Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography
Session 6: Photography as a Path Toward Self-Discovery
“And you? When will you begin that long journey into yourself?”  Rumi (1207 1273)
True photography, as a creative medium meant to express (and only rarely just to impress)
requires a lifetime of dedication, practice and patience. In an age of ready access to all kinds
of photo gear, from low end to high, and near instant self-gratification with “Wow, another
stunning shot!” tweets from friends and family admiring our constant stream of
smartphone image uploads, it is easy to forget that. The result is not an immediate, but
ultimately short-lived, reward; rather, it is a slow, meditative, Zen-like journey toward selfdiscovery.
I was reminded of this several years ago, upon publication of my first Lenswork portfolio
(Micro Worlds, see essay for session 5). In adherence to Lenswork’s policy, I submitted a
series of images woven around a single theme (a practice that, not quite by coincidence, I
had been slowly evolving to on my own). After showing the published portfolio to my mom,
she asked a disarmingly simple question: “Andy, these photos are lovely, but why do you
take so many pictures of the same thing?”
My immediate reply was honest but shallow. I told her that individual images were
inadequate to fully express what I wanted to communicate about what I was seeing and
feeling. My mom, who is not used to shallow answers about art, having lived with an artist
(my dad) for as long as I can remember, called me on my flippant reply, and probed for
something deeper. I tried again: “I don’t think in terms of individual images anymore; and
when I see a subject that interests me, I want to explore it more, with multiple exposures
and viewpoints.” In some ways, of course, that was worse than my first answer. And my
mom immediately countered with: “Andy, now that you’ve restated my question, how about
explaining why you don’t think in terms of individual images anymore?” Though I had no
meaningful reply, I realized that my mom had unwittingly revealed a meta-pattern shift in
the gestalt of my photography at that time, one that I had not yet worked through on a
cognitive level. The fact is that I did not then (those few years ago, when my mom asked her
question), and do not today, find the same pleasure in capturing that “indelibly special
image” as I did when I was first starting out in photography about 40 years ago. I need
something more. This essay is a stab at communicating (mostly in words) the stages of
development that, I suspect, almost all photographers go through if they stick with
photography long enough, which culminates not in the preternaturally magnificent final
image (as all of us once aspired to when starting out), but a quiet, solemn revelation of our
deepest selves.
While my notes contain the germs of ideas for “stages of artistic evolution” whose numbers
range from only a few to more than a dozen, I eventually settled on eight steps, with
perhaps a semi-conscious nod to the Eightfold Way of the Buddha.
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Stage 1: Joyful snapshots of anything and everything. What is the first thing anyone who
gets a new toy wants to do? Play with it, of course. See what it can do, learn how to use it,
and just have some fun with it. The beginning photographer doesn’t really care about
anything other than taking pictures of whatever strikes her fancy: pictures of their dog or
cat, snapshots of their friends, their own reflection, a tree, a street, a baseball game,
whatever. Everyone begins somewhere and that “somewhere” for photographers is a joyful
– and unabashedly indiscriminate – expression of a newfound tool that takes pictures. In a
basic sense, anyone who is alive and is the least bit curious about the world and is given a
camera, or any other artistic tool, instantly becomes a step-1 photographer.
Stage 2: A passive stirring of aesthetic value. As the photographer evolves from step one to
step two, she still takes images of anything and everything that strikes her fancy but now
finds that certain objects draw a deeper attention than others. Her gaze still falls on most
everything that surrounds her, but her embryonic photographer’s “eye” begins to discern
that aesthetic value is not uniformly distributed throughout the environment. Certain
scenes, and “special” things, draw her eye more than others. But the second stage
photographer is still mostly passive, tentatively reacting to aesthetic stimuli as they appear
and are recognized, but still largely undiscerning as to their relative merit and eager to “take
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in as much as possible.” The step-2 photographer creates pictures in which others recognize
that certain things are given more or less visual weight than others; but – because the step2 photographer is still only a “beginner” – the pictures themselves are not necessarily as
aesthetically pleasing as they could be.
Stage 3: Willful engagement of the environment. The transition from step two to step
three is both difficult to see “from the outside” (for observers of the photographer’s inner
journey) and dramatic (as experienced directly by the photographer). The transition occurs
when the photographer finds herself discontent with the merely passive capture of objects,
and instead, now actively seeks objects she deems “interesting.” She has started to
categorize the world according to her own unique measure(s) of lesser and greater
aesthetic value. Objects (or places, or people, or activity) that the stage-three photographer
holds in high regard become beacons in the environment that immediately attract the
photographer’s attention. If the photographer finds trees of particular interest, for example,
she is no longer content with leaving a park with a “few stray shots of trees,” but now
deliberately searches for as many different kinds of trees as she can find.
The stage-three photographer begins to learn what she values most, and then goes out
looking for it. She is also better able to use her skills to express why what she “saw” was so
special to her.
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Stage 4: Recognition of the power of expression. The transition between step three and
step four is marked by a gradual recognition of the power of using photography –
traditionally, a print, but nowadays encompassing myriad forms – to express not the object
itself, but what draws the photographer’s attention to the object. In practical terms, this
means that the stage four photographer is concerned less with depicting trees merely as
objects of interest (in keeping with our “tree” example) – being quite happy to display a set
of “shots of pretty trees” that are otherwise unremarkable in any way – and more with
finding the one shot (and the one resulting print) that best expresses to others why the
photographer loves to photograph trees. This subtle (and not so easy) transition represents
a very significant worldview shift, as well as a shift in artistic sensibility. Indeed, many
photographers, myself included, find themselves stuck at the cusp between steps 3 and 4
for years, as they patiently explore ways to express feeling.
Making matters even more difficult is that the stage 3-4 transition involves a gradual
recognition of – and increased attention to – two different worlds of reality and expression:
(1) Attention to using a print to isolate the tree as it appears to us, as an otherwise
embedded feature of the external environment, and (2) Attention to using post-capture
tools (either in a traditional or digital darkroom) to properly express the most important
features of the tree as captured in a photograph. This distinction is both subtle and deep. It
is meaningful only insofar as the stage-4 photographer realizes there is an important
aesthetic difference between using tools to render differences between trees and their
environment (in order to “make them stand out” better from the surrounding clutter), and
using tools to selectively render the inner parts of a given photograph. Stage 4 is when the
photographer gets the first inkling to dodge, to burn, and make other tonal changes to an
image. The slow and careful learning, nurturing, and refining of these skills can (and often
does) take years, if not decades, to develop fully.
Stage 5: One picture is not enough. Sooner or later, every photographer yearns to go
beyond the “image”; to go beyond just showing a single picture, or at most a few prints, of
some subject the photographer holds dear. More effort and greater care is put into every
single capture, and its attendant post-capture processing; and more and more finished
prints are deemed “worthy to show others” by the photographer. But the stage-5
photographer also grows increasingly dissatisfied over what she is beginning to perceive as
“too shallow” an expression of an inner vision that is slowly trying to make its own voice
heard. “I like this tree,” she finds herself thinking more and more often, “but, by itself, it
says little about why I love taking pictures of trees.”
She continues, “Each of my trees is lovely, and I’m proud to show them to others, but I’m
somehow missing the bigger picture. It is as though each picture is but a chapter in some
book not yet assembled.” The photographer may not yet quite know what this nascent
book is, or have any idea what form it will eventually take, but her aesthetic eye is being
stirred to higher levels. The stage-5 photographer no longer thinks (or “sees”) in terms of
individual pictures; but is uncertain about how to use them to construct an artful narrative.
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Stage 6: Need to tell a story. Inevitably, the photographer becomes interested in not just
putting together a set of assorted – but only marginally related – prints (as in collections of
“best of” shots), but in carefully crafting and sequencing the images in a portfolio of prints
to tell a specific story. If the original interest was, say, trees, the photographer now wishes
to move beyond her ever-growing collection of “individual trees,” to a new form of
expression designed to reveal both how “sets of trees” are related, and a bit of the process
by which the photographer’s perception and expression of her general “love of trees” has
itself evolved over time.
The stage-6 photographer thus naturally steps away from prints as prints (even if they are
otherwise a part of a larger collection), and focuses increasingly on portfolios of interrelated
images. It is no longer enough to just find that one “good” or “best” image – even though all
photographers are always happy to find it; the photographer now first thinks in terms of
sets of mutually interrelated collections of images. Ideally, each image stands on its own
and compliments and/or enhances all of the others. In more practical terms, the
photographer now wishes to express a deeper aesthetic experience of trees in general, as
exemplified, perhaps, by a selection of personally meaningful images captured in a favorite
park, or accrued over several weeks or months (or years) even as the photographer
explores other subjects and themes.
The stage-6 photographer’s attention has moved from “pictures” to projects; motivated by
a growing desire to tell stories.
Stage 7: Stories of Stories. The penultimate step typically appears only when a
photographer has attained a certain level of aesthetic maturity; by which time a meaningful
body of work – consisting mostly of portfolios (though “individually meaningful” images still
pop up from time to time) – has naturally emerged.
Each portfolio has both a story to tell, and is an element of an as-yet unrevealed and
unrealized deeper narrative, of which the stage-7 photographer hears the first faint
murmurs. The emerging “story of stories” concerns the truths of the world “out there,” as
revealed to the photographer through her lifetime’s worth of aesthetic judgments as to
what to shoot, what to keep, how to express, what to show, and what to sequence into
portfolios. The photographer begins to appreciate certain universal truths by examining the
aesthetic order that she has “imposed” on the world by her growing body of work. By
studying her own portfolio of portfolios – as though her life’s work was itself a “world” open
to capture with an aesthetic eye and camera – the photographer discovers universal truths
about the world itself.
In my own case, I have glimpsed some of the feelings associated with a stage-7 worldview
by looking inward to my motivation for creating a “portfolio of portfolios” called Sudden
Stillness. Sudden Stillness consists of four interwoven portfolios called Chaos, Order,
Complexity, and Entropy.1 The subtitle of the book conveys the deeper meaning behind –
1

Originally the winning entry in the U.K. B&W Magazine sponsored book contest in 2007, and a later extended
version self-published through Blurb: http://store.blurb.com/ebooks/54423-sudden-stillness
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and reason for the specific sequencing of – the images: Visual Echoes of Timeless Rhythms.
Collectively, the four portfolios weave a story about the fundamental rhythmic patterns
that regulate the world (from this one photographer’s point of view). The stage-7
photographer thus uses her own work – consisting now mostly of nested stories of stories –
to transcend art for art’s sake and begin addressing deeper and universal themes and issues
regarding the order of the world around her.
Art is no longer concerned solely with the here and now – for its own sake, and regarding
limited sets of objects, themes, and contexts – but assumes an added dimension of seeking
a transcendent truth about the nature of the world itself. And part of that truth is revealed
– to the photographer – by the photographer’s own organic body of work.

S6-i3

6

Stage 8: Self-discovery. Step-8 is not all that different from step-7, at least outwardly, and if
measured objectively, in terms of the photographer’s physical output (of the number and
type of images and prints produced). The stage-8 photographer still typically produces
portfolios of portfolios, still diligently practices her art, relentlessly striving toward
perfection, and delights with each new “beautiful print” as though it was her first. But the
photographer shows no outward sign of doing anything different from the stage-7
photographer. Indeed, paradoxically, the stage-8 photographer may appear to others as
stuck on a plateau (albeit an artistically very high one), and no longer willing, or able, to
grow as an artist.
However, something fundamental has changed in the way the photographer understands
and interprets her own work that is invisible to anyone but the photographer at first. In the
same way as the stage-7 photographer uses her art to uncover truths about the world, the
stage-8 photographer discovers truths about her own soul. The world, and the
photographer’s own work, have both come full circle: the world revealed through a
photographer’s vision and the photographer’s artful expression of her feelings about the
world uncovering the depths of the photographer herself. Seer and seen become one; the
seen brings the seer back to self.
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None of the details above matter; you may or may not pass through any of these stages,
and your art will be just as real and vital if you never move much beyond stage 1. But you
are forging your path!
And so, we have come full circle in this workshop, starting with the quote that appeared in
the first session  but which at the time may have seemed more whimsy than inspired 
and to which your reaction now, after pondering and musing on the many artful and
metaphysical subjects we have covered in this workshop, I can only hope is more closely
aligned to mine whenever I see these words; namely, a veritable awe of how profound an
ineffable truth Borges has managed to convey using such hauntingly spare but beautiful
language:
“A man sets out to draw the world.
As the years go by, he peoples a space with images of
provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes,
rooms, instruments, stars, horses, and individuals.
A short time before he dies, he discovers
that the patient labyrinth of lines
traces the lineaments of his own face.”
 Jorge Luis Borges (1899 - 1986)

We are what we give our life to; what we spend our creative energies on. We can no more
escape the inevitability of “finding ourselves” one day (when the “patient labyrinth of lines”
finally becomes too dense for us to ignore), than we can unrun our shadows. In the end, you
may argue such things as, “I wanted to take that shot (that I never got around to),” or “I
could have gotten that shot (had I tried harder or devoted more time),” or “There are
portfolios that I surely would have created, if only my circumstances were different,” but
the reality will be  can only be  whatever set of images you actually take in your life. The
subjects and ideas and emotions and visual narratives and all of the myriad entwined
combinations of combinations of images that will have been captured by your “eye” and
camera during your lifetime are vestigial palimpsests  echoes  of the timeless creative
essence directly responsible for their being: you.
“Whether you are going or staying or sitting or lying down,
The whole world is your own self.
You must find out
Whether the mountains, rivers, grass, and forests
Exist in your own mind or exist outside it.
Analyze the ten thousand things,
Dissect them minutely,
And when you take this to the limit
You will come to the limitless.
When you search into it you come to the end of search.
Where thinking goes no further and distinctions vanish.
When you smash the citadel of doubt,
then the Buddha is simply yourself.”

 Zen Master Daikaku (1213-1278)
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 Exercise S6-1: Reflect on your own body of work
It is worth repeating  both to emphasize and to make sure there is no misunderstanding 
that none of the details of you have just read are important. Whether I (or someone else)
chooses to call it the “Eightfold Way,” “Six Plateaus,” or “12 Steps,” or anything else, the
journey is the journey. All, or none, of these steps may/may-not apply to your own journey;
and even if one or more steps of whatever list seem applicable to you, it is far more likely
than not that they simply describe various aspects of your photography as a whole, and not
distinct phases of your own journey.
How the list is carved up with internal/external labels will only make sense as the journey
nears its end (and perhaps not even then). But we are on a journey, as photographers, as
artists, and as human beings. I have found it instructive  illuminating, even  to every once
in a while (if I’m in a creative lull, taking a break, or am just in a pensive mood) reflect over
my body of work. Not as an exercise in self-indulgence, but as a genuinely ruminative tool.
Since we naturally ride the wave of our own consciousness, our “I,” we are usually in the
worst possible position (in time) to perceive the myriad ways in which our perceptions of
the world evolve, from day to day, over the course of weeks, months, and years. While the
comments and insights of others is invaluable (artists of all kinds love to talk with other
artists they have known for a long time about their work precisely for this reason), there is
no substitute for taking stock of one’s own body of work; ideally, an exercise that should be
repeated multiple times over the course of your life as an artist.
Set aside some time during which you know you will not be interrupted (as you did for
Zazen; see session 3), take out as old and as complete an archive of your pictures as you
have on hand or can find  print, digital, or both  and spread out as many photos as you
can in front you (so that you can take them all in “at a glance”); make a spread on the floor,
your desk, open up a digital lightbox on your PC, whatever is convenient.
Now, just look; look, reflect, reminisce, …! Recall the moment you took each photo;
remember what you were doing, who you were with, what you were feeling; assemble the
images in groups of time, separating your earliest photos, from those, say, a few years or
decades ago (that represent your “eye” from a time you consider as “way before” this
moment), and from your most recent images; look for patterns that may distinguish one
time period from another (of subject matter, places, people, type of photography  B&W vs
color, landscape vs. street, straight vs. abstract?); look for the ebb-and-flow of themes, how
you viewed/framed your subjects in different periods; which of the time periods has more
“one off” shots than others? When did you start taking “multiple shots” of the same “thing”
or subject, or general theme? When did first try B&W, or color if you started with B&W (as I
did)?
To the extent that my “Eightfold Way” steps resonate with you and your own creative
history (if not, make up your own list!), where would you place yourself at this moment?
What milestones roughly equivalent to the ones I have described above do you remember
“living through” as an artist? Consider how you might use my/your list to further your
creative path. We will spend most of the remaining time in this workshop sharing  and
mutually ruminating about  our respective discoveries about our individual journeys.
“Cultivating the art of simplicity in photography” is, ultimately, synonymous with forging a
creative path that is uniquely yours.
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I will conclude this last essay with three “mini essays” that address some basic themes of
this workshop, but  because they each overlap with one or more specific session themes 
for which there was no natural “slot” to fit them in:


Essay E1: The lessons that blind photographers can teach us to “see” more deeply



Essay E2: Sting, Goethe, and the Creative Process



Essay E3: Is my art any good?

Essay E1: The lessons that blind photographers can teach us to “see” more deeply
***This is a book review I posted on my blog on 18 Jan, 2009***
Fine-art photography is first-and-foremost a visual language by
which otherwise hidden truths and meanings - of the world and self
- are revealed by the observer / artist. As such, it is rarely the case
that what a photograph shows on its surface is the complete
"message" that the photographer wishes to communicate. Indeed,
philosophically speaking, one can say that fine-art photographers
use images to provide glimpses of a reality that lies behind (and
beyond) what the images represent, as things-in-themselves. Just as
letters and words provide the basic units of grammar for literary artists to communicate
essential truths that have nothing to do with letters and words, so too do light and form
provide the visual grammar by which photographers reveal fundamental truths of nature
(and our relationship with it) that have nothing to do with light and form. Art transforms the
abject banality of sterile rules, internalized through years of rote memorization and
practice, into an intimate expression of the ineffable.
So, it should come as no great surprise (though, undoubtedly it will) that the blind  yes, the
blind (!)  have much to teach those of us who are sighted about what real "sight" means.
The image at the top of this blog entry is of the cover of an extraordinary book called Seeing
Beyond Sight, lovingly put together by visual artist, Tony Deifell, and published by Chronicle
Books in 2007. The book collects the works of visually impaired children during a five-year
program of teaching photography to students at Governor Morehead School for the Blind in
Raleigh, North Carolina, from 1992 to 1997. The book has a dedicated website;2 and an
interview with the author is available on YouTube.3
Mr. Deifell quickly addresses the most obvious question: "How can you teach photography
to the blind?" On a practical level, even though most of the students involved could not see
light, all of them were able to feel the heat due to light. Moreover, blindness does not
preclude anyone from achieving a technical understanding of how a camera works, nor of
learning the rudiments of good imaging technique. The more difficult question to answer 
2
3

http://www.seeingbeyondsight.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4es4biOmODA
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and what the book so beautifully explains by showing  is "How can the blind take
pictures?" In a conventional sense, of course, they cannot; but only if by "taking pictures"
we mean using the camera to record what they see visually. However, photography, in its
purest form, is so much more than that.
Alfred Steiglitz, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Minor White  among many other great
"photographic seers" teach us that the finest photography occurs when we are able to
(recognize and) capture that special sliver of time during which the boundary between inner
and outer experiences vanishes. Steiglitz called such photographs equivalents; CartierBresson referred to the sliver of time as the decisive moment; and Minor White talked often
of the profound role that spirit plays in photography:
"Be still with yourself until the object of your attention affirms your presence."
 Minor White (1908 - 1976)

But whatever one chooses to call it, the underlying process  for the photographer  is
always the same: the camera is merely a mechanical device (and certainly not the only such
mechanical device, nor even necessarily the best one to use for this purpose!) that serves to
focus our attention (to pressing the shutter) at precisely the right moment when our inner
and external experiences align.
"I was thinking that it would be sort of hard for a blind person to take pictures, but
it's not very hard. You've just got to listen."  John V., student, quoted on page 48 of
Seeing Beyond Sight

When the "feel is right" - when everything is in its place, when all the compositional
elements have snapped into their positions, the shadows and forms are just where they all
must be, and when, for the blind, the warmth of the sunlight on the wall is just so, the wind
has quieted down, and is no longer heard, the reverberations of distant footsteps are no
longer felt, and the texture of the floor is just the right mix of smooth and rugged against
the palm of the hand, then we hit the shutter.
In truth, the sighted photographer responds no more to purely visual stimuli than does the
blind photographer. All photographers, whether they do so consciously or not (and whether
they are aware of it or not) depend on all of their senses to reach that wonderful instant
when the shutter goes "click." One can argue that blind photographers, precisely because
they do not respond directly to visual stimuli, are actually closer to the core truths and
realities that lie beyond the light than photographers who must work their way through to
truth (by brute force, so to speak).
Anyone can take a picture of a tree; because that is what is in front of the camera. It takes
an artist to use the image of the tree to show you something else about the tree, or
something else entirely that has nothing do with the tree per se. Since the visually impaired
photographer has difficulty seeing the tree as a tree  indeed, the blind photographer does
not see a tree at all  other associations and meanings must necessarily arise that,
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ultimately, result in some inner train of thought / intuition that concludes with the
photographer making the camera go click.
Just as I consider color a "distraction" to the purity of forms and tonalities I try to reveal
with my black and white photographs, I can see how light itself can be a distraction if what I
am really after is illumination of what light reveals to me (but which I cannot take a picture
of directly). It is a great irony  paradox even  of photography that it so deeply but
mechanically depends on something (i.e., light) that is, in fact, rarely the focus of its
intended message. Even if the light itself is the message (as exemplified by, say, Galen
Rowell's lifelong artistic pursuits),4 the photograph can only capture the effect that light has
on whatever environment the photographer has selected to take a picture in, not the light
in situ.
There is a touching  or, better, an illuminating  story about a blind student named
Leuwynda, who captured a series of wonderful "abstract" photos of cracks in the sidewalk;
which she clearly "saw" with her walking cane but which most people are oblivious to. She
used her photographs as documentary "proof" of the danger that blind students face in
what most would consider uneventfully "short walks" to class, and sent her images along
with a letter containing a plea for help to the superintendent. Mr. Deifell muses, on behalf
of the rest of us "sighted" photographers, about how many "cracks" there are in the world
that we are essentially all blind to?
"If the lights are off, I can see what I'm doing. "
 Dain, student, quoted on page 138 of Seeing Beyond Sight

Another student, Josh, produced some soulful photographs of dark, blurry stairs that he
used to communicate  via metaphor  a dream he had about being lost and wandering
aimlessly in a snowstorm. Other students started using their growing collections of
photographs as a means to develop otherwise under-developed communication skills.
Merlett, for example, was both blind and learning disabled, and found reading and writing
akin to torture. Photography provided a new  and joyous  language in which she could
express herself and, as it turned out, tell all the stories she had always wanted to tell others
but could not do so in a conventional way.
The book contains a short introduction by the author (and teacher), followed by a selection
of student photographs organized into five sections: (1) distortion, (2) refraction, (3)
reflection, (4) transparence, and (5) illuminance. It concludes with an afterward, a short
FAQ, and a summary of where the students who participated in the project are today.
"How do you not cut people's heads off in a photo?
Just ask the person where they are. "
 Frances, student, quoted on page 112 of Seeing Beyond Sight

4

http://www.mountainlight.com/
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For me, the book (and the project on which it is based) is a revelation. Were it not for the
context in which the images in this book were captured, and the accompanying stories of
how individual images came to be, one would be tempted to "dismiss" many of the
photographs as "amateurish" and merit-less as fine-art. And that would be sadly
unfortunate; for these images go to the heart of human experience and artistic expression.
They show us what lies beyond the light that illuminates what we take pictures of, and what
all photographers - with and without the gift of sight - are trying to reveal with their
photography.
Anybody with a decent camera can take a picture of a crack in the sidewalk  and have the
image met with blank stares and mutterings of "Yeah, it's a crack in the sidewalk., so what?"
It takes a blind photographer to so effortlessly use a physical symbol  i.e., a photograph of
some "thing"  to represent the deeper, inner experience of how "difficult it is to walk to
class" on a campus built by people who can see. By not being able to see things, the blind
photographer naturally focuses on using the things that the camera is able to capture to
show what else things are. And that is what the very best photography has always been
about.
While I have focused mainly on the philosophical end of the spectrum in this short
commentary, I would be remiss in not mentioning that I was just as struck about how
powerful a general learning tool  about self, about world, about learning  the project was
for the students involved. In some ways, though not quite as "obviously" dramatic, the
results of the project remind me of Oliver Sacks' Awakenings (though here the
“awakenings” are more spiritual than physical).
The blind obviously have much to teach us sighted photographers how to really see. They
teach us to pay attention to all of the little "invisible cracks" in the world, and to not rely
exclusively on our eyes in doing so. There is no better place to begin the first lesson on this
journey of illumination  which takes the form of a gentle admonition to just "close your
eyes"  than to savor the examples in this magnificent book, Seeing Beyond Sight.
Essay E1: Sting, Goethe, and the Creative Process
***This is an essay I posted on my blog on 15 Aug, 2010***
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“Basic characteristics of an individual organism: to divide, to unite, to merge into the
universal, to abide in the particular, to transform itself, to define itself, and as living
things tend to appear under a thousand conditions, to arise and vanish, to solidify
and melt, to freeze and flow, to expand and contract....What has been formed is
immediately transformed again, and if we wish to arrive at a living perception of
Nature, we must remain as mobile and flexible as the example she sets for us.”
 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749 - 1832)
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My wife and I recently went to Sting's Symphonicities concert, when his tour stopped by in
northern Virginia. Apart from enjoying his music (backed by the Royal Philharmonic Concert
Orchestra), and observing the inevitable aging of his/our generation first hand - there were
many, many more 40/50/60-somethings at the concert than anyone who can still
remember pimples on their young faces (my wife recalled the puzzled look on the face of
our 17 year old baby sitter when she told her where she and I were going for the evening;
"Sting who?" she asked), the evening gave us a chance to muse on one of the reasons for
Sting's longevity, and what it may say about the creative process in general.
There are some who have criticized Sting's recent forays into decidedly non-traditionallyRock-like music oeuvres (such as with his If On a Winter's Night and Songs From a Labyrinth
albums). And his most recent Symphonicities album has been described as same-ole / sameole embellished with a full orchestra (an overly harsh assessment, IMHO, as much thought
and craft obviously went into integrating new voices and new accompaniment). Of course, it
is precisely by continually venturing into new musical territories and challenging himself to
rework older material that Sting stays a potent musical and creative force. Sting also
challenges us to consider just who "Sting" (or any artist) really is, and whether being
content with "sameness" is a form of artistic decay, at best, or artistic irrelevance, at worst.
Ansel Adams, with his piano skills, was fond of comparing the relationship between prints
and original exposures to performances of scripted musical scores; and was equally fond of
"reworking" old plates with new techniques or aesthetic sensibilities. The "Ansel Adams" of
1980 was similar to but not entirely equivalent to the "Ansel Adams" of 1960 or the "Ansel
Adams" of 1940. Yet we use the same "name" to refer to all three periods, and have a
mental picture of the "same" Ansel Adams when referring to any of his impermanent
historical versions. Szarkowski's Ansel Adams at 100 shows a few examples of Ansel's
evolution as a printer (the difference between Ansel's original and 20+ year-later version of
his well-known "Mckinley" print are particularly striking).
There is a deeper  philosophical / epistemological  problem lurking here, hidden in a
seemingly innocuous question: "What is the difference between the 'name' of something
that is alive  a flower, a pug, an artist, or an artwork  and the 'living being' itself?" Richard
Feynman, the great physicist, told of an important lesson he was taught as a child. His
father - a methodical observer of nature - delighted in sharing with his son his voluminous
mental notes on the rich lives of all the birds that lived in their neighborhood; when they
came out in the morning, what songs they sang, what food they ate, and so on. All of this
his father learned on his own, not by reading books, but by carefully watching and listening
to the birds for years and years.
Young Richard's lifelong lesson came one day when his peers laughed at him for not
knowing any of the birds' names, something he never learned from his father (who himself
did not know). His father gently explained to Richard that he actually knew far more about
the birds than any of his friends: "All your friends know is a jumble of sounds that help them
point to a particular bird. Only you know who those birds really are!"
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This holistic approach to "knowing" can be traced back to Goethe's way of doing science, an
approach which Henri Bortoft (in his masterful work, The Wholeness of Nature: Goethe's
Way Toward a Science of Conscious Participation in Nature) describes as "dwelling in the
phenomenon" instead of "replacing it with a mathematical representation." It derives from
the "simple" observation that living beings are growing, evolving processes that are as much
"things in themselves" as interconnected components of lesser and greater processes. To
identify any one state of such a being with the being itself - i.e., by using a "name" to
designate "what the system is" at some arbitrary time during the course of its evolution
(such as by taking a picture of a tree in your yard one day and calling it "the tree in my
yard"; or by taking a picture of the Atlantic ocean from some beach on Long Island - see
picture above  and calling it the "Atlantic Ocean")  is to miss completely what the being
really is; namely, an organic instantiation of a continually unfolding dynamic process of
evolution, metamorphosis, and transformation.
In describing the movement of metamorphosis in the foliage of a flowering plant,
Friedemann Schwarzkopf (in his The Metamorphosis of the Given: Toward an Ecology of
Consciousness), suggests that "...if one could imagine a person walking through the snow,
and leaving the imprints of its feet, but with every step changing the shape of its feet, and if
one would behold not the trace in the snow, perceptible to the sense-organs of the
physiological eyes, but the living being that is undergoing change while it is walking, one
would see with the inner eye the organ of the plant that is producing leaves."
And what of the lesson for the photographer? If only we could see the world as Schwarzkopf
 and Goethe  suggest we see a plant! The inner creative process that drives what we do
(why and what we choose to look at, what moves us, what grabs our attention and
demands to be expressed) is just as much a living force as what we train our lenses on in the
world at large. I would argue that in order to become better - more impassioned, more
sincere, more artfully truthful - photographers, requires a more Goethian approach; it
requires us to learn how to dwell in our subjects. Don't focus on objects or things. Pay
attention instead to process; and revel in your own transformation as you do so.
Essay E3: Is my art any good?
***This is an essay I posted on my blog on 12 May, 2009***
“Why do photography?” Or, more generally, “Why do art?” This seemingly "obvious"
question is anything but obvious; it is also infinitely far from “simple.” Indeed, I would hope
that most artists never consciously ask it (of themselves); and never use words alone if
forced to answer it by others. For (quickly jumping to the conclusion of this short entry)
their life's work is by itself a never-ending, silent but engaged, “answer” to (what ought to
be an) unspoken question best left to others  those other than the artist  to ask.
What can any artist (apart, from  maybe  one whose art is oratory) possibly say in answer
to such a question?
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I was reminded of its unintentional absurdity while watching an old (close to 30 year old)
film called New York Stories. Or more precisely, while watching the first of three shorts that
comprise this film called Life Lessons, and starring Nick Nolte (as abstract artist Lionel Dobie)
and Rosanna Arquette (as aspiring artist Paulette). Paulette is Lionel's former lover, but
moves in with Lionel in the hopes of learning art from him. The movie mostly explores how
Lionel's creativity is coupled with the fits of jealousy he suffers through while Paulette dates
other men. Paulette eventually leaves, but not before Lionel has gone through enough
jealousy to fuel the completion of the art he needs to open a new exhibit. As the movie
ends, another aspiring female artist moves in and we are left with the strong impression
that this "new relationship - broken relationship - jealousy - creativity" cycle is the metapattern that defines Lionel's world and life.
All of which is, for my purposes here, utterly irrelevant and inconsequential (though is a fair
summary of the short film for those who have not seen it; it is certainly entertaining enough
to watch and enjoy). To me, the one shining moment in the film happens near the end, right
before Paulette leaves for good. We are in Lionel's loft studio (where most all of the film
takes place), with Lionel listening to some loud music and painting like a madman  very
much in the Zone. The canvas is huge (it looks like to be at least twenty feet on the side),
paint is being splattered everywhere, and Lionel is  as any artist can confirm while painting
/ creating - oblivious to everything around him except his inner state. In walks Paulette, who
has been patiently waiting  yearning, begging  for some advice from Lionel, but has yet to
receive anything of value. Heck, she is not even sure if she any good as an artist, much less
what to do about it. So, she confronts him. Then and there.
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“Am I any good?” she asks. Lionel's reaction is the best self-contained “answer” to that
question I have seen; certainly on film, possibly ever, in any context, and serves as a
thought-provoking - even soul-searching - admonition to all artists, aspiring and
accomplished alike. (I may have forgotten the exact details of what happens next, but...)
Lionel throws down his brushes with an Eastwood-like "Dirty Harry" fury  veins at his
temples flaring and throbbing  phlegm unashamedly spewing  frothing  out his mouth as
he screams, “Good?!? What the f*** difference does it make whether you're good or not?!?
You paint because you need to!”
What a beautifully transcendent moment. They are “merely” actors , and Nolte is not
“really” an artist (or is an artist of a different kind, stage-playing an artist). That does not
matter. Though I prefer answering questions - even this one - in a slightly more civilized
manner than Nolte's character, I confess that I cannot imagine a better, more perfect,
response. It summarizes exactly my own sentiments.
Why do I do photography? Is it because I like taking pictures with a camera; reveling in the
tactile feel of cold magnesium and pushing buttons? Because I'm shy in public and prefer to
hide myself behind a box with lenses? Because I'm really a conventional artist at heart but
know I have no talent for drawing or painting and so must make do with an "easier" art?
Because I'm a narcissist who thrives on hanging my work in public? Because I yearn for
attention and recognition from my artistic peers? Because I am in a perpetual search for the
“perfect picture”? Because I'm trying to find a way to express my "artistic vision"? None of
these are true, in the purest sense (though some may contain hints of banal, and
fundamentally meaningless, truths).
I do photography because it is who I am. As surely as my laughing at Monty-Python; my
relishing my wife's cooking; my joy at playing with my sons; my absorption with physics
equations and computer code; my night-time ritual of re-reading, for the umpteenth time,
some story by Borges; or my fascination with abstract art - none of which I can explain the
"reason" for that adds anything to the simple fact that they are all things I happen to love to
do, so too I can say the same about my photography. All of these things are their own
reason and explanation. Life and work and play and joy and love and ... everything else that
makes up my life and gives it meaning, is a self-contained, self-referential soup of nested
cause and effect, and experience. And they are all, ultimately and collectively, the only
meaningful expressions of who I really am. I do photography because it is who I am. And
when I stop, I cease to be. Until I start again...
“All true artists,
whether they know it or not,
create from a place of no-mind,
from inner stillness.”
 Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880 - 1938)
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