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Small artisan businesses are an
underappreciated piece of industry
in the United States. I am delighted
that The Big Photo E-zine has
given me an opportunity share my
photographs of artisan business in
this issue about industry.

The photographs in my book “art |
commerce: four artisan businesses
grow in an old New Jersey industrial
city” are a fusion of two passions
in my life as a photographer:
the industrial landscape and
portraiture. It has taken me many
years to get here.

Converging

Passions
In 2012, when I began this
project, my photographic
work was in two distinct
areas. First, I was taking
photographs, usually
outdoors, of the industrial
landscape.

strong knowledge of the
foundations of photography.
And I’d had a great deal of
fun.

Erickson’s own photography
documented landscape and
people in a gritty industrial
city. Some years ago I was
I learned photography
given a catalog of Erickson’s
from Robert Donald
Erickson, my high school art photographs by the Stephen
Dater Gallery in Chicago,
teacher at the University of
which had presented an
Chicago’s Lab School. Bob
exhibition of Erickson’s
Erickson was a Renaissance
man: a visual artist, a
work. Bob Erickson did not
usually show us his own
toy design consultant, a
work in class, but in looking
trained musician, and a
photographer. At the end of through this catalog, I was
four years, besides breathing struck by how similar my
lots of Dektol fumes in
own style was to his.
the darkroom, I had a

I have been asked why I
find so much appeal in
photographing old and often
crumbling urban landscapes.
Undoubtedly, some of the
appeal came from growing
up in Chicago. Early in the
morning you could hear the
far-away roar of the mills along
the lakefront in South Chicago
and Gary, Indiana. Chicago
was filled with bridges and
other steel structures. My eyes
were drawn to these as were
Bob Erickson’s before me.
My second love was
portraiture. While I had
taken portraits in high school
using a beautiful 8” x 10”

view camera Bob Erickson
had built, I really did not get
seriously into portraiture until
about 15 years ago. Again, my
motivation was a wonderful
teacher. At the International
Center of Photography in
New York City, Billy (Liam)
Cunningham taught a class
on taking portraits that looked
at the relationship between
the photographer and his or
her subject. I am a technical
person by nature, but this
was the least technical class
I had ever taken – never a
mention of shutter speeds or
ƒ-stops. While a very different
approach to photography
than Bob Erickson’s, Billy

Cunningham’s approach also
encouraged experimentation
and emotional honesty.
Billy Cunningham’s class
led me back to portraiture. I
continued to study portraiture
at ICP, and I have had the
honor of studying with several
people who worked with
Richard Avedon.
The result of these courses
was a love for photographing
people, and it led to a
portraiture practice. Many
of my subjects have been
classical musicians who
participate in the Marlboro
Music Festival in Southern
Vermont.

The Artisans

Business

Project
Around 2012, I was working on
a personal project in the old
industrial city, Paterson, New
Jersey. I was creating stitched,
high-resolution images of
abandoned, burned brick
buildings.
This work is time-consuming.
It required me to slip through
the fence, set up my tripod on

a pile of rubble, and carefully
reposition the camera after
each shot. I photographed
the buildings from a number
of angles, and the slow,
careful nature of the work
left me feeling vulnerable.
Paterson, once a thriving
industrial center, has long
since fallen on hard times.

I was working in an area
frequented by drug users.
Learning, shortly after
completing the series of
pictures, that someone had
recently been murdered in
the area, convinced me that
I did not want to continue
this kind of work. I began
thinking about other ways I
might take photographs of
the industrial landscape. I
wondered if I might be able to
photograph some of the small
manufacturing businesses
that still existed in Paterson –
but working on the inside.
After some searching, I was

introduced to Jerry Valenta
who owns a small, specialty
textile mill that his father had
founded in Paterson after
the Second World War. Jerry
Valenta and Sons was, to me,
an unusual business. There
were no employees. With
very few exceptions, the only
people on site were Jerry and
his son Rich.

The second small business
I found was Great Falls
Metalworks, a manufacturer
of jewellery located in a
converted silk mill on the
east side of Paterson. Unlike
Valenta and Sons, Great
Falls Metalworks did have
employees. The work at
Great Falls was done by
Jan Palombo, who founded
the business with her late

husband, Jan’s daughter,
and a small group of skilled
employees.

They have ten Jacquard looms
in a cinderblock building
located in a town just north
of Paterson. Jerry was very
welcoming, and for a year
I made frequent visits to

For me, successfully
photographing Jan and
her employees meant
photographing both the
people and the industrial
environment they worked in.
How did they transform their
materials, pieces of metal

photograph the industrial
landscape inside of his
mill. My initial impression
was of machinery that ran
with infrequent human
intervention. Jerry Valenta
gave me free run of his mill,
and I became intrigued with
the machinery. The result
was a series of abstract
photographs of the looms
and ancillary equipment in
a small textile mill. These
photographs make up the bulk
of the first chapter of “art |
commerce”.

and stones, into jewellery?
How could I capture their
skill and their intensity as
they performed the act of
transformation? As I reviewed
the pictures from the previous
photo shoot and thought
about what I would do
differently the next time I went
to Great Falls, I came back to
these questions again and
again.

In time, I began to realize
that this was both urban
landscape and portrait
photography. In this one
project, my two passions were
converging.
At the end of the Great Falls
Metalworking project, I began
to search for a third firm to
photograph. I made contact
with the Peragallo Pipe Organ
Company, a fourth generation
family-owned business also
located in Paterson. A very
active business, this was the
largest firm I photographed.
Finding the final firm to
photograph in the project
was easy. John Peragallo,
III suggested I contact the
Hiemer Stained Glass Studio.
Hiemer Stained Glass is
located only a few blocks

from the Peragallo shop,
and John III knew of them
because both firms do the
vast majority of their work in
churches.
Like Peragallo Pipe Organ
Company, Hiemer Stained
Glass is a family-owned firm
in its fourth generation.
Judith Hiemer Van Wie,
who owns the firm with her
husband, proudly told me
that stained glass windows
are made today in almost the
exact manner as they were
in the great cathedrals of
Europe. I spent over a year
working at Peragallo and
a similar length of time at
Hiemer Stained Glass. I was
welcomed by the owners of
both of these businesses, and
photographing their highlyskilled craftspeople was a joy.

My

Approach
My approach to photographing
artisans at work is hand-held,
available-light. By contrast,
for outdoor landscape
photography, I frequently use
a tripod. When I take portraits
of musicians and other clients,
I prefer to use studio lighting. I
have a set of three Elinchrom
studio strobes, soft boxes, and
other light shaping tools. I

believe that these help to create
professional, well-lit images.

camera at eye-height for every
shot does not work.

But photographing artisans
in a shop or studio is different.
Here, I do not want to disturb
the worker’s concentration
with flash. I want to be able
to move around and to take
photographs from many
different angles. Having the

The act of transforming
materials IS the story of artisans
and visual artists. I want to
show this interaction of person
and materials. And I need to
make effective use of existing
lighting to create strong
images.

To me, hand-held, availablelight is the right approach.
For years, using DLSRs, I felt
that shooting with an optical
viewfinder was the best way
to work. In the last few years,
however, I have switched to
composing the shots using
the screen on the back of
the camera. When you are
working up-close, trying to
take photographs from many

different angles, and trying
to highlight the interaction of
person and materials, there is
great flexibility in not having
to look directly through the
viewfinder at all times. I am
enjoying the fact that I now
work in a way I would never
have considered a few years
ago.

light requires a camera that can
take high quality images in low
light. For me, the problem is
exacerbated because, as I have
aged, I cannot hand hold longer
exposures. I realized some
years ago that what I thought
were autofocus failures were, in
fact, often motion blur. Oh, to
be able to take rock-solid hand
held exposures at 1/20th of a
second!

Working hand-held, available-

Fortunately, technology has
helped. The newest generation
of mirrorless cameras with inbody image stabilization that
works in conjunction with IS
lenses allows me to work at
slower shutter speeds.
For the kind of work I do, the
relationship with my subjects
and with the owners of the small
businesses is critical. My process
is iterative: I visit and take
photographs, come back and
look at them on the monitor,
think about what I am trying to

accomplish, and return to take
more photos. I am working
close to my subjects and I
need them to be comfortable
with me around. In the case
of small businesses, this also
means developing a personal
relationship with the owners. I
offer to share photographs that
they can use for publicity or
marketing. I bring in prints and
look at them with the owners
and with the artisans. We talk
extensively about the work,
and I encourage the artisans to
suggest tasks or jobs that they

think are of particular interest.
As with portraiture, the work I
do is based on relationships with
my subjects.

I am telling a story, and I would
like the reader to have access
to the entire story. The book
format is so well suited to this
kind of project. I like the fact
that for a reasonable price,
the reader can take home a
whole series of photographs.
And having a book to give to
prospective subjects can help to
open the door.

Before I began photographing
artisan businesses, I saw myself
as a fine art photographer, and
my goal was to exhibit and to
sell prints. I still see myself as a
fine art photographer, but I am
coming to feel that my recent
projects are better served by
photo books.

While I am telling a story and
introducing my readers to
a segment of industry with
which they may be unfamiliar,
I do not see my work as
journalism. I fully understand
why newspapers like the New
York Times insist that there
be no “photoshopping” on
any photos that appear in the

paper. I have used Lightroom
and Photoshop since I moved
into digital photography, and
I see them as essential tools.
I am comfortable removing
distractions, adjusting the
lighting, and trying to make
each image as clear and
as beautiful as possible.
As someone who works
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“hand held, available light,”
postproduction is critical.
I hope you have enjoyed the
chance to see these artisan
businesses that grew and
prospered in the ashes of an
old industrial city. For me, this
project has been a joy and a
turning point in my work as a
photographer.
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