Mostly we just glance around
while thinking about other things.
Photography gives us a reason to
stop...and look...and see. It’s a fo-
cusing device that brings us to a
deeper attention.

The long-form project brings mo-
mentum to that attention. Return-
ing to a subject again and again
lets us concentrate the power of
our awareness and extend it until
we see all of what is there.

My first photographs were pictures of anything at all.
No pattern, no discrimination, and little inten-
tion—an empty house, a tree, my little sister, my little

sister in a tree.

I was learning a lot in the process, but you'd certainly

never have known it from the pictures.

One day while I was waiting for a train at the New
Haven station I took a quick photo on the platform.
The energy of lines converging was the whole thing
right there. The next time I went to take a train I ar-
rived a little early, looked in the same place and found
this engineer looking into the same convergence.
That was better. Worth going back, as I learned.




A few days later I went back and hung around the found a railroad in Tennessee—the Clinchfield—that
station just to see if I could shake out some more was willing to let me come and ride their trains.

ictures...of hing. This is what I :
pietures...of anything. LAs 15 what & saw So on the project went, feeding and growing on

every picture. In the end there was an extensive pub-
lication of the work in the magazine Camera 35, it
made the cover story of a wonderful Swiss photogra-
phy magazine, Camera, and led to my first exhibi-

tion in New York.

I continued and was well along when I recognized

that something coherent was taking shape. A state-
ment? Nothing so grand, but at least something co-
herent. I kept going back, and by the simple act of

returning I got my first published magazine piece.

The fact that an editor found this work interesting

made me more serious. I looked further afield and R /A\\ LRQAD /\/\ AN

SEAN KERN e = RGEERE

198



Why did I keep going back again and again? Simple.
I took photos that surprised me each time by being
better than I thought I could take. As long as that
was happening the project seemed to head off some-
place on its own, and the only way to find out where

was to keep following it.

If there’s a lesson in this whole story; this is it: do

yourself a project!

I’'ve worked this way ever since that first time.
Projects harness the positive side of habit, they
form the basis of a creative photographic
practice...and they get you to take a lot of pictures.
Most of them don’t come out, but some do, and
those are the ones you’re after. I don’t think I've
ever heard of any serious photographer who just
makes random photographs without some kind of

armature in mind around which they might be

molded.

So there’s no better way to strap on your wheels
than embracing the project. It’s a natural way to

grow your work. Even the great single photographs

that we see in museums and books today were often

born of some kind of project.
A short history of the photography project

My own earliest efforts seem to have mirrored the
early history of photography. In the beginning, pho-
tographers made individual images, perhaps because
they were trying to figure out how the process
worked. Maybe Fox Talbot was thrilled to have any
image at all turn up in his first photographs. Kind
of like me.

Once the early practitioners got going, though, they
quickly turned to projects oriented around subject

matter. So we got:

Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature

Roger Fenton, the Crimean War

Mathew Brady, the Civil War.

William Henry Jackson, the Western landscape.

Lewis Hine, the urban poor and child labor.
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Eadweard Muybridge, motion.e
Eugene Atget’s mythic Paris

All of these were subject-oriented catalogs of as-

pects of existence.

We also had Edward Curtis’s monumental work on
the American Indian, self-consciously romantic, and
August Sander’s great German portrait undertaking,
which was much more straightforward and equally

ambitious.

Walker Evans’s work in Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men was a project of austere reportage informed by

a modern and painterly vision.

Evans, in his turn, encouraged Robert Frank in his
hugely defining The Americans, a project if ever there
was one. It was difficult for Frank to define it up
front. My sense is that Frank defined it by actually
doing it.

Jumping forward a bit (but not too far) Diane Ar-
bus’s whole work seemed to be in some ways a
project of searching for her own vision and, having

found it, giving it full expression. Under some
strong artistic compulsion, she stepped away from a
career in commercial photography to find a way of
seeing that she couldn’t envision in advance. In Pa-
tricia Bosworth’s Diane Arbus: A Biography, she
quotes a diary entry that shows Arbus’s excitement
at finding something on her proof sheets that she
thought might be what she’d spent a year looking
for. But even then she couldn’t say just what it was.
I’m not sure anyone could, even now. But there it

‘was.

The photos are what others see of this labor, but
I’m convinced that for the photographer, doing the
work produced in them iswhat really matters, the
consciousness that the seeing makes. Photographs
show the journey, but the deepest reward is what
comes to the photographer from the work of find-
ing and taking them.

The pictures are what the rest of us get, and if you
do an image search for Ralph Gibson, Mary Ellen
Mark, Cindy Sherman, and Shelby Lee Adams, with

his 30-year-plus project in Appalachia, you can see
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the power of the images. Or look at Jim Branden-
burg’s Chased by the Light project, one photo-
graph—and only one—every day for 9o days. No re-

loads, no brackets. One shot.

Look these over and you’ll get some sense of the

power that the project brought to their work
It can do the same for you.

Here are some concrete reasons to pursuc€ a pI'OjCCt

of your own:

1. When time to photograph opens up you don’t
need to spend any of it deciding what to do. You
just go back to where you left off.

2. As you work on a project, you accumulate experi-
ence and understanding that feed right back into

your pictures.

3. As your project grows, your vision grows with it,
becomes more refined, more subtle, and this seeing

shows up the next time you work.

4. If your project involves people, or perhaps a
neighborhood, your continual returning means that
you start each visit with the rapport you've already
built. People become your allies and will look for

ways to help you.

5. Simply walking around with a project in your
head for weeks and months lets you imagine
things—places, images, connections, possible and
impossible—that wouldn’t have occurred to you on
your first outing. It is paradoxical, but focusing

more tightly can open you out.

6. Projects carry you beyond your past work, be-

yond whatever it is you think.
What makes for a good project?

Absolutely anything that speaks to you is a place to
start. Just walk around and listen. And once begun,
what you do at the beginning is there to be tran-
scended, and the sooner the better. I had a student
once who did a semester-long project that involved
making pictures for a half hour or so every few days

at § p.m. in a large and elegant room at the school.
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The light changed slowly during the course of the
semester, and the result was a poetic meditation on

time and light.

Photographers tend to think in terms of discrete ses-
sions of work, at least in the beginning. But work
really blooms in revising and extending. First drafts
are where you blurt things out so you can see them
and see how they actually need to work. So you

work with it and look again. And again you see what
you should have done, and so on. It’s not just refine-

ment, it’s revelation.

The process of revision is different for photogra-
phers than it is for writers, because the thing you
photographed is in a state of constant change, but
the principle is the same. We don’t really get the op-
portunity to rework the same scene over, for the
most part. Instead, whatever we learn is applied the
next time we come back to our subject. Even if the
situation is different every time, the sharpening of
our senses lets us see the differences and use them.

But you have to return to harvest it.

When is a project
done? The best an-
swer I ever heard

At the beginning your project can
be rather amorphous. Leave it that

way for a while. I heard the poet

Charles Wright talk about the im- V&5 from a '
pulse we have to grab a thought, painter .WhO said
“When it doesn’t

pull it out of the air and nail it
need me any

down too soon. Leave things up in ” .
8s up more,” he replied.

the air as long as possible, let them mani-

fest fully, he said.

So you can start with something as loose as hanging
around a railroad station (worked for me), as op-
posed to a broad scheme like Railroad Man, which
is what my project eventually became. Maybe it’s
better not to attach a name to your project at all at
first. Go someplace new, stay a while, go back and
do some more, and eventually the project will tell

you its name.

There are any number of ways to present a se-
quence: a slideshow, a video, a website, a book, a
line of framed prints on a wall. But no matter how

you do it, the order in which you present the im-
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ages and the intervals between them is a great

source of power and interest.

In the next chapter we’ll take a look at sequencing
and the way that the arrangement of a group of pho-
tographs builds the power of the work. Once your
project has reached what you think might be
enough pictures to achieve critical mass, you can
use the chapter as a guide to laying them out and

presenting them as a whole.

Meantime, on the following pages are photos from
two projects that couldn’t be more different. Each
began with a single photograph that swept me away:
In each case I looked at the first photo I took and
knew I had an idea that would lead me to some-

thing wonderful and very new to me.
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The Secret Books

The Secret Books pro-
ject began when I took

this single image and sur-
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at once you start to won-
der if you can do an-
other. And another.

That’s how this project
grew for the next three

or four years. Many good

things came to me as a
result — travel, exhibi-

tions. But the main out-

come was that my con-

ception of myself and

my work was changed.
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Lite Without Mercy

Life without mercy, pardon, or
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parole is the Alabama judicial
system’s most extreme prison
sentence, and it’s what I
named this project, done in
maximum security prisons

there and in West Virginia.

Walking through the doors
was like entering another uni-
verse. And when you sud-
denly find yourself in another

universe, you pay attention.

That sustained state of atten-
tion was the gift that the
work on this series gave me.

I was never the same after-

ward. It made me serious.
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