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While at my last residency, I had feedback from some advisors to only to create images with my digital camera and process my images with a digital printer in color. Other advisors, who knew my love of alternative photographic processes, stated that historic processes are extremely difficult to use in contemporary photography. They believe that alternative processes are mired in the baggage of past associations. Yet other advisors believed that I should continue to explore to find the appropriate medium for the printing of my images to reconcile these views and my own artistic needs. I am looking at other artists that use alternative photographic processes and how their choices of medium support what they are trying to convey to their audience.


I am struggling as I continue to develop as a photographer and storyteller. This learning process has made me examine the fractures of my childhood secrets.  At the same time, I am grappling with what tools and medium will best reinforce my vision. For me, digital and alternative processes are considerably different; each brings a distinct feel to the work. When I am physically engrossed with my materials, and the process engages me. I love to spend time looking at the image develop in the sun, watching the chemical colors change. During this process I spend more time with my images, reflecting on the image and what it is communicating. In contrast, when I am in front of a computer it becomes a production tool for me. 


But, according to Barbara E. Savedoff, “ the resources of art are not simply physical materials and processes. Each process has attached to it beliefs, practices, and conventions that affect our understanding and reading of the images produced and that the artist employs to achieve his or her desired effects.”  (Savedoff 201) 


There are many contemporary artists working today in alternative processes. France Scully Osterman, who is well known for her knowledge in the alternative processes of wet plate collodion, salted paper, and albumen printing, continue to create images. She recently opened a show based on her Sleep series at the Tilt Gallery here in Phoenix. 

Her subjects seem not to be dreaming at all, but thinking with their eyes closed. They appear to inhabit a region as distant as death, frozen by an unsentimental objectivity . . . Osterman's salt prints solicit viewers into the deep hollows and shadows, and through them to a sense of physical intimacy, palpable but impersonal. These sleeping figures suggest how photography thrives in the play between what we sense but cannot see and what we see but cannot fully know.” (Rexer 124)

Her images in this series are printed in muted warm tones. Many of them feel soft and dreamlike, the feeling that I have in a warm and darkened room at the end of a long day. Looking at the images, I am responding to the color. In opposition is the clarity of her images, lack of grain, depth of tone, and some of the positions of the sleepers that make us aware that we are the observers, watching these sleepers in a most vulnerable position. As a push my images to reveal fear and anxiety, investigating the thread between the real and unreal, I want my final images to reflect this space between with the tones and muted colors of memory.   


Dan Estabrook is another contemporary artist who utilizes some of the earliest photographic processes, calotype, and salt prints. He further manipulates his photographs with pencil and ink, layering additional content in his imagery. I am drawn to his series Nine Symptoms, in which he created images for nine symptoms of falling in love. On each image the symptom is written just below the image. Usually I find that the addition of words directs me too much in how to interpret an image, but these words with the simple photograph are allusive and leave much to ponder. My favorite of this series is Shortness of Breath, a photograph of the back of the head and shoulders of a woman, and just beyond her the partial silhouette of a man. Dan writes in StrangeBeautiful, an online blog, 

It is this alchemy that moves me. Using and emulating nineteenth-century printing techniques, and making visible the very physical materials of which photographs are made, I attempt to have seemingly anonymous photographs become highly personal objects. In these images a single repeated shape, a formation of flowers, or the patterns of dust and decay are almost legible texts, inscribed on the skin of paper, tin, and glass. - Dan Estabrook, 1998

In many of his images he has used the muted tones of alternative processes to underpin his metaphorical images. In another image, Euphoria Estabrook uses white dots to stipple in the form of a figure in this series, symbolizing another symptom. I think that we would respond differently to computer-made stippling of perfect circles. “It’s all about the human reference in both the vision and crafting of photographic imagery.” (James 543) The decision of materials and how they are applied to one’s art is vitally important; every detail is seen or felt, either consciously or unconsciously. 

Robert and Shana ParkeHarrison collaborate in creating their narrative images. ParkeHarrison “designs and constructs the sets for his photo-based works, and then assumes the role of a heroic Everyman figure fighting environmental battles against impossible odds.” (Gaston) In the series The Architect’s Brother, in the image Turning to Spring, we see a man pulling back a seam in the earth, revealing the gears needed, I am assuming, to be turned by the man with a wrench for Spring to begin. The images expose the stark desolate environment as the artists make comment on the state of the earth if we do not do something to preserve it. These images with the Everyman figure have a timeless feeling; supported by the warm monochrome images, this man could exist at any place in time. In contrast, to The Architect’s Brother is ParkeHarrison’s newer work, utilizing minimal color, low in saturation, often muted earth tones as in Interlude. You can see a stronger application of color in the butterflies providing impact in Morning Cloak. Within the new work the concept is the same environmental message but they feel more immediate, more in the present. These are not images of Everyman in his landscape but a closer view of specific details of Everyman dealing with preserving the earth. Many times the figure in these images are partially out of frame, sometimes only an arm, legs and feet, or devoid of a figure. Regardless of the processes used both series are equally powerful in concept and appropriate in execution. 

Determining which material and process I use to create my images depends on the concept and the feeling I am attempting to communicate. I am looking for a way to create a quality of uneasiness to them, to exploit this tension. I am talking with friends and family members that have some of these kinds of experiences, asking the question, “What does this moment look like?” I am becoming more aware of my personal family dynamics, digging deeper into the secrets of my childhood. Yet at the same time, I want my images to have a dark dreamlike quality, I want my viewers to discover the tension between the people or the environments I place them in. In one of the images I created this month, I have placed my niece and nephew in front of a row of buildings that have burnt to the ground. For me in these images the color is saturated, has too much impact and focus, especially the orange fencing and yellow caution tape that the city uses to keep people out. Instead of this moment existing anytime, it becomes time specific and is brought into the present. This image becomes documentary in interpretation and at some time in the future will be attached to a specific time in the past. 

Only through the sure use of tools and a full understanding of them can artists function at their best. I believe as an artist, instead of saying this art is digital and this is a silver print, we all have to use artistic tools that express our inner vision most accurately. “The people who loved photography for its accidents, expression, and unpredictability are moving in droves to alternative process image making.”  (James 540) What will be the most appropriate tools for one person and their concepts will not be suitable for another artist. 

“Photography’s scientific origins, the use of photosensitive materials and lenses to effect reproducible images, are well known. Yet its basis in human imagination, which is linked to the scientific processes, is of equal importance.” (Hulick 419) Therefore, I believe that it is vital for an artist to have a full array of choices to employ in order to create images in their distinct voice. What is most important is what the artist is doing with their chosen tools. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/7934911@N07/sets/72157608129533181/show/
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