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Introduction

There is a romantic quality associated with freedom and discovery intrinsic to the open road in America.  According to Patton, the public system of roads in the United States has become a source for inspiration, reverence, and inquiry;  it has become an icon of freedom that forms part of our collective conscience and figures heavily into our national identity.  The road has been celebrated in American literature, music, cinema, and art (Kerouac, 1976; Pirsig, 1984; Wise, 1995; Brouws, 1997; Baker, 1999; McDaris, 2000; Wilson, 2000). Because it is a public good, anybody regardless of race, creed, color, religion, or gender can access the public road in America. The idea of the great American Dream and the public road in America are inseparably linked to one another (Patton, 1997).  

For my Honor’s Thesis I propose to use photography as an art form and create a visual examination of Texas Highway 11 as a representative of the larger cultural associations that we as Americans have come to believe about the public road.  This includes, but is not limited to notions such as freedom, commerce, abandonment and identity (Wilson, 2000 & Patton, 1997).  My final project will be limited to images that are visible from Highway 11 that I compose between now and April of next year. These images will be put together in a portfolio.  I anticipate the final number of entries to be between twenty and twenty-five. 

The final project will include both the photographs I create and explanations to account for why I believed the images that I chose were important, the technical decisions surrounding each photograph, and how I believe they relate to the cultural notions about the public road addressed in the beginning of this proposal.  To this end, I will maintain a “process” journal that chronicles how I came to make certain images and ultimately arrived at final creative solutions.  

The creative muse is often difficult and complex to understand.  Art as a process can be viewed as a sort of constant evolution.  One’s work evolves in terms of subject, form, and content.  The initial question for me is how does one take on a subject matter such as the American public road?  

I begin by narrowing the subject matter down.  Art is a form of communication.  It is important to establish a dialogue between artist, subject matter, and viewer.  For this particular subject matter I will examine one solitary stretch of American road. 

I have chosen Texas Highway 11 as a subject matter for several reasons.  First, I am intimately familiar with this stretch of road. Highway 11 runs from Linden in Northeast Texas to Sherman in North Texas.  At times it is little more than a converted farm-to-market road and in other places it is four lanes.  But more times than not, it is a two lane road with no shoulder.  For the past five years Highway 11 has been the road home to Pittsburg for me.  Over that time, at least four times a month, I have passed the same gas stations, roadside attractions, homes, towns, and often the same people. I have come to believe that one of the most important parts of the creative process is a familiarity with one’s subject matter.  What one sees as a stranger and what one sees as a veteran of a place are often completely different (Berger, 1982).  

Also I believe that exploring a relatively small and intimate road over a larger national highway that runs through several states has something unique to offer.  Often the construction of large interstate highways led to the downfall of these smaller state and county roads.  Businesses along these smaller roads have closed because without road traffic they cannot survive.  People have relocated their homes to be closer to the main highways or interstate highways.  Thus smaller state highways and county roads have come to reflect a slower pace of life.  They also have come to represent the perseverance of communities in the face of adversity and change (Patton, 1997).  

In terms of genre I have chosen photography over other forms of art because my specific course of study has been in photography.  While I have studied other forms of creative expression at this university, my primary means of expression for at least the past four years has been photographic.  Photography is an art form.  There exists a historical dialogue within art that we as humans have been building on since the very first cave paintings.  In the larger scheme of that dialogue, photography, and especially the application of photography as a fine art form, is relatively new (Berger, 1986).  My goal is to contribute to the art historical dialogue.  Photography is a unique tool because it allows the artist to create a reasonable facsimile of the world in which he or she functions (Berger, 1982).  We know that photography is not a mechanical record to be taken for granted as exact representations of truth.  However, photography, like painting and sculpture, provides the artist with a unique medium to share their unique sense of vision with the world (Berger, 1986).  

Methodology


The title of my thesis states that the examination will be multi-medium.  By this I mean I will employ several different photographic mediums to arrive at the overall project.  I primarily use color film and  a medium format camera.  Medium format uses a film that is larger than 35mm and yet smaller than large format single sheet film such as 4x5 or 8x10.  The particular format I use (known as 6x7) yields a negative roughly four times larger than that of standard 35mm.  Also, I have recently begun to incorporate the use of a digital camera and a digital video into my work.  


My current working method can be summarized very briefly without having any familiarity with the working process of photography.  Basically there are two essential ways to make photographic images.  One way focuses on what Ansel Adams called “visualization” and the other method uses what I call a “post-visualization” approach.  Visualization essentially means that as a photographer you are familiar enough with the way light, the particular film you are using, and your camera work together in accordance with a particular scene to accurately predict the final image before ever touching the camera (Adams, 1981). What I refer to as post-visualization means that you make many of the same choices that you would in terms of visualization yet the main bulk of creative work is done after the exposure is made on film.  You still have to judge the light and make appropriate choices based on the kind of film you are using to ensure an adequate exposure on the film; however, this method focuses less on trying to see a completed final image before clicking the shutter.  It allows the photographer to make more adjustments in terms of how the final image will look after the initial exposure on film has been made.  


My method combines both a very elementary application of visualization as well as the heavy use of post-visualization.  I have started to incorporate the use of digital photography along with my use of more traditional film.   “Digital imaging is changing photography by speeding up and simplifying many photographic processes” (London, 2002).  Digital photography is negating the need to use many harmful chemicals and saves time by allowing you to review images made on site in the field before committing them to film.   

My approach is to find a scene to be photographed.  I make judgments based on components such as inherent compositional elements, the meaning of the particular subject matter, and personal visual appeal.  I then make what I define as a “thumbnail sketch” with a digital camera.  I shoot the subject from different angles and compose the shot in different ways using a digital camera.  At this point I begin thinking about elements such as how does the quality of light effect what I am trying to photograph? Does the particular subject matter need full open sunlight or would more directional evening or morning light make more sense in terms of what the subject is doing or saying visually?  What kinds of weather conditions would capture the image I am trying to create?

I then make notes based on these questions as to how I want to compose a particular image.  My next step is to download the initial digital images of the subject on my computer and then I begin to make decisions about what composition, angle, subject to camera distance, film speed and type, lens, aperture setting, and shutter speed best translates the meaning of what I am trying to capture.  Along with these digital previews and the notes about time of day, composition of the image, and even atmospheric conditions, I am then prepared to go back to the subject and make another image on film.  


The process allows for several things.  First, and most importantly, I am able to make much more effective images because I am familiar with the subject, and I have already made a great number of decisions before I commit to making the final image on film.  Incorporating the use of digital photography also allows me to save time and money because I do not have to spend unnecessary resources shooting and processing images on film that may or may not be as effective as I would like for them to be.  


Once I have an image made on film I then process it at a professional lab and take the image on film and make a digital negative scan of it.  This yields a digital image file that is capable of being imported into a computer based image manipulation software program.  For my particular applications I use Adobe Photoshop.  This program allows for all of the same decisions to be made that a photographer would typically make in the darkroom, only the image is converted into a digital piece of information capable of being printed on an archival photographic quality printer.  Using Photoshop I am still able to control contrast, color balance, cropping, and enlargement only much more accurately and quickly than in a traditional analogue darkroom.  Ultimately, I am able to make an image that is as sharp, as rich in color, and much more archival using a digital output than traditional “wet-lab” color photography allows.  This process yields photographs of a very high quality and because of the stunning advances in digital photography I am able to have an almost complete control over the look of the final image so long as my initial exposure on film was adequate.  

Over the course of my studies I have learned how to see with the camera and more importantly, how the camera sees the world.  In terms of art forms the special relationship between the human eye and the camera lens is unique to photography.  Ultimately, I want to create a body of work that is driven by this unique relationship and by my specific creative aesthetic.  I believe that by undertaking a creative thesis and by examining the specific subject matter I have selected, I will have an opportunity to start building on a project that I will be able to maintain well into the future.  This project will allow me to build a visual vocabulary and lexicon of images using that same visual vocabulary that I will be able to pursue in the years to come. 
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