Taking pictures vs. making art: A personal constafacreative photography

TAKING PICTURES VS. MAKING ART:
A PERSONAL CONSTRUAL OF CREATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY

Spencer A. McWilliams

California State University San Marcos, USA

| characterize my approach to creative photografroyn a constructivist or postmodern perspectivénaek-
ing art’ as contrasted with ‘taking a picture ofreething.’ | subsume this dimension under the supérate
dimension of constructivism and postmodernism esitéd with foundationalism and modernism, viewing
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amples of images that illustrate these dimensions.
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| wandered around a harbor side dock with my
camera exposing a variety of images that inter-
ested me, objects or configurations that offered
intriguing abstractions of color, texture, shape,
and composition, rather than the scenic photo-
graphs that most tourists take in such a setting.
“What are you taking pictures of?” a passerby
asked. | have become accustomed to such ques-
tions when | am down on my knees taking pho-
tos of rusted mechanisms, rocks and rivulets of
water, or splintered wooden posts (Figure 1)—

Figure 1:Victoria dock

things that most people don’'t usually “take pic-
tures of” rather than the scenic harbor, historic
buildings, or seaplanes—things that many people
often do take pictures of. My answer went some-
thing like, “I am not taking pictures of anything
in particular. | am gathering photographic im-
ages, compositions, and textures that interest me
and that | might use to create artistic prints.”

| photograph a variety of subjects, including
scenic pictures of places visited, people, build-
ings, sunsets, cars, and motorcycles. While tak-
ing ‘pictures of things’ | try to make the best
possible images that | can, maximizing effective
lighting and composition. At Yosemite National
Park the week prior to the event described
above, | ‘took pictures of’ a variety of scenes of
waterfalls, mountains, rivers, and major land-
marks, including Half Dome and El Capitan,
made famous by Ansel Adams in his pioneering
photography (Figure 2).

Many other people occupied these prime
viewing locations, including serious photograph-
ers with large format view cameras and tripods,
but never while photographing in this setting did
anyone ask “What are you taking pictures of?”

The distinction between these two kinds of
activities recurs in my photography: ‘taking pic-
tures of things’ and what | refer to as ‘making
art’ (and what Ansel Adams [1959/1979], who,
disliking ‘creative’ and ‘artistic,’ defined as
“photopoetry”).
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Figure 2:After Adams

When | use photography to make art | seek to
create a visual composition as the dominant
viewing experience, often an abstraction rather
than a representation of a recognizable object. A
viewer may not always identify the subject of the
photo. My approach to creative photography
emphasizes shapes, colors, textures, pattern,
light, line, and composition, to create an image
that | find aesthetically appealing and intriguing,
even with subjects that we might not normally
identify as beautiful or artistic. | see these pho-
tographs as images that stand on their own as
works of art that | hope also intrigue a viewer
aesthetically, rather than a picture or re-
presentation ‘of’ something. | do not view ‘mak-
ing art’ as superior to ‘taking pictures,’ but l-ap
proach the two activities differently. The final
section of his article will describe some of the
construct dimensions subordinate to the making
art activities and their relation to Kelly's Crea-
tivity Cycle and other Kellian constructs.

CONSTRUCT DIMENSIONS: TAKING
PICTURES VS. MAKING ART & FOUN-
DATIONALIST VS. CONSTRUCTIVIST

The question posed by the passerby helped me to
articulate my thinking about my approach to
photography, and led me to identify the dimen-
sion of ‘taking pictures vs. making art’ as one of
several recurrent themes in the photographic
process and the elements that attract me. From a
Personal Construct Psychology view, construing
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recurrent themes involves both comparison and
contrast, noting ways in which some events
compare similarly to others and ways other
events differ from them. This process provides a
basis for articulating bi-polar construct dimen-
sions. The following discussion explores my
elucidation of creative photography from a PCP
perspective, elaborating on some of the dimen-
sions that | find useful in construing photogra-
phy as an art form, and includes both personal
reflection on my experience and a range of rele-
vant literature. | will begin with an exploration
of some of the superordinate implications of my
prime photographic construct dimension ‘taking
pictures vs. making art,” including how this di-
mension relates to constructivism in general and
a constructivist or postmodernist perspective on
art and photography.

| locate the ‘taking a picture vs. making art’
dimension as directly subsumed within the supe-
rordinate dimension of foundationalism vs. con-
structivism. Table 1 presents construct dimen-
sions that | will discuss, with foundationalism
VS. constructivism as the most superordinate, and
how that dimension subsumes views of ontology
or ‘reality,’ epistemology or knowledge and
truth, and art, particularly modern vs. postmo-
dern art. Although we will see paradox and am-
biguity with respect to photography and will oc-
casionally ‘slot-rattle,” | propose aligning the
‘taking a picture’ pole of the dimension under
the foundationalist pole, along with a modernist
view that sees works of art as representations
that stand for something external and possess an
inherent identity and meaning, and align the
‘making art’ pole with the constructivist, post-
modernist perspective that regards the work of
art as standing on its own, without inherent
meaning, and with meaning located in the expe-
rience of the observer. Let me elaborate further
on this proposition.

Although different languages may use differ-
ent terms to describe the photographic process,
perhaps vyielding different connotations, Ameri-
can English speakers, including professional ar-
tistic photographers (see below), typically de-
scribe it as ‘taking pictures.’ To ‘take a picture
of something’ assumes that the someg al-
ready existed prior to the photographer’'s in-
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volvement. It carries connotations similar to the
use of the term ‘discover’ in reference to the idea
that a scientific finding represents a reality that
existed independently before the scientist ‘dis-
covered’ it. Use of the expression ‘a picture of’
reinforces this notion further by assuming that
the picture accurately represents (‘re-presents’)
an independently existing thing. These terms
reflect a viewpoint that reality exists in a pautic
lar form independent of human construal yet po-
tentially available to us, and waiting for us to
come along and ‘take’ or ‘dis-cover’ it. A variety
of terms can characterize this viewpoint, includ-
ing modernist, essentialist, realist, foundational-
ist, or, to use Kelly's tongue-in-cheek term, ac-
cumulative fragmentalist. For the sake of con-
venience, | will use the term ‘foundationalist’ as
the label for this pole of the dimension.

The term ‘making art’ assumes that the object
of our attention did not exist prior to the human
process that led to its creation or construction.
Postmodern use of the term ‘art’ does not neces-
sarily require that the piece represents something
other than itself. We can view a work of art as
something that exists on its own as an object of
aesthetic interest. Thus, | see, the ‘making art’
pole of the construct dimension as consistent
with the proposition that we cannot identify a
preexisting reality existing independent of our
human engagement with it. Various terms for
this viewpoint include constructivist, postmo-
dernist, antifoundationalist, relativist, sociaheo
structionist, pragmatist, or to use Kelly's termi-
nology, constructive alternativist. Again for con-
venience sake, | will use the term ‘constructivist’
as the label for this pole, incorporating the com-
mon views of these various perspectives.

To elaborate briefly on the construct dimen-
sions in Table 1, which should, | hope, feel fa-
miliar and comfortable to a constructivist reader,
| suggest that a foundationalist view sees ontolo-
gy or reality as existing independently of human
experience, with a pre-existing structure and an
inherent meaning. While appearances may

change, it assumes permanent essences to ob-

jects, things, and concepts. By contrast, a con-
structivist view suggests that humans construct
reality and structure from their experience,

create meaning as a human activity, and that we

might better view phenomena as interdependent,
impermanent, and lacking in a fixed essence.

Table 1:Superordinate construct dimensions

Foundationalist | vs. | Constructivist

ONTOLOGY: ‘REALITY’

Independet vs. | Constructe
Pre-existing Stric- | vs. | Constructed Stic-
ture ture

Inherent meanir vs. | Createi meanint

Independent Es- | vs. | Interdependent Es-

tence tence
Essenc vs. | Emptines
Permaner vs. | Changint
EPISTEMOLOGY: ‘KNOWLEDGE’,
‘TRUTH’
One Perspecti vs. | Multiple Perspc-
tives
Clear Meanin vs. | Ambiguous Meaniny
Denotatiol vs. | Connotalon
Categories Inhere | vs. | Categories Conn-
tional
“Objective” vs. | Personal Experien
Individual Authc- | vs. | Appropriated Au-
ship thorship
ART
Modernis vs. | Postmoderni:
Noun (thing vs. | Verb (proces:
Artist’'s Meaning vs. | Spectator’'s Exe-
rience
Latent Conter vs. | Manifest Conter
Confirmaton VS. | Surprising
Primacy of Terrio- | vs. | Primacy of Ma|
ry

Re-presents Reali | vs. | Stands on its Ow

Taken (discovere | vs.| Made (createl

Taking Pictures vs.| Making Art

Our understanding of epistemology, what we
know and what we mean by terms like ‘true’ and
‘real,” follows differentially from the two poles

of this ontological dimension. From a foundatio-
nalist view reality exists in a certain way on its
own and must possess only one true, objective
description or explanation, discovered by indi-
vidual geniuses and denoted clearly by its termi-
nology that means what it says it means. Pheno-
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mena possess their own clear, inherent meaning,
and, once we understand them, fall into inherent
categories that exist in nature. From a construc-
tivist perspective, we have no way of knowing
reality directly, so we may construct a variety of
ways of describing our experience with no ob-
jective way of justifying a meaning as the ulti-
mate truth. Ideas, explanations, and beliefs
evolve in a social context, the categories we
place phenomena in reflect social convention,
and descriptions have connotative implications
reflecting individual experiences. Rather than a
concern with the ‘truth’ of our constructions, we
evaluate them in terms of their usefulness in pre-
dicting events and their fit with our experience.
This explication should, as | hopefully men-
tioned above, correspond to the commonly held
views of most constructively oriented psycholo-
gists.

CONSTRUCTIVISM, POSTMODERNISM,
AND CREATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY

| will begin explicating the relevance of ‘foun-
dationalist versus constructivist’ to art and pho-
tography with a brief summary of dimensions
followed by a more detailed discussion of their
implications. | suggest that a foundationalist
perspective, consistent with a modernist perspec-
tive on art, views art as nouns (objects or events)
that express a particular meaning inherent in the
artist’'s intention. Although the artist may not
have conscious awareness of that intention, the
work of art represents a latent content that under-
lies its manifest form, and understanding the
work of art requires a probing analysis to uncov-
er the latent, ‘real’ meaning. Thus, the work of
art stands as a representative of an underlying
actually existing reality, whether in the external
world or in the emotions of the artist, and, de-
pending on the effectiveness of our interpreta-
tion, confirms our understanding of the world ‘as
it exists.’ In contrast, | suggest that a constwict

ist or postmodern perspective views art as a
process (a verb) that requires the active in-
volvement of the spectator’s experience for its
meaning. The art may surprise us by not con-
firming our anticipations and requiring new con-
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strual. A work of art may stand on its own rather
than representing something else and can even
present its own fictional, ‘as if,’ reality. Thuse

may take the manifest material of the work as
the thing itself rather than seeing it only as a
‘map’ of an underlying ‘territory.” The following
sections elaborate on these themes by discussing
some relevant pragmatic and postmodern writers
and pioneering 20Century photographers.

Pragmatism and the experience of art

John Dewey, a key figure in American pragmat-
ism, greatly influenced George Kelly’'s Psychol-
ogy of Personal Constructs (Butt, 2005).Art

as ExperienceDewey (1934) regarded artistic
creation as a combination of construction and
perception resulting from the interaction be-
tween the individual and the piece of art. He ar-
gued against the modernist view of art as a re-
presentation of something already existing,
which ignores the contribution of the artist in
making something new. For Dewey, a work of
art only actually functions when it lives in the
experience of someone other than the artist who
created it, with each aesthetic experience of a
work recreating the art anew. Objects of art
communicate to others, whether or not the artist
intends the communication, as the consequence
of how the work influences the viewer's expe-
rience.

It makes no sense, according to Dewey, to
ask what the artist ‘really’ means by the work of
art, because the artist's experience differs over
time. An articulate artist “would say ‘| meant
justthat, andthat means whatever you or anyone
can honestly, that is in virtue of your own vital
experience, get out of it” (p. 109). Photographer
Minor White (1957/1980) echoed this view, stat-
ing that it made no difference whether a viewer
“understood what | was trying to do, because |
was not trying to do anything” (p. 309). What it
means reflects the context of that person’s expe-
rience rather than what it might mean to some-
one else or at another time. Arguing in favor of
ambiguity, Dewey said that an artist’s attempt to
communicate a particular message limits the po-
tential experience of the spectator.
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Dewey suggested that we regard art as a verb
rather than a noun, similar to the argument by
some Personal Construct Psychologists who
suggest that the verb “construing” should replace
the noun “construct” in our vocabularies. The art
exists in the conduct of the artistic activities,
what the artist does and how people perceive it.
“The productof art ... is not thevork of art. The
work takes place when a human being coope-
rates with the product so that the outcome is an
experience” (p. 214).

Modernism to postmodernism in art and pho-
tography

Art historian Douglas Crimp (1993) described
photography as a “watershed” in art’'s transition
from modernism to postmodernism, defining
postmodernism in art as a reaction against the
essentialist idea of a fixed meaning to art.
Crimp’s discussion of postmodern photography
includes several other concepts similar to those
used in social constructionism and constructiv-
ism: the lack of individual authorship as artists
appropriate others’ methods and images, a plu-
rality of perspectives, and, as described above,
the emphasis on the response of the viewer.
However, photography’s initial acceptance
into the art world began from a modernist pers-
pective. Alfred Stieglitz, famous pioneer of
American artistic photography, viewed photo-
graphy as an art form that represented the emo-
tions of the artist, in Stieglitz's case focused on
mankind’s relation to the industrial world, and
that serves to bring the viewer face to face with
reality (Eversole, 2005). This perspective placed
Stieglitz at the forefront of a modernist view of
photography as art, representing the reality of the
external world and the artist's emotions. This
issue exemplifies the paradox or ambiguity of
photography with respect to the foundationalist
vs. constructivist dimension. Relevant to the
‘taking vs. making' dimension, but in this case
collapsing this dimension and subsuming it un-
der the modernist pole, the artist daie from
what exists in reality whemaking art. In the
history of photography’'s acceptance as art,
Crimp states, “It is precisely on this distinc-

tion—the distinction between making and tak-
ing—that the ontological difference between
painting and photography is said to rest” (Crimp,
1993, p. 71). John Szarkoswki (1966/1979), The
New York Museum of Modern Art's photogra-
phy department director, in establishing criteria
for photography as a fine art, described paintings
as something made but photographs as some-
thing taken. He sees the artist as seeking struc-
ture, order, and simplicity, distinguishing be-
tween the start of a picture in ‘reality’ and the
craft and structure that completes a picture.

Ansel Adams (1943/1980), however, rejected
the view of photography as something taken.
“The common termtaking a picture’ is more
than just an idiom; it is a symbol of exploitation.
‘Making a picture’ implies a creative resonance
which is essential to profound expression” (p.
261). Adams described his beliefs about nature’s
vigor, grandeur, growing things, the relation of
humans to nature, and how photography ex-
pressed his vision. He saw his photography as a
means through which he could express this af-
firmation. Although Adams and Szarkowski
might have disagreed regarding the meaning of
‘taking vs. making,’ they, along with Stieglitz,
assume a modernist stance that regards photo-
graphy as a distinct medium that represents reali-
ty through the subjective expression of the indi-
vidual artist. By articulating a specific photo-
graphic vision to define how photography differs
from other media, Szarkowski takes a modernist
approach by affirming photography as a distinct
entity with its own identity and meaning. This
legitimates photography, and its status as a de-
partment in museums, but it detracts from a mul-
tiplicity of ways of experiencing and using pho-
tography. In constructivist psychology, similarly,
reification of constructed concepts and ideas
may turn them into real things (McWilliams,
2004).

Interestingly, however, the elevation of pho-
tography to a legitimized modernist medium
may symbolize the end of the modernist perspec-
tive, exemplifying Crimp’s “watershed” charac-
terization, by contaminating the modernist no-
tion of the existence of separate categories. Par-
ticularly relevant to postmodern photography,
Crimp (1993) discusses Duchamp’s use of found
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art, what he called “readymade,” or the use of
objects not usually regarded as art, often with
mundane function. Readymade art presaged a
postmodern view of photography that rather than
inventing, the artist uses, manipulates, reformu-
lates, etc., what already exists as the elements of
the art. This view does not devalue the artist’s
power, insight, vision, or talent, but it denies th
fiction’ that art arises from an independent, au-
tonomous individual existing apart from ideolo-
gy and history. Pop artists of the 1960s, like
Warhol and Rauschenberg, exemplified this con-
tamination by presenting silk-screen images of
photographs as works of art. Several French
postmodern philosophers and critics, whom we
will discuss next, have contributed to further
elaboration of this postmodern, constructivist
view of the art of photography.

French postmodernists, art, and photography

Jean-Francois Lyotard (1978, 1989) defined
postmodernism as “incredulity toward metanarr-
atives” such as ‘progress,” and articulated the
modernist-postmodernist difference in describ-
ing a modernist, psychoanalytic view of art as a
manifestation of latent content. This approach
treats a work of art as a sign that stands for
another object, and whose manifest content re-
quires further penetration, all based on a notion
that works of art substitute for missing objects.
Lyotard contrasts this view with a postmodern
proposition that we may view works of art affir-
matively, seeing them not in place of something
else nor standing for something but standing on
their own. We can view a work of art as a partic-
ular organization of material, one of many alter-
native possible organizations, that does not con-
ceal hidden content. From this perspective,
echoing Dewey, the aesthetic force of the work
of art depends on how we respond to its material
and organization rather than an inherent meaning
‘lying behind’ the work itself.

Roland Barthes (1981) described his attempts
to understand photography in terms of the para-
dox described by this modernist-postmodernist
dimension. His search for the ‘essence,’ or a de-
finition, of photography and the science of a
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photograph contrasted with “the intractable feel-
ing that Photography is essentially (a contradic-
tion in terms) only contingency, singularity,
risk” (p. 20). Similarly to Dewey’s view, in his
experience of photography he noted primarily
his emotional and immediate responses: ‘| see, |
feel, hence | notice, | observe, and | think” (p.
21). Ultimately, similarly to his post-structurdlis
view of literature, he finds the ‘essence’ of pho-
tography lies not in an independent and perma-
nent concept but in his perceptual and emotional
response to the individual photograph at a par-
ticular time and in a particular context.

That response often includes a ‘surprise’
reaction of the spectator based on the photo-
grapher's ‘performance.” Barthes described a
“gamut” of photographic surprises, including
rare and unusual subjects, the immobilization of
a movement too quick for the eye to normally
register, and those due to elaborate photographic
technigues such as double exposure, superimpo-
sition, and the “lucky find” of a natural scene
that surprises the viewer with its uniqueness. The
common element of these surprises, according to
Barthes, lies in their “defiance” of probability,
reducing our ability to anticipate, consonant with
McCoy's (1977) description of surprise as the
sudden need to construe in her elaboration of the
PCP perspective on emation.

We do not know what motivated the photo-
grapher to take that image. The photograph itself
compels our attention because it noted some-
thing we might not otherwise notice, and,
through that process, declares it notable. If a
photographic image provides an obvious object
or meaning, we might place it more toward the
‘taking a picture,” modernist pole of our dimen-
sion. However, to the extent that a photograph of
a recognizable object induces us to think or sug-
gests a meaning that differs from the literal, we
may more likely construe it as an artistic crea-
tion. “Ultimately, Photography is subversive not
when it frightens, repels, or even stigmatizes, but
when it ispensive when it thinks” (p. 38). For
Barthes, photography can transcend itself: “is
this not the sole proof of its art? To annihilate
itself asmedium to be no longer a sign but the
thing itself?” (p. 45)
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Barthes (1982) discusses the ambivalent na-
ture of photography in terms of realism vs. rela-
tivism. On the one hand, we can view photogra-
phy as a purely denotative, mechanical analogue
of a pre-existing reality that leaves no room for
ambiguity or interpretation, no need for interpre-
tation, due to sufficient equivalence to reality
that makes further description impossible or un-
necessary. On the other hand, because the pho-
tograph includes the photographer’s choices,
composition, construction, and manipulation, it
yields various interpretations and connotations,
and requires interpretation. This leads again to a
‘slot-rattling’ paradox in viewing a photograph
as ‘objective,’ yet subjectively imbued with hu-
man investment. Barthes describes various pho-
tographic procedures that serve to enhance the
connotative meaning of photographs, such as
trick effects, pose, choice of objects, photogenic
embellishments (lighting, exposure, etc.), aesthe-
ticism, and the context used to present the pho-
tograph.

Jean Baudrillard (1998) suggested that in the
modernist view a “map” accurately describes a
“territory,” so a simulation represents, or re-
presents, the territory to which it refers. Buthwit
our ability to generate models of a reality with-
out reference to an actual being or substance in
the postmodern world, a map may precede the
territory. We can construct the “real” out of a
variety of elements, creating what Baudrillard
calls the “hyperreal,” in which the image, a si-
mulacrum, substitutes for reality. The religious
prohibition against idols reflects this concern
about our tendency to confuse a symbol or repre-
sentation of reality with ultimate reality, similar
to our tendency to confuse personal constructs
with reality (McWilliams, 1993). He contrasts
the modernist notion of equivalency between a
sign and the reality that it signifies and the post
modern notion that a simulacrum exists on its
own with no relation to an external reality. An
image may initially reflect a reality, but it may
come to pervert or distort that reality and subse-
quently camouflage the absence of an indepen-
dent reality. Finally, a simulacrum may exist on
its own with no relationship to reality at all.

As an accomplished photographer himself,
Baudrillard (2000) suggested that photography,

rather than providing an objective view of the
world as we might assume, actually provides a
totally non-objective world. By the use of vari-
ous visual techniques, such as presenting an im-
age of a brief segment of reality (in shutter
speeds of fractions of a second), immobilizing
the on-going flow of reality and movement, and
remaining silent, the photograph offers a pure
and artificial way of creating an image. By pre-
senting an image so immediately and directly, it
does not provide meaning or significance nor
does it analyze reality or probe deeper. Rather,
the photograph directs our eye to the surface,
and to a fragment. As a result, rather than a re-
presentation of reality, he sees the photograph as
a fiction, similar to Vaihinger's fictionalism
(1924) and Kelly's (1964/1979) invitational
mood, that requires us to engage with it and
create something of it in order to bring it into
action. In the postmodern world, where ‘things’
lose their meaning, few images escape our at-
tempt to force significance or provide meaning
to events. Even ‘realist’ photography cannot ac-
tually capture the world ‘as it is,’ but by drawing
our attention to, for example, human suffering, it
attempts to show us what the world should not
be. Baudrillard questions whether photography
brings us closer to the ‘real’ world or whether it
creates a distance from the world and its objects.
In the extinction of the ‘real’ (foundationalist,
modernist) world, he suggests, reality mutates
into an image, a simulation.

CONSTRUCT DIMENSIONS FOR
ING ART' PHOTOGRAPHS

‘MAK-

To summarize, we may view creative photogra-
phy as a process that appropriates existing visual
elements to create an image that leads to an ex-
perience on the part of a viewer. The image does
not represent external reality and, although the
artist might have intended to communicate
something, that intention represents the artist’s
temporal experience rather than an inherent
meaning to the work. The photograph may sur-
prise the viewer, perhaps calling attention to an
object in the environment that the viewer might
otherwise not note.
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Table 2: Construct dimensions subordinate to
‘making art’ photographs

Spontaneol VS. Consciou
Ephemere VS. Permanet
Founc VS. Pose
Artifacts VS. Nature
Dilatec VS. Constricte:
As Exposel VS. Adjustec

The remainder of this construal of my approach
to creative photography will describe some con-
struct dimensions that | find subordinate to the
‘making art’ pole of the foregoing dimension
(Table 2). These dimensions characterize some
of the activities | use in ‘making’ or creating
‘art’ photography, and | will elaborate their im-
plications and apply some PCP constructs (level
of cognitive awareness, Creativity Cycle and
Dilation vs. Constriction) to them. These dimen-
sions derive from my personal observations and
reflections on the way | personally do art photo-
graphy. In some cases | clearly prefer one pole
of the dimension, while others simply describe
ways that some photographs are alike and yet
different from others. Although other photo-
graphers may have articulated similar dimen-
sions | do not propose them as universally rele-
vant to photography in general or to other photo-
graphers’ work in particular.

Spontaneous vs. conscious

Photographer Aaron Siskind (1963/1980) de-
scribed a significant change in his photography
when he shifted from a documentary approach,
where he focused consciously on the meaning of
the photograph, to a spontaneous approach
where “you could take a picture in a pleasant
way, without thinking too much, and then find
out that it could reveal terrific meaning you'

(p. 305). He described his exhausting absorption,
unaware of anything but taking pictures, a com-
mon theme in artistic creation or performance,
similar to Minor White's description of a blank
state of mind while photographing (Sontag,
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1977/1979). When exposing shots for art photo-
graphs, | note a similar experience and the dif-
ference between spontaneous and more con-
scious activity. When | ‘take pictures of some-
thing | find myself thinking about how the pho-
tograph will look and whether it will present the
subject effectively. When | ‘make art’ | tend to
‘get lost’ in the process of looking at images and
shooting exposures. This phase of the process
represents a somewhat lower level of cognitive
awareness, and ‘loose’ construing in terms of the
Creativity Cycle (Kelly,1955), in which the pho-
tographed elements vary and shift widely in an
unplanned, experimental fashion. | prefer the
immediate and less conscious experience of
spontaneous photography, and | enjoy the fresh
experience of seeing the photograph when | view
it anew on the computer.

Ephemeral vs. permanent

Kelly (1955) described the universe as constant-
ly changing, similar to Buddhism’s emphasis on
the interdependence, impermanence, and empti-
ness of all phenomena (McWilliams, in press).
From this perspective, no permanent objects ex-
ist, but the relativity of change within the corttex
of a human lifetime gives the illusion of perma-
nence to objects that change more slowly. | cha-
racterize this construct dimension related to the
choice of objects for the making art process as
‘ephemeral vs. permanent.’ | appreciate images
that illustrate change and the impermanent na-
ture of phenomena, and | enjoy photographing
‘ephemeral’ images that exist in a particular
form for a brief period of time, including nature
compositions that may change within seconds of
exposing, such as patterns on the sand in the surf
which the tide immediately rearranges (Figure 3)
or overnight frost melting on a wooden bridge
(Figure 4), as well as other images that reflect
the process of impermanence, such as rusting
artifacts (Figure 5). | clearly prefer images that
reflect this impermanence, finding that more
permanent images appear less complex or inter-
esting and more banal.
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Figure 3:.Beach

Found vs. posed

Minor White (1957/1980) shifted from carefully
planned photographs to photographing found
objects, which he described as an object finding
its own form or “photographs that found them-
selves” (p. 307). Many creative photographers
elaborately pose or stage the subjects in their
photographic art, and strive to eliminate any ac-
cidental images. | articulate this dimension as
‘found vs. posed,” and | describe my work as
based on ‘found’ objects or arrays. | rarely if
ever pose the objects | photograph for my art,
and only occasionally will remove a small dis-
tracting item. | appreciate seeing interesting na-
turally occurring images that | serendipitously
find (or that find me). In this sense, to refer to
the ‘take versus make’ dimension, | like to ‘take’
images as they naturally occur and then ‘make’
the image into something aesthetically appeal-

ing.

Human artifacts vs. nature

Nature provides intriguing images independent
of human participation or involvement, and
many accomplished photographers focus on im-
ages of nature. Human activity also generates a
variety of fascinating images, leading me to dis-
tinguish a further construct dimension that | la-
bel ‘human artifact vs. nature’ among found ob-
jects. Of course, humans themselves could
represent a third element, but | note that, al-
though | enjoying taking pictures of people, my
art photographs rarely include human forms, re-
flecting a purely personal emphasis. While each,
and in combination, may yield interesting im-
ages, and | equally enjoy both types of images,
we may note differing qualities in them. Siskind
(1963/1980) observed that his pictures tended to
include geometric and organic forms together,
revealing duality and ambiguity. | label this sub-
ordinate dimension ‘straight & angular vs. or-
ganic & round.” Images from nature (including
the human form) include flowing, organic shapes
(Figures 6 & 7), while those from manmade ob-
jects tend toward edges, angles, and geometric
patterns (Figures 8 & 9).

Dilated vs. constricted

Szarkowski (1966/1979) pointed out that a pho-
tograph’s edges demarcate a subject that extends
beyond it in four directions, and he regards the
choice of the edge of the picture as the central
photographic act. Creative photographs may fall
along a dimension reflecting the extent to which
the image represents a smaller or larger portion
of the available visual field from extreme close-
up images of small objects to a wide-angle scen-
ic array. We may understand this process in
terms of Kelly's (1955) construct of dilation vs.
constriction. A photographer may choose to con-
strict the perceptual field to a more manageable
array, reducing the perceptual boundaries in or-
der to minimize incompatibilities within the con-
strued image (Figures 10 & 11). | like to regard
this approach in terms of William Blake’s “to
see the world in a grain of sand,” creating an
image of a well-elaborated ‘miniature world’ in
an often overlooked object or array.
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Figure 5:Rusty Rebar

Figure 9:Antique Car

Figure 8:Reaper Detalil
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Figure 10: Flower Macro

. L o g WO IS i

Figure 13Utah Clouds

Figure 14:Curb as Found ) _
Figure 15:Curb Adjusted
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Relative dilation may provide an opportunity for
greater control of a wider field (Figures 12 & 13)
but still may include eliminating aesthetically
unappealing elements or those that could distract
from the overall composition.

As exposed vs. adjusted

Exposing images on the camera typically pro-
vides the first part of the process of creating an
aesthetically interesting art photograph, the ‘tak-
ing’ process. Photographers have long debated
the relative merits of printing an image directly
‘as taken’ versus cropping, burning, dodging,
and other manipulations, and classical modernist
photographers argued for printing the entire
frame exactly as exposed (e.g., Adams,
1959/1979; Weston, 1942/1979). For many pho-
tographers, however, making a satisfying image
includes additional adjustment processes, and a
further succession of loosening and tightening as
the ‘adjustment’ process unfolds. With chemical
photography this activity required a darkroom,
enlarger, chemicals, etc., but with digital photo-
graphy it now can take place on a computer, per-
haps enabling many more photographers to
create manipulated images.

Once | have exposed photos within the con-
text of the processes and dimensions described
above, additional adjustment may precede a spe-
cific image. Images that seemed compelling in
the field may yield disappointing results, but |
also may find that a random shot may evolve
into a fascinating image through digital adjust-
ment.

Photoshop and similar computer programs
provide opportunities to create a final image al-
most entirely on the computer, whether from a
variety of originals or from significant modifica-
tion of the original. In my modifications | prefer
to leave the basic image as found but to adjust
qualities (subordinate construct dimensions)

such as sharpness, contrast, color saturation, and

brightness, as well as cropping the image to
yield the most satisfying composition. These
adjustments may lead to a visual difference be-
tween the original ‘raw’ photograph (Figure 14)

32

and the final image (Figure 15), but the satisfac-
tion derives from using adjustments to create a
manifestation of the image that | may have felt
or intuitively ‘seen’ in my own experience when
making the exposure, or to construct a particular-
ly aesthetically interesting result.

BRINGING CLOSURE

To recapitulate, | view my approach to creative
photography as a process involving appropriat-
ing or ‘taking’ existing elements to construct or
‘make’ an image that does not necessarily re-
present an independently existing reality but may
generate a response in a viewer, perhaps by an
image of objects the viewer might not otherwise
note. This process may begin with relatively un-
planned spontaneous activity, generating expo-
sures of impermanent objects or events that |
‘find’ or that ‘find me.” These ‘findings’ may
occur in nature, human artifacts, or both, and the
scope of the exposure may range from a wide
perceptual field or a tightly narrowed view. |
may adjust various image characteristics in the
exposed image to yield a satisfying and engaging
final product. From the viewpoint of Kelly's
(1955) Creativity Cycle, we may see this process
as a sequence of recurrent loosening and tighten-
ing, experimenting with images, adjustments,
and compositions. The loosening phases gener-
ate various options, while the tightening cycle
ideally leads to an image that both appeals to the
photographic artist and, while imposing no inhe-
rent meaning of its own, generates a stimulating
response in the viewer.
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