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Shoot, Shoot, Shoot. 

Following the residency I met with my new advisor Betsy Schneider. We had an excellent talk and planned to meet every 3-4 weeks. We discussed the feedback I received from the committee members at the residency and how I should begin my exploration of photography this term. She supported me in shooting everything and anything. We talked about how important it was to create intuitively and discover what the work reveals.

She recommended looking at Tracy Longley-Cooks work. I attended Tracy’s show at the Tilt Gallery and I examined her piece Bearing Still. I was drawn to a number of her images because they gave the viewer space to interpret their own story.

My biggest challenge proved to be shooting everything. It was uncomfortable working without direction and structure. I worked using my two and a quarter camera but was also shooting with my digital camera. Using these new camera formats was problematic because they see the world so differently than my pinhole camera.

At the residency the administrators stressed the importance of creating and maintaining a blog to document our progress during the term. Creating it was fairly intuitive but adding images and linking papers from additional websites proved difficult. I spent some time working on my blog to get my papers linked and my flicker portfolio slideshow up and running.

The pace was rapid; it seemed just as I completed one paper, it was time to begin researching for another. When it comes to writing I just didn’t know where to start. So I began with my thoughts as personal narrative and tried to incorporate it into my critical theory paper. This seemed like a start but when I finished it I realized I had much more to add in order for it to be complete. For my next paper my goals were to write a critical analysis and cite more outside sources. I had made some progress toward being able to create an academic paper and overcoming the overwhelming feeling of a blank page.

Later in the semester I met with Betsy Schneider and we talked about what was happening with my photographs. I had made some headway with letting go, and had begun to take more risks using the digital camera. I was still regulating myself, but the editor in my head was starting to diminish. I started to look for what caught my eye, and where the edge or change is within the frame. I allowed my life and imperfect moments to enter my images. I began to shoot more intuitively. Betsy advocated that I continue the everyday project. She proposed that I make 4x6 inch prints to look at and arrange the best of what I had captured to date. I made small steps in observing the connections, relationships, and contradictions in my work. I created images of my family in Michigan with my digital camera and 8x10’ Hobo camera. I posted a slideshow of my everyday exercise upon my return home.  

By the end of March I went from experimenting with various cameras to exclusively using my digital camera; carrying it with me everywhere. Betsy challenged me to continue to shoot everything that held my interest throughout the day. I refrained from concentrating on a theme, resisting the urge to wrap my images up in a nice neat package. My daily assignment was to shoot 20-60 images. This process involved two steps; shooting images first and later identifying themes in my work. 

On the technical side I was dealing with more images than ever before, and it was overwhelming to organize them. I was feeling unsure with my photography, but being uncomfortable is exactly where I needed to be in this process of learning what I love to shoot. I know my uncertainty had to do with applying a new approach to creating images.

In preparation for my writing Betsy encouraged me to look at the work of Nicholas Nixon, Larry Sultan, Emmet Gowin, and Melissa Pinney. Both Nicholas Nixon and Larry Sultan were new to me, I have long admired the work of Emmet Gowin, and I have a new favorite artist with the addition of Melissa Pinney. She also introduced me to Colin Blakely; I added a link to his blog on mine. I love his images, especially his “Somewhere in Middle America” series. While researching photographers who shoot images of children I came across Wendy Ewald. More than twenty years ago, while an undergraduate, I had heard her speak. At that time I bought her book, Portraits and Dreams, and was inspired by her respect of children and process of collaboration. As I pulled my research together and began writing I still struggled, but I am slowly becoming more confident and competent. I know the program at AIB will give me plenty of opportunities to practice both my research and writing skills in small bite sized chunks. 

Betsy and I looked through my best images at midterm. It seemed that I had two bodies of work emerging. The first group was the portraits of my family and friends. The second series was my everyday experiences of who I am, who I shared my day with, and where I traveled. I also found images that started playing with juxtaposition; some images that compositionally worked with and off the edges of the frame. Others began to tell a story of an event or way of life. Betsy suggested that I create a top ten set, look at them everyday, and watch them evolve.

Historically photography comes with an assumption; it is the camera that creates the image, it is a mechanical process that is outside of art. It has been attributed to being truthful, of creating documentary images that we believe are impartial. Can we really make images of reality or truth? Don’t we all see what we need, want, or desire to see? What is the role of the artist in this relationship? As an artist I wonder which is more important, what we create, or how it is interpreted? 

In my following meeting with Betsy I was overwhelmed with sequencing my images into sets and disheartened by the quality of my larger test prints. I thought all I had created so far this term had been wasted because of some technical issues but fortunately it was not as bad as I had feared. As I contemplate what I will pull together for our upcoming residency I am challenged to think about how I can demonstrate and weave together the various paths that I have explored thus far. 

At the end of the school year I had an opportunity to work with children at Faith North Montessori School in downtown Phoenix. I taught them about the photographic process while creating a cyanotype mural. I showed them how to take their own photographs using my pinhole camera and one of my remaining boxes of type 55 film. Now I am in the process of collaborating with two other teachers on an after school art program for this upcoming school year.
Finals, wrapping up the end of the school year, and preparing my replacement instructor for my sabbatical; it has been a whirlwind! My experimentation with cameras earlier this year along with my desire to print the images larger than possible lead me to take another trip home to create more images for the upcoming residency. I spent an additional 11 days visiting my family, shooting everything and anything that caught my eye. I shot images of my family members during everyday activities and also took images in and around my childhood home. I arrived back in Arizona with the daunting task of selecting, sequencing, preparing, and printing them for the June residency.  I will have one more meeting with Betsy to review and ensure that what I present at the residency reflects the work that I have accomplished this term

Next semester I look forward to developing relationships with some of the children at Faith North Montessori School and working in collaboration with them. I will also continue to work with my family, especially my niece and nephews, working on interpretation of our family relationships. I believe that working more intuitively this term and letting go of control has taken me out of my comfort zone. It has permitted me to shoot with less constraints; the only restriction being the digital camera card and my hard drive space. I have greatly missed creating my final prints in a tactile way. I love the skill and craft that goes into the creation of these prints as well as the time I spent looking, viewing, and thinking about each image. At the same time I appreciate the immediacy and freedom that shooting with a digital camera allows. I would like to pursue exploring both traditional and digital tools to create my images. At some point in the future I would like to return to historical process printing and investigating various forms of presentation, working with encaustic, paints, and mark-making media. 

