Welcome to the afternoonsession of the f/295 Symposum on Lendess,
Alternative and Adgptive Photographic Processes here at Carnegie Mellon
University in Pittsburgh, PA.

| wish to extend my gratitudeto Tom Persinge for his Herculean effortsin
creating a much-needed forum for imagemakers working with non

traditiond forms of photography.

|®n going to take this oppotunity to present a philosophical synopss of my
forthcoming bodk, Photographic Possibilities: The Expressive Use of
Equipment, Ideas Materials, and Processes, Third Edition, which is due
from Focal Press late thisyear. Then | will give an introdudion to my
pictoria sculpture, World in a Jar: War and Trauna, which opensthis
evening at the Pittsburgh Filmmakers at 8 PM. Althoughoutwardly
dissimilar, both examine phobgraphic processes as dynamic, changing
entities, capable of funaioning as creative, cultural tools, whose visud
results can affect how we know and define our place in theworld. Each
componeant is accompanied by a PowerPoint presentation of project images.

| will be happy to take questionsat the concluson of today@ talks.

Photographic Possibilities: The Expressive Use of Equipment, Ideas,

Materials, and Processes Third Edition

In print since 1990, Photographic Possibilitiesis atrused gaeway for those
who want to experience and undestand innovative ways of thinking about
and working with the phatographic medium. Thebookis designed for

imagemakers who are familiar with the basics of black-and-white



phography and are keen to learn aboutuncommon ways of expanding ther

visud practice.

Specifically, Photographic Possibilities is devised for those who find it vital
to interact with the photbgraphic process to thoughtully interject thar
persond responses to the subject being portrayed. It isabookfor expressive
Imagemakers whose phobgraphsrepresent an essential component of how
they observe, describe, define, communicate, remember, celebrate, and

express thar respons to life.

In awideranging and open manne,, Photographic Possibilities surveys
what today@® alternaive imagemakers are actudly doing in thefield,
something different from the ordinary, in terms of appaatus, materials,
processes, representation concepts, and notionsof creativity. Thetext also
provides a historical background aboutthe major processes it covers.
Unfamiliar terms are defined upon ther first use. A Resource Guide of
additiond sources of information and supplies, induding Webstes, is

provided at the end of subject sectionswhenever appropriate.

Thebook®art program presents a stimulating survey of works by over 130
contemporary phoographes from Audraliato Germany and throughaut
North America, which illuminate, notilludrate, concepts and methods
discussed in thebook. Images were curated throughan internationd work
call and also by contacting specific artists. | communicated with each
imagemaker aboutthe working methodsthey employed to realize thear
vision. Thisinformationwas then distilled into captions, which allows the

makers to speak directly to thereaders.



Theguiding prindples of Photographic Possibilities are to explore,
encourage, and present works by artists who utilize photo-based processes to
evoke an inng state of conioumess and grapple with a subject beyondits
externd physcal structure. This approach can belikened to the Japanese
conaept of shashin, which says something is only truewhen it integrates the

outer appearance with theinna makeup of a subject.

Thebookprovides aresource for artists working with nonconformist
phographic forms. It suppots the bdief tha innovaion matters, and we
learn and undestand by doing. Photographic Possibilities champions
humen images,Othose that possess ther own idiosyncratic sense of essence,
time, and wonde. Such work is often aesthetically chdlenging, for it may
not provide the cusomary audience-friendly narratives and well-mannered
composgtionssome have come to expect. But this methodobgy is often
what is necessary to get usto set asidethe predetermined answers to the
question: QVhat is a phobgraph?and allow usto recognize phobgraphy(
remarkable diversity in terms of form, structure, representationd content,

and meaning.

Much of my imaginaive energy is rooted in anotion| call the QPossibility
Scale,Owhich prodaims: Of | can imagineit, there can be away to make it
happen.O It is transcendent artistic thinking Donethat seeks to reach beyond
the rangeof known experiences Bencouraging oneto adventurously visit
regionsonce deemed out of boundsor inhabited by demonsto push the
limits of our undeastanding. This framework disrupts many assumptionsand

conventionsand provides a pahway to supplying answers to the question



QVhy not?0

Photographic Possibilities pursues a working premise tha condrues
reactionsto phoiographsare persond and should not be pigeonhokd into
tightfitting, predetermined roles. Many people have been conditioned by
the maingream mediato bdieve the purpose of a phobgraph is to quickly
provide empirical commentary GaboutOa subject. However, it is possible
tha a phobgraph may notbe adirect sign tha standsfor something else,
makes a conaete statement or answers a specific question. A picture may
not necessarily be aboutsomething; rather it may be somethingin and of
itself tha possesses its own innae structure, value, and vocabulary. It may
be enigmatic or awork of theimagination, giving viewers access to
something that could not be perceived or undeastoodin another medium.
Such unrestricted images can be eccentric and changeable, thereby
disturbing standads of correct practice, which makes them more complex to

look at and ascertain meaning.

Some artists feel phobgraphic meaning can be realized when a photograph
Is thoughtof as beng a convesation amongthe phobgraphe,, subject, and
viewer. Inthis scenario, every convasation has its own context, whose
participants not only exchangewords but also formulate meaning based on
ther own indgoendent criteriainduding: how thewords are spoken; to
whomthey are addressed; the bodylanguaye of the paticipants; the persond
stories amongthos involved; the environment in which the convasation
takes place; and perhgos mos importantly, thar time and place in history.
When the participants actively ponde a specific subject orimage, a

distillation of meaning becomes possible. Thistype of critical thinking



involves the resourceful interaction among the participants, whose ensuing
clarity of focuscan lead to definition. Definition allows thos involved in
the process to take responsbility for solving a problem or reaching a

conduson aboutwhat an imagemaker deemed significant.

Photographic Possibilities is concerned with subjective imagemaking,
involving purposaly-controlled representationsof wha makes up reality.
When knowledgeable viewers look at a phobgraph they can usudly trace it
back to its technical origins, such whether it was a pinhole or view camera or
whether the capture was film or digital. Each imageis a culmination of the
following: the propaties of the origind subject; the specific materials used
in its creation; the produdion process; the phobgraphe @ artistic vision; and
the presentation method. When an imageis viewed, people may disagree
aboutwhether or notthey condder the picture to be phobgraphic.O What
they are really arguing aboutis the amountof image management, the
degree of deviation fromthe origind image capture, which audiences will
tolerate for awork to still be congdered photographic in naure.
Paradoxically, the fabricated nature of digital imaging, which ended andog
phobgraphy@ dominance of the practice, has expanded what mainstream
audiences now readily accept in terms of phobgraphic time congructs.
Unintentiondly our culture has acknowledged images are made of segments
of past, future, and intervening time, thusaccidentally recognizing the claim
of no manipulation, an unconditiond phaographic truth, is really highly

manipulative and false.

Photographic Possibilities is notinvolved with the long-standing
assumption that phobgraphy is nature@ mirror. Rather, it isintrigued by



how phobgraphy allows the manifestation of persond realities by means of
light-sengtive materials (film, paper, sensor) to see beyondthefixed frame.
Simply put, but difficult for some to accept, there is no mandae of how an
image should look. When two, first-rate photographers indgpendently
phograph the same subject they will produce different results. Thisis
because the undepinningsof inventiveness and origindity are formulated by
autononoudy actions, which in tum generate different representationsthan
previoudy established views of a similar subject. In this spirit,
Photographic Possibilities recognizes that fresh ideas come from re-
contextudizing existing knowmedgeandis link in this chan of knowledge
When we look at other images, we draw in memories of thingswe never
directly knew and commingle them with our own experiences, expanding
ourworldview. Themore onecomprehends howimages are made, the more
onerealizes tha imagemaking is a derivative, collaborative, and interpretive

Process.

Notionsof wha conditutes creativity and origindity have always swirled
aroundphotographic practice, thusmaking it imperative to realize tha
Western sodiety@ intellectud heritage, induding phobgraphy, is foundel on
a culture of trandormation, oneof borrowing, sharing, re-borrowing, and
then amending, expanding, and improving Bthefull rangeof ways in which
new art buildson and emerges fromtheold. Consder oneof America®3
cultural icons Steamboat Willie, the 1928Walt Disney cartoonthat
introduced Mickey Mouse. StanmboatWillie borrowed from, and played off
of, Buster Keaton® 1928silent film SieamboatBill, Jr., which itself had
borrowed from a 1910song, SieamboatBill. Disney( creative act was to

snach material from the ethosaroundhim, mix it with his own talent, and



then imprint that unioninto the character of our culture. Select an art form
and you will find this 1-2-3 combination of snatch, mix, andimprint. As
Pablo Picasso quipped, Bad artists copy; Great artists steal.O

It is worth noting tha in the early history of phobgraphy a series of judicial
decisionscould have changed the course of the medium: courts were asked
to decide whether a phobgraphea needed permission before capturing an
image. Was aphoographe stealing from an architect or building owner
when photographing a structure or from an individud whose phoograph he
or shetook, pirating something of private and certifiable value? Thos early
decisionswent in favor of those accused of thievery. Jus as Disney took
ingpiration from Keaton® Seeanrboat Bill, Jr. and the existence of real mice,
imagemakers need the freedomto interpret the archive of human knowedge
withoutthe bondsof restrictive and expensve copyrightlaws to expand our

fund of collective information.

Photographic Possibilities ingires imagemakers to acquire a working,
handson undestanding of awiderangeof photgraphic processes,
expanding ther visud lexicon to obtain ther desired outcomes. It puts
forward the assertion tha learning a range of representationa modds and
phographic methodsis vital to the act of trandating an abgract ideainto a
specific physcal reality. Only after aworking knowedgeof aprocessis
obtained can precise control begin. To tha end, this text provides basic
working procedures and introduces a variety of well-tested photographic
methods with examples of how and why other photbgraphea's have applied
them. It promotes a postion of indugve thinking in terms of conaept,

content, and process, with the ability to freely navigate amongthem, to



fabricate one® own meaningful destination. In this setting process is placed
in the service of conaept to condruct evocative content. Thisis possible
when the heart and the mind combine an idea from theimaginaion and
determinethe mog suitable technical means of bringing it into existence.
Then individud visionis thetrump card, an outcome supebly summed up
by former New Y ork Y ankee catcher and pop philosophe Yogi Berrawho
said: On theory there is no difference between theory and practice. In

practice there is.0

Pogtscript

For those who would like more detailed information aboutcontemporary,
aternaive photographic practice, please visit my webgte and download my
article: (Flexible Images: Handmade American Photography, 1969920020
which was the cover story in The Sodiety for Photographic Education@
magazine expoaure, Volume 36:1, 2003,cover and pages 23D42.
http://www.lightresearch.net/articles’/handmade html

World in a Jar: War and Trauma

Following an aesthetic strategy of search and discovery, World in a Jar: War
& Trauma utilizes the camera as an artistic tool to curate and re-imagine key
componeants from historical and origind images to explore the workingsof
our collective sodetal memory involving loss, popubr culture, religion,
tragedy, and the nature of evil over the past four centuries. World in a Jar
evolved out of my responge to the events of 9/11 and has allowed me to use

cameravisionto persondize large themes by dislocating the specificsin



favor of thegenera. Itisshgoed by my visud re-examination of history,
which isfuded by my collecting of photography booksand pictures. These
sources allow me to rework and reinterpret images to explore life@ Big

Issues and to ponde what history and images can and cannotteach us

World in a Jar is afree-form sculptural montage tha rethinksthe cusomary
linear narrative by offering a supemarket of moveable images. Theorigind
ingallation congsting of 850individud image jars, stacked 4 highona50 x
4 x 2 foot serpentine display pedestal, was surroundea by ten individudly
framed 40 x 60inch prints. Each glass jar containsa different picture, atwin
printed twice on a black field (akin to a 19th century stereo card), which lets
them be seen from multiple points of view. Each jarred image serves as an
interchangeable viewing block, allowing the complete collectionto bea
perpetud work in progress tha recreates itself each timeit isingaled. This
permits each photograph to notonly present its own split-second historical
reference, but also informs the context and interpretation of the surrounding
iImages. There are no captionsto anchortheimages to particular events,
which allow them to transcend ther specific time-based circumstances.
Rather, images freely floa in an ambiguousand enigmatic space,
encouraging viewers to interact and expand meaningsbased on their own
interpretations This engagement is areminde how we natively continueto
allow phobgraphsto seduce usinto bdieving tha they are objective
records, when in fact all images are notwha they initially appear to be and
require thoughtful interpretation. This open-ended produdion, emulating
how the puzzles and paradoxes of our own memories are condructed, can
convey an endless tale aboutthe human condition that exists outside of

chronological time.



Mog of the project images were made from other phobgraphs, as well as
from drawings pantings and prints for the purpose of questioning the
nature of the photographic image. It isa Socratic process alowing me to
engagein aphilosophical and visud dialoguewith other times, places, and
makers, flowing fromthe princple there is no correct first version of how an
image should look. | am notredefining an image as much as | am inquiring
into the metaphyscal contradictionsand opposng social forces that swirl
aroundeach image. | am asking each picture a question while examiningits

origin and how it@ significance changes over time.

Oneaspect of World in a Jar examines how the power elite has utilized
images, as well as words, to rule dreams, knowing that in turn dreams rule
actions Such images, dreams, and actionsare not necessarily benevolent
and can, in fact, bemalicious Evil can manifest itself in theform of an
obligatory fairy-tale in which a power-seeking group conaocts a narrative of
self-glorification tha de-humanizes another groupit wants to subjugéde.
Such myth formation convets Those people into allegedly powerful
enemies, whos very existence is suppo®dly responsble for theills of that
sodety, thusjugifying ther eliminaion to save tha way of life. TheNazis
produced a culture of crudty by fabricating giant lies, such as the 1940film
The Eternal Jew. Init Jews are portrayed as wandeaing cultural parasites,
and referred to as cancer, excrement, and plague labds that also provided
pseudo-scientific cover for ther claim theworld needed to cleansed of such

deadly germs.

A fundamental World in a Jar theme is my persond perceptionsof the pod-
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Holocauds world. In 1961,during thefog of thethreat of nudear
annihilation, | watched, on a black-and-white television, thetrial in
Jerusalem of Nazi official Adolf Eichmannfor crimes agang humanity for
his role in administering the mass deportation of QundesirableOpeople to
ghetos and exterminaion camps. | watched with my mother@ father whose
family had vanished up the desth camp@ chimneys. | was stunned. My
family didn®talk aboutit. | knew my father had left collegeto enlist in the
Army Air Corp before Pearl Harbor and spent 5 years in military service
during World War 11, but| had no perception of the enomity of the Nazi
atrodties. | could not comprehend systematically murdering people,
induding onemillion children, based on no more than faith in afictitious

racist viewpoint.

Seeing the black-and-white photographsmade at the conaentration camps
after the Allied liberation, naked corpses of women and men with nunbers
tattooed onther arms, degradingly piled like so much kindling, made me
feel asif my head had been split open and filled with mongrousfiendswho
pursued total annihilation. No images, before or since, have so powerfully
affected me. They left an inddible streak of anxiety uponmy psyche.
Clearly, everything I had been taughtto bdieve abouttheworld was wrong.
It seemed we are only are expected to pretend we are rationd bengs tha
power, violence, and sex don®make theworld go round, tha thingsare
different than they really, when in fact they aren@ Suddenly, | foundmyself
boundup with andent haeful bdiefs, arapidly spreading mental plaguetha
resulted in the horrific deaths of millionsof people. Ther anguish, sorrow,

and terror, like undeveloped film, were latently tattooed inade me.
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These appdling, grainy, black-and-white photographsof the Shoah
subaonsioudy influenced my future direction to work in black-and-white
phography, which | saw as being more authentic and essential than the
glossy patinaof color phobbgraphs | began making interpretive images
aboutthe Holocaug when | was in my mid-twenties, butit took me 30 years
of intellectudly wresting with the enomity of these ghastly crimes before |
was satisfied | was nottrivializing the subject. Althoughl have taughtand
extengvely written about color photbgraphy, it has only been since

completing this project tha | have begunto make color pictures.

As amember of Qhe hinge-generation,OJews living between the experience
of theHolocaus and its memory, | bdieve tha as last of the Survivors die it
Is essential for artists to find innovdive ways of remembering wha
happened. Memory is mutable. Itisonly asrea asthelast timeitis
remembered and the failure to renew these memories is akin to a belated
Nazi victory because wha they did will quickly and ddiberately be
concealed and forgotten.

Tha said | rgject the notion of myself as avictim of victims, damaged by
calamities perperated on someoneelse by unknown demonsin another time.
| don®bdieve that actud traumais transgenerationd, but| do think the
complex web of cultural inheritance involving ideals, mandéaes,
prohibitions and values allows a woundel spirit to be passed on to the next
generation. However, wha is paamountis recognizing and confronting
those who are responsble for humanitarian offenses, stopping atrodities as

quickly as possible, and bringing those responsble to judice.
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World in a Jar also examines the nature of visud veracity. History bears out
the more outrageousthelie; the more the perpetrators seem to be motivated
by it. Eventudly these lies become ubiquitous contaminaing and bogging
down an entire sodety with falsehoods Asthepod EdnaSt. Vincent Millay
pointed out, Ot@ nottruetha life is onedamn thing after another. 1t@ one

damned thing over and over.O

Even now that Photoshop has become a verb people still want to trust their
own eyes, even when they are aware they are only seeing pixels, thus
validating Groucho Marx@ observationa wisecrack, OVho you going
believe Dme Dor your lyinGeyes?0 Y et people continueto expect
phography to rende reality trangparent and undestandable rather than

acknowedging its inherently deviousnature and ability to make lies visible.

During the mid-twentieth century Henri Cartier-Bresson® conoept of Orhe
Decisive Moment,Othat fraction of a secondwhen the essence of a subject is
revealed, defined full-frame 35mm phatographic truth. Its foundadionwas
condructed aroundthe hand-held camera@ ability to freeze and isolate
action, giving it the appearance of being true. Unfortunaely thiswiddy
accepted theory ignored tha such Decisive Moments were disconnected

fromthar origind context and sequence of events.

Today@® abundance of dynamic digital moments, congructed from many
different pieces of time and space, chdlenge such popular assumptionsby
asking: Is the podvisudization of an imageinnaely less truthful than a
previsudized oneand can such an assembled picture reveal previoudy
unseen truths? Condder Jeff Wall@ highly structured image Dead Troops
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Talk (A Vision After an Ambus of a Red Army Patrol, near Moqor,
Afgharistan, Winter 1986, 1992. Wall@ elaborate devastating war scene
fabrication, camouflaged as truth, describes areal situaiontha defied the
phographic approach of grabbing a scene out of theflow of real time.
Wall@ methodolbgy skates on the edgebetween life and thester and points
outtha TheTruth isafluctuaing cultural congruct where our legends
commingle with facts to form an accepted sodal reality. Thisiswhy
allegory or symboalic expression remains a favorite methodfor representing

moral, political, and spiritud messages.

As previoudy discussed, new ideas and evaluaionsare not theresult of
sponianeousgeneration, but arise from evolutionay combinaions of
existingones. Itisin thiscontext, World in a Jar provides a shape shifting,
framework tha encourage audiences to Qead a textOfrom both their
congiousand subansiousmind, among the specimens presented for
examination. Asin James Joyce@® Finnegan®Wake (1939) one3 stream of
congiougnessis free to appreciate each image or sequences of images, in
order to fabricate a persond, dream-like narrative ignited by a weave of

retind assodationsthat dispense with linear time.

Timeisacruda component of World ina Jar. Timecallsusall and
measures change If thereisnotime, thereisnochange If thereisno
change thereisnoaction. If thereis noaction, life stagnaes. Andwe need
actionto foger creation, for creation propds life and provides hope Where
thereisno hope evil takes hold. Thereal struggle of Worldina Jar is
between hopeand evil for it is at this juncture that the mind® eye can offer

up possibilities for new and innovdive realities. Can alternaive forms of
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phobgraphy play arole in this process? | think it is possibleE
Thank you for your attention.

My gratitudeto Mark Jacobsfor his close reading and critical counsl of the
presentation drafts and to AnnaKuehl in preparing the PowerPoint shows.

© Robeat Hirsch 2008.
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