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An Interview with Steven B. Smith 

 

Christopher Sims, a prize-winning photographer as well as the Web content 

manager at the Center for Documentary Studies, interviewed Steven B. Smith 

about his photography and winning the Center for Documentary Studies 

/Honickman First Book Prize in Photography in August 2005. 

 

 

Wi nni ng t he Pr i ze and Wor k i ng on t he Book 

Sims:  St eve,  bef or e you r ecei ved t he Cent er  f or  Document ar y St udi es Honi ckman 

Fi r s t  Book Pr i ze,  you wer e honor ed f or  your  phot ogr aphi c  wor k wi t h a number  

of  di s t i ngui shed awar ds,  i nc l udi ng a Guggenhei m f el l owshi p.  Havi ng a book 

publ i shed i s  an even gr eat er  mi l est one i n a phot ogr apher Õs car eer .  I  know you 

wer e on pr ess a coupl e weeks ago.  Tel l  me what  i t  means t o see your  

phot ogr aphs come t oget her  as a book.  

 

Smith: I t Õs been my goal ,  as wel l  as my dr eam,  t o get  t hi s  wor k publ i shed.  I  

knew t hat  I  was t r y i ng t o make t he best  i ndi v i dual  pi c t ur e ever y t i me I  set  

up my camer a,  but  I  al so knew t hat  I  was t r y i ng t o get  t hem,  as a gr oup,  t o 

speak t o some l ar ger  i deas.  Put t i ng t he book t oget her  has been an i mpor t ant  

pr ocessÑwhen i t  comes down t o t he act ual  edi t i ng and sequenci ng,  t he pr oj ect  

changes a bi t ,  becomes mor e succ i nct .  I t Õs i nt er est i ng what  you have t o edi t  

i n .  .  .  or  edi t  out .  And t hen seei ng i t  f i t  t oget her  i n a bookÑt he f i r s t  

t i me I  saw i t  al l ,  I  donÕt  know,  i t  made me pause.  [ Laughs. ]  I t  was k i nd of  

scar y,  and yet  a r eal l y  gr eat  t hi ng,  an amazi ng gi f t .  

 

Sims:  I  know when I Õm  put t i ng t oget her  a show,  I Õm not  sur e t hat  t he f i nal  

pr oduct  i s  it. How do you know when t he pr oj ect  i s  done? 
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Smith: I Õve put  t oget her  smal l er  gr oups of  i mages f or  exhi bi t i onsÑbut  never  

s i x t y  t o ei ght y  i mages,  as i n t he book.  I  had t he f eel i ng,  as I  was 

phot ogr aphi ng,  pr obabl y  about  t wo or  t hr ee year s ago,  t hat  i t  was t i me t o 

s t op and move on.  Get  t he pi c t ur es publ i shed.  But  r i ght  at  t he t ai l  end of  

t hat  per i od,  I  s t umbl ed upon an i dea t hat  r ek i ndl ed my desi r e t o keep 

wor k i ng.  So I  had a l ot  of  f un shoot i ng t he l ast  t wo or  t hr ee year s,  but  i t  

was a bi t  di f f i cul t  t o edi t  some of  t he l at er  pi c t ur es i n wi t h t he pi c t ur es 

f r om t he pr ev i ous s i x ,  seven year s.  

 

Sims:  What  was t he subj ect  of  t hi s  l ast  chapt er ,  as you phot ogr aphed i t ? 

 

Smith: I  s t ar t ed get t i ng a l i t t l e c l oser  t o i ndi v i dual  yar ds,  and I  s t ar t ed 

t r y i ng t o make t he i mages mor e ani mat ed,  a l i t t l e bi t  mor e humor ous.  I  had 

been af r ai d t o make t hi ngs t oo f unny,  f or  f ear  of  t he wor k not  bei ng ser i ous 

and di r ect  enough.  When I  l et  go of  t hat ,  i t  al l owed me t o see new t hi ngs.  

 

Sims:  When peopl e l ook at  your  book,  do you t hi nk i t  wi l l  be c l ear  t o t he 

v i ewer  what  your  t hought s ar e? 

 

Smith: I Õve t r i ed t o make as r i ch a s t at ement  as I  can,  somewhat  poi nt ed,  

maybe somewhat  di dact i c ,  yet  make pi c t ur es t hat  ar e not  c l osed of f  by what  

I Õm t r y i ng t o communi cat e.  I  donÕt  want  t hese i ssues t o over whel m t he f or m 

and cont ent  of  t he phys i cal  phot ogr aph.  The pol i t i cs  i s  i n t her e,  but  I Õm 

t r y i ng t o t ake a t one t hat  i snÕt  accusat or y .  Ther e ar enÕt  any easy answer s.  

Somet i mes i t Õs scar y,  and beaut i f ul ,  because t he l and i s  al l  t or n up and 

bei ng compl et el y  r econf i gur ed.  But  once t he l andscapi ng gr ows i n,  i t  l ooks 

l i ke a pr et t y  decent ,  wel l - managed,  wel l - t hought - out  pl ace.  And t hen t her e 

ar e exampl es t hat  ar e not  near l y  so ni ce.  I Õm t r y i ng t o show t he compl ex i t y  

of  what  i s  out  t her e,  what  t hese wat er  and soi l  cont r ol  syst ems do t o t he 
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l and.  One of  my mai n i ssues,  t hat  I Õve t r i ed t o poi nt  out  di r ect l y ,  i s  how 

wat er  i s  used and channel ed,  and how wat er  i n t hese ar eas i s  i mpor t ed.  Wat er  

i s  a hi ghl y  guar ded r esour ceÑi n L. A.  i t Õs even r ecyc l edÑbut  at  t he same t i me,  

t he l and needs t o be guar ded agai nst  excess wat er  dur i ng t he bui l di ng 

pr ocess.  

When I  moved t o Los Angel es I  was f asc i nat ed wi t h t he const ant  f l oodi ng 

and t he l andsl i des,  but  I  dei gned t o phot ogr aph t hemÑJohn Humbl e has 

phot ogr aphed t hem a l ot ,  and I  f el t  t hat  was hi s  t er r i t or y ,  but  when I  show 

wat er  i n my pi c t ur es,  I Õm al l udi ng t o t hose k i nds of  event s .  Ever yone knows 

about  f l oods and f i r es and l andsl i des i n Los Angel es.  .  .  .  what  I  want ed t o 

show wer e t he ways peopl e t r y  t o keep nat ur e at  bay,  f or  t hi s  br i ef  moment ,  

whi l e t hey t ack bui l di ngs on t op of  a hi l l .   

 

Phot ogr aphi ng t he Subur ban West  

Sims:  You ment i oned Humbl eÑI Õm wonder i ng about  your  ot her  i nf l uences.  Rober t  

Adams and Ri char d Mi sr ach came i mmedi at el y  t o mi nd when I  saw your  wor k.  

Adams t akes a somewhat  over t  pol i t i cal  s t ance,  whi l e Mi sr ach i s  per haps mor e 

poet i c ,  but  t hey bot h show us ugl i ness al ongsi de beaut y.  How i s  what  youÕr e 

doi ng di f f er ent  f r om t he phot ogr apher s you admi r e,  or  who have wor ked i n a 

s i mi l ar  l andscape? 

 

Smith: I n t he ear l i er  par t  of  my car eer ,  I  most l y  phot ogr aphed peopl e.  I  was 

ver y i nt er est ed i n l andscape,  but  t he mai n t hr ust  of  my wor k was 

phot ogr aphi ng peopl eÑcandi ds of  peopl e out  i n t he wor l d or  f or mal  por t r ai t  

wor k.  Then I  moved t o Los Angel es,  and some of  t he nar r at i ve i deas I  had been 

wor k i ng wi t h i n my pi c t ur es of  peopl e,  domest i c  t abl eaux I  had been doi ng,  

seemed t o t r ans l at e t o t hese syst ems of  wat er  and soi l  cont r ol .  An i dea 

popped i nt o my head t hat  I  coul d cr eat e a body of  wor k i n whi ch t hese 

phys i cal  el ement s of  cont r ol  became a v i sual  vocabul ar y ,  a l anguage I  coul d 
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use t o comment  on what  was bei ng done t o t he l and.  So I  swi t ched abr upt l yÑI  

r eal l y  got  exc i t ed about  t he l andscape.  

I  was awar e of  t hese ot her  phot ogr apher s,  but  as soon as I  s t ar t ed 

phot ogr aphi ng t he l andscape agai n,  I  spent  a l ot  of  t i me r ev i ewi ng t hei r  

wor k.  I  di dnÕt  want  t o,  you know,  s t ep on t hei r  t ur f .  I Õm a bi g f an of  Rober t  

Adams,  and a r eal l y  bi g f an of  Lewi s Bal t z ,  especi al l y  hi s  book New 

Industrial Parks Near Irvine, California. Bal t z ,  Car l et on Wat k i ns,  Jan 

Gr oover ,  and Gar r y  Wi nogr and ar e some of  my bi ggest  i nf l uences.  That Õs a 

s t r ange mi x,  but  t hey ar e t he peopl e who wer e k i ck i ng ar ound i n t he back of  

my head.  

When I  f i r s t  saw New Industrial Parks,  I  t hought ,  wow,  t hi s  i s  one of  

t he smar t est  exampl es of  maki ng somet hi ng beaut i f ul  out  of  somet hi ng ugl y  and 

hav i ng i t  r eal l y  wor k.  Those s i mpl e,  f or mal  el ement s s t ar t  t o speak wi t h a 

much l ar ger  voi ce.  He bor r owed a f or mÑi t  seems t o me t hat  he bor r owed a l ot  

f r om mi ni mal i s t  pai nt er sÑand used i t  as a scheme t o hang beaut y on,  whi l e 

maki ng soc i al  and pol i t i cal  comment s about  t he pl aces he was phot ogr aphi ng.  

The phot ogr aphs ar e beaut i f ul  ar t  obj ect s ,  but  t hey car r y  a l oaded soc i al  

meani ng because of  t he r educt i ve qual i t y  of  t he beaut y.  

The i dea I  had of  us i ng conser vat i on met hods as my l anguage hel ped me 

st ep up t o t he pl at e and wor k wi t h a subj ect  mat t er  t hat  had been expl or ed a 

l ot ,  and wel l .  Whi l e I  f el t  a l i t t l e ner vous about  phot ogr aphi ng i n a s i mi l ar  

vei n,  I  al so f el t  t her e was somet hi ng mor e t hat  needed t o be sai d.  The 

l andscape cont i nues t o evol ve.  The t echnol ogy f or  r est r ai ni ng t he l and,  as 

wel l  as br i ngi ng i n wat er ,  has changed dr amat i cal l y  i n t he past  t en year sÑi n 

f act ,  i t  changes ever y coupl e of  year s.  

 

Sims:  I  know you gr ew up i n Ut ah.  Di d you gr ow up i n a subdi v i s i on? I s  t hi s  

wor k a r eact i on t o your  upbr i ngi ng,  or  t o what  you saw i n Los Angel es when 

you l i ved t her e? 
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Smith: I  was r ai sed i n Spr i ngv i l l e and Al pi ne,  Ut ah.  Two smal l  t owns al ong 

t he f oot hi l l s  of  t he Wasat ch Mount ai ns.  At  t he t i me t hey wer e smal l  t owns,  

sur r ounded by f ar mi ng f i el ds.  So when I  got  t o Cal i f or ni a,  yeah,  I  changed my 

i dea about  what  a subdi v i s i on was.  Mor e speci f i cal l y  I  s t ar t ed pay i ng 

at t ent i on t o how subdi v i s i ons gr ew,  wher e t hey s t ar t ed,  how t hey br anched 

out ,  how t hey f i l l ed up a val l ey.  A subdi v i s i on woul d usual l y  s t ar t  up t owar d 

t he t op r i dge of  a val l ey and t hen wor k i t s  way down.  Peopl e woul d want  t o 

secur e t he l ot s  wi t h t he best  v i ews.  And t he t own was down i n t he cent er  of  

t he val l ey.  The second and t hi r d s t ages of  subur ban devel opment  woul d f i l l  i n 

bel ow t he v i ew l evel s .  Ther e was a s t r ange hi er ar chi cal  or der  t o t he 

const r uct i on.  

 

Sims:  How di d you s t ar t  phot ogr aphi ng t hese const r uct i on s i t es and 

nei ghbor hoods?  

 

Smith: I  was l i v i ng i n Los Angel es,  and I  s t ar t ed v i s i t i ng a dozen or  so 

housi ng devel opment s under  const r uct i on,  pl aces I  was i nt er est ed i n wat chi ng 

as t hey changed.  I  woul d t ake t r i ps and v i s i t  al l  of  t hem.  They wer e a 

col l ect i on of  l andscapes or  s t i l l - l i f es  t hat  nat ur e and man wor ked and 

r ewor ked over  t i me.  And I  woul d r e- phot ogr aph t hese pl aces as t hey changed.  

Or  I  woul d t hi nk,  oh,  t hi s  pl ace woul d l ook gr eat  at  dusk,  or  at  ni ght ,  or  on 

an over cast  day,  or  on a cont r ast y  day,  or  on a br i ght  sunny day,  wi t h t he 

l i ght  comi ng f r om a par t i cul ar  di r ect i on.  

I  s t ar t ed t r y i ng t o use t he l andscape as a s t i l l - l i f e.  I  r emember  

r eadi ng about  how Wal ker  Evans woul d go on scout i ng t r i ps dur i ng t he summer  

and wi nt er ,  because he di dnÕt  l i ke t he l i ght  t hose t i mes of  year Ñhe was ver y 

par t i cul ar  about  t he k i nd of  l i ght  t hat  he want ed.  He woul d make t hese 

el abor at e maps of  pl aces t hat  he want ed t o come back and r ev i s i t .  I  bor r owed 
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a page out  of  hi s  book.  I  s t ar t ed t hi nk i ng of  t hese pl aces as s t i l l - l i f es  

t hat  I  coul d mani pul at e i nt o t he l andscapes I  want ed.  

 

Sims:  And i t Õs l ar gel y ,  i f  not  ent i r el y ,  a l andscape wi t hout  peopl e.  Why di d 

you chose not  t o phot ogr aph t he peopl e i n t hese env i r onment s?  

 

Smith: One of  t he r easons I  chose not  t o i nc l ude peopl e was t hat  I  t r y i ng t o 

make a por t r ai t  of  t he cul t ur e,  of  t he val ues of  cer t ai n mi ddl e-  and upper -

mi ddl e- c l ass peopl e i n t he West .  I  want ed t o do t hat  by showi ng t he pr ocess 

of  how t hey changed t he l and,  maki ng i t  i nt o somet hi ng t hey t hought  was 

val uabl e.  Speci f i cal l y ,  t hese devel opment s wher e t he l and i s  dr amat i cal l y  

changed but  i n a way t hat  supposedl y  t akes t he l ocal  env i r onment  i nt o 

consi der at i onÑyou know,  t he manmade r ef l ect i ng and pay i ng homage t o t he 

ex i s t i ng l andscape.  I  was most l y  i nt er est ed i n t he syst ems t hat  peopl e use t o 

r est r ai n t he l and and r out e wat er ,  t hese el abor at e syst ems of  shor t - t er m 

cont r ol .  The f ew peopl e i n t he pi c t ur es ar e hi dden.  I  occas i onal l y  used t hem 

t o gi ve t he v i ewer  a bet t er  i dea of  scal e i n some of  t he mor e abst r act  and 

s t r uct ur al  l andscapes.  

 

Sims:  What  sor t  of  i nt er act i ons di d you have when you wer e goi ng ar ound,  

v i s i t i ng t hese s i t es? Di d peopl e ask you what  you wer e doi ng? 

 

Smith: Get t i ng access t o t hese pl aces was somet i mes di f f i cul t ,  somet i mes not .  

Dur i ng t he ear l y  par t  of  t hi s  pr oj ect  I  wor ked as a cont r act or ,  and a l ot  of  

t he pl aces wer e near  wher e I  wor ked.  I  dr ove ar ound i n a t r uck,  and I  woul d 

al ways wear  my cont r act i ng c l ot hes,  or  somet hi ng r esembl i ng cont r act i ng 

c l ot hes,  when I  was phot ogr aphi ng.  I  knew how t o t al k  t o cont r act or s ,  so I  

woul d say,  ÒOh,  yeah,  I Õm over  her e at  bl ah- bl ah- bl ah j obs i t e,  and I Õm j ust  

t ak i ng a l ook. Ó And peopl e usual l y  woul dnÕt  hass l e me.  Somet i mes,  f or  
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i nsur ance r easons,  peopl e woul d want  t o k i ck me out ,  so I  al ways act ed wi t h 

aut hor i t y ,  l i ke I  was supposed t o be t her e,  and pr et ended t o be doi ng 

somet hi ng.  

 

Sims:  Wear i ng a har dhat  must  hel p.  

 

Smith: Wel l ,  I  hat e wear i ng a har dhat .  I  never  wear  one [ l aughs] .  But  I  

al ways wor e wor k j eans and boot s,  and I  usual l y  had t ool s  i n t he back of  my 

t r uck,  or  I Õd pr et end l i ke I  di d.   

 

Sims:  What  was i t  l i ke t o t al k  t o devel oper sÑwer e t hey ever  cr i t i cal  of  what  

t hey wer e doi ng? 

  

Smith: When I  encount er ed devel oper s or  ot her  const r uct i on peopl e,  t hey 

t ended t o be pr et t y  conser vat i ve,  and t heyÕd l et  me know my v i ews wer enÕt  

r eal l y  appr ec i at ed.  [ Laughs. ]  But  I  t r i ed t o avoi d ask i ng t hem what  t hey 

t hought Ñpol i t i cal l y ,  I Õm not  i n f avor  of  t hi s  massi ve expansi on and 

devel opment .  I  havenÕt  got  any answer s,  and some of  t he ar eas ar e mor e 

ecol ogi cal l y  r espect f ul  and sensi t i ve t han ot her s.  

 

The Wor k i ng Li f e 

Sims:  So you wer e a cont r act or  and a phot ogr apher .  You di dnÕt  become a 

t eacher  unt i l  year s l at er .  How di d you go about  bui l di ng a car eer  i n 

phot ogr aphy?  

 

Smith: Wel l ,  [ l aughs]  I Õve been ver y bad at  bui l di ng my car eer !  I  mean,  

t hat Õs somewhat  t r ue,  and not  at  t he same t i me.  When I  went  t o gr aduat e 

school ,  I  was l ucky enough,  upon gr aduat i on,  t o be gi ven a par t - t i me t eachi ng 

j ob at  Yal e.  And t eachi ng was what  I  want ed t o do,  but  af t er  t he j ob Yal e 
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ended,  I  had a r eal l y  di f f i cul t  t i me f i ndi ng anot her  j ob t hat  I  was 

i nt er est ed i n.  And I  made a cr azy dec i s i on.  I  was t i r ed of  t he East  Coast ,  so 

I  moved t o Los Angel es t o become a cont r act or - ar t i s t - bum.  The cont r act i ng I  

di d was wal l  cover i ng and pai nt i ngÑa bi zar r e t r ade wher e you can make decent  

money.   

 

Sims:  Had you wor ked i n t hat  t r ade bef or e? 

 

Smith: Yeah.  I Õd done i t  ever  s i nce I  was i n hi gh school .  I  put  mysel f  

t hr ough col l ege hangi ng wal l paper .  So I  went  back t o i t  t o pay of f  my s t udent  

l oans.  I  knew t hat  t he onl y  way I  was goi ng t o get  a t eachi ng j ob I  l i ked was 

t o wor k on my phot ogr aphy.  At  t he t i me i t  was 1991,  and I  was t he wr ong 

commodi t y ,  bei ng mal e and whi t e and al l  of  t hat  s t uf f .  So I  knew t he t eachi ng 

j ob I  was af t er  wasnÕt  goi ng t o happen unl ess I  made somet hi ng except i onal  

happen wi t h my wor k.  I  f i nal l y  got  t he f ul l t i me t eachi ng j ob and t hough I  

f i nd i t  har der  t o make as much wor k,  i t Õs a much mor e sat i s f y i ng j ob.  

 

Sims:  When you wer e i n L. A.  and separ at ed f r om a r eady- made ar t  communi t y ,  

how di d you sust ai n your sel f ? How di d you know t hat  you wer e maki ng pr ogr ess? 

  

Smith: I  had a l ot  of  doubt s.  At  t he begi nni ng,  I  t hought  I  was out  of  my 

mi nd.  I t  was 1993 or  Ô94,  and I  want ed t o make bl ack- and- whi t e s t r ai ght  

l andscape phot os.  I  t hought ,  why donÕt  you j ust  k i l l  your sel f ? Why do you 

i ns i s t  on doi ng somet hi ng t hat  wi l l  never  sel l  or  be popul ar ? And t hen t he 

Ger mans st ar t ed becomi ng popul ar .  Al l  of  a sudden i t  was okay t o do 

l andscape,  l andscape was r eal l y  hot .  And t hen i t  was okay t o do bl ack and 

whi t e.  Phot ogr apher s l i ke Toshi o Shi bat a wer e doi ng gr eat .  I t  was wei r d.  I  

s t ar t ed out  t hi nk i ng t hat  I  was out  i n t he wi l der ness,  and t hen s l owl y  i t  

became okay t o do what  I  was doi ng;  I  l ucked i nt o i t .  
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As f or  an ar t i s t i c  communi t y ,  I  f el t  l i ke I  had t o r el y  on my own 

j udgment .  But  I  al so sought  out  f r i ends and col l eagues f r om school ,  and I  

woul d show my wor k t o cur at or s  occasi onal l y .  Ever y t wo or  t hr ee mont hs,  

maki ng sur e t hat  I  had new wor k,  I Õd go ar ound and bot her  peopl e.  That Õs a 

pi ece of  adv i ce I  gi ve my st udent s:  Make sur e t hat  you bot her  t he best  peopl e 

you can,  and keep af t er  t hem.  

 

Sims:  What  i s  i t  about  t eachi ng t hat  you f i nd so sat i s f y i ng? Do you s t i l l  

t hi nk goi ng t o gr aduat e school  i s  a good i dea,  gi ven t he s t or y  youÕve j ust  

t ol d me? What  sor t  of  adv i ce do you gi ve your  s t udent s? 

 

Smith: Yeah,  i t Õs k i nd of  a cr azy i dea.  I  r emember  when t her e wer e j ust  a 

handf ul  of  i nst i t ut i ons t hat  of f er ed an MFA i n phot ogr aphyÑnow i t  seems l i ke 

i f  you t hr ow a r ock,  youÕl l  hi t  an MFA pr ogr am.  I  t hi nk i t Õs a good t hi ng,  

t hat  peopl e ar e goi ng t o gr ad school .  

Ther eÕs a wei r d sense of  gui l t  and r esponsi bi l i t y  t hat  comes wi t h 

t eachi ng.  I Õm t r y i ng t o get  t hese s t udent s t o l ove what  I  l oveÑI Õm shar i ng my 

pass i on as wel l  as my knowl edge.  But  you al so have t o smel l  t he cof f ee and 

say,  gosh,  what  ar e we sel l i ng her e? What  ar e t hese s t udent s goi ng t o do? And 

I  donÕt  know.  I Õl l  t el l  t hem about  my cont r act i ng per i od,  maybe unf or t unat el y  

f or  t hem,  and say t hat  t her e ar e many di f f er ent  ways t o r each t hei r  goal s .  

Not  ever yone i s  goi ng t o gr aduat e,  get  a col l ege- l evel  t eachi ng j ob,  and have 

a gal l er y  r epr esent i ng t hem wi t hi n a year  or  t wo.  I t  t akes a l ot  of  

di sc i pl i ned wor k and sacr i f i ce.  I  t el l  t hem t o l ear n what ever  t he hot  new 

sk i l l s  ar eÑi t Õs a good i dea t o be abl e t o do somet hi ng el se bes i des 

phot ogr aphy t o make money.  The best  adv i ce I  can gi ve i s  t o f ace t he r eal i t y  

t hat  youÕr e goi ng t o have t o f i nance your  ar t  car eer  as wel l  as t he r est  of  

your  l i f e.  I t Õs a t ough t i me t o be a young per son and an ar t i s t ,  but  I  t hi nk 

i t Õs an exc i t i ng t i me as wel l .  
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Di scover i ng Phot ogr aphy and t he Vi ew Camer a 

Sims:  St even,  t o go back t o your  own educat i on f or  a moment ,  I  under st and 

t hat  you s t ar t ed out  as a pai nt er .  At  what  poi nt  di d you di scover  

phot ogr aphy,  and t he v i ew camer a?  

 

Smith: Yeah,  I  went  t o under gr aduat e school  t o s t udy pai nt i ng.  And I  donÕt  

know,  I  t hi nk i t  was j ust  f or t ui t ous t hat  I  had a r eal l y  bad pai nt i ng t eacher  

and a r eal l y  good phot ogr aphy t eacher .  I  f el l  i n l ove wi t h t he i mmedi acy of  

phot ogr aphy,  as wel l  as t he pr obl em of  r epr esent at i onÑt hat  you can phot ogr aph 

somet hi ng c l ear l y ,  make i t  r eadi l y  i nt er pr et abl e,  and yet  i t  r emai ns 

i nf i ni t el y  i ndef i nabl e.  I  j us t  got  hooked.  

I  have al ways been a bi g f an of  Jan Gr oover Õs wor k.  She came f r om a 

pai nt i ng backgr ound.  She was an abst r act  expr ess i oni s t ,  a f or mal i s t ÑI  t hi nk 

she woul d say t hat  f or m is cont ent .  I  was i nt er est ed i n her  f or  t hat  r eason,  

but  al so because her  pi c t ur es wer e so amazi ng.  They ar e wel l  cons i der ed,  and 

yet  dar i ng.  I  spent  a l ot  of  t i me,  as I  s t ar t ed phot ogr aphi ng t he l andscape,  

l ook i ng at  her  wor k.  She uses t he l ar ge- f or mat  v i ew camer a t o ext end and pl ay 

wi t h t he way t he l ens dr aws,  as wel l  as t he way t hat  f i l m act s  as a canvas.  

She i s  one of  t he wi l dest  pr act i t i oner s of  t he v i ew camer a I Õve ever  seen.  So 

I  bor r owed,  and s t ol e,  some of  t he t hi ngs she di d.  She used t he v i ew camer a 

on t abl et ops,  and I  t ook some of  t he i deas,  r ul es,  or  l i mi t at i ons of  t he 

t abl et op and t r ansf er r ed t hem t o l andscape.  

And Wal ker  Evans was i ncr edi bl y  aggr ess i ve and phys i cal  i n hi s  use of  

t he v i ew camer a.  He had l i t t l e r egar d f or  t he sanct i t y  of  t he phot ogr aphi c  

i mage,  and he woul d chop up a phot ogr aph t o make hi s  speci f i c  v i sual  and 

pol i t i cal  poi nt .  A l ot  of  what  I  s t ol e f r om t hese t wo peopl e was how t o use 

t he v i ew camer a t o make your  poi nt  mor e c l ear ,  and how t o cont r ol  and dr aw 

space i n t he way you want .  
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Sims:  How do you t hi nk about  f r ami ng your  phot ogr aphs t hen? 

 

Smith: My f r ames ar e ver y exact .  Ther eÕs a l ot  of  wor k on my par t  t o make a 

space l ook t he way I  want ,  t o conf i ne el ement s wi t hi n t he f r ame i n a cer t ai n 

way.  I  t r y  t o be phys i cal  wi t h t he v i ew camer a as wel l ÑI  use seven di f f er ent  

l ensesÑand I  at t empt  t o make t he l andscape conf or m t o my i dea.  

 

Sims:  When I  l ooked at  your ,  say,  t i ght er  shot s ,  wi t h mor e r ecogni zabl e f or ms 

l i ke houses and mai l boxes,  i t  became c l ear  how you f r amed t hi ngs.  I  had a 

di f f er ent  r eact i on t o t he ones t hat  wer e mor e abst r act ,  of  l andf i l l s ,  or  t he 

ear l y  s t ages i n pr epar i ng t he l and f or  const r uct i on.  I  was mesmer i zed by 

shapes,  t he f or mal ness of  t he cont ent .  How t he phot ogr aphs ar e sequenced 

woul d seem t o make a bi g di f f er ence i n how your  wor k i s  seen.  

 

Smith: Yeah,  t hat  was a bi g i ssue wi t h sequenci ng t he phot ogr aphs,  how t o get  

t he pi c t ur es t o speak t o each ot her  concept ual l y  as wel l  as f or mal l y .  Ear l y  

on I  t ended t o s t and f ar t her  back and use a wi der  l ens,  a wi der  angl e of  

v i ew.  I  s t i l l  wor k t he same way now,  i t  j us t  depends on what  I  happen t o be 

phot ogr aphi ng.  

I  car r y  ar ound a gr ay car d,  an 8x10 gr ay car d t hat  has a 4x5 hol e cut  

i n t he cent er  of  i t .  I  l ove t he cont r ol  I  get  wi t h t he v i ew camer a,  t he way I  

can r edi r ect  and cont r ol  and cont or t  space wi t hi n t he f r ame,  but  I  hat e 

l ook i ng at  t hi ngs ups i de down.  And I  hat e wor k i ng so s l owl y .  I  l i ke t he bi g 

negat i ves,  but  i t Õs a cumber some appar at us,  you know.  So I  wal k  t hr ough an 

ar ea and l ook at  i t  a mi l l i on di f f er ent  ways,  f r om a mi l l i on di f f er ent  

angl es,  and wi t h di f f er ent  f ocal - l engt h l enses.  I f  I  hol d t he car d 6 i nches 

away f r om my eye and squi nt  a l i t t l e bi t ,  t hat Õs l i ke us i ng a 150mm l ens,  and 

i f  I  hol d i t  8 i nches away,  t hat Õs a 210 l ens.  I  can be phys i cal  wi t h t he 

v i ew camer a by j ust  wal k i ng ar ound and squi nt i ng t hr ough t hi s  car d.  When I  
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set  up t he camer a,  I  have a good i dea wher e I  want  t o go,  what  k i nd of  l ens I  

want  t o use,  and what  I  want  t o do wi t h t he space.  

  

Sims:  I  j us t  want  t o c l ar i f y  f or  peopl e who r ead t hi s  and ar enÕt  

phot ogr apher s t hemsel vesÑwhen you say you ar e phys i cal  wi t h your  v i ew camer a,  

you mean i n t er ms of  not  r el y i ng on a s i ngl e l ens and movi ng par t s  of  t he 

appar at us ar ound.  

 

Smith: Yeah,  I Õm t al k i ng about  movi ng t he camer a ar ound.  I  shoot  4 x  5 f i l m,  

but  I  have a 5 x  7 camer a wi t h a r educi ng back on i t .  What  t hi s  al l ows me t o 

do,  as l ong as my l enses pr ov i de t he pr oper  cover age,  i s  move t hese t hi ngs 

separ at el y ,  t he f r ont  el ement ,  wher e t he l ens i s ,  and t he back el ement  wher e 

t he f i l m i s  i nser t ed.  I  can change t he r el at i onshi p of  obj ect s  i n t he 

f or egr ound t o t he mi dgr ound and backgr ound,  and I  can shi f t  t he back of  t he 

camer a i n opposi t i on t o t he l ens,  so t hat  I  can,  i n some i nst ances,  cr eat e 

t he i l l us i on of  l ook i ng s t r ai ght  at  somet hi ng when I Õm act ual l y  l ook i ng at  i t  

f r om a di agonal  angl e.  

 

Pr i nt i ng t he Phot ogr aphs 

Sims:  You ment i oned t hat  you t hought  of  t hi s  wor k a f i ndi ng i t s  f i nal  f or m as 

a book,  but  I  know youÕve had exhi bi t i ons al ong t he way.  What  s i zes ar e your  

pr i nt s ,  and how do you pr esent  t hi s  wor k i n a gal l er y  set t i ng? 

 

Smith: I Õm a f an of  s l i ght l y  smal l er  pr i nt s .  I  donÕt  mean smal l  and pr ec i ous,  

but  what  I  cons i der  phot ogr aphi c- s i ze pr i nt s ,  say 14x18 or  16x20 or  20x24.  

The pi c t ur es hol d up,  and s t ar t  t o t ake on a mor e ar t sy smel l  when t hey get  

bi gger .  The l ar gest  pr i nt s  I Õve made ar e 40 x  60,  and I  enj oy seei ng t hem bi g 

but  gener al l y  I Õm mor e i nt er est ed i n conveyi ng my i deas.  Lar ger  pr i nt s  cut  

down on t he number  of  pr i nt s  you can show,  and t he f or mal  aspect s  of  t he 
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phot ogr aphs s t ar t  t o t ake over .  I  t r y  t o use f or mal i sm and abst r act i on t o 

comment  on t he cont ent ;  I Õm not  i nt er est ed i n f or m f or  f or mÕs sake.  

 

Sims:  When you pr i nt  at  t hat  medi um s i ze,  ar e t hose di gi t al  pr i nt s? 

 

Smith: Yeah.  I  l ove t he pr ocess t hat  I Õve set t l ed on.  I  shoot  wi t h 4x5 f i l m 

and devel op i t  mysel f .  Occasi onal l y  I Õl l  make a f ew s i l ver  pr i nt s ,  t o make 

sur e t hat  I Õm pr ocess i ng t hi ngs cor r ect l y .  But  I  scan my i mages on an I macon 

scanner ,  whi ch i s  a hi gh- qual i t y  f i l m scanner  or  a dr um scanner ,  and t hen I  

wor k on t he f i l es  i n Phot oshop.  I  pr i nt  t he phot ogr aphs di gi t al l y  us i ng 

quadt one i nk on ar chi val  cot t on- r ag paper .  

  

Sims:  That Õs wi t h t he Epson? 

 

Smith: Yeah,  wi t h t he Epson.  I Õve been i nt i mat el y  i nvol ved wi t h quadt one- i nk 

pr i nt i ng s i nce i t s  i ncept i on,  and I Õve suf f er ed t hese l ast  t hr ee year s.  The 

l ast  year  and a hal f  t o t wo year s,  t he t echnol ogyÕs r eal l y  come i nt o i t s  own;  

i t Õs much mor e s t abl e and r el i abl e.  And i t Õs get t i ng bet t er .  I  f i nd t hat  t he 

pr i nt  qual i t y  i s  bet t er  t han anyt hi ng I  coul d pr oduce i n t he dar kr oom.  

One of  t he t hi ngs t hat  l ed me t o di gi t al  pr i nt i ng i s  t hat  I  s t ar t ed 

bei ng a l i t t l e t oo met i cul ous about  my dar kr oom pr i nt s .  I  s t ar t ed maki ng 

unshar p cont r ast  masks,  and was us i ng ver y el abor at e dodgi ng and bur ni ng 

t echni ques,  not  because I  want ed t o be a dar kr oom geek,  l i ke Ansel  Adams or  

whomever .  I  was t r y i ng t o get  t he i mage t o mat ch my i dea of  t he scene,  my 

i dea of  t he l i ght .  When I  s t ar t ed phot ogr aphi ng i n Los Angel es,  I  had a 

bi zar r e f i l m and devel oper  combi nat i on.  I  used I l f or d FP4 and a moder n 

ver s i on of  t he pyr ogal l i c  ac i d devel oper ,  whi ch i s  a compensat i ng devel oper .  

Al l  i n t he name of  t r y i ng t o r ender  t he l i ght  i n t hese hi gh deser t  

communi t i es i n t he pr oper  way.  Ever y phot ogr aph has a component  of  f l at ,  
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bl ow- out  whi t e l i ght  as wel l  as br i ght  and hi gh- cont r ast  l i ght .  I  f ound t hat  

us i ng t he pyr o f i l m hel ped me keep t he hi ghl i ght s  f r om get t i ng out  of  

cont r ol ,  and s t i l l  pr eser ved decent  cont r ast  t hr oughout  t he i mage.  And t hen,  

wi t h a l i t t l e t weaki ng i n Phot oshop and pr i nt i ng on an i nk j et  pr i nt er ,  I  was 

abl e t o make t he pl aces l ook how I  want ed t hem t o l ook.  

That Õs how I  got  s t at ed wor k i ng i n di gi t al ÑI  was t i r ed of  t he ext r eme l engt hs 

t hat  I  was goi ng t o i n t he dar kr oom.  

 

Sims:  Do you use a RI P? 

 

Smith: Yes.  Ri ght  now I Õm usi ng an Epson 7600,  as wel l  as John CohenÕs 

Pi ezogr aphy quadt one i nks,  sel eni um col or ,  pr i nt ed on HahnemŸhl e phot o r ag.  I  

use Roy Har r i ngt onÕs quadt one RI P,  and i t Õs t he bomb,  a l ot  bet t er  t han t he 

pr ev i ous t wo gener at i ons of  sof t war e t hat  wer e r unni ng t hese same i nks.  I Õm 

f i nal l y  happy wi t h how t he pr i nt s  l ook.  

 

Sims:  Do your  s t udent s j ump on boar d wi t h you,  or  ar e t her e peopl e s t i l l  

wedded t o wor k i ng i n t he wet  dar kr oom? Do you have a s t r ong opi ni on about  how 

peopl e shoul d wor k i ng? 

 

Smith: I  t hi nk peopl e shoul d,  you know,  f i nd t hei r  own way.  That Õs what  Har r y  

Cal l ahan used t o say [ l aughs] .  But  I  t hi nk peopl e shoul d under st and t he 

mat er i al s  and exper i ment .  Thi ngs ar e changi ng r api dl y .  When I  f i r s t  s t ar t ed 

t eachi ng di gi t al  phot ogr aphy her e at  RI SD,  I  encour aged st udent s t o do t hei r  

bas i c  pr oof i ng and cont act - sheet - maki ng of  col or  negat i ves i n t he col or  

dar kr oom,  and t o do t hei r  f i ne pr i nt i ng and scanni ng of  f i ni shed wor k wi t h 

t he comput er ,  maki ng l i ght j et  or  i nk j et  pr i nt s .  And I  f i nd t hat  s t udent s set  

up t hei r  own wor kf l ow.  Some peopl e do qui ck and di r t y  pr oduct i on wor k i n t he 

col or  dar kr oom,  but  most  of  t he col or  phot ogr apher s gr av i t at e t o t he 
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comput er .  And I  push t hem t owar d t he comput er ,  i f  t heyÕr e col or  

phot ogr apher s.  I f  youÕr e ser i ous about  maki ng a decent  pr i nt  or  cont r ol l i ng 

your  col or ,  i t  j us t  makes sense t o do i t  di gi t al l y ,  whet her  you want  i t  t o 

l ook l i ke an i nk j et  pr i nt  or  a r egul ar  col or  pr i nt .  I t Õs a r at her  nast y  

di sc i pl i ne t o l ear n,  but  i t Õs al so f r eei ng.  

Onl y  a f ew of  my st udent s wor k i n bl ack and whi t e,  and t hey go hal f -

and- hal f  wi t h di gi t al .  Some hang on t o t he t r adi t i onal  dar kr oom,  and t her e i s  

a good handf ul  who ar e even ant i - di gi t al  [ l aughs] .  But  most  of  t he s t udent s 

ar e r eal i z i ng t hi s  i s  t he f ut ur e.  

 

The Next  Pr oj ect  

Sims:  I s  t hi s  body of  wor k wr apped up? Do you have a new body of  wor k i n t he 

hopper ? 

 

Smith: I Õve j ust  s t ar t ed shoot i ng an ext ens i on,  l et Õs cal l  i t ,  of  t hi s  wor k.  

Mor e cor por at e l andscapes.   

 

Sims:  I s  t hi s  out  West ,  or  c l oser  t o wher eÑ 

 

Smith: Yeah,  I Õm i n t he Nor t heast  now.  I t Õs up and down t he seaboar d her e.   

 

Sims:  I  r emember  a comment  by Paul  Shambr oomÑyou know,  he phot ogr aphed t he 

nuc l ear  weaponr y and had t o get  al l  sor t s  of  per mi ss i ons f r om t he ar my and 

t he ai r  f or ce t o do t hat .  And t hen i n bet ween t hat  pr oj ect  and when he di d 

hi sÑ 

 

Smith: Ci t y  counci l ? 
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Sims:  Yeah.  He t r i ed t o shoot  a l ot  of  i nt er i or s  and cor por at e of f i ces,  and 

he got  nowher e.  He sai d i t  was f ar  eas i er  t o phot ogr aph nuc l ear  weapons t han 

get  i ns i de boar dr ooms.  .  .  .  But  youÕr e i nt er est ed i n ext er i or s? 

 

Smith: Let Õs j ust  say I Õve been phot ogr aphi ng a l ot  on Sundays.  Access i s  

s t i l l  an i ssue.  I t Õs get t i ng i ncr eas i ngl y  di f f i cul t  t o phot ogr aph i n t hi s  

cul t ur e.  Not  onl y  i s  i t  al most  i mpossi bl e t o phot ogr aph peopl e out  i n publ i c  

wi t hout  someone becomi ng ul t r a- sensi t i ve or  def ens i veÑand I Õm not  say i ng t hey 

shoul dnÕt  beÑbut  ever yt hi ng i s  copyr i ght ed,  pr ot ect ed,  and under  

sur vei l l ance.  [ Laughs. ]  I t Õs di f f i cul t  t o j ust  go out  and l ook ar ound and t r y  

t o i nvest i gat e t hi ngs.  

 


