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The Swordfish Camera was
oniginally born as a proof of
concept, to show that ald pack film
cameras can be really awasome,
beyond their origingl design
limitations. For a long time pack
film cameras were in a kind of
twilight zone. They did net survive
as ubiguitously as one-step instant
cameras that spil out an image
after pressing the shutter button
{filmn for which was sold at almost
evary convenience store and big
box retailer], and they used a type
of lang-obsalete and hard to find
battery. All this happened, of
course, bafore the Internet age.

Pack flm does not immediately
produce an image like one-step
inte-gral film, which pops out a
shest of film, and an image slowly
appears before your eyes, It needs
to be manually yanked out of
the camaera, and after a specific
amount of time for processing, the

positive needs 10 be separated
fram the negative fwhich is
digcarded in most cases). The
resulting image is fairly fragile and
delicate for tha first faw minutes

While filrm for pack film cameras
never actually stopped being
macde, it was mostlyseenas a
professional type of material, which
was never really sold in consumer
stores. The result was that these
camaras, which are bigger and
bulkier than the more commaon
one-step instant camaras, largely
fell into disuse by the masses amg
evaryday shooters for whom thay
were originally intended.

We started by learning how
thess camerag worked, and how to
refurbish tham and refit them 3o
that they can be used with more
comman and easy-to-find modarn
batteries. Amazingly, these
cameras, many of which are 20 and
40 years old, really work with only



a bit of tinkering, but once we got
them going again, the cameras
revealed their limitations as they
were designed to do somathing
wery specific. Much like one-step
camaras, pack film cameras have
little or no control on exposure
settings which severely limits their
creative use beyond basic “home
use” of birthday cake candle
blowing images, dad with his new
old classic car, and out of focus
landscapes.

Even Polaroid realized these
limitatians, and offerad (for a
fairly limited time], a fully manual
varsion of the pack film camera,
modals 180 and 195, The main
goal with the Swordfish was te
offer the same type of manual
control Polaroid did with the 180
and 195 model cameras, which are
fairly scarce and command a high
price in the used market, often as
a cellecticle itern rather than an
actual user camera.

The solution was clear - instzll
a high quality lens, with fully
manual controlled settings, with
an equivalent focal length 1o the
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original (te retain the coupled
rangefindar functionality).
After 5 or 8o prototypes and
many sheets of peel-apart film
we ended up with a working
madel, which produced super
sharp images, and had full
manual control, To do this, the
cameras are stripped bare, all
the electronics are removed,
and extensive modification
is done to vanaus parts, with
machining, painting, baffling,
and re-mounting.
Though the criginal Polaroid
pack film camera model 360 we
usa as the basis for the Swordfish
camera wasa mass produced thing
{mare than a quarter of a millien
made), every Swordfish camera
is unigua. This is because of the
extensive modifications and the
fact each camera is hand built fram
the ground up.

Mo two are the same, each has
its own feel, moves and moods.

It was a great honor to present
these four photographers with
Swordfish cameras and see what
they can do in the real world,

The results speak for themsalves,
perhaps s far as the camera goes,
but the camera is nothing more
than a hunk of metal without the
photographers’ talent and vision.

= Omer Hecht, Publisher

Something to
hold on to.

Millee Tibbs

The daguerreotype and the
Polaraid share a similar cultural
heritage. Both satisfy a desire
for an immediate representation
of likeness, They are small,
intimate items that assart thair
status as object as much as their
station as image. While both
were appropriated by artists and
professionals, their primary use
was as a wildly popular social
commaoadity and vernacular vessel
for memory and nostalgia. Bath
photographic processes alse
enjoyed a shart-lived explosion
of popularity which wag eclipsed
by newer, more in-demand
techrologies: the collodion
process and digital imaging,
respectively.

Mast narratives of the history
of photography present the
daguerrectype as an anomalistic
process in the greater trajectory
of the medium. The procestes

that fallowed capitalize on one
of tha universally acknowledged
characteristics of photography:
its reproducibility. The evalution
of the medium dictates its own
historic landmarks, and for the
first 150 years of photography's
history it is easy fo see the
daguerreatype and the Polaroid
as historic outliers. The nse in
digital imaging, the Intemet,
and social networks, however,
hawve redefined the possibilities
and uses of photography. While
images inhabit scresns mare often
than papar these days, seerningly
eradicating any linkage to the
physical, the way that we lock at,
fetishize, and exchange images
is & direct descendant of these
anomalistic processes.

Compared to the instantanaity
that digital imaging affords us, the
precess of the daguerreotypeis a
slow moving train. But at its debut,
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The Contingent

Print in

Contemporary
Photography

Darren Lee Miller

“Do you use film or digital?” is
often the first guestion I'm asked
by older artists, their judgment
barely concealed by the tone of
the query. While | also harbor
suspitions that artworks made
entirely on screens lack a cartain
inaffable craft-ness, the premise
of the question is too romantic for
the realities of our time, The truth
is that many of us use both digital
and film, and most of us use the
cameras on our phones far more
often than any other kind of imege
capture device. In Christopher
Bonano's book, instant: The Story
of Polareid, the author writes that
Polaroid's inventar and founder,
Edwin Land, predicted in a 1970
speech that we would eventually
use camiras like a phona,
"something that was always with
you,” It's a prediction that seams
gspedially prescent considering
it was made when averyone
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was using rotary telephones.
Landlines are not very portable,
but callphones are always in our
pockets.

It"s worth considering the
ways in which our phones are
even more revolutionary than
Polaroid camaras ware in their
time, but we should also reflect
upaon the limtations of pictures
on smartphones. Unlike film and
digital SLR cameras, phones are
discrete image caplure devices
that are constantly connected to
what we used to call the World
Wide Wel. The most important
change brought about by the
digitalfcellular revolution is not
the instantanecusness of the
image fwe more or less had that
with Polaroids, though digital is,
of course, even faster, and we
can sand the il‘f‘lﬂgﬂi to anyone
instantly), but that wa hold the
images as jpegs shining into our

faces. We very rarely touch an
actual photagraph, turning it over
in our hands, seeing the traces of
dyes and pigments and grains of
owidized silver that glint reflectively
atan oblique angle so that the
image switchas from positive 1o
negative when the surface of the
paperis at the edge of vision,
Instead, we usually gaze at light-
emitting scraans.

More than hall of the
information captured by digital
devices goes beyond photons
to include date, time, and other
settings. Apps allow endless
filters and affacts, instant
online self-publication, and the
virtual adoration of a hundred
likers. Smartphones record
GPS information, the names of
registered historical sites and
businesses, searchable tags, and
facial recognition, all of which
can be revealed or suppressed
when an image is uploaded. And
I'm not even talking about the
compaositing aptions available
via Photoshep, which are so
commanly understocd that
the name of the software has
become a verb, Stephen Mayes'
August 25, 2015 article in Tirne
magazine, The Next Revolution
in Photography is Coming, talked
about these changes as the death
of "straight photegraphs.” Mayes
points out that these newer forms
of information exist in layers
of metadata that can be sasily
manipulated, and that as viewers
we must leam to become evan
savvier about the images we see.

Technical advances have created
apportunities for lens-based
representations to be experienced
beyond two-dimensions, but
Mayes' essay seemed to miss an
important paint: the existence of
“straight photography™ has never
been assumed by anyone with a
deep knowledge of the medium.
There has always been selactive
framing, selective focus, time-lapse
and double exposure, dodging
and burning, filters, solarization,
photograms, staged shoots,

and mantage. The viewpeint of
the photographer, both literally
and ideslagically, has always
influenced what is (and is not) sean
through the viewfinder and how

it is presented to an audience,
Besides, documentation is anly
ane of photography’s many uses.
Even this caveat misses a more
pressing concern of photography
departments in academic Art
programs, which is: Will we put
dewm cur screens long enough

to recognize the unique syntax of
silver halides, color dyes, and even
inks en film and paper? Why does
it matter?

In British artist Chris Barrett's
201415 exhibition, fcans of
Rhetarte, a collaboration with
writer, Gianluca Spezza, the artist
used a digital-analog hybrid
process to reflect upon our
relationship with pop-culture,
authorship, hegemeny, and the
ways we consume mass-media
images. In this series, Barrett used
his cellphone to photograph videos
posted enline from North Korea,
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He then placed his phone into a
Instant Lab Univarsal {a modified
varsion of the thing we used to put
our 35mm slides into to expose
positvenegative film for emulsion
lifts), and created a series of new
“Polangid” prints from his screen
shots, As stills, the images are
seen without their accompanying
scripts, and Instead they stand-
alone from the larger narratives in
which they were embedded. The
images are slightly blurry, an effect
of photegraphing a video in play.
The artist is viewing one screen
through another, re-presenting

a representation, and then back-
translating the captured moments
with an cld process made new. We
are teken through concarns like
appropriation, recontextualization,
and [misjoommunication, but the
images also take on a campy,
sit-com-style life of their cwn,
Maybe some of the eriginal videos
were mews broadcasts or PSAs
filmed in explicit support of the
govemment, but perhaps I'm
aperating ungder the misconcaplion
that North Kaorea is a tightly
controlled propagandist regime
where every image is made in
service 1o the state. We ses a
female police officer smirking from
behind the (falling? standing?)
body of her male colleague, A
racket hovers a moment after
lift-off. Schaol childran, pensils in
hand, are bant over their desks.
What becomes clear is only what |
don't know about the closed nation
and its unfamiliar culture. Layers

of procass not anly hint at what is
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lost in translation, but alse remind
us of our own preconceptions.
Truth can be as malleable as the
surface of a picture, transformed
in @ new context 1o sarve the ends
of whoever is able to push it the
farthast

The artist who literally pushed
the surface of instant film as
far as it would go was Lucas
Samaras. The first time | saw one
of Samaras’ early-1970s Photo
Transfermations was at Mew York's
Whitney Museum of American
Art in January 2004, | had seen
full-page reproductions of the
imagas in my undergraduate
phatography textbooks, and so |
was surprised that the real photos
were only 3"x3%, the size of the
Palaroid SX-20 material he was
using at the time. | had 1o stand
very near 1o really look at them,
Up close it was easy to observe
the marks Samaras created when
he used a stylus, or perhaps his
fingernzil, 1o push around the cales
emulsion while it was developing.
Samaras was the hirsute, terrifying,
performative figure in all the
images, simultangously amerging
from and being swallowed by
the damaged surfaces. Ta me,
the reworked areas looked like
guick sand, diaphanous curtaing,
galactic portals, or iquid walls. The
distortions ware disconcerting, and
it was nevar clear to me whether
the frightening figure of the artist
was made more or less present by
its own dissalution. There was a
self-partrait where the artist’s hand
clearly reached in frant af his own




melting, scratchad-out, beardesd
face. The violent, rhythmic,
patterned mark-making required
1o obfuscate everything except
the hand, which appeared 1o be
reaching out of the photograph
toward my own face, mades me
take a step backward. For me, the
power of the images was in the
treatrment of the surfaces, in what
the artist allowed me to see clearly,
and what was commanicated by
what he chose 1o literally rub cut.
The power was convayed through
the visible remains of the actions
required to make the marks. The
artist's hand was evident, and
understanding the process allowed
a deepar reading of the work,

A camera pointed at a subject
will, generally speaking, take
a picture of the subject. The
picture and the subject are not
the same thing. The materials
used to make the photograph
have their own connotaticns,
properties, and imitations. [t's
not so much about the image of
an object captured by a lens, as
it is about how the resulting print
looks. Value, color, line, shape,
and texture ané organized within
the two-dimensional pictorial
plane of & photograph, just as in
any othar work of art, so that the
vigwer has the kinds of sxperiences
the maker hopes for. | believe
the artist's intention matters,
that materiality and process are
important, and that all censpire to
raige questions and make meaning
in a photograph. It's not that using
linstant) film s more “authentic”
14

ar “artistic” than digital capture,
it's that it offers its own set of
contingencies to the resulting
object that are worth considering.
Without the transformative
ranipulation of the amulsion, the
strange, performative self-portraits
taken in Sarmaras’ tiny Mew York
apartmant might have looked more
like the Polanoids being made
by Warho! at the time. Through
experimantation, Samaras learmed
how to achiewe predictable results
while working with the emulsion
in @ way that was neither intended
nor envisioned by its invantors,
Likewise, by appropriating
and recontextualizing discrete
moments in videos, divorcing them
fram their stories, and making
tham inte Pelaroid prints, Barrett
creates just enough rocm forus to
recognize that we are always filling
in the gaps in our understanding
with what we assume. Did this
happen then or now? Did it ever
really happen at all? Is thisa
dream? How do we know what
wig (think we) know? The Polaraid
5X-70 prints of Samaras and
Barrett don't offer facile answers,
But instead imvite us to plumb the
depths of their malleable sufaces
to face questions of our own,

NOTES

Baratt, Cheig. leans of Rhetoric: Reading
Novrh Kovea Through as images.

kit fwwiconsafrhetoric.com

Imagad courtssy af the areist.

Bonano, Christopher, nstant: The Story of
Polaraid. Maw York: Princeton Architactural
Press, 20102, Priet

Mayes, Stephen. “The Nawxt Rewalution in
Phatography s Coming.” TINE 25 Aug,
005 htpoltime.comiB00352 T ute e-of -
phatography



24

Milles Tibbs® work darives from her interast in photography's ubsquity in contemparsry
culture and the tension between its truth-value and inherent manizulation of reality.
Tibbs" exhibition wenues include the Blee Sky Gallery - Oregan Caner for the
Phatographic Arts, Portland, OR: the Museum of Photographic Arts, San Disgo,

Ca; Mary Ryan Gallery, NYC, NY: David Weinberg Photography, Chicago, IL; the
DuCordava Scwlptuse Park and Museum, Lincoln, ba; Brown University, Providence,

Ri; ane Motre Dame University, IN. Horwork has boen publshed by the Hurmble Ans
Foundation, Blua Sy Gallery, and Aftenmage: The Jeurnal of Media Arts and Cultural
Criticism. Tibbs' work if in the peemanant collsctions of the RISD Musewsn, the Portland
Art Musaum, and Fadality Fesiments, and ic alio held in the Midewestam Phatography
Fraject at the Musesn of Cantemporsry Photography, Chicage, and in the Pigeogi
2000, Brockhyn flat file, She has bean swarded residencies at the MacDowell Calony,
VCCA, the Wurlitzer Foundation, Janted, the Santa Fa Art institute. and LPEP, Buanos
Airgs, Argentna, Tibbs grew up in Alabama, complesed an MFA 2t RISD in 2007, and is
an assistant professor of photography st Wayne State University.

wwewn, milieatibbs.com

Darren Lew Miller i an astist, mstructor, gallery director, and curator a1 Allegheny
Callege in Meadville, Penasylvana. In 2005, he worked with nine artists 1o croato
Parfarming Biackness:Perigrming Whitenass, a0 exbiition that exsmines constructions
of racial idartty by destabdizing the often unmamined postion of “whitaness.” The
thames 1o which Millar roturme — powir, identity, coniro| - isform bath his curatorial
wark aad his artwerk, Taking hiz cuas from 1ha abd tales and contempornary culture,
Miller craates works that underming the powsr dynamics and roles that aaist within
dapicted ralationchips 1o remind the veewar of familisr glenes, but that sles challenge
expected masning and create new spaces for empathic connection. His work has
baan recognized thraugh residencios a1 Blue Mountain Canter, tha Varmant Studic
Conter, and the University of Puete Riea, Ris Piedras. Miller holds 2 BFA from the Mew
Yok State Collage of Coramics at Alfred University, and an MFA a1 the School of the
Musawm of Fine Ars, Boston,

weers darranleamillar com f wewallegheng adiefsrtgalleras

Palge Mazurek (b, 1595] was raised in Reistenstewn, Maryland and currently lives in
Baoston, Massachusetis, Her interest in phatography began at the age of six with a
Polarcid carera she received from hor grandparnts. The framework of Mazurek's
approach 1o phatography was influenced by her education at the School of the
Museum of Fing Arts / Tufits Uiniversity, whare she oamed a BFA in 2011, Her work
Bas beon oxhibited in the US and abroad, and she has recerd variaus svands
across media incleding film, sculpiune, snd photograaky. Paige enjoys spending time
wrenching and riding metorcycles that further accalerate her adventunis.

wwewn, paigematunek.com

Brooke Mazurek (b. 1937 was raized in Raisterstown, Mandand and curently resides
in Brooklyn, New York, She became interested in sorytslling at tha o of six and won
her first wiiting contest at the age of sevan for & poem entitled “When Cupid Comes
To Town.* Broske graduated from Barnard Colege in 2011 with a BUA, in English and
currently works a3 an Assocate Editor for Billboard magazine.

wwwr brockerm spurek com
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