Why Choose LensWork?
“Thanks for producing what is, in my opinion,
the only mag worth subscribing to.”

- Rob

“Thanks. We are enjoying both the photography and commnentary in LensWork thoughtprovoking and like having another congenial colleague offering new thoughts
and insights.” - Ed and Dorothy Monnelly

“As a person who has published a magazine for ten years, I understand your admirable efforts to publish the beautiful LensWork.
What quality, what good sense in texts, so much about real
photography in such a discreet, non-agressive manner! I
felt so refreshed! Thank you that you chose 10 years ago to
follow your dreams and instincts!” - Voicu Bojan, Cluj, Romania

“I have been a subscriber for a while now and have to
tell you how starved the photography community
would be without your publication. I am so very
happy you are no longer quarterly. I have only one
wish for you, and I mean this in a good way. May you
never enjoy broad commercial appeal.” - Marc Climie

“I REALLY LIKE YOUR MAGAZINE! I love to read the indepth interviews, and to hear what others are doing and
thinking. It brings so much more to the ﬁeld of photography
when you can understand where someone is coming from. I
also enjoy the connection back to other arts. After all, we
do all speak a similar language and have common concerns
when it comes to being creative.” - Jim Graham

“I truly love your magazine, and ﬁnd it an inspiration to my own work in photography,
although I am just a wanna be “artist” turned
amatuer. Your magazine is a great comfort to
me while I sit on board ships in the Arabian
Gulf stinking of sweat and dreaming of cooler
climes.” - Timothy Gordish

“Thank you for producing such a delightful magazine. I
have subscribed to various magazines over the years, but have
been tired of seeing the same old techniques. Finally I have
found a magazine that reﬂects that which I am trying to achieve,
which is to produce stunning, visually emotive photographs.”
- Philip Hunter
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EDITOR’S COMMENTS
He was young, naïve, just starting. As the saying goes, “Out of the mouths of babes …”
He asked, “What are the most important things I should do to improve my photographs? ” It
was such a straightforward question – and I have been involved in photography so long
– you’d think I would have had a simple and canned answer. I did not. I was nonplussed.
I decided I’d better think about this seriously if I was to answer in a useful way. “Let me
get back to you.”
And how do you answer such a question? By looking back – at my negatives, my prints,
my methods, successes, failures and, in short, my personal history in photography. From
this scrutiny (a rich source of what not to do) I compiled a list, narrowed it down, found
the common threads. At the risk of sounding somewhat undeservedly authoritarian, here
are …

TWENTY-ONE WAYS
TO IMPROVE YOUR ARTWORK

1.) Shoot more than you do; print more
than you do; and be a ruthless editor. I’m
serious. There is a great deal to be gained
in sheer volume – not that volume itself is
any virtue, but practice is. Besides, relentless practice does have a twin sister known
as luck. And in photography, unlike golf,
a lucky shot when one is just practicing
can count as much as a skilled shot when
one is serious. Speaking of volume, if you
are not throwing out ten ﬁnished prints
for every one you exhibit you’re not being
critical enough. If you are not shooting
100 negatives for every one you print, you

are not being energetic enough. Motor
drives don’t count.
2.) If I could do one thing that would
improve most photographs more than
anything I would simply tape a big dot in
the middle of the viewﬁnder so that you
can’t see what’s in the dead center of the
composition. Avoid bulls-eye composition
whenever possible. Whenever I see the
subject plopped in the dead center of the
frame, I know the photographer is confused; they are confused about the purpose of making art. We don’t make art to
8
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show someone what something looks like.
All this requires is eyes (or a lens). Art
is supposed to have meaning, emotion,
power, or magic. Don’t merely show what
the subject is; show what it isn’t
isn’t, show
what it means, show why it is, how it is,
for whom it is, where it is, and/or when it
is. Imagine a novel with only descriptions;
without plot, motivation, depth, crisis,
or crescendo, a novel would be merely a
catalog of object descriptors. It is the same
with photographs.

directly involved in the world in the
image, and this happens most successfully
with direct engagement. Become engaged
with your subject material. The easiest way
to do so is with wider lenses and physically closer involvement. Of course, not
every great picture of the world is made
with a wide-angle lens. But, if 30% of
your images are made with a wide-angle
lens and 70% with a telephoto, reverse this
ratio and you will ﬁnd your photographs
improve dramatically.

3.) Think in two-dimensions. You are
not making a picture of something; you
are making something – and what you are
making is two-dimensional. If you can’t
learn to see ﬂat, use Polaroid materials.
If you don’t have Polaroid materials make
a sketch/drawing of your photograph
before you make the exposure. Learn to
see edges and shapes instead of details
and colors. Squint and look at the world
through your eyelashes so the details dissolve. Or, try looking through a lightly
frosted piece of plastic. See your composition in terms of its large masses ﬁrst,
and let the ﬁ lm reveal the details. Learn
that composition is about shapes and that
texture is about details.

5.) Photography is part art and part
science. It involves the human heart, but
is made manifest through optics, chemistry, electronics, and the laws of physics.
The science part of photography is composed of an inﬁnite number of variables
and is much, much easier to learn if you
reduce the number of variables. In the ﬁrst
several years, choose one good ﬁ lm and
paper and stick with it. Limit the number
of cameras you own, especially early in
your career. Learn thoroughly what your
materials will do and don’t get seduced by
the idea that better photographs reside in
better equipment. Never forget that all the
great photographs in history were made
with more primitive camera equipment
than you currently own.

4.) The best telephoto lens in the world
is your feet. Move closer. Move even
closer. Use wider-angled lenses and get
closer. The best photographs are almost
always ones in which the viewer feels

6.) Work in projects. Make lots of
images and look deeper. Allocate time
to rephotographing things you’ve already
photographed. Look at the clues in your
9
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images and see the things that your photographs tell you they would have liked
to have been. Assume your ﬁrst photographing session is a warm-up, a sketch
pad, a get-acquainted session. Allow the
images to unfold as you work the project
repeatedly. Learn to be receptive to the
inanimate objects around you, because
they speak to you as an echo of your subconscious creativity. The same can be said
of your photographs. Pretend as though
your previous photographs are teachers,
not children. Every project, no matter
what the project, requires research – the
kinds of research you do in the library as
well as in the ﬁeld. Read, study, ask questions, look at the work of those who’ve
gone before you, think, ask questions,
listen some more, and ask more questions.
Write things down. If a project doesn’t
occupy a serious percentage of a notebook
full of notes, you probably haven’t done
enough to think about the project before
you pull out the camera. Mull over projects from the very beginning to the very
end. What do you need to know? Who
knows it? What will it look like in its ﬁnal
state? Where will you need to go? Who’s
going to care? What are the components?
How does this ﬁt? When is the deadline?
Is there a budget? How much will it cost?
What deﬁnes success? What are you
willing to sacriﬁce in order to complete
this project?
7.)

Every image, every project, is best created with a certain set of tools. Start with
the image or the project and ﬁgure out
which tools will best help you to succeed.
If you ﬁnd you are constantly needing new
equipment, review #5 above and be honest
about whether or not you are choosing the
right projects.
8.) Attend workshops. Read books.
Seek out the advice of experienced photographers. There is no virtue in reinventing the wheel other than the intellectual
exercise of doing it. If you want to make
great photographs, look at great photographs and talk to great photographers.
Be someone’s apprentice for a while.
Assign yourself the task of reproducing
great photographs as closely as you can.
Then, when you’ve succeeded, throw that
ﬁ lm and those prints away and never show
them to anyone. Learn from the masters, but don’t become them. Don’t seek
the masters; seek what they sought. This
relates to ...
9.) Work through the compulsories. It
has truly been said that to see farther than
others you should stand on the shoulders
of giants. Great photographers and artists
before you have made work that survives
today as a testament to their creativity.
In order for you to carry their torch, you
must ﬁrst trod their path. Don’t be discouraged if it takes you years to learn what
they already know; it took them years to

Reverse engineer your equipment.
10
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learn from those who came before them.
Study history. Know the conventions, the
rules, the clichés, the techniques – know
the mind of those who have already asked
and answered your questions.

be surprised if your best and most creative
ideas happen when you least expect them.
12.) Let go of photography and make
art. By that I mean recognize the highest
purpose of photography as art is to communicate and connect with your fellow
human beings. The objective of photography as a ﬁne art pursuit is not to accumulate artifacts that will impress collectors
and curators. Ultimately, your real work
is to connect your Self to the world. In
doing so, you will pass on to the viewer an
artifact which connects them to the world
and back to you. Ultimately, if your work
does not move someone, it does not move
anything.

10.) Finish it. Don’t allow yourself to use
negatives or raw data ﬁ les as a storehouse
for potential artwork. There is nothing to
be gained by having the potential to be
great. To paraphrase the movie cliché:
if you ﬁnish it, they will come. There is
a universal Law of Audience that says
if you ﬁnish work, the universe cannot
stand that it remains unseen. Opportunities will unfold as if by magic. In addition, when you are old, you will be able to
look back and see which of your projects
were the best ones. This is inevitable. But
if your best project is, for example, your
10th project, there is no way you could
have gotten there until you completed the
ﬁrst nine. There is no faster way, no more
eﬃcient way, to get to your life’s best work
than to ﬁnish the necessary work you need
to do that prepares you for your eventual
best work. Finish it, let go of it, move on.

13.) Develop your photographic literacy.
Read books, attend exhibitions, subscribe
to magazines (particularly ones with photographs that are non-photographic magazines) and develop your own personal
mental gallery of images, image-makers,
imaging trends, and likes and dislikes.
The more you know about other photographers, strange as it sounds, the more you’ll
know about yourself – and in particular
when it is that you are walking your own
creative path and when you are walking
someone else’s creative path in delusion.

11.) Realize that creativity does not
work on a clock. Be prepared for your
creative subconscious whenever it is prepared to show itself. Use a memo recorder.
Carry paper and pen. Be disciplined about
capturing odd thoughts at odd moments
when they pop up. Do photography (or at
least think photography) every day. Don’t

14.) Ignore advice from others if they
tell you how to do it their way. Of course,
ultimately I suppose this advice also
pertains to this list. But, fundamentally,
11
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I mean this to apply to photo criticism.
There is no more useless critique than
when the comment starts out, “If it were
my picture I would have done...” It is not
their picture, and how they would have
done it is totally non sequitur
sequitur. The best
critics will tell you what it is they see in
your photograph and leave it up to you
to decide whether or not what they see is
a function of their unique vision or your
success or failure in making the image you
intended.

trap. To do so will mean that your work
can only progress when someone else wills
it. Ultimately, no one cares about your
artwork or your artistic progress more
than you. Recognize, as Stephen Bender
said, that the art life is a beneﬁt you must
be willing to pay for.
17.) Think clearly about your objectives.
Which is more important to you: earning
an income or getting your work distributed? Which do you care about more:
making images the public loves or making
images that you must? If you’re lucky,
these are the same, but if they’re not,
clearly knowing which is more important
to you makes everything else easier. There
are no right answers here. There is only
confusion when you work at cross-purposes to your objectives.

15.) Live with it for a while before going
public. Create a space in your home or
your studio where you can thumbtack lots
of pictures to the wall. Keep them there,
look at them repeatedly, look at them at
diﬀerent times of day, in diﬀerent light, in
diﬀerent moods, to see how your response
to your image changes with time. See
both inside and outside the frame of mind
you had when you were creating it. The
process of doing so will likely lead you to
try printing variations, cropping variations, and even entirely new approaches
with a given image. This is good and
generally shows that the image is speaking
to you – and that you are listening.

18.) Photography is not a group activity. Learn to work alone. Learn to work
without distractions. Turn oﬀ the music.
Surround yourself with silence. Each one
of us has a muse within us who tries to
communicate and advise us on the creative
path. There are no exceptions to this. But
there is also a universality that all muses
tend to whisper. To hear them clearly one
must reside in a very still place.

16.) Forget grants and ﬁgure out a way
to make it happen on your own. Don’t
let the lack of resources get in your way.
Do not let limitations prevent you from
doing your art. Do not rely solely on the
generosity of others; this is a seductive

19.) Don’t photograph what is “photographable.” Photograph what interests you,
even if it is impossible to photograph. It is
almost impossible to make a great pho12

LensWork

tograph of something that doesn’t interest
you. Passion about the subject matter,
about the way it reacts with light, about
the way it moves and changes, about the
way it makes you feel – this is the subject
of photography, not the things in the
image. There are no boring subjects in the
entire universe – there are plenty of boring
photographs made by bored photographers. Become passionate about something and that passion will, with time and
dedication, manifest itself in your images.

plete. Artmaking requires both thinking
and non-thinking in order to become
more than mere pretty pictures.

20.) Think. Think from your subject’s
point of view. Think from your audience’s
point of view. Think about what you are
communicating. Think about how this
will look in the passage of time. Think
about what’s on the edges, just inside,
just outside the photograph. Think about
what you have said. Think about what
you haven’t said. Think about what people
will think you have said, and what they’ll
think you haven’t said. Most importantly,
know when to think and when to suspend
thinking on purpose. Art without thought
is incomplete. Art with thought is incom-

That’s about it, although I do reserve the
right to amend and modify this advice as
I grow older. I do so because – and this
is the real key – artmaking is a process,
and lessons wait in every moment to be
discovered. I’m still making art and still
learning every day. And I have faith that
the most important lessons – as well as my
most important works of art – are yet to
be discovered. Come to think of it, that in
itself is a lesson worth remembering.

21.) Remember, art is not about artwork. Art is about life. To become a better
artist, ﬁrst and foremost become a better
person – not in the moral sense, but rather
in the complete sense. Remember that the
greatest artist is not the one with the best
technique, but the one with the most
human heart.
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ROCK WORK
An Excerpt from the book Change Your Focus

by

Christian Fitze
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BELLA LUCE
Beautiful Light

by

Jeﬀrey Curto
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INTERVIEW WITH
DON NORMARK
In 1949 while a student at Art
Center, Don Normark stumbled
upon a photographic project in
Chávez Ravine in Los Angeles.
There he found a vibrant community of people who were completely
unaware, as was he, that they would
shortly be evicted from their homes
to make way for a low-cost housing
project. This housing was never built
and Dodger Stadium now occupies
that land. His photographs of this
community have become the visual
history of this story, now both a
book and ﬁ lm. On June 7th, 2005,
at 10 p.m., watch the ﬁ lm Chávez
Ravine: A Los Angeles Story on the
PBS program Point of View.
Brooks Jensen: The story of Chávez Ravine is a compelling history of a neighborhood
that was eventually destroyed. For those of us who are unfamiliar with
it, tell us about this story and your photographic project.
Don Normark: There were three Mexican American neighborhoods adjacent to each
other. There was a rivalry for girlfriends and so on within the area, but
there was an overall community loyalty within Chávez Ravine. They
were a united people, basically. I was living in Los Angeles and I photographed there in 1949, making perhaps 15 trips there on the #10 street
car. People largely ignored me, but kids enjoyed seeing me with my
camera. Some people welcomed me; some people invited me into their
homes. I went whenever I could and would spend a full day. I’d have
my camera on my shoulder and maybe ﬁve rolls of ﬁ lm in my pocket.
55

CHÁVEZ
ÁVEZ RAVINE, 1949
Á
A Los Angeles Story

by

Don Normark

From the book
Chávez Ravine, 1949: A Los Angeles Story
(Chronicle Books, 1999 – ISBN #0-8118-2534-5)
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Photography and the
Creative Process

A Word from the Editors
Without question, during the last 12 years, the
most frequent “criticism” we’ve received has
been that readers want more – more pages in
each issue and more frequent publication. We
now have an answer to those requests in the
form of this new publication – an extended,
expanded, enhanced, cross-media and multimedia version of LensWork.
We believe LensWork (on paper) and LensWork
Extended (on CD) each have unique qualities
and that they complement each other. They each
stand alone as an independent publication, but
together our hope is that each new issue oﬀers a
rewarding, motivating, and inspiring experience
that contributes to your creative process. This
is the reason we will oﬀer both LensWork and
LensWork Extended as independent publications
available as individual issues or by subscription.
For those of you who see the advantages of each
format and want both, we will also oﬀer them
as a packaged set by subscription.

LensWork EXTENDED

LensWork Plus So Much More!
Easy to Use
Content Rich
Full-screen
Acrobat PDF
Presentations
with
Audio and
Video

The entire contents of LensWork
plus …
Here are a few comments we’ve received
about LensWork EXTENDED:
• Extended portfolios, more images

•
•
•
•
•
•

Short audio interviews with photographers
More EndNotes comments from Bill Jay
Audio comments on individual images
Printable high-resolution ﬁne art images
Direct links to web sites, email addresses
Goodies!

Additional content by issue may include …
• Videos
• Extended articles
• Unedited interview transcriptions
• Readers’ images and PDF published projects
• Color work portfolios
• Technical data and print variations
• Features we cannot now predict as ideas and
technological capabilities continue to evolve!

“Just wanted to drop you a quick line to commend you on
Lenswork Extended
Extended. I have the pleasure of being a charter
subscriber and have just ﬁnished going thru the CD. I
think you have done a great job, both visually and technically. It was easy to get around and the addition of sound
and video just made it more enjoyable. My only problem
will be having to wait for the next issue. Again, congrats
on a job well done.”
Dan Jones
“I have just spent a lovely couple of hours viewing your
newest presentations. What a delight. I recently played a
couple of your Interview CDs for my clubs, which they
loved! They will love these even more! Its just way too
much fun.............”
Barbara Smith
“BRAVO!!! Oh, Brooks, this is a grand day for you and
Maureen! I eagerly look forward to next Thursday when I
will place my order for a charter subscription!”
Malinda Welte
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