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Elisabeth Lebovici: Here we are, talking before getting our words in

written form, about the camera obscura you are installing in Venice. The camera
obscura as an apparatus and an experiment has been written about extensively,
but what often goes unexamined is the specific experience that each of us has in
the space and time of a particular camera obscura. Can we talk, first, about this

experience and about what it means?

Zoe Leonard: Maybe we can start by talking about what a camera obscura is.
The term “camera obscura” really describes a natural phenomenon: the
principal that in a dark room, a small hole will let in light rays that will
project an image of the outside world onto the opposite wall. Since light rays

move in a straight line, the image comes in upside down and reversed.

There are written observations of this phenomenon that date as far back as
400 BCE. Throughout history various tools have been built to utilize it in
different ways; the camera obscura was employed by scientists to understand
the physical laws of light. During the Renaissance, the camera obscura was
instrumental in the understanding of perspective, and various apparatuses
have been used by draughtsmen, painters and architects.

What is interesting to me is that photography has been separated from these
other sciences and arts. And yet, the camera shows us a kind of “shared
ancestry” — that these various arts and sciences are deeply connected.
Perhaps there is a way to think differently about these segregated practices —
that there is a common ground, a desire to know and to understand the world

around us and our place in it.

I think it’s an interesting time to pick up this tool again. The field of
photography is at a turning point, changing so rapidly, and we live in an
incredibly image-saturated culture. My curiosity about the camera obscura
involves asking questions about how we see, how we look, and what we take
for granted about sight. The camera obscura offers us a way of seeing that

does not have to result in a fixed image — such as a photograph or a film.

My iteration of the camera obscura offers photographic seeing as a spatial,

temporal experience. A space that can be entered and inhabited. The inverted



landscape inside the camera obscura is not a photograph, it is not an object.
Rather, you are inside the camera and it becomes a space for observation and

contemplation.

Elisabeth Lebovici: I think the series of camerae obscurae that you have built
— so far you have made three of these installations: the first in Galerie Gisela
Capitain in Cologne, the second in the Camden Arts Centre in London, and
now, one in the Palazzo Grassi in Venice — represents a shift in your body of
work, which spans thirty years. Could you describe, with a few shortcuts, what
led you to these projects and to this form?

Zoe Leonard: I began taking photographs when I was quite young. Right
from the start I kept trying to find the limits of the medium. Back then,
there were lots of different kinds of film, and I worked my way through as
many as I could find: black and white, color, slide and print, infrared and
ortho; I also tried to find the full range of my camera’s capability. I tried
shooting at every speed, pushing and pulling the film, playing with contrast
and grain. When I learned to print, I experimented with various develop-
ers and papers. I often used outdated paper that was given to me or could be
bought cheaply. I just wanted to see everything photography could do.

The subject was always part of it — I was aiming my camera at something,
or someone — but the material was equally important. I was interested in the
physical constitution of the photograph: what the print looked like, its size
and tone, if it was dark or light, warm or cool, murky or crisp.

A few years into these experiments, I realized that most of this work was
incredibly bad! I realized I needed to start all over again, to teach to myself to
make a decent picture. So I started in what I thought would be the simplest
way, the most stripped down elements: black and white, still life.

This led me down what turned out to be a long path, an extended exploration
of different modes of representation, the different kinds of jobs a photograph
can do. It can be a document, or a record, it can be used to transmit informa-
tion, or employed as evidence, or proof. It can be a snapshot, intimately con-

nected to memory and emotion. It can be a kind of blueprint of the world, or



it can be completely abstract. Photographs can be used for both ordering and
disordering the world.

I became interested in mapping and archiving. I liked the deadpan appear-
ance of photographs used in science and cartography. I looked at war photo-
graphs, especially aerial reconnaissance photographs. I started experimenting
with different kinds of situations, taking photographs from planes, in
museums and libraries, of maps and books and displays. I was interested in
the image as information, and equally in how that information was unreliable
or subjective. Various ideas of classification and systems of interpretation cre-
ated different versions of reality. This was much more interesting to me than

the notion of a “fine art” photograph.

I found myself questioning what constitutes knowledge: why things are
ordered a certain way, what is accepted as fact, or truth, and how that catego-
rization is connected to power, and to our lives. Photography seemed to be a
kind of lynchpin in this structuring.

Around the same time, I started playing with serial images, finding that
sometimes it took multiple images to convey complexity. When I look back, I
remember my own frustration: the great photographers seemed to be able to
take a great picture — one image that says it all. You know, that’s the myth
with photography, right? The perfect moment, the decisive moment. But,
usually, I couldn’t take one perfect picture, I couldn’t find the decisive mo-
ment, the ideal angle. I always seemed to miss it. My work often felt pro-
visional, or even inadequate. I was frustrated with my pictures that seemed
to be just to the side of the real action. My frame was somehow outside the
frame. Now I realize that this is my work; that for me, the world, or my view
of the world, is made of component parts, shattering and repeating, overlap-

ping and simultaneous.

Around this period of time a lot of my friends and acquaintances — my com-
munity — began to get sick with AIDS. A couple of close friends got sick
and a few people I knew died. I joined Act Up. I became politicized. In those
urgent circumstances I started thinking about the political implications of

how we organize our looking, how we gather and organize information in the



world, and how we organize the way we make a picture of the world. Defin-

ing beauty or truth is never an absolute set of terms; there is a politics to it.

Those times were extreme. I became very aware of the very real cost of
homophobia and sexism, and classism, and racism. I saw that the way we
were defined and categorized translated into how we were valued. That
valuation in turn determined if we would be cared for, if we would be
recognized, if we would live or die. I got involved in direct action activism
and also worked with two artist/activist collectives (GANG and fierce pussy).
But my own art practice remained more idiosyncratic and I struggled to find
ways to talk about the institutionalized cruelty and prejudice I was
encountering. I wanted to express this situation, and to find my own voice
within it. I began to photograph in medical museums, in history and science
museums, in libraries and fashion shows, trying to look at the ways beauty
was constructed, and also looking at how sexism and bias is built into the
institutional framework of our society. I began to understand beauty as a
construction, a set of rules and regulations. I became interested in how the
frame of my camera could carry the attitude of my gaze. Calling these
systems of order into question could be a way of upturning them or destabi-
lizing them. I wanted to reframe the world so that we could consider

alternative possibilities.

As I worked with different subjects, I began to think more about the place
from which the picture is taken: my vantage point. Perhaps I could say this
became the ground of my work. Rather than any one subject or genre (land-
scape, portrait, still life, etc.), I was, and remain, interested in engaging a
simultaneous questioning of both subject and vantage point, the relation
between viewer and world—in short, subjectivity and how it informs our

experience of the world.

A few years ago I had a survey show, and in every conversation or interview
around the exhibition, I was asked if I was still shooting analogue or if I had
switched to digital. This persistent question seemed to come with a set of
judgments. The implication seemed to be that analogue photography is
beautiful, but nostalgic and old-fashioned, and conversely, that digital is not

as pretty, but is faster and more contemporary. It felt as if I was being asked



to say that one is better than the other — or rather, there seemed to be an
expectation that I would defend analogue photography. The argument about
which is “better” didn’t make any sense to me. I find this binary confin-

ing and not very interesting. I'm still shooting analogue, but I think artists
should choose whichever medium works best for them. Digital and analogue
do different things, they have different qualities and different strengths.
There’s a larger question here about choosing to work with photography at
all — a medium that is reliant on industrial production — but we can go into
that later.

About a year after my survey show, I began teaching for the first time. The
conversation around photography seemed to be framed in two binary
oppositions: analogue vs. digital and subject vs. material. I found myself
struggling to find a way to have a more expansive conversation about
photography. I found myself asking the students: What is photography? Is
it a print? An object? Is it a jpeg on your screen? Or does it only count if it’s
a tiff? Or if you print it out? Is it a picture on your phone? Is it a projection?
Is it a picture you see in your mind before you click the shutter? Is it that
great image you missed? In short, is photography a thing, or a picture, or is it

a way of seeing?

At the end of that first summer of teaching, these questions followed me
home. My first morning back home I woke up thinking: “I want to make a

camera obscura. Begin at the beginning, and see what happens from there.”

Elisabeth Lebovici: Psychoanalytic theory, such as the work of Jacques Lacan,
uses the camera obscura as a model for the subject, or for the relations between
the outside and the inside of the body — it is only through a pinhole that the
world outside is represented and translated into images, which will, in turn,
determine the psychic life of an inside surface — a place to stock “all that could
be diversely called affects, instincts or drives.”

Zoe Leonard: The way that I approach these installations — making the
entire space into a camera — creates a particular experience. You can walk
around, sit down, lie on the floor; the image falls on all the surfaces of the

room, so you are surrounded by the image. It’s a spatial experience.



The camera obscura makes the mechanics of sight visible. It is a simplifed
version, but what we see in the camera is like what happens inside our head:
our eyes receive an image, light rays enter through the pupil, and the image
lands on our retina, inverted and reversed. Then the brain, in turn, processes
that image, and turns it “right side up.” There are a series of translations that

allow us to comprehend the images we receive.

Inside the installation, you are experiencing images as they would be before
they have been corrected: sight before comprehension. In this way, I think

the space of the camera obscura is related to the space of the unconscious, to
what happens inside the box of the head. Occupying this space allows us to
engage with our own process of seeing, to actually track our process of

seeing. We experience light, movement, color, contrast and shape, and slowly
we resolve these elements into a picture. In the camera, we can be present and

conscious and observe ourselves as we go through this process.

Because the space is darkened, there is a certain mood, a kind of quiet. The
room feels slowed down. The image is inverted; at first it is disorienting. And
this allows for us to consider what it is we are seeing. Maybe it opens up space

inside a process we take for granted.

These installations are also social spaces. You occupy this space with other
people, and so this experience of looking and understanding is shared. You
watch each other. And as the image moves and changes, it becomes a tempo-

ral experience. There is no beginning or end; you can stay as long as you want.

Elisabeth Lebovici: This also connects with Jonathan Crary’s theories of

the “observer” in Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in
the Nineteenth Century, that extract the camera obscura from the evolution-
nary logic leading to photography. Opposite many art practices — such as video
— which produce a material record, even if they document an object or event
that 1s already gone, this experience of the camera obscura produces the sense of a
Journey looking at things passing by.

Zoe Leonard: The image in the camera obscura is not fixed. It is photo-

graphic seeing unhinged from the print, or even from the notion of a picture



as a stable thing. Nothing is recorded, there is no way to repeat it or play it
back, and no two people who visit the exhibition see the same artwork. The
image changes constantly every minute and every day: a cloud goes by and

the light shifts. You become sensitized to every small fluctuation.

A traditional camera obscura — an apparatus for drawing or one made in the
19th century as a tourist attraction — is designed for making pictures. There
are a number of these tourist attractions still extant. Usually they are housed
in small rooms, where the image is directed onto a small white table which

provides a kind of frame. A mirror is often used to flip the image “right-side-

» se t . « .t »
up, so 1t 18 presented as a conventional plcture.

In my installations, nothing is gathered into a coherent picture for the viewer.
The image falls on the floor, on the wall, on the ceiling. The image is sharply
in focus in some parts of the room and out of focus in others. In places it is
distended and blown out. It is non-hierarchical: there is no privileged
vantage point, no part of the image is more important than any other.

This work questions the ways we gather images into a picture, or a fact, or a
truth. The whole idea of a “decisive moment” dissolves here. Light comes
in, hits the floor and unpredictable things happen. It is fugitive and unstable,
constantly unfolding. It relies on your body adapting to it: as your eyes ad-
just, you see more. A room that appeared completely dark at first is filled with

an image.

For someone like me, who has made objects all their life, it feels liberating not
to make an object, not to hang a thing on the wall. I come up with a set of

conditions, and the work unfolds with its own logic.

In these installations there is another principle that is very important to me,

which is that the room remains visible. I don’t build out the space or conceal
any of the existing architecture. I want viewers to be aware of where they are.
The work becomes a kind of double exposure: an image of the outside world

superimposed on an existing room.

Elisabeth Lebovici: Art historian Natasa Petresin Bachelez commented on this
sort of exploration, which recalled for her the “Light and Space” movement



associated with Robert Irwin, James Turrell, Maria Nordman and Eric Orr, which
was similarly concerned with the phenomenological experience of the moment of

looking.

Zoe Leonard: I love a lot of that work. Irwin especially has been inspiring
for me. And I admire Orr and Turrell. But I think there is a real difference
here in my approach. I don’t think I can say that my explorations are about
pure perception of color, light, and space. For me, this work is about locating
oneself in the world, about social space and a consciousness of subjectivity
and relationships to others, about histories of looking and picturing. There is
an experiential component, which is great, but I think for me it is also tied to
politics. Understanding that we inhabit this room together, yet differently —
this is phenomenal to me. The idea of a space in which we can think about
how we see and how we look — this is a profoundly political thing to do to-

gether.

Elisabeth Lebovici: Could this site-specific installation be considered in rela-
tion fto practices of institutional critique, which often reflect critically on their
own place within art institutions? Many of these projects — by artists such as
Hans Haacke, Michael Asher, or Andrea Fraser — have tried to ‘out” the insti-
tutions where they are embedded; they have sought to grasp the politics or struc-
ture of an institution by turning it inside out and making it visible. A camera
obscura, on the other hand, pushes the outside world inside the gallery walls,
‘queering” it perhaps.

Zoe Leonard: I love that question. What an idea, that a camera obscura can

be an institutional critique!

I think of this work as a series. Each camera is a site-specific work, titled with
the address of its location. But, as I make them, I also think about each site in

relation to the others.

I was thrilled at the chance to make a camera obscura in Venice with a view
onto the Grand Canal. This view is so layered. When I consider a site, I'm

not really interested in pretty views. I'm more interested in views that are



dirty or complex, contradictory views, views with layers of meaning. At the
Camden Arts Centre in London, for instance, the space is a former library;
it’s a beautiful space and you could still see the architecture. I loved how the
exterior and the interior overlapped. Across the street there was a construc-
tion site, and this construction site, the traffic outside, the vanishing point,
the way the horizon meets the architecture, the way the sun coming through

the lens hit the floor — all this was important.

There is a specific relationship to the camera obscura in Venice: it was a tool

for many of the Vedutisti, and Caneletto is one of many artists known to have
used camerae obscurae for rendering the city’s architecture. But for me, this is
only the beginning. The history of picturing here in Venice is also a nexus for
thinking about the relationships between beauty, power, and artmaking, about
the role of the picture in our society.

Venice is a mercantile city, a port, a place of exchange. Still a place of great
wealth, it was a seat of economic power for several hundred years. It is a very
beautiful city, considered one of the most romantic in the world, but simul-
taneously, it is associated with death and decay. It is a city that is literally

underwater.

One can'’t help but think of the great works of art which have used this city as
material: from Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice to Thomas Mann’s Death
in Venice, to Nicholas Roeg’s Don’t Look Now, and Jeanette Winterson’s 7he
Passion. For me the installation in Venice is a way to engage with this
incredibly rich and complex history of drawing, painting, architecture, and

film, as well as a long and complicated history of art patronage.

Palazzo Grassi, where I installed the camera, is an 18th century palace direct-
ly overlooking the Grand Canal and facing the Ca’ Rezzonico. The obvious
wealth of the building is part of the installation — the image coming through
the lens falls on the walls and floor, and onto the incredibly ornate carved and
gilded ceiling. The histories of the Palace — including its current incarnation
as a space for a private collection of contemporary art — are all present. The
space merges with the incoming images, each affecting the “readability” and

the meaning of the other. I am interested in what this simple gesture can do.



By placing a lens in the window of the Palazzo, I am asking us to look at both
the interior and the exterior of the site.

While it is layered with historical references, it is a work that happens in the
present, in the now. The boat traffic that goes by speaks to the quotidian:
vaporetto and gondola, tourist boats and police boats, fire boats, work boats
carrying equipment, cranes and machinery, boats for garbage collection. The

water is an extraordinary color, both gorgeous and toxic.

Elisabeth Lebovici: I the camera obscura, you have fluid, volatile, and simul-
taneous time. It isn’t about duration. It’s a “continuous project altered” all the
time. lan White says something which is beautiful about this continuous altera-
tion in the camera obscura: that it is a space of tension at the intersection of

accident and withdrawal.

Zoe Leonard: You made a great point during our earlier conversation, that
what happens in the camera obscura is not actually duration. Duration is
what happens in cinema; it is a period of time that has been preset by the
director: a film has a beginning, a middle, and an end, and you go through
it. These installations do something else. They are constantly unfolding in a

continuous present.

I appreciate John Cage’s notion of chance as well as his idea of a continuous
present. Photography is usually understood as a medium inextricably linked
to the past — to memory, to history. But inside the camera, we are only in

the now.

The viewer has a kind of democratic relation to the work: you come and go,
you stay as long as you like. The piece is happening constantly, 24/7 for as
long as it is installed. It is not a projection with a beginning, middle and end.
Nor is it a loop that repeats. Inside the camera obscura the piece is happening
all the time and it is never the same. The only real duration is the length of
the exhibition: when the show is over, I remove the lens and the work is gone.
In this way, the work is related to performance; it is ephemeral; there is no

object to take away or preserve. It is an experience.



The aspect we haven't talked about yet is sound: in the installation, you hear
what is happening outside. It becomes a soundtrack. The longer you stay in
the space, the more become conscious of the sound: the sounds of a small city

in Cologne, the sound of a busy high street in London.

The work has a representational aspect, but at the same time it is abstract. I
think sound is part of this. Obviously, the sound is in sync with the image,
but at times it seems to be slightly delayed, there is a slow and quiet feeling
in the camera that allows your listening and looking to be fully engaged. You
know what you're looking at, but at the same time things feel a bit unfamiliar.
The expectations of what things should look like are shifted, and at times, the
light on the walls and ceiling forms abstract shapes and patterns. The sound
provides a link to the outside world, a reminder that the image is of the street
just downstairs, and somehow for me this presents a kind of interesting sus-
pension: that reality can be understood as a simultaneous and parallel experi-

ence of both narrative representation and abstract sound and image.

As a viewer, I find that spending time in the camera allows me to move past
the subject of the picture and into a deeper consideration of how an image is
tormed, or, how I understand the image — what constitutes reality, or subjec-

tive experience.

I hope to create an extended state of observation.

Elisabeth Lebovici: I perceive a twist in this work, which relates to the notion
of authorship. By not “signing” the view or the image, but letting it happen and
be altered continuously, you are conversing with a contemporary point of view,
which relinquishes mastery or authorship, for instance of one’s own image, one’s
own signature. I would call it a feminist point of view. What do you think of
this argument ?

Zoe Leonard: When I print my photographs, I always leave the black frame
from the film around the image. This can be the beginning of a conversation:
this is the way I see it, how do you see it?

In the camera the image is framed, but what happens inside the frame is not



fixed. It’s a chance operation. The immersive quality of the work heightens
your sense of your own presence, as a physical, social, political viewer. And

you are not only a viewer, but also part of the subject, visible to others.

The experiential component is tied to a politics of viewership and subjectivity.
I wouldn’t say that the image itself is a feminist image, yet these questions of
how we look are profoundly feminist questions. For me feminism is not only

about content, but also about form.

Elisabeth Lebovici: Can you describe this feminist questioning of form, and

your conversations around 1£?

Zoe Leonard: I think a lot about Gertrude Stein’s writing. She has charac-
ters. There is a story, but she never quite lets you get to the story. Or rather,
she never lets you lose yourself in the story; she keeps you in the space of your
own reading. You are aware of her writing and of the process of your read-
ing — the words, their sound, their shape, the structure of the sentences, the

repetition. So the story is there, but it’s not the only thing.

Virginia Woolf also does something remarkable in her work in regard to
subjectivity. Her work acknowledges subjective space. She fully describes the
interior of a character’s mind — what they are thinking, feeling, their internal
dialogue, the reality of their consciousness — and at the same time, her char-
acters move through the world, they interact. She doesn’t give up the exterior
world, the narrative, the social situation that’s outside. She keeps us present
in that moment of interaction — where your whole subjective interior meets

and interacts with the outside world.

This is what I'm interested in, the way we live an interior and an exterior life,

simultaneously and continuously.
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