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Relationships

Historically, our relationship with the camera has been that we trust it to portray the image in an honest manner. The camera reveals who we are, how we look – and which we regard as the literal truth. Nancy Miller writes in her essay Putting Ourselves in the Picture: Memoirs and Mourning, “In a way the photo is the relation. Replaced in memoirs, the family picture supplements the written self, in the memoir, the photos, visible or invisible, to lure the reader into thinking that now she is really seeing you, the autobiographical you that is sketched out on the page in words, the you attached by the camera to your other.” (53) The photograph is different from other media, setting up our expectations of showing reality, being objective, and revealing truth. We want to believe that the stills put before us are accurate; we want to trust and believe that what they convey about us is real. Yet the camera is just a different type of paintbrush that can be utilized by the artist to create a unique image. 

I sought to identify the various ways that photographers portray their personal lives: families, homes and communities. My research focused on artists who worked with families and children. While examining photographers I discovered they have extremely different approaches to this subject. I examined work by Colin Blakely and Wendy Ewald, whose methods reflects my own experience, and to whose work I feel connected. I also looked at Loretta Lux, whose images of children have been described as both disturbing and memorable. What are the different methods artists employ when creating their photos of children, and more importantly how does their method of creating images affect how we interpret them?    

While I travel long distances to create photographs of my extended family, Colin Blakely documents the homes and neighborhoods in which he lives. His images feel intimate to me as he paints a picture of an immediate family, their home and neighborhood. His images build as he layers his family, neighbors, interiors, and the landscape together to paint a portrait of his community. He documents his life gathering images each day. 

In one of his photos from the color series, The Histories Beneath, a child is in the driveway eating a Popsicle while much of it drips down his face and onto his chest. The images in this series feel like real moments; someone opening a door into their life. These are the messy day-to-day events to which many people in America can relate. The use of color in The Histories Beneath indicates to us that these images are now, in the present. In his series, Somewhere in Middle America, Colin pairs his black and white images that feel timeless with descriptive titles to tell a story. The Shadows of Promise depicts two young women standing in a park with a playground behind them. The title alludes to the possibility that the woman in front is pregnant, although this is not obvious in the image. 

His photographs feel immediate, as if I came upon them, as if I am in his town going down this street. Colin Blakely says in his artist statement, “My photographs depict this street and the people that inhabit it – both the ones that live here and the ones that visit. Some I know quite well, others are complete strangers. Overall, the work tells the story of a community that is holding on to a vanishing way of life. . . . Here, the passing of time is defined as much by the rituals we collectively participate in as by the months on a calendar. This work is a celebration of and possibly a eulogy to our way of life.” (Blakely) Judging from his artist statement, I think he must change relatively little, using a documentary approach.    

Wendy Ewald, a photographer and teacher, has a very different approach. In her book, Secret Games Collaborative Works with Children 1969-1999, she comments on the evolution of her process. When she first began teaching and working with Native American children in Canada during her summer breaks in college, she saw herself and the photos that she created as separate from the photos and written work that the children created. Years later, having worked in numerous countries and diverse cultures, she reflects, “For some time I worked with two methods – solo and collaborative – that ran parallel, as it were, until I came to understand that it was possible to combine them. Whether I was teaching or photographing, the crucial part of my artistic process was human interaction. . . . As the work progressed and I became more conscious of my method, I was able to experiment with ways of sharing control over the image-making.” (325) She fosters a learning community where all perceptions are seen and voices are heard.     

 In contrast to Wendy Ewalds method is the approach of Loretta Lux. Her process makes no attempt to create a portrait of any particular child; the children that appear in her images are the pigment on a canvas on which she manipulates and creates her own photographic painting. 

At first glance, I found her images of children expressionless – something seemed distorted in her photographs. Her children feel like they belong in a perfect world. Loretta spends months putting together the images she creates in Photoshop. She orchestrates her photo shoot of the children, acutely aware of every detail, from the lighting to hair and clothing. The children all wear vintage clothes that she chooses. Many are dressed in clothes that Loretta herself wore as a child, and all of the clothing is intentionally a bit too small. “Lux describes her pictures of children as ‘imaginary portraits.’ She is dedicated, she says, to the creative will, to making a reality that differs from what I find in memory and imagination.” (Stoll 70) Loretta Lux spends a great deal of energy creating her alternative vision of a perfect childhood. As an adult, she is in control of her identity, her clothing, her appearance, and even gave herself her name, Loretta Lux. The images that she creates are not about children, family, or the interaction between the photographer and the subject, but of an artist who is recreating her own flawless childhood, taking chaos and making order. 

My desire to revisit my childhood home through the experiences of my extended family may be an attempt to recapture and understand my own childhood and family relationships. I want to document the lives of the children in my family just as my Grandfather did for me. When working with my nieces and nephews, I share with them what I know about the photographic process, while documenting our family, their culture and traditions. I am committed to collaborating and working with children, to give them voice, a means of self-expression and identity. I want to create images that strengthen my connection to the people and places of my childhood home. 

Reading about these photographers and viewing their work, I appreciate the diversity of approach that each has used. I have begun to reflect on the evolution of my methods during this term. What I found most informative in assessing various artists’ approaches is the unique methods artists develop for themselves when creating their images. Each artist needs to create a relationship between themselves and their subject. “Even a candid photograph is structured, no matter how loosely. The subject is affected by the presence of the photographer by the very fact of being observed.” (Ewald 6) Regardless of the intent of the photographer, we cannot create an image without our perspective offsetting our ability to be objective. Wendy Ewald reflected on this imbalance. Her way to understand this relationship was by putting the camera in the hands of the children and teaching them how to have control over their own images. “In Labrador, she combined the students photographs with her own, trying to produce a subtly integrated body of work.” (Schuman 49) It was this exhibition that gave a fuller sense of perspective on the community that was represented. 

Before entering this program, I had developed a comfortable working method. I would clearly define the message I wanted to communicate and then I would direct my subjects to illustrate the my idea. This term, I am learning to appreciate and understand what compels me to create images. I am learning to trust this process – letting go of rules and control; to shoot, shoot, shoot, and to work more intuitively. By finding my balance in the relationship of photographer and subject I hope to create images that do not reveal a truth, but rather reflect my personal reality. In this process, what is important is what emerges from the sea of images that I have captured, and then sequencing these images together to create a sense of my family and my life.
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