 
group of projects investigating the essen-
tial qualities of the photographic medium 
through the observation of light and optical 
phenomena. As the title suggests, the work 
displays ten black-and-white photographs of 
minerals characterized by a different reflec-
tance index. The ten shades of gray recall 
those of the Zone System, a technique cre-
ated by the famous American photographer 
Ansel Adams in the mid-twentieth century. 
This approach has defined the methodology 
of black-and-white photography, influenc-
ing its development worldwide both on a 
professional and amateur level. Based on the 
author’s total control over the medium, this 
theoretical-practical method centers on the 
idea of pre-visualization of the final image. 
The Zone System involves rendering every 
detail of the photographed scene according 
to a precise shade of gray determined in ad-
vance by the author. Following this method, 
the photographer intends not to record reali-
ty but reinterpret it with a pictorialist spirit. 

The selection of the minerals used for the 
work was determined solely by a single fac-
tor: the ability of the materials to reflect and 
absorb the electromagnetic spectrum visible 
to the human eye. The collection starts from 
the pure white of Selenite up to the deep 
black of Obsidian - actually not a mineral 
but a glass of volcanic origin. Each specimen 
between the two extremes corresponds to a 
different shade of gray: Calcite, Mangano-
an-Calcite, Gallite, Franklinite, Hematite, 
Green Tourmaline, and Black Tourmaline. To 
create the work, the artist photographed each 
sample, positioned on a medium gray back-
ground, in the same conditions. Exposure 
time, framing, and lighting remained un-
changed in each shot. Subsequently, the ten 
4x5 sheet films were developed and printed 
following constant times and contrast. As 
opposed to the principles of the Zone Sys-
tem, the process generated a series of shades 

depending only on the chemical and physical 
characteristics of the objects used. This gray-
scale excludes any aesthetic choice. 
Through this simple set of rules, Del Con-
te raises a more complex question: what is 
photography, if not the way a given material 
reflects light, and how the photosensitive 
support records this flux of photons? The 
procedure carried out by the artist suggests 
a provocative conclusion: the only thing that 
matters in the execution of a photograph 
is how the physical and chemical structure 
of a material reverberates the beam of light 
illuminating it.

This statement contrasts the current pho-
tographic practice, mainly based on digital 
technologies. Shifting from the Zone Sys-
tem’s structure, today’s imaging technology 
is driven by algorithms whose functioning is 
unknown to the public. Among other tasks, 
they determine the tonal range of the images 
produced with smart-phones, digital camer-
as, and even post-production software and 
apps. Del Conte’s intention is not to deny 
technological evolution nor look at a past 
era with melancholy. Artificial intelligence 
and algorithmic manipulation have entered 
all aspects of our life, even those somewhat 
more relevant than visual arts. Though, it 
is a process that must be welcomed with 
the proper level of understanding. Progress 
simplifies our reality but, on the other hand, 
removes awareness from our actions.
With 10 Minerals 10 Grays, the artist brings 
us back to the materiality of the light-sensi-
tive medium and warns us that, in the end, 
photography is just a question of matter and 
light. 

Fig.1,8 The coast between Liguria and Tuscany where the artist collected some samples for 
the research, c-prints, 120x100 cm, ED 3+2 AP, 2021



Fig.2 Selenite, gelatin silver print, variable dimensions, ED 5+2 AP, 2022 Fig.3 Obsidian, gelatin silver print, variable dimensions, ED 5+2 AP, 2022



Fig.4 Franklinite, gelatin silver print, variable dimensions, ED 5+2 AP, 2022
Fig.5 Hematite, gelatin silver print, variable dimensions, ED 5+2 AP, 2022
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