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The work represents a one year archive taken from a larger five-year formal 
photographic investigation of the city of Camden, New Jersey. The images focus 
on the neighborhoods of North Camden then south to Waterfront South and 
east to Parkside and Gateway. Also included is a current day de-formalized 
approach utilizing smartphone technology taken primarily along the Ferry 
Avenue Waterfront South industrial district.  
The images are not intended as judgements or criticism but as defiant sentinels 
meant to communicate something to us. Their language can be interpreted as 
musical notes whose pitch changes with each stage in the work’s evolution over 
time. In its entirety, the work is presented as a sleeping entity that slowly 
awakens to a triumphant chorus of resilience revealed through an evolving 
photographic approach.  
 

The first phase of the project began in 1979 but was curtailed that same year 
upon my opportunity to work and study abroad in Frankfurt, Germany. That initial 
approach used 35mm cameras and B&W film to informally document both street 
life and iconic architecture in and around Camden’s “Downtown” neighborhood. 
Though the intent was undefined those photographs would lay the seed for later 
work. 
 
The project resumed in 1985 using larger format cameras and film and continued 
until 1989. The work on display is drawn specifically from the archive of over 600 
photographs taken throughout 1986. The decision to focus on this particular 
period was based on how these images most demonstrate my evolving formal 
approach and the aesthetical and conceptual ideas that influenced it. 
 
The first changes in approach resulted predominately from the equipment itself. 
Using hand held 35 mm cameras encouraged on-the–fly street shooting that was 
much more predatory than it was introspective. While useful in capturing 



moments in flux, those images only reinforced the stereotypes already perceived 
about the city’s decline. 
The move to larger camera formats in 1985 slowed things down, forcing the use 
of a tripod and more logistical planning for each shot. The recording of date, time, 
location, and orientation for each exposure also took time. And the possibility of 
physical threats, especially in some of the most depressed neighborhoods, 
required sunrise shooting times while most of the city slept, resulting in images 
absent of action and movement. Subject matter at this stage was dictated by the 
desire to document Camden’s rapidly changing urban landscape by following the 
demolition schedule obtained from the Office of Urban Planning. 
     
The work from this period is characteristically bleak and is consistent with the 
influences the years in Germany had on my work. Grays were the weather palette 
for much of the year there and it reinforced the somber mood commonly felt in 
“dark” cities like Frankfurt and arguably, Camden. But the weather was not solely 
responsible for the vision that was beginning to take shape in my work. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



My photographic aesthetic and subject matter in this phase was 
shaped in part by the work of three notable German 
photographers whose images connected with me on a visceral 
level. Otto Steinert, founder of the Subjective Movement, 
embraced the avant-garde aesthetics of Constructivism and the 
Bauhaus that is apparent in his photos of Paris in the 1940s and 
50s. This very Germanic aesthetic required that the artist’s 
personal sentiments be applied to their images as a visual diary - ‘a 
photo only becomes a photographical picture, when it contains an 
idea, when you feel the spirit and the soul of the creator.’ Jessica Vaillat: The Red List 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Otto Steinert 



The late 1970s and early 80s work of Bernd and Hilla Becher, 
and their pupil, Thomas Struth, also had an impact on the 
work.  The Bechers followed the New Objectivity aesthetic 
which flew in the face of Steinert’s belief in personalization as 
well as my own bend towards sentimentalism. Their images of 
industrial architectural forms amidst gray skies were 
impersonal and devoid of expressive vantage points. But the 
site-specific historical and geographical context of their images 

moved the work into the wider aesthetic of Minimal and 
Conceptual Art, areas quite unknown to me until then but something I hoped to 
move the work toward. Douglas Eklund: MMOMA 
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Thomas Struth also embraced the tradition of urban 
architectural photography but in a more street-level 
fashion, creating portraits of specific “places”, mainly in 
his native Dusseldorf, that documented the historical 
transformations affecting urban environments. This 
historical element also held resonance for me. 
Douglas Eklund: MMOMA 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thomas Struth 



These approaches and philosophies were all vying for control when I resumed the 
Camden work in late 1985. Now armed with the W. Hargrove Demolition Co. 
schedule the dilemma I was facing then was not the “what” but the “why”. 
 
I did have personal reasons to throw at the question of “why”. I was born in 
Camden. My dearest childhood memories are of our Sunday family outings to 
Sears & Roebucks in Camden where I rode my first escalator while eating huge 
chunks of chocolate from the candy department. My grandmother lived on 
Federal Street in Camden until the 1930s. My father worked most of his life at 
RCA in Camden. I attended Rutgers in Camden and worked at Largemoor Film 
Service on 4th Street. There were the many late-night coffee chats at the White 
Tower on Admiral Wilson Boulevard. I would be married in City Hall by a Reverend 
Nemo who filled in at the last minute for the then Mayor of Camden, Randy 
Primus. And as one of the first residents of the newly opened Victor Lofts, I lived 
part-time in Camden. But I believe the “why” was best answered for me by 
something or someone else despite these personal motives. 
 
The web of relative safety spun by the Rutgers campus presence was quite small 
in the late 70s, extending no further than a few blocks along Cooper and Market 
Streets. Pearl Street, down to and along the Waterfront, including what is now 
called the Cooper Grant neighborhood, was considered a specter back then and 
most of us avoided it. 
But there was one man who could frequently be 
found positioned on street corners outside the “safe 
zone”. Standing in front of his easel, capturing in 
bright, lively color and impressionistic strokes, 
countless uplifting scenes of Camden’s people, 

streets, buildings, and neighborhoods on panels and 
canvases. His name was William M. Hoffman Jr., now 
professor emeritus of the Rutgers Camden Department of 
Fine Arts.  It wasn’t only his medium or artist style that would inspire me and 
many other artists and students under his mentorship. It was his attitude and his 
ability to see the hope and vibrancy of a city many viewed only as threatening and 
hopeless.  
 

I have little doubt that it was Hoffman’s ability to see Camden beyond the obvious 
decay and poverty that frustrated my early attempts at finding meaning within 

William M. Hoffman Jr. 



my Camden photographs. It wasn’t enough to be deliberate and go slow. It wasn’t 
enough to document with historical import in mind. And it wasn’t enough to rely 
solely on the formal photographic issues of composition, exposure, and perfect 
printing. Hoffman’s work showed me there was more to be told than these 
pragmatic and tangible issues. And it was the work of the Group f 64 
photographers that would be the link I hoped would connect all of these things 
together for me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In 1981 I attended the Photo Design program at Goethe 
University in Frankfurt and was introduced to the work 
and significance of the American West Coast “Group f 64”. 
I was already familiar with members Ansel Adams and 
Edward Weston but knew little of the other members or 
lesser-known photographers associated with the group. I 
was so inspired by the work of Adams and Weston that I 

returned to the U.S. in late 1981 and traveled to Yosemite National Park to follow 
in Adam’s footsteps. The photos were such a failure that I veered sharply away 
from landscape and focused again on street photography for the rest of my time 
in Europe.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Ansel Adams 



In the spring of 1986 I traveled to the northern tip of Denmark to vacation with 
German playwright and artist Einar Schleef. The visit provided me with my first 
opportunity to employ red and orange filters on my 
camera lenses, equipment often employed by the Group 
f 64 photographers. The images reflected both Weston 
and Adam’s natural landscape approaches and moved 
my work towards imagery that exploited the entire frame 
above as well as below the horizon line with much more 
attention to light and shadow. 
 

 
 
 

It was however an insight by author Robert Hirsch in his “Seizing the Light: A 
History of Photography” on Adam’s and the Group f 64 work as a whole that 
helped fill the void between what my Camden photos were and what I wished 
them to be. “Their strikingly detailed photographs of the American West were 
seen as pictorial testimony…of inspiration and redemption power” 

Edward Weston 



I also discovered Alma Lavenson, a relatively unrecognized pseudo member of 
Group f 64 beginning in 1930. Never an official member, Lavenson exhibited with 
the group and has always been associated with them. Keenly in tune with light 
quality and shadow, composition and design and active skies, her work was at 
odds with her Group f 64 peers most strikingly because she chose urban and 
industrial subjects over natural landscapes. Jonathan Blaustein: Lens 

 

                        

 

 

 

Alma Lavenson 



As the work in 1986 evolved it combined all of these influences into a vision that 
began to speak more truthfully about a city so burdened by stereotypes. I pulled 
the camera back and sought out the brilliance of light and the shadows it cast. 
The images where speaking and for the first time I could hear them. They 
embodied the historical significance of Struth and the Bechers, the 
autobiographical elements of Steinert, and the hopeful visions of inspiration and 
redemption shared by Hoffman and the Group f 64.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



My recent work pushes further my fascination of the role social media plays in 
defining the boundary of what art is and how sharing platforms and feedback 
mechanisms have replaced galleries and critics or have at least become an 
informal alternative to them. For this series images were captured, edited and 
posted through Instagram, a sharing platform that has become increasingly 
popular with a more art conscious audience. However, it remains a venue that 
assumes constructive art criticism will not be offered. The posting of any “artsy” 
image is in many ways tantamount to entering work for a juried exhibition. The 
jurors, your “Followers”, will evaluate your work positively by “Liking”, 
“Commenting” or “Sharing” while negative attitudes are made by simply not 
doing any of those things.  Silence is, in essence, a condemnation. 
 

 
 

 

 


