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SLOW DANCE

‘ }( / hen [ first began photographing in the late 1970s, [ was
always in a hurry. My first exposure to film photog:

raphy was in a photosjournalism class where [ was influenced

by the concept of the “decisive moment”—the idea that fast,
intuitive image;making would somehow capture extraordinary
moments in time. As a result, in those early years, [ made many
photographs quickly; but few, if any, communicated the magic
interplay of light on bark and leaf that excited and attracted
me to live oaks.

Once | completed that first college photo class, I read
everything | could find about the process of making and print:
ing photographs. Still, the one instruction that was missing was
how to see photographically and use the frame of the camera’s
viewfinder and the two-dimensional eye of the lens to commu-
nicate emotions [ felt about the things I photographed.

After making many mediocre pictures, | realized that the
trees were in no hurry, and neither was the light. So, I slowed
my pace to better perceive and appreciate the magic show per:
formed by light and shadow on the grassy stage of this outdoor
theatre of live oaks.

[ began using a 4x5 view camera—a large wooden box

with bellows that forced me to be more deliberate with each

photograph. [ had to learn the steps of the slow dance of setting
up this camera machine: selecting and focusing a lens, loading a
film holder, and—finally—choosing the moment to release the
shutter and expose a single sheet of 4x5+inch film.

This unrushed pace taught me to be more aware of how
light changed from moment to moment. | began to notice the
ways daylight illumined and revealed the subtle moods of the
landscape and the trees. | started to see shapes and forms in
values of blacks, whites, and shades of gray, like the film I used.

The more [ practiced this slow dance, the more I noticed
how my feelings, thoughts, and moods would change in re-
sponse to the light. At times, something in a scene would shift
from merely interesting to exciting. A cloud passing over the
sun might suddenly soften the contrast and mood of a scene, or
the angle of the light through the leafy canopy overhead could
rearrange shadows into intriguing patterns.

In these moments, | imagined the trees and the light were
giving me cues, as if they were leading and | was following. And
if | remained alert to these subtle shifts, | intuitively sensed
when to photograph and when to wait. In time, | quit c/msing
photographs. | simply watched, listened, and waited until the
photograph waltzed up to find me. 8

Oak and Reflection, Audubon Park, New Orleans
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