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Editor’s Comments
•
Style and Content

Photography is an incredibly flexible medium that allows us to employ an
amazing variety of strategies. Documentarians create “straight photographs”
whose very definition demands that there be no aesthetic manipulations. We
fine art photographers — at the opposite end of the spectrum — are free to
modify our images in any way that we believe improves their emotional and
aesthetic impact. This freedom is fertile ground for creative interpretation —
which brings us directly to the discussion of style — which further brings us
to the plethora of options we have today.
In my photographic youth, the buzzword that dominated so much thought
was the challenge of finding one’s individual “style.” Without developing an
individual style, our photographs became indistinguishable from those of
the herd. Developing one’s style became a critical and important step in the
process toward individuality and perhaps even notoriety. Pursuit of one’s style
consumed incredible amounts of energy and attention. Those were such
innocent days.
There is no doubt that the introduction of digital tools has expanded our ability
to manipulate images beyond anything imagined by previous generations of
photographers. The implications of this newfound power in postproduction
have, to some degree, modified the very definition of “fine art photography.”
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I think it’s fair to say that previous generations placed the greatest importance
in how an image was captured — aiming to use light and composition as
the primary tools to define their vision. Postprocessing has always been a part
of a photographer’s toolbox, but with film, postprocessing usually became
a matter of correcting for the limitations of the materials rather than pushing
aesthetics into a completely new vision. The vaunted Zone System was, at least
mostly, a tonal correction strategy as well as one of aesthetic interpretation.
Style has multiplied in the digital age. Now one’s style is less associated with
a photographer, but rather with a specific project. From a numeric perspective,
we used to need one style we could call our own; today we are better served
by developing a style for every project — one that is not only appropriate
for the images, but that holds a group of images together as a project. I’d go
so far as to say that the focus of pursuing quality in photography has shifted
from pursuing excellence in an image to pursuing an aesthetic unity that
binds images together and enhances the emotional impact of the group. Said
another way, it used to be that excellence itself was a characteristic of a singular
image; today, excellence is more often a characteristic of a project — and style
is a major component of whether or not a project is considered excellent.
Let me see if I can express this a bit less theoretically. In my youth, I spent
most of my time in the darkroom jumping through technical hoops in order
to improve the shortcomings in the negative. Dodging and burning, contrast control, toning, selenium toning negatives, chasing obscure and arcane
chemical formulations, and the never ending pursuit of the best photographic
paper consumed, in my case, hours and hours in the darkroom — and literally
decades of my creative life. Compare that to today when I spend most of
my creative time working a project — experimenting with stylistic choices,
editing, and sequencing. The search for the best stylistic interpretation for
a given project has become the largest expenditure of time and creative
energy required on the road to completion. All the things that used to require
hours — tonal corrections, subtle tonal relationships, cropping, and archival
processing — are now accomplished so easily as to be almost embarrassingly simplistic. I no longer wonder how to get the blacks to be really black
while still preserving detail in the shadows; I can accomplish this with a click
or two of the mouse. What now captures my attention is the question about
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whether or not the project should have really black blacks, should use soft or
hard contrast, should be tack sharp or softly focused, should include text or
not, should be rectilinear or skewed, should be quadrilateral or have irregular
edges, should be… The list goes on and on. In the darkroom, the question
was always, Is this image good? Now the question is always, Does this stylistic
interpretation enhance my artistic intention?
Each stylistic decision is a creative and artistic one. Each decision either enhances
or detracts from the emotional and aesthetic impact of the project. In essence,
the success of the artwork and the measure of the artist is the cumulative
effect of all of these decisions: content, intention, mood, appropriateness of
the projects style, editing, sequencing, and I would even include layout and
typography in most projects. Whether a group of images is seen in an exhibition (scale, matting and framing, lighting, title, and concept), a book or magazine publication (tonalities, print quality, layout design, title, and concept), or
in digital distribution like a website or PDF (interactive elements, typography,
delivery device scaling), there are literally hundreds of decisions that contribute
to the finished work — all of which go far beyond Is this image good? Those
decisions either work harmoniously toward an aesthetic impact, or they detract
from it. I would propose that choosing the right stylistic interpretation for the
project is a universal element that affects the aesthetic impact regardless of
the medium of delivery.

Example — Dreams of Japan

At the risk of appearing self-serving, I’ll illustrate this issue of style and content
with a project of my own work.
I’ve been to Japan half a dozen times where I photograph primarily in the
rural, northern countryside known as Tohoku. Like all of us who love doing
travel photography, there is no escaping the fact that we are strangers. The
immediate temptation with travel photography is to capture a sort of idealized
documentary — quaint people, exotic locations and clothing, dramatic light,
and almost without exception, an abundance of public places. There’s nothing
wrong with any of this, but there is an underlying premise that I admit I do
find cumbersome: it’s the use of photography as transporter. Looking at such
photographs, we are supposed to have the experience as though we have been
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instantaneously transported to the exotic location and that, using the photographs, we can see the world through the photographer’s eyes. The unspoken
myth in this kind of work is that both the camera and the photographer are
perfectly transparent, essentially nonexistent, and that we are seeing in the
photographs exactly what we would see if we had been transported to that
time and location. Such photographs are objectivity on parade. As such, the
photographs are supposed to tell us some sort of thoroughly objective truth
— but this can only be the truth of a stranger because we simply are strangers! Doesn’t it make sense, then, that our project will, by default, be somewhat
shallow, superficial, and repetitively similar to all other travelers who also used
their cameras to record this same truth from the same exotic locations in the
same public places? This is precisely why so much travel photography looks
like everyone else’s travel photography.
The solution to this dilemma of shallow objectivity is to rethink the content we
are trying to express. Rather than simply show objective Japan, doesn’t it make
sense to consider an alternative possibility — that is, to interpret the exotic
location through our own experience? With this thought as the foundation,
the operative question becomes not What did you see? but rather What did
you experience? In other words, my challenge was not to tell you about Japan
— something I could only do with limited knowledge and even more limited
photographic opportunities — but rather tell you about how I’ve experienced
Japan. The more I thought about this, the more I realized that Japan, to me,
was less a travel experience than it was a dream about Japanese aesthetics
that circles the edges of my consciousness.
With this realization — and specifically only after this realization — was I ready
to begin the quest for a style that would represent my content and intent. The
completion of this project was suddenly reduced to a few necessary steps:
1. Create a stylistic interpretation that would represent my dreamlike experience and reinforce the content.
2. Apply that stylistic interpretation to my images from Japan,
then both reject and select candidates — not based on what
the camera captured, but rather based on how the images fail
or succeed with this stylized interpretation.
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3. Add text in a storyline that contributes to the content.
4. Decide on the best sequence of images and text.
Each of these four steps required experimentation, time to simmer and mature,
and involved all the classic elements of the creative process — starting over, selfdoubt, glee, circling back, more experimentation, and, eventually, conclusion.
This project was completed as a 100+ page PDF, from which the following
pages are a short excerpt. Please consider this an example of style in service of
content — a principle that I believe is the foundation of today’s photographic
creativity.
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Final Year!
Get your entries ready...

The fourth and final Seeing in SIXES book
is open for entries!
Deadline for entries is June 16, 2019
Everyone who enters will receive a book (One copy per entrant.)
whether or not your work is selected for publication.
The book will be completed and printed in Sept/Oct 2019,
and mailed in October 2019.
Retail price for the book will be $34.95 (plus shipping).

Entry instructions and details at www.lenswork.com
* You do not need to be a LensWork subscriber to enter.

Deadline
for
entries
is
June
16,
2019
Our 2018 LensWork Community Book Project!
XX
XX

You must enter to be considered for inclusion in this juried publication!

Everyone who submits a body of work for consideration will receive a copy
of the finished book in October 2019. (One copy per entrant.)

XX

Projects must be 6 images exactly (an arbitrary, but inflexible number that
places on these projects a haiku-like structure).

XX

Selected entries will appear in a 6-page spread in the finished book.

XX

Entries may be color or black-and-white!

XX

A project title (with or without subtitle) is recommended.

XX

XX

Other optional components are at the photographer’s discretion: subtitle,
a sentence or paragraph of introductory text, image titles or captions, poetry,
narrative, etc.

Contact information for the photographer (e.g., email, website, Facebook)
will be included with each published project.

XX

Entry via online submission only. Seeing in SIXES detailed entry instructions and entry forms can be found at www.lenswork.com.

XX

Entry fee is $45 for the first project, $25 for each additional project. There is
no limitation on the number of projects you may submit. Remember, everyone
who submits a project will receive one finished book in Oct 2019. (One copy per entrant.)

XX

XX

Unlike many other juried publications, you retain all copyrights to your
images and written materials. LensWork is granted one-time only publication
rights only.
Additional books will be available for purchase by you and LensWork readers!

Entry instructions and details at www.lenswork.com
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Previous books still available!

$34.95 each
plus shipping & handling
“I received my Seeing in Sixes books, after a long delay in

“Today I received my copy of Seeing in Sixes. It is hard

the Peruvian post office. After quickly going through the

for me to hold down the hyperbole but this is one of the

book, my first reaction is: WOW! I am impressed by the

finest collection of photographs that I have seen — truly a

quality of the book itself, but mostly about the diversity

photography book for photographers. Last year I enjoyed

and excellence of the portfolios selected. I am incredibly

volume one but this year the collection far exceeds last

proud of having my own portfolio among such fantas-

year. This is a book that I will look at over and over and

tic works. Thank you very much for this initiative, which

because of that I will order another copy. Over the years I

lets us discover the beautiful photographs being made

have collected a large quantity of first edition photogra-

throughout the world.” ~ Jose Antonio Rosas

phy books and I can honestly say that this book will rank

“Kudos to you and your staff for latest edition of Seeing

in the top tier of those books.” ~ Laurance Sumners

in Sixes 2017. Your choices of images that were submitted

“I received my Seeing in Sixes 2017 book!! Special

show a brief portfolio of some of the most talented pho-

words of praise for all involved in this beautifully

tographers. If you enjoy one, we reach for their web site or

printed edition that I am sure others will find intrigu-

other media outlet for more “visual eye candy.” So, thank

ing. The creative process is such a wondrous thing!”

you all for a must have collection of great images to hold

~ Deb Kreimborg

and ponder over; so pleasing to look at and study. The
printing is fabulous and as for Maureen’s arrangement of
the images: thumbs up!” ~ Robert Olson

“Fabulous print quality and design!”
~ Slobodan Blagojevic

Dreams of Japan

Brooks Jensen
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Perhaps reincarnation can explain it: why a boy
from Wyoming connects so deeply with Japan.
Perhaps in a former life …
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For us photographers, our images form a sort of visual diary…
where we can retrace our life and see more clearly.
However, my photographs from Japan feel like a whisper from
a deeper past… from another life… from a time before I was
born… from an ungraspable mystery just beyond memory.
I can’t explain it, but I sense it … a connection with the aesthetic.
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Everywhere in Japan are stone sekihi — large rocks with calligraphic
inscriptions. They are not meant to be read; they are there to connect
us to the past, and to remind us that our lives are but pebbles in a long
line of history… a connection to our ancestors… even those not from
our own family.
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At Zuiganji Temple, I rested for a few minutes on a bench under a maple
tree. Gently, a breeze caught the orange and golden leaves, showering me
like autumn snowfall. For an hour, I watched their descent, content to just
be there… in Japan, under the maple.
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To the gardener in the tree above me, I called “Ohayo gozaimasu.” How could I have
known he was the head priest of the temple where I had been photographing? Or
that he had been interested in photography in his youth, and had been watching
me intently? He came down and motioned an invitation to tea. With dictionaries
in hand, we stumbled through a conversation about cameras and darkrooms. He
showed me a shoebox with his ancient camera and a few faded prints. I never
learned his name, but I dream of him often.
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And I know I’ve been here before …
wandered here before …
lived here before …
prayed here before …
dreamed here before …
… and will return.

Brooks Jensen
Brooks’ personal work — including the original 100+ page PDF of this project —
can also be found online at www.brooksjensenarts.com

Images and text in this portfolio © 2019 Brooks Jensen
Layout and PDF presentation © 2019 LensWork Publishing

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

Coloring Old Stainless
by Montie

Talbert

www.AmbientSilver.com ◆ montie@earthlink.net

“Jammin”

Passed down by parent long ago,
Yet true origin I’ll never know,
In youth I didn’t care.
Perceptive now in Autumn years,
I cherish more and don’t ignore
The shiny faithful flair.

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

On Parade

*Editor’s Note: Our LensWork community book project, Seeing in Sixes 2018, is now available! This six-image project is from the 2017 book.
Congratulations to the 150 photographers whose work was selected from the 4,000 entries received for the 2016, 2017, and 2018 books!

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

Upstream

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

Henry’s Court

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

Commuter

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2017

Heavy Weather

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

Cosmos in a Pond
by Bonnie

Lampley

blampley@lwrnc.com

A short time ago, in a pond near, nearby…

Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known. ~ Carl Sagan

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

The surface of the earth is the shore of the cosmic ocean.
From it, we have learned most of what we know. ~ Carl Sagan
*Editor’s Note: Our LensWork community book project, Seeing in Sixes 2018, is now available! This six-image project is from the 2016 book.
Congratulations to the 150 photographers whose work was selected from the 4,000 entries received for the 2016, 2017, and 2018 books!

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.
It is the source of all true art and science. ~ Albert Einstein

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

The cosmos is full beyond measure of elegant truths, of exquisite relationships,
of the awesome machinery of nature. ~ Carl Sagan

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

The cosmos is within us. We are made of star-stuff.
We are a way for the universe to know itself. ~ Carl Sagan

A six-image project from Seeing in SIXES 2018

He who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in
awe is as good as dead; his eyes are closed. ~ Albert Einstein

Emily’s Garden

A Photo Homage to Emily Dickinson

Brigitte Carnochan
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M

y first photographs were of flowers — and I suspect my last
will be as well. As long as I can remember, I have been drawn
to gardens and to flowers, their exotic geometry, and sensuous
rigor. It is a rare day that there are no fresh flowers on my breakfast
table. I share these feelings with Emily Dickinson — also a devoted
gardener and lover of flowers — who often sent bouquets from her
garden, accompanied by her poems, to friends and acquaintances.
Dickinson’s poems first captured my imagination in high
school — and her grip has never let go. I’m not alone. Her poems
are widely admired and her life mythologized. Thousands of
books include her poems (or analyze them) and a recent film stars
Cynthia Nixon as the talented, reclusive poet. I was thrilled to learn
that Apple has just announced a new series titled “Dickinson” that
will be out soon.
Given that her poetry is unusual in its structure and handling of
language — sometimes even opaque — what is it that attracts
such devotion? Much is owing to the richness and mystery of
her imagery — especially those flowers that become the vivid
metaphors for her thoughts on every subject. Her poems were
gardens in which she planted the flowers of her imagination. She
used the 19th century “language of flowers,” in which an emotion
or quality was commonly ascribed to a particular flower, but went
beyond it to create visual bouquets of her own meaning. She
makes herself the flower in her garden of the poem.
I have tried to capture the spirit and depth of her poetry as embodied
in her floral metaphors — the poesy of her posies — by including in her own handwriting the line of a poem, inconspicuously
or half-hidden, on which my image is based. She wrote almost
1800 poems, adorned with many hundreds of floral references.
I had a wealth of inspiration, especially when I discovered that
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Amherst College had put all the Dickinson manuscripts online
as open-access documents. That meant I could include a line of
the poem that inspired an image in the photograph in Emily’s
own hand. It was thrilling to see the actual scraps of paper with
her scribbled lines of poetry.
I began this project over ten years ago but I couldn’t find the
“right” way to realize it even after I began printing with platinum.
It wasn’t until I discovered Dan Burkholder’s technique for putting gold leaf in photos that it “clicked” for me — and I’ve been
working with enthusiasm ever since. I use a Canon 5D, a Sony a7
or my iPhone to make the photos. The images are then printed
with platinum/palladium on handmade Japanese gampi paper
and backed with gold leaf. Somehow, the gold was the perfect
complement to the undertones in Emily Dickinson’s writing. Rich,
yet not loud. I feel an affinity in our creative efforts to express the
wonders of nature, the identity of the self, death and immortality,
and love.

Brigitte Carnochan immigrated to the U.S. at the

age of six with her German mother and American
stepfather. She earned a B.A. in English from San Jose
State University, an M.A in Education from Stanford
University and a Ph.D. in 18th Century English
Literature from U.C. Berkeley. “And for reasons I can
no longer recall, I decided to take a darkroom class
at a local junior college. I was hooked.” Brigitte’s work
is represented nationally and collected globally by
museums and collectors. She has had solo exhibitions across the globe and
has five published monographs. For many years she taught workshops and
classes. Brigitte lives with her husband, Bliss, in Portola Valley, California. In their
combined family they have five children and ten grandchildren.
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A Disc of Snow
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For Every Bird a Nest
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A Sepal, Petal, and a Thorn
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Clematis Journeying Far
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Gay Little Heart
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One Note From One Bird
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Pray, Gather Me, Anemone
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A Bright Bouquet
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Lost in Balms
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Hope is ihe Thing with Feathers
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Some Little Arctic Flower
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I Heard a Fly Buzz
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Dear, Old Fashioned, Little Flower
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The Daisy Follows Soft the Sun

Brigitte Carnochan
brigittecarnochan@mac.com
www.brigittecarnochan.com

Images and text in this portfolio © 2019 Brigitte Carnochan
Layout and PDF presentation © 2019 LensWork Publishing
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LensWork Monogr aphs

Three books per year, featuring the work of one photographer, or theme!

New!

The Americans
Revisited
by John Conn

We are pleased to offer
this monograph by John
Conn as he pays tribute to
the classic work of Robert
Frank on the 60th anniversary
of The Americans.

Superb Photography, Superb Printing, Superb Value
• Three books per year via subscription (overstock available at full price)
• Independent, stand-alone, book-length publications featuring the work of one photographer,
or a single theme
• Monographs of color work as well as black-and-white duotone projects
• 72 pages with state-of-the-art, museum-book quality printing
• Larger than LensWork, the Monographs are 9” x 8”
• The same exquisite 20-micron dot stochastic printing you’ve seen in LensWork (equivalent to
300 line screen)
• Printed on the same gorgeous, high-opacity, matte surface paper as we use in LensWork
• Each volume designed independently, but as a part of the LensWork Monograph series
• Available only by subscription, mailed directly to LensWork Monograph subscribers.
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http://shop.lenswork.com or by calling 800-659-2130
We print enough monographs to fulfill subscriptions only.
To ensure delivery, we will have a few overprints.
The monographs shown here are available at
$
18.95 each (plus postage) while supplies last.

Once they’re gone, they’re gone!

Tending The Eternal

David Cummings
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T

hroughout man’s history — and evident in every culture — are
places where man has built monuments, tombs, statuary,
sanctuaries, and places of repose to honor the life lived by a select
few while on this Earth. Although some of these venerated individuals
possessed great courage, or served in some noble or heroic fashion,
most are considered holy — and these places of honor are intended
to provide everlasting homage, and to preserve their memory
throughout time immemorial.
Mixed among these “eternals,” I occasionally came across a living soul
quietly tending the simple needs of the venerated. Often working in
solitude, the servants in these “holy places” ensure that candles and
lanterns are replenished, statuary is lovingly dusted and polished,
and floors are restored to immaculate condition after visitations by
the public. These devoted few tend to their duties in a sort of meditation— as if the divine was watching over their labors.
Over the years I’ve visited “holy places” on all seven continents. Since
1987 I’ve traveled to Europe every year to photograph the cathedrals. Like many, my early focus was on the lofty interiors with the
stunning architectural details and superb craftsmanship. Frederick
Evans — whom I greatly admire — was the first to reveal these cathedrals as the architectural expressions of light and wonder that they
are. The guiding principles of his work, from over a hundred years
ago, influence the style of my work today.
As I spent more quiet time in these spaces, however, it became clear
to me that my interest was captured not by the structures, but by
the “residents”: the statues and the caretakers. Technically speaking,
I started out using Hasselblad and Mamiya medium format systems
before switching to a digital Nikon in 2008. The high ISO capability
and VR zoom lenses are perfectly suited to this work.
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In 1991 I received permission to photograph in London’s Westminster
Abbey. Although the original church was consecrated in 1065, Henry
III replaced it in 1245 with the present abbey church in the pointed
Gothic style. I was granted access for two full hours in the morning
before the abbey and cathedral were opened to the public. I wasted
no time. My intensity was broken only when the organist came in
and began rehearsing music for the morning service. The building
was silent and empty, and it took a full five seconds for the notes to
make their trip around the cavernous interior. I was overwhelmed.
I found myself in the most profound worship experience of my life.
I could not work. I sat for an entire hour with tears in my eyes, not
regretting for one second my inability to photograph. Inevitably, all
of these places and people will revert to the same basic elements
from which they were made. Whether venerated, or caretaker, or
photographer — we are all subject to the same eternal laws.

David Cummings became interested in photography

in high school, then pursued his interest in college
while working on the community yearbook. A practicing dentist, David and his wife Lesa travel two or
three times a year to seek out “holy places” — which
are the main focus of his photography. As an overseas
member of the Royal Photographic Society, he states,
“We get the chance to meet serious photo hobbyists in England who welcome us for conferences
and yearly shooting trips.” He has self-published six
books which are available on Blurb.com. David and Lesa live in the small town
of Anniston in northeastern Alabama. They have a busy work life but reward
themselves with time off. “With our two kids grown and gone, we now get
to travel.”
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John Rickingale, Chichester Cathedral, 2009
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Temple God, Bagan, Burma, 2014
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Arranging Altar Flowers, Wat Hanchey Temple, Cambodia, 2011
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Statuary Detail, Ely Cathedral, 2008

Statuary Detail, Charlotte Digby, Worcester Cathedral, 2017
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Supervised Repairs, Eglise St. Roch, Paris, 2015
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Angel, St. Vitus Cathedral, Prague, 2012
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In God’s Mercy, St. Nicholas Church, Prague, 2012
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Saturday Cleaning, Wells Cathedral, 2018
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Choir to Nave, Hereford Cathedral, 2017
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Northeast Transept, Hereford Cathedral, 2017
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Freshening the Flowers, Canterbury Cathedral, 2011
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Wat Mahathat Temple, Ayutthaya, Thailand, 2011
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Angkor Wat Temple, Cambodia, 2011
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Saturday Cleaning, Bristol Cathedral, 2018
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Standing Guard, Emperor Qin’s Mausoleum, Xian, China, 2007
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Eglise St. Roch, Paris, 2008
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Temple at Edfu, Egypt, 1997

North-East Transept, Canterbury Cathedral, 2011.

David Cummings
DMDdavid@aol.com
www.blurb.com
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*Editor’s Note: These image commentaries are from our ongoing series Looking at Images. Originally published in 2014 as an independent book,
we are delighted to announce a new Looking at Images column here in LensWork and an annual book publication to begin in 2019. Looking at Images
2019 will include all new images, with all new commentaries by Brooks Jensen: photography and the creative process, explored more deeply!

Tuscany

by Jimmy Williams



Originally published in LensWork Extended #95

Commentary by Brooks Jensen

This is a lovely image, full of warmth and
nostalgia, beautifully composed and captured,
stylized with care. All this is the mark of
a professional — but not what I want to focus
my comments upon. There is a back-story to
this image that is even more interesting for us
photographers.
A number of years ago, I was asked to be the
judge for one of those photo submission contests and asked to select a number of images/
photographers to be awarded honors and
a cash stipend. Of the some 3,000 photographs I reviewed for that contest, I selected one by Jimmy Williams to receive top
honors. To be honest, I’d never heard of Jimmy
Williams — even though he has a sterling reputation in commercial photography circles.
His winning image was an engaging portrait
of an elderly gentleman crooning into an oldstyle radio microphone. The style and feel of
the image was simply wonderful. We contacted Jimmy and invited him into LensWork. His
winning photograph was selected for the cover
of LensWork #93. But, that’s not what I want
to focus my comments on, either.
Where the story gets really interesting (and
where this photograph enters the scene) is
that in reviewing Jimmy’s website for background information about him and his career,
we discovered his portfolio from Tuscany. We
found this work equally interesting, although
very different from his other portfolio of

jazz musicians. Tuscany was a tightly-edited,
beautifully-stylized, sweet little portfolio of
work. We extended another invitation to him
and published this work in LensWork Extended
#95.
Let’s list the aspects of this story that we
can learn from: Williams, in spite of being
a successful commercial photographer well
along in his career, entered some work in
a review/contest without allowing his ego to
prevent him from doing so; he jumped at the
opportunity to find a new audience for his
work by working with us to publish his jazz
musicians; he was willing to explore different photographic visions and made this work
from Tuscany that is so different from what
he’d been successful with before; he created
a website that facilitated people like us finding other work of his once we’d been introduced to him. Now you know about Jimmy
Williams, too.
In the triad from the old bumper sticker
wisdom, his is a great motivational example of
someone who made something happen. How
easy it would have been to rest on his laurels
in the commercial world, in which case none
of us would have had the joy of seeing his
world through his photography. How easy it
would have been for him to have produced the
work and stopped with that accomplishment.
Because he pursued a larger audience, we are
all the beneficiaries.
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*Editor’s Note: These image commentaries are from our ongoing series Looking at Images. Originally published in 2014 as an independent book,
we are delighted to announce a new Looking at Images column here in LensWork and an annual book publication to begin in 2019. Looking at Images
2019 will include all new images, with all new commentaries by Brooks Jensen: photography and the creative process, explored more deeply!

Seeing Through

by Kathleen Pickard



Originally published in LensWork and LensWork Extended #129

Commentary by Brooks Jensen

I remember someone once proposing that
everything in the world had now been photographed and there was no such thing as new
subject material. I’m not sure how we would
ever know this with statistical accuracy, but
I can honestly say I’ve never seen a body of work
like these abstracts by Kathleen Pickard. What
makes that a particularly startling statement
is that, having seen her photographs, they now
seem almost obvious. Clearly they aren’t, or
we’d see lots of these photographs from lots of
photographers. Try doing a Google search for
“rippled water abstracts”. You’ll find hundreds
of images, but none of them that look like
these. Pickard’s fundamental creative act was
not the one of photographing these images, but
rather seeing them. How did all the rest of us
miss this wonderful subject matter?
Of even more significance is that her body of
work is extensive. She submitted 37 images to
LensWork, virtually every one of which was
terrific and publishable. There is a curious
thing about this that is worth noting. Once
a photographer learns to see something in
a new way, it’s not uncommon that a prolific
explosion of creativity follows. It’s as if a veil
was lifted from our creative eyes. I have no
doubt Pickard has many more of these creative
abstracts that she did not submit for our review.
I recall talking to Huntington Witherill for
LensWork Extended #92 about his project called
Photosynthesis — highly manipulated and
creative abstracts that began as photographs
of simple flower bouquets. He had developed
a new way to see them and created fabulously

wonderful and imaginative constructions
with heavy Photoshop post-processing. I asked
him how many such images he had made. He
said, “So far, about 500 images, but I’d only
be comfortable showing about 85 of them.”
I immediately thought of how many photographers would struggle to come up with 85
exhibitable photographs of almost any project
they’d ever done.
I experienced the same thing with the abstracts
I created from Fort Worden that became part
of my project called Wakarimasen. Once the
creative vision took hold, I saw new photographs everywhere. I have roughly 800 images
in that body of work. What does one do with
800 images in a single body of work? This is
not a rhetorical question, at least not in my
case. I have no idea.
So much of photography is about the single
image and what I have often characterized as
the “greatest hits” approach to photography.
I suppose its counterpoint is represented here
by Pickard’s project and the explosive creative
result of seeing in a new way.

Rembrandt Redux

Ron van Dongen
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D

utch aesthetics is in my genetics. A native of The Netherlands,
I moved to San Francisco in 1989 to study photography at
The Academy of Art College. Coming from a fairly conservative
family, I was a bit wide-eyed as I observed the open behaviors
and “costumes” of all kinds of counter-culture groups in “The
City.” In those days, of course, we did not have the benefit of
the Internet to research and see photos of what lay ahead. I let
my curiosity lead me to my first project — which was a series of
portraits inspired by the sense of light and richness of detail that
I loved in Rembrandt’s painting style.
Before long, however, I learned that galleries and the art-buying
public preferred my scenes of nature. With a love of flowers (and
bills to pay) I began to produce a wide range of botanical images.
[Editor’s Note: Ron’s color portfolio, “Floral Still Lifes,” is included
in LensWork Extended #142.] People really took to these and sales
were (and still are) good — so I was delighted that I could make
a living as a fine art photographer (rather than shooting commercial work) by photographing what I loved. Meanwhile, the
portrait project had to be set aside. I had no idea that it wouldn’t
resurface for another twenty years!
I was creatively content as I continued to produce botanical
images. Photographing flowers was natural, as I was raised in
the heart of the flower fields of the Netherlands. My grandfather
was a gardener at the famous Keukenhof in Lisse, South Holland.
Also known as “The Garden of Europe,” it is one of the world’s
largest flower gardens in the world. While photographing flowers,
I experimented a lot with white-on-white, grey-on-grey, and blackon-black (which were my favorite) tonalities. All of these early still
lifes and portraits were taken with a 4”x5” Sinar F1 camera, using
a Polaroid back with 55 P/N film.
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In 1998 I moved to Portland, Oregon, where I continued building
my floral portfolio — along with my buying clientele. Last year,
a change of focus made me stop photographing for a while. Once
my life settled down again I decided to return to the Rembrandt
portraits. Every place has its own culture, and in Portland I noticed
that it was a popular trend among the men to wear black clothes
and groomed beards. It gave me the idea to create black-onblack portraits in the same way that I was making flower portraits.
I wanted to capture the current, local culture, while re-visiting
Rembrandt’s style.
I found this new mix invigorating. After years of working in
solitude with (mostly) unresponsive, inanimate objects, it was both
challenging and rewarding to deal with living, moving subjects.
A number of local men agreed to pose using recycled, and often
discarded clothing, hats, and collars. Using a Hasselblad H5D-50 and
Dynalite MP1600, I worked to light them in the style of Rembrandt.
Of course, Rembrandt had the advantage, as his light came from
his mind and his brush. Even so, I love the challenge of emulating
his style, while allowing myself the freedom to introduce some
modern quirks.

Ron van Dongen was born in Judibana, Venezuela in

1961 and raised in Warmond, the Netherlands. After earning
a Masters in Health Sciences and Biology, he moved to San
Francisco in 1989 to study photography at the Academy
of Art College. Initially, Ron was attracted to photography
as a way to document his love of gardening. “Since 1995, it
evolved into a never-ending fine art project, which has provided a living and
still occupies most of my time.” After moving to Portland, OR, in 1998 Ron was
able to garden and photograph full-time, and later to delve once again into
his portrait work. This series is an ongoing project that connects Ron with his
heritage and his community. He enjoys two homes: one in the tiny town of
Manzanita on the Oregon Coast, and the other in Portland, Oregon.
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Ron van Dongen
info@ronvandongen.com
ronvandongen.com
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Creative Thinking with Guy Tal

•
Aesthetics and Significance
I seek significant subject matter that does not force me to destroy or compromise
my belief in aesthetics. I cannot believe that subject matter alone can make the
picture. No matter how unusual, humanly touching, exciting, or comical,
subject matter is still only part of the message.
						

~ Wynn Bullock

Learning that I spend a fair amount of time in one of our National Parks, a friend
who had not been there expressed a desire to photograph one of the park’s
iconic views. “It’s a bit of a cliché, don’t you think?” I asked him jokingly. “It’s
a cliché for a reason,” he responded confidently, perhaps hoping the argument
will end there. He should have known better. “What is the reason?” I asked. He
responded, “The reason is that it’s stunningly beautiful.”
My friend was wrong. A thing doesn’t become a cliché because it is beautiful.
There are many beautiful things that are not cliché. A thing becomes cliché
when it becomes trite — when it becomes so familiar as to lose the capacity
to express personal — rather than universal — significance, or any significance
at all.
When I refer to a photograph as personally significant, I mean to say that the
subject of the photograph is not the thing photographed. Rather, the subject — what the photograph is about — is some meaning or concept the
photographer considers important for reasons not (yet) known to others. This
personal significance may be inspired by the photographer’s encounter with
the thing photographed, or it may also be something entirely unrelated that
the photographer chose to express using the thing photographed.
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In photography, the expression of subjective notions by way of objective
aesthetics is known as equivalence; and it is, in my opinion, the most difficult
and venerable skill that a photographic artist may aspire to.
I think it’s fair to say that a majority of photographs — including those created
with the goal of making art — are designed primarily for aesthetic appeal,
rather than to be equivalent with some feeling or idea; they aim to command attention, rather than to express some personal significance. Certainly,
any photograph should possess the ability to draw a viewer’s attention; but
in order to be expressive, a photograph must also “feed” something — some
inconspicuous meaning — to its viewers once having their attention. The
more complex and emotionally engaging the meaning, the richer and more
satisfying the viewer’s experience. Perhaps less obvious, the same is also true
for the photographer.
When the only thing a photograph has to offer a viewer is aesthetic appeal,
the viewer’s experience likely will be short-lived and not very memorable. Or,
if the viewer finds some personal significance in the photograph, it will be
the viewer’s significance, and not the photographer’s.
While some in the so-called “art world” consider viewers finding significance of
their own (rather than significance imposed by the artist) to be a desirable outcome, such consideration accounts for the quality of the viewer’s experience,
and less so the artist’s. My own experience is that the process of conceiving
and making personally significant photographs is considerably more rewarding than the process of making photographs for the sake of aesthetic appeal
alone — and still more satisfying if even one viewer relates to the significance
expressed and finds the experience worthwhile.

•

Formally, I am a full-time professional photographer. I am
not the typical pro in that I make most of my income
not from selling photographs but from teaching, speaking, mentoring, and writing about photography. I do not
consider myself a photographer who produces art, but
rather an artist working in the medium of photography.
www.guytal.com
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