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Foreward

Looking at Jerry Uelsmann’s work is like enfering a visual labyrinth.  Familiar images and
landscapes are molded info unfamiliar creations which franscend our worldly experience.
Black and white photography builds up a colorful world, compelling the audience’s
admiration for Uelsmann’s extraordinary imagination.

As one of the most important Surrealist phofographers of the 20th Century, Uelsmann
accomplishes everything solely in the darkroom. He is so skilled af composite printing
techniques that his work remains distinguished foday, in the age of digifal fechnology.

He is highly praised not only for his superb skill, buf more so for his extraordinary
imagination. He is a prominent advocate for “Post-Visualization”, breaking with the fradition
of conceiving the image before taking the photograph. He regards photography as the
collection of material and considers his work in the dark room fo be a confinuation of the
process of exploration and discovery. He extends the fradition of Surrealist photography
pioneered by the avant-garde photographers and painters of the 1930s and 40s.

Jerry Uelsmann believes that our brain sees more fhan our eyes can process. His
visual vocabulary is comprehensive, drawing upon everything from waterfalls fo desks,
from frees to eyeballs, making unexpected connections between otherwise unconnected
fragments, creating a dreamlike world. Since his arfistic behavior is not restricted by
established principles, for decades his credfivity has never once been sfified.

As the first in our confemporary arfist series, Jerry Uelsmann’s work is for the first
time infroduced to a Chinese audience, a refrospective of Uelsmann’s fifty-year long
arfistic career. We are very pleased to bring this exhibition to Beljing, exposing a form of
photography unknown to most visitors.  This, fogether with the upcoming exhipbitions, is
likely to arouse feelings of both shock and approval, as well as poth incomprehension
and appreciation. We affempt to present the visitors with the diversity of contemporary art,
leaving the explanation and imagination down fo the audience themselves. In the same
way that Jerry Uelsmann releases us from the constraints of tradifional photography, we are
at the same time released from the burden of our fradifional conception of art free to ook

within ourselves.

Wang Limei
Director
Beijing World Art Museum
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To Chinese Audience

| om delighted and amazed to have this opportunity fo share my photfographic images
with the people of China. This large refrospective exhibition, which covers five decades of
my work, is the first one that | have had in China. | would like to thank Yangming Chu, the
curafor from the Beljing World Art Museum, who visited my studio in Gainesville, Florida, fo
make the selections for the exhibition. | consider it an honor fo have the works shown In this
wonderful museum.

Many times, when people view my images, they assume that they are digitally created.
However, all of my images are created in the traditional darkroom. | am sympathefic to
the current digital revolution and excited by the visual options created by the computer.
However, | feel that my creative process remains infricately linked fo the alchemy of the

darkroom.

Jerry Uelsmann
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Preface

The first time | saw Jerry Uelsmann’s photography was at an art gallery in Gainesville, Florida
in 1086. The gallery was holding a group show by a dozen well-known contemporary
American photographers. As the years have passed, many images | saw af the exhibition
have faded rom memory; however, a photograph tifled Philosophers Study left a deep
impression in my mind and the artist's name Jerry Uelsmann remains in my memory. At
that moment | was amazed af the artist’s extraordinary imagination as well as puzzied by
his fechniques. Later | became a graduate student of art history at Columbia University
in New York City, and after taking a few photography courses | began to understand his
process and perception as well as his significance in American photography.

Two years ago | came to the Beijing World Art Museum at the invitation of Director
Wang Limei to be in charge of curatorial and educational affairs. Among the many
exhipbitions and programs we planned, one was fo organize a series of individual shows
by intemnationally and art hisforically established photographers, one living artist each year.
Jernry Uelsmann was chosen as the first phofographer to be shown af BWAM. Of course,
this selection was not just out of personal preference, buf was based more on the following
reasons.

First of all, Jerry Uelsmann has been infernationally acknowledged and exalfed for his
distinctive style and achievement in phofography since his ‘Post-Visualization” approach fo
photography became known to the world in the 1960s. In 1982 James Enyeart wrofe a
monumental book (one of the New York Graphic Soclety books) entitled Jerry N. Uelsmann
Twenly-five Years: A Refrospective, in which he made an informative and enlightening
study of the artist’s development. Now another twenty-five years have passed, and
Jerry Uelsmann has explored and harvested even more in his field. It is fime for another
retrospective fo let world audiences have a more comprehensive view and understanding
of his artworks. We pay homage to the artist and we are grateful for his creative images
that have changed our way to make photography and enriched our life.

Secondly, as Enyeart poinfs out in his book, Uelsmann belongs to the kind of artisfs
who attempt fo change our thinking about the art form itself. Ansel Adams urged
photographers fo stop saying that they ‘fake” a picture and always say that they ‘'make’
one. Uelsmann’s perfect combination of skillful techniques and creative thought makes
his images so stimulating and profound and full of philosophical speculation. Sfanding in
front of his images, we are forced fo think, to meditate and fo ask how and why. Looking af

these images, we leamn not only how fo think buf how to dream. This is something unigque
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to a great artwork that cannof be replaced by anything else.

And last but not least, Uelsmann’s images may be of important referential value for
today’s Chinese photography and other art fields. Since photography was infroduced info
China in the middle of the 1840s, for over one hundred and sixty years ‘literal” photography
has dominated Chinese photography. Both in theory and in practice Chinese photography
has been consclously or unconsciously influenced by photographers such as Henri Carfier-
Bresson, Ansel Adams and ftheir same kind of artists. Daily life and landscape are major
themes seen in Chinese photography. Photographers use photography as the rhetoric of
document fo explore these themes while polishing their skills 1o produce images. In spite
of the fact that during the middie of 1990s, with the Western conceptual arts entering info
Ching, Chinese avant-garde photographers began fo desert ‘literal” photography and
jumped fo explore conceptual ar, our knowledge and understanding of international
photography and its development are fairly limited and very offen masterpieces are
treated like fast food. Therefore, we have decided to gradually infroduce a series of
infernational photography masters to our photographers and audience in order fo let them
have direct access to works by great artists and fo have a betfter and more comprehensive
understanding of photography with its great fraditfion and multiple approaches. To
infroduce or to reread masterworks is not meant to repeaf what the great artists have
done, but simply fo be inspired by them and eventually find one’s own space and creative
direction.

In the winters of 2005 and 20006 | visited Uelsmann at his home and studio in Florida;
each fime we spent several days together going through almost all his image files.
Finally, one hundred and thirty-two photographs were selected out of several thousand
in expectation of generally representing Uelsmann’s fifty years of creation. The process
of selecting was not easy: | often had fo unwillingly part with many interesting images so
as fo keep the selection in a manageable size both for the show and the cafalogue.
Uelsmann kept quiet most of time, not wiling to make comments on his work. He did not
want to influence ofher people’s taste and judgment even though he was very thoughtful
and eloguent in lecture and discussion. | could not help buf admire his modesty and
prudence. Forfunately enough, | received generous advice and assistance from two
respectful persons, Maggie Taylor and Phillip Prodger. Maggie is Uelsmann’s wife and also
a prominent Ametrican photographer. Phillip is a senior scholar of photography history and
also author of the introductory article in this book, “Jerry Uelsmann: The Images Beyond
the Images”. Their expertise and sincerity made the selecting process a delightful and
rewarding experience.

My staff af the Beljing World Art Museum and editors from Chinese Phofography
Magazine and China Photographic Publishing House have worked very hard to make the

this book and the show come frue. | am very gratfeful for their support and parficioation.

Chu Yangming
Deputy Director/Curator
Beljing World Art Museum
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Jerry Uelsmann. The Image Beyond the Image

Close your eyes, and what do you see? Darkness, of course, but when your eyes adjusf, and
the black recédes, what emerges from the shadows ; Maybe It is a flash of recent memory,
the remembered echo of something just experienced. Or perhaps it is a memory from years
ago, flickering behind your eyelids like the reels of an old film. Could it be something that
never happened ? In the English language the words ‘image’ and ‘imagination” derive from
the same linguistic root . It is no coincidence . With eyes closed, we test the bounds of logic. We
may see things that never happen - fears, hopes, and dreams manifest only in our minds.
Darkness forms a theater in which the brain enacts what might have been and may yet be. It
is a place without gravity, without structure, sometimes even without reason. It is certainly not a
world of ordinary photographs. But it is the world of Jerry Uelsmmann phofographs.

The American photographer Jerry Uelsmann (borm 1934) has devoted his career - so far
extending more than 50 years - fo making photographs in which optical reality s fransformed
to convey psychological truths. He was a pioneer of this kind of ‘non—literal” photography,
which came fo prominence in the United States in the 1060s, and he is now widely recognized
as one of the senior figures in American photography. His photographs usually (but not
always) begin with camera images, taken conventionally using 120 roll film. Uelsmann fakes
the pictures himself, then manipulates them in the darkroom fo create new compositions. His
most famous technique is ‘combination printing,” in which images from two or more negatives
are blended on a single print. Even now, when images can be combined and edifed quickly
using computer software such as Adobe Photoshop, Uelsmann confinues fo make his pictures
by hand in the darkroom. The process of physically adding and delefing images, and of
watching the resulfs reveal themselves in developing chemistry, is central to his method. He
works by trial, error, and experimentation. The chemical fransformation of blank paper info
black and white photograph is a process Uelsmann likens to ‘alchemy.” (In Medieval Europe,
alchemists were researchers who fried to change lead info gold. )

Using his composite technique, Uelsmann is able to communicate ideas that would
be difficulf, if not impossible, to achieve using ordinary photography alone. Cameras are
designed fo record the way the world looks with our eyes open, but they are imperfect even
in this fask. Normally when a p'hotogropher points a camera atf something and depresses the
shutter, the resulf is a rectangular, two—dimensional record of things appearing before the
lens. But people do not actually see this way. We do not see in rectangles, and our vision is
not flattened . Our eyes are not capable of magnification the way a telephotfo lens is, or of
expansion and reduction like a wide—angle lens. As humans we do nof see isolated moments
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of ime | but make fluid transitions from one picture to the next. In our minds, vision is constantly
adjusted and adapted, and electrical pulses sent through the optic nerve are joined with
senses of smell, faste, and fouch. Vision, even perfect vision, is just one small element of
perception.

The best photographers have long understood this, and use it to their advantage.
Unaltered photographs are redacted, absfract representations of the natural world. Every
no matter how fraditional,

photographer, must make countless decisions when making o

picture . Black and white or color 7  Film or digital ;  How far from the subject, what angle of
view » How long the exposure, how deep the focus ?  Sharp or grainy ;  How much contrast,
how dark should the picture be ? How big to make the picture, and should it be matte

or glossy ? Warm or cold tone 7 Even the simplest photographs have all these decisions
imbedded in them . Each choice the artist makes changes what is recorded. A photograph
is visual information recorded by a machine and processed according to a set of insfructions .
Yet even the most exact photograph does litfle more than direct viewers to a way of thinking,
helping them fo recognize situations they can understand from experience.

Considering the choices implicit in even the simplest photographs, it is strange that
art hisforians talk about ‘straight’ and ‘manipulated” photography . Critics describe straight
photographs as ones that are printed precisely as the camera recorded them, without
alteration in the darkroom. Manipulafed photographs, by contfrast, are ones in which the
photographer inferferes in the prinfing of the negative to achieve desired effects. For example,
documentary photfographs are said fo be straight, because they record the way things look
without embpellishment. Advertising photographs are considered manipulated, because
they are alfered and refouched fo porfray unattainable ideals. Manipulation of the negative
is thought to interfere with the honesty of the image created, and punctures the illusion of
authenficity photographs are so good af conjuring. But even ‘straight” photographs can tell
lies, and manipulated photographs can be better than straight ones at imparfing fruth .
Moreover, there is no obvious distinction between what is straight and what is manipulated.
Consciously or unconsciously, all phofographs are manipulated to some degreg; it is simply a
question of the tools used fo shape them.

Jerry Uelsmann’ s photographs are manipulated in the sense that he alters the
information the camera records fo build his pictures. But they are also honest, and the
complex subjects he investigates are not easily shown in straight photographs. His pictures
explore the realms of imagination and memory, the places we see with our eyes closed.
His pictures are deeply psychological, and though they depict extraordinary situations, they
reflect the tensions of daily Iiving. Taken as a group they are moody and provocative, but they
are also knowing and contemplative. They can be unseffling, buf they are never hopeless.

Uelsmann always tinges his pictures with humor and affection .

Object and Meaning

Certain symbols recur in Jerry Uelsmann’ s photographs. His visual vocabulary parallels that
of European Surrealist artists, who flourished in the 1920s and 30s. Just as painfers such as
Max Emst (1891—-1976) and Man Ray (1890-1976) once used symbolic objects such as lips,
eyeballs, wafches, and hands fo convey the absurdity of existence, Uelsmann uses these
same motifs to construct his pictures. Uelsmann admires these arfists (his homages to Max
Ermnst and Man Ray are both reproduced In this book) , butf it would be a mistake to label
him a ‘Surrealist.” His approach is humanist, and unfailingly sympathetic. To the Surrealist

repertoire, Uelsmann has added his own rich palette of symbols: embracing hands, drifting
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luscious fruifs, nests of eggs, and dormant seedpods. Uelsmann’ s

boats,

inviting seas,
figures often fly through the air, they are often nude, and their expressions are generdlly
impassive . They lie beside restless seas, or travel info billowing banks of clouds. Although there
is an undeniable erotic element fo some of these images, there is a deeper, more insistent
expression of freedom. The characters in Uelsmann’ s dramas maly e froubled af fimes, pbut
they are just as often released and liberated.

The question of interpersonal relationships is often raised in Uelsmann® s photographs. In
1061, or Uniined,
surrounded by evidence of their lovers’

some, men cradle and clutch women’ s bodies (as in Syrmboiic Murainon,
1972),

presence (as in koom #7,

while in others women stand in solifude,
1963, or Sl &7, 1999) .
other barriers. Where there are political themes, their meaning is often ambiguous. &ess Our
1962,

milifary might glares unemotionally at the viewer, a nearly symmmetrical wall of open and closed

Couples are often separated by walls or

Home and Fagre, is a tour de force of political introspection. The symbol of American
windows behind. Uelsmann’ s bird parallels the furtive political criique of similar compositions
made by the Chinese artist Bada Shanren (Zhu Da, ¢.1626-¢.1705) in the late Ming dynasty;
the bird is both a victim and an emblem of the nation as a whole.

In Acocolpse /. 1967, Uelsmann alluded fo the theme of atomic annihilation, a fopic he
often explored in his work in the 1960s and 70s. But It Is nof a picture about Cold War politics;
rather, it brings to mind the variety of destructive forces in the air af the end of the 1960s. In
the United States at this time . racial integration was proceeding painfully, politicians were
assassinated . and there were riofs in the Watfs section of Los Angeles. China had embarked
on Mao Zedong’ s Great Prolefarian Cultural Revolution, creating upheaval in the arisfic life
of the nation. Other countries, too, engaged in painful changes. But rather than show the
stereotypical mushroom cloud of an atomic defonation, in its place Uelsmann placed a free,
perfectly symmetrical from right to left (he created it by printing the same image on pboth sides
of the picture) and printed in the negative - with blacks and whites reversed. The resulf, s so
offen with Uelsmann’ s images, is that horror is infused with wonder: the threatf of destruction
becomes an emblem of hope. The effect is reinforced as this transformative moment occurs
on a beach, with gentle waves lapping against smooth sands. Privately, Uelsmann admits
that the central figure of the group in the foreground is his first wife, Marilynn. He actually
photographed the group as they were looking at a group of porpoises playing in the surf,
although, as in many of Uelsmann’ s reinventions, this defail was excised from the final

photograph.
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Uelsmann photographs can be read in numerous ways. He likes to say that they are
‘obviously symbolic, but nof symbolically obvious.” Consider, for example, Room #1, in which
a woman sits with hunched shoulders just to the right of the center of the image, her head
tited, gazing dispassionately af the viewer To her leff. on the floor, lies a man’ s rumpled
shirt, splayed out on the wooden floor so the armns and chest are visible. Another woman is
enfering the room through an open door above the shirt, bathed in light she appears only as
a silhouette . To the right of the composition a man stands with hands on hips, also looking at
the viewer, his face also obscured by shadow. One approach to this picture would be fo read
it lke a Chinese scroll - from right fo leff or left to right according fo the viewer s preference -
suggesfing successive scenes in an unresolved narrative . Perhaps the woman af the doorway
enfers and sees the shirt, then the central figure confronts her. and finally the man reacfs to
the situation. Alternatively, the various objects can be seen as a kind of puzzle. Taken this
way . the image represents different dimensions fo a complex problem. Though persondl
relationships are clearly in quesfion, fhe viewer is leff to decipher the story. Still another
inferpretation would center on the feelings elicited by each element in the picture. Perhaps
fhe viewer is not meant fo understand the picture as a narrative . but as a kind of visual poem,
communicating a mood buf no specific circumstfance . Finally, one could inferpret the picture

s passages of memory in the mind of the woman at center. Seen this way, the narratives
in the background become recollections that contort her facial expression into its ambiguous
appearance. Ulimately, all and none of these interpretations are correct. It is not the artist’
s infention fo give the viewer just one way 1o look af his picture, but fo allow the multiplicity of
interpretations to exist simulfaneously . Uelsmann himself refuses fo give a definifive explanation
for any of his photographs.

Uelsmann has always been able fo walk the line between joy and sadness in Nis
photography. In his celebrated 1067 picture, Small Woods Where | Met Myself, the way in
which the photfograph was made reinforces the evocative subject matter. The picfure shows a
young woman repeated five times (in some versions, she appears as many as eight times)
in a wooded horizontal landscape . The fop half of the composition shows her standing on the
banks of what appears to be a body of water. On the left, she holds the trunk of a youngd free,
her head downcast. In the center, the same figure springs info life, furmning fo face the viewer
in an animated stance. And in the third, she stands on the right, her shoulders hunched
slightly, and her expression neufral. All the figures and the frees near them are silnouetfted in
white . On the bottom half of the picture, all buf the central figure (and the free in front of her)
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are reflected in negative reversal.

The photograph is a study, literally and figuratively, in reflection. Blacks and whites echo
whites and blacks, figures mirror figures, and halos outline forms. There is a rhythm fo the
image, as the top and boftom halves of the picture are almost - but not quite - symnmettical.
This partial symmetry is also true from right to lefl; although the figures change, the clusters of
trees in the cenfer and on the right are nearly identical. By reducing the picfure fo essential
elements - frees, water, figure - Uelsmann engages the classic elements of landscape (literally
shan shui in Chinese - mountain/water) . Water and trees are recurring mofifs in Uelsmann” s
work. In his studio, Uelsmann collects negatives of both. They are important elements in many
of his works, and sometimes one can see the same trees or water appearing in photographs
made forty or fify years apart. He likens his trees to the ‘tree of life” in Western fradition: the
idea that human existence parallels the life cycles of nature, springing from a central roof.
Trees may be barren and foreboding, as in Avocalpse /, or they may be young and lush,
as in Smay Woodadss. Although the differing views of the woman clearly reflect sadness and
uncertainty, her placement in a forest of growing frees is hopeful. Uelsmann also uses water -
a symbol of change and purification - in many of his compositions. In Srmar/ Wooads, the water
is dark and smooth as glass. It is a sign of the mental state of the woman, for whom the fufure
is obscured.

Uelsmann has mastered the concept of melancholy, an idea first voiced in Western art in
the fifeenth century. The word ‘'melancholy’ in English is offen used fo mean simple sadness,
but in Renaissance Europe it was not thought of that way. It was an idea close to the idea
of ‘blues’ in jazz; the notion that sadness can be fransformative, biftersweet, and ultimately
uplifing. The melancholy in Uelsmann’ s photographs is never angry or desperate. If is
necessary and thoughtful. Uncertainty in the artist’ s work represents moments of change,
perhaps for the better, perhaps notf, but the process of not knowing what will happen creates
psychological furmoil. In this way, Uelsmann’ s fechnigques perfectly match his subject matter.
Just as the progression of events is offen opaque and seemingly nonsensical, the atfist’ s
photographs defeat and puncfure expected arrangements of time and space.

Uelsmann” s interest in inTrospecTion continues to the present. In Unilea, 2003, a
photograph of a woman sitting beside an empty robe suspended on a clothes hanger,
many of the same themes are raised as in Sna/ Woods. The woman, nude, ouf of focus,
and enlarged, sifs erect on the left half of the image, her head filted, and her left arm behind
her back. Behind her, in perfect focus, the robe raises its arms slightly, as if the ghost of an
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absent figure. On the white wall to the right, a shadow is cast by the robe, but the shadow
has hands, and the left arm is raised despondently, with fingers spread. Each element -
woman, robe, and shadow - has the qualities of an apparition. Just as in Smal Wooas, the
figure’ s gaze Is ponderous; though her facial features are fuzzy, the gesture of the filt of her
head suggesfs she is deep in thought. Is the image meant to suggest a sexudal liaison 2 Or,
alternatively . are states of nudity and dress meant fo symbolize freedom and constraint - Just
as in Room #7 . the viewer is leff o speculate who the central figure is in this microcosm ; what

has transpired, and what the future will bring .

Post-Visualization

At a meeting of the Soclety for Photographic Education in Chicago in 1965, Uelsmann
delivered a paper ouflining his approach o photography that would come fo define his
career. Reprinted in various national publications from 1967-69, that paper, called "Post—
Visualization ,” is now considered one of the landmarks of American conceptual photography .
Uelsmann coined the ferm post—visualization fo describe the evolufion of his pictures from the
raw material of camera imagery to the finished product of the print. According fo this system,
the artist makes no judgment about how an image will be used af the fime the picfure is
taken, but gradually feases out ifs significance in the process of prinfing. Uelsmann follows his
systfem assiduously, photographing things he finds inferesting buf without preconception about
how they might fit with other images. Once back in his studio, he develops his negatives and
makes contact sheets. He then identifies infriguing images, literally bending and folding the
contact sheets fo fest possible combinations. Once he has a promising idea, he heads fo
the darkroom, and begins printing the images on paper . If a parficular combination doesn’
t work — say, a bird and a stone - he changes if. The next combination - say, a bird and a
boat - might look more satisfactory fo him, so he will explore that combination further, possibly
adding a hand, or a free, or a waterfall.

In the course of his investigations Uelsmann might find more than one inferesting
combination; as a result, there may be any number of variant images on a parficular
theme that he signs and exhibits. These variants may even have their own different symbolic
meanings or resonance. The purpose is not fo make a specific artistic point butf fo be
inferesting and provocative. Once the images combine to create a harmonious whole,
Uelsmann will make several copies of the image, and move on fo the next picture. Each
image is made individually by hand, he never uses a matrix print or infer—negative fo make
additional copies.

The process by which Uelstnann combines his negatives varies considerably depending
on the picture. Sometimes negatives are simply abutted side by side; ofher times mulfiple
exposures are composed in the camera. Over fime, as he has perfecfed increasingly
complex ways of blending imagery in the darkroom, the seams between images have
become more and more difficult fo detect.

In the simplest method of combination printing, negatives can be sandwiched.
Uelsrmann first began to experiment with this fechnique in 1959 To understand how this WOrks,
it is helpful fo think of how negatives function. A black—and—-white negative is not ‘black and
white” at all; it is actually black and clear. When inserfed in an enlarger, the black areas
block light, and the clear areas allow light fo pass. Black areas print as white in the final
photograph, and clear areas print as black. If two or more negatives are sandwiched one
on top of the other and inserted in an enlarger, the black areas of one negative will block the

clear areas in the other. In other words , if the artist has a negative with a large clear area on
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it, it is easy fo place an area of black on top of it. The effect in the final print will be that of a
white object placed in a black area.

The sandwich technigue has limitations, because it only works well when the artist wishes to
have a white object emerging from a black background. If is also difficult to control, because
all the blends have to be carefully aligned in the enlarger. A more useful fechnique, and the
one Uelsmann uses most offen, involves using separafe negatives in different enlargers.

To make combination prints using two or more enlargers, Uelsmann arranges his
darkroom like an assembly line. Each enlarger (as many as seven are used) has ifs own
easel fo hold the photographic paper. Uelsmann then loads the carrier of each enlarger
with a different negative. He takes a single sheet of photographic paper, and places it in
the easel of the first enlarger. By carefully masking where the light from the enlarger is cast,
he places the image where he wants it on the paper. The image can fake any shape; often
the divides between images are straight lines, butf they can also be irregular. Sometimes the
useful part of a negative is only a small part of if; a landscape might yield an inferesfing plant,
or a street scene a single interesting figure. After it is exposed in the first enlarger, Uelsmnann
then walks the paper, partially exposed but undeveloped, fo the next easel. He repeats the
procedure using the second enlarger - placing the next useful layer of imagery onto the page.
Uelsmann does this again and again, moving from enlarger to enlarger, until the composition
is complete. At that point, he fakes the exposed paper and develops if.

There is considerable room for error in Uelsmann’ s fechnique, and his success comes
from dexterity and experience. Usually, a substantial number of unsatisfactory prints are
discarded before he arrives af he final print. For Uelsmann, the concept of post—visualization
means every new picture is a fresh voyage of discovery: he never knows exactly what
photograph will look like until the printing is done. As he has famously said: ‘Ulfimately, my
hope is fo amaze myself.” The continuous search of new and excifing ideas has enabled the
photographer to continue to invent new and infriguing compositions well info his seventies.

Composite printing has many nuances. Uelsmann uses variable contrast paper, a Kind
of paper in which the contrast of the print is confrolled by color gels inserted info the enlarger
head. Because he uses multiple enlargers, he can apply different degrees of contrast
to different sections of the print. He can also burn and dodge (concentrate or mask light
exposure) areas of a print to create attractive effects: the negative in one enlarger might need
burming while the negative in another might need dodging. Uelsmann also uses masking fo
make geometric shapes. Spheres, rectangles, and even cubes can be creafed artificially by
using hand—made cardboard cut—outs, or commercially available arlist’ s stencils. As with the
tfree and waves in Avocanpse |l, Uelsmann frequently prints with black and white reversed.
This Is achieved by first prinfing the image normally, then sandwiching the positive print with
sheet of unexposed paper. When exposed fo light, light passes through the developed print
and exposes the undeveloped page. When the newly exposed print is developed, it prints in
the reverse. When carefully controlled, using this fechnique it is possible fo print both negative
and positive in the same image, as for example in Unfifted, 1963, an image in which a free
appears to sprout a leaf for a root.

Although composite printing is the technigue for which Uelsmann is best known, it Is
actually just one of a number of experimental methods he pioneered in twentieth—century
American photography. Over the course of his career, he has explored prinfing on metal
sheets and colored papers, and used leaves and other franslucent objects for negatives.
Some of his prints exhibit the Sabatier effect: the halo of solarization achieved when certain
papers are flashed with light during development. He has dyed prinfs, incorporated bumed
filmstrips, and produced collages and friptychs. He has made photo—sculptures on stones,
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pillows, and sardine cans. He has cut his pictures to make them three dimensional, and
made them into optical toys. He has also creafed artist’ s books and films.

Uelsmann considers the photographic image plastic and malleable . His approach to the
print is much like a painter s approach to a canvas. Instead of resulting from a single firing
of a camera shutter, his pictures are built organically according fo insfinct. He uses whatever

technigue he feels is appropriate fo achieve the resulfs he wants.

Modernism and Its Discontents

Uelsmann’ s methods may be considered unorthodox, but when he first started
showing his photographs in the 1950s and 60s, they were extremely radical. In
the United States,

practice after the Second World War.

the movement known as modernism dominated photographic
Modernism tfook many forms, but one
constant of modernist thought was the idea that artists should remain “true’ to
their medium . In the case of American photography, this meant letfing the
camera act with minimal intervention by the artist; modernists felt that artistry
could result only when fthe subject was carefully selected and prinfing was
executed with the highest standards of craft.

The most famous example of this approach was the Group f/64 - an organization
of photographers who came together in California in 1932 with the goal of changing
photographic practice. The name of the f/64 group derives from the smallest aperure
on common standard lenses, which results in the prints with the greatest depth of field.
Its members, who advocated sharp focus throughout their images, included three
photographers who would become among the most famous in American photographic
Edward Weston (1886-1958) ,

in particular, developed the idea of ‘Pre—Visualization” (which he

history: Imogen Cunningham (1883-19706) , and Ansel Adams
(1002-84) .

also called simply “visudlization” ),

Adams,
which inspired Uelsmann fo develop his contrary post—
visualization strategy .

To Adams, pre—visualization meant that photographers should know exactly what
results they hoped to achieve in their pictures af the fime of exposure. His approach was
slow and deliberate. He used a heavy, large—format view camera and a fripod, lining up
the view on the ground glass exactly as he envisioned it on the final print. He would then
expose the image and develop it according fo a series of rules known as the Zone System,

which enable a photographer to control contrast values exactly. Like his f/64 colleagues, he



