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Choosing Your Thousand Words

When I look through the lens of my Nikon F-4 the world flips, runs through the cool glass, magnifies, flips again and shows me how beautiful the world can be when you look hard enough.  Every time I pick up my camera time slows and I am able to choose what stays in my picture, what stays in my world, and what simply doesn’t make the cut.  
For me, Photography is control, focus, relaxation, and art.  I can sweep through a crowd of busy people and pick out the girl who is furiously tying her shoe so her mother won’t leave her behind, or I can shoot the man who is sipping his coffee as he reads the comics discretely covered by the Wall Street Journal.  My pictures are my world. What I choose to see and what I choose to show others.

In my Experimental Photography class, we were introduced to the many ways we were able to manipulate our photos.  Mr. Malles, our teacher with a sense of humor and no short term memory, encouraged us to try anything we thought might bring the feeling of the picture to the surface.


“You can cut it, burn it, paint it, tear it, just love it and turn it in,” Mr. Malles said. “Now, you guys can go.”


“Malles, Can we have film?” I said sarcastically as I hid my film in my backpack.

“Oh, did I not give you film?” he says as he looks at me knowingly and slides me another role of 36.
Moving from disposable camera photography to expressive photography is the first step to changing what you see through a photograph.  Rather than simply snap a shot of your grandmother in her garden, you take the effort to turn so that the sun softens the edges of her face so she is backlit.  You bend down so that her forehead and lips are about the 1/3 line of the picture and adjust the focus so that her face and the flower are both clear and brilliant.  
No longer are you simply creating a piece of evidence to prove that your grandmother was in her garden, you have created a memory of her glowing face, the happiness she felt in the garden, and the warmth of her smile and the sun.

The way to move past evidence photography is to pay attention to what is in your picture.  Just as it is important to include all three ballerinas’ twirling legs in a shot you are taking to show movement, it is equally important to notice if the bars behind them obstruct your view of their spins or if the ends of their shoes are cut off on the bottom of your shot.
When I first began taking photography, I learned that the art of photography was to move past documentation and focus on representation.  In each picture I took I realized how much power I had in each step of the picture making process.  Taking the pictures allowed me to stand behind my lens and gaze out into a world I could mold and shape.  When I developed my film I became exceedingly impatient.  Mr. Malles, our sarcastic teacher with happy wrinkles and a mischievous laugh, always asked me why I acted so silly when I looked at my freshly clean film, still cold and wet with foam on the edges.  I could hardly wait as I looked at all the negatives on my way to the drying booth.  He found it exceptionally entertaining that I was excited to see pictures I had taken myself.
Did my film come out the way I hoped?  Had I blotched any of my pictures when I developed them?  I was always nervous even after I had nearly perfected the entire process.
I was always scared I would blotch the film; I still am.  I sit in the dark room, silly enough to close my eyes when its pitch black, hoping that the film is lined perfectly through the metal coil.  My hands still get cold from the chill of the darkroom; I spill developer on my clothes, cringe at the smell of the sepia toner, and love it the entire time.

Junior year, we would sit there in the dark.  We knew the order of events but it was harder in the dark.  Open the case, pull out the film.  Clip the end and attach it to the reel.  The next part determined the destiny of every shot you had taken.  Connect the film onto the metal reel by feeding in between the coils.  If we mess up a single row it blotches the photos coiled above or below it.  With our luck the pictures we blotched were always our favorite ones.  
Developing, luckily, was done with the lights on so we could measure our chemicals and complete the development.

The completed film was now like the lens had been outside the darkroom.  I feel completely focused in the red tinted light of the darkroom.  I can make each negative into a picture that represents what feeling I want my photograph to have.  I can use backlight to give an older woman a haloed youthful essence or I can expose a shot of a small girl for a few seconds longer to give her a more serious and dedicated overtone as she slips her ballet shoes on before a recital.
The light in each photo can determine what we see.  This is more than the obvious need of light to see things in general.  Shadows in pictures can be equally important.  What you hide behind shadow in your photograph can force viewers to think about what you haven’t shown, and why.  

Perhaps this thought provocation is what a photographer is really after, beyond creating aesthetically intriguing images.

As I began my concentration my senior year of high school, I searched my mind for everything that made the female body attractive.  It was her form: lips, legs, hair, hips, and breasts.  Then I forced myself to simplify the body further; it became her curves, her color, shape, the contrast of the light hitting her body and the shadows falling around.  Thankfully, Mr. Malles saw the wheels turning in my head and encouraged my somewhat controversial endeavor.
“Steph” I said as we were walking to our cars after school, “I have this idea for my photo project and I need your help.”
As soon as she heard my lips utter “I have an idea” she new there was bound to be something interesting in the near future. 

“I promise nothing bad will happen you just have to trust my artistic inspiration," I said convincingly enough to reach agreement. 
Her body became what an abstract photo is based on.  I forced myself to focus on the curves and shapes that were created by the light that graced the fields of skin I saw through my lens.  The scenes in front of my eye became vast horizons across the largest most beautiful sand dunes I had ever imagined.  The body was so similar to the earth in form.  Horizons, hills, valleys all streaming together to create abstract images that became even more splendid as they developed into prints full of oranges and warm yellows against the deep black shadows that fell around the body.
The world changes each time I look through that lens.  The miracle of my camera is I can always choose what I want to see.  Anything can be made beautiful in the blink of my shutter.  I can escape from the overwhelming world where everything attacks you at once.  My ability to focus on any given subject or emotion helps me relax in the chaos outside my Nikon.
