MUST SEE | CRITICS' PICKS
NEW YORK
October 8, 2018

John Chiara
YOSSI MILO GALLERY
245 Tenth Avenue
September 6 – October 27

John Chiara, Henry Street near Rutgers Street, Variation
2, 2018, negative chromogenic photograph, 50 x 40".

https://www.artforum.com/picks/john-chiara-77018

John Chiara’s
Uncanny City

T

he titanic architecture of what may be the world’s second-most-photographed city (if Paris still holds the

top spot) has been shot again and again, with steadily diminishing returns. It will never again be possible to
match the awe that attended the sight of the Flatiron Building upon its construction in 1902, as shown in the
many pictures taken of it then by Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Steichen, Alvin Langdon Coburn and dozens of
others. Nor will anyone ever again capture the time when high-rises first began to multiply, as Berenice Abbott
did in the 1930s, shooting the resultant canyons, the competing spires, the first night scenes from above. It has
become ever more difficult to evoke the shock of the new, especially now that there are so many skyscrapers
that nothing short of a hundred stories can command much attention. These days they can just look like walls
or hedges, and the skyline looks like a toothbrush.
A radical approach is called for, and John Chiara has supplied one. He built a custom 50-by-40 camera
equipped with a precision barrel lens and resting in the bed of a pickup truck, which he drives around town
looking for locations. The camera shoots directly onto color paper, making negative, inverted images on
Fujiflex Crystal Archive paper. Each print is unique and cannot be duplicated. Chiara filters the light to control
its temperature and alter the color spectrum. As he says, “I have been particularly interested in negatives that
also display qualities of a positive photograph even though the light and shadow is reversed.”
The results are startling. Black-and-white negatives have a certain consistency — we can imagine what they will
look like as positives, and vice versa. But we are not always attuned to where colors stand in relation to one
another on the spectrum, in particular their oppositions, so that color negatives can be disorienting. They set us
down in what can seem at first like alien terrain, where our expectations dissolve.

That suggestion of other worlds runs through Chiara’s photographs. The skies are red, yellow, green or
impenetrably black. The more Modernist and unadorned the architecture, the more it appears like a setting in a
comic book; you fully expect to see a caped figure zooming by. The conjunction of the skies and the high-rises
can at times look full-on apocalyptic. How often have we seen red skies on science-fiction paperback covers?
And how many times did filmmakers of the black-and-white era employ a rapid flicker from positive to
negative and back as a shorthand way of conveying the impact of an atomic blast? That the images are
depopulated does not help to deter that sort of anxiety.
But there is a great deal more to these pictures than speculative musings. They also show the architecture of
Manhattan in a literally new light, allowing the viewer to appreciate things often taken for granted. The shots of
Midtown display to full advantage the effects of the 1916 Zoning Resolution, which mandated setbacks every so
many stories to allow light to penetrate the street. That makes the buildings appear like Cyclopean staircases,
or, as Rem Koolhaas put it, “a gigantic enlargement of the original Dutch gable house.” The tenement backsides
of East Houston Street — exposed when the street was widened in the 1930s and the buildings on the north
side were demolished — are ennobled, their fire escapes converted into lacy balconies. Here, as elsewhere, the
vegetation, which in this case consists of London plane trees, becomes a misty, reflective tangle.
New Yorkers often give scant notice to the many aspirational Greeces and Romes that lurk overhead, because
they are now outshouted by taller, shinier things behind them and to the sides. The impact of the Beaux-Arts
style resonates in New York buildings from the 1880s to at least 1920, when ornamentation abounded, aiming
to instill lofty classical ideals in the passer-by (the Modernist style that came after was strictly business,
whether designed by Communists or capitalists). In Chiara’s photos, the ambitious facades of the late-19th and
early-20th centuries are fully delineated, with every cornice, pillar, portico, archway, turret, capital and
entablature brought into relief. He also emphasizes the solidity of the city’s infrastructure, not just the
silhouette of the Manhattan Bridge supports but the pedestrian overpass on West Street leading to Stuyvesant
High School, as serious as a railroad trestle, and the abutment of the Manhattan Bridge, which looks like the
gateway to Babylon or Lyonesse.
Chiara’s lens is invariably pointed up,
taking in the tops of his subjects. His is an
unabashed admirer’s stance, in thrall to
size and hubris, although he imparts that
sense of wonder even to five-story workingclass apartment buildings more than a
century old. Not so many years ago you
could see small knots of tourists in
Midtown, their heads tilted back, their
mouths open, agape at the splendor of the
skyscrapers. That feeling of awe has now
become scarce, as every crossroads on the
planet has built its own glass-and-steel
business district, and today’s consumers
are often too jaded or too absorbed in their
phones to take a look around. Chiara,
renewing our appreciation for the
architectural fantasies that lie far above our
customary line of sight, may inspire us to
once again cast our gazes upward.
John Chiara is a photographer based in San
Francisco. He has a solo exhibition at Yossi Milo
Gallery opening on Sept. 6. Luc Sante is an author,
most recently of “The Other Paris.” His last article
for the magazine was a First Words column about
“random.”
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John Chiara, E14th Street at Avenue A, 2015. Courtesy Yossi Milo Gallery

The aim of art, as defined by Russian writer and critic Viktor Shklovsky in his 1925
essay “Art as Technique,” is to render objects “unfamiliar…make forms difficult
[and] to increase the difficulty and length of perception.” This is a strange and
counterintuitive formulation, one that seems especially unsuited to a medium as
lucid as photography. Yet you need only look at the work of John Chiara, on view
at the Yossi Milo Gallery through May 21, to know that Shklovsky is exactly right.
Chiara’s process, now familiar to fans of his photography, is as unconventional as
his work. He uses large homemade cameras – crude pinhole affairs – that he lugs
around on a flatbed trailer. (One is so big that he can actually stand inside it.)
Once at a desired location – in this case, New York City and upstate, along the
Hudson river – Chiara sets up shop and, like an explorer or scientist, takes a
reading of the light.
The results are rough, oversaturated photographs that are more reminiscent of
batik prints in their infrared serendipity. The fire escapes and familiar buildings are
proof that we are in New York, but Chiara’s color palette suggests that there’s
been a radioactive catastrophe. This eerily apocalyptic atmosphere is only
reinforced by the absence of people. Chiara’s shots are t aken from the street,
pointing up. He is alone, apparently dumbstruck by towering forms.
Which isn’t to say that his work is science fiction. In fact, the opposite is true.
Walking through the exhibition, we are reminded more than anything of our own
daily experience of New York. Don’t we all, at times, feel estranged from the city?
Can’t Manhattan seem especially forbidding at times? Fulfilling Shklovsky’s
dictum, Chiara defamiliarizes the city to throw its actual strangeness into relief. He
subverts our habits of looking in order to make us see. His color palette might seem
strange, but you recognize his emotions right away. Chiara’s work carries the
visceral truth of a dream.

http://photographmag.com/reviews/john-chiara-west-side-at-tioronda-yossi-milo-gallery-new-york/
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Photographer Spotlight: John Chiara
BY MICHAEL KURCFELD - MAY 12, 2016
John Chiara has made a career of revealing in a wholly new manner places that have been captured endlessly in
paintings and photographs. Early on, in his last year at art school, he built an enormous camera obscura hauled
on a truckbed that he used to explore the San Francisco area. After that he targeted Los Angeles (and sites around
California), and most recently New York City and the Hudson River Valley. His makeshift cameras, which
Chiara enters and operates from within, use wall-mounted photosensitive paper to catch light passing through
the lens that he burns, dodges, and often filters to simulate darkroom processes — but in the field, in real time.
For the New York series,West Side at Tioronda, he switched from direct-positive Cibachrome paper to sheets
designed for use with negatives, which produce inverted colors. Blue becomes dark orange, shadow becomes
light. The effects of the “noise” he surrenders to — light leaks and flares, traces of tape, anomalies of exposure
that make most photographers cringe — create ghostly images that Chiara likens to the slivers and ambiguities
of memory. These are not so much observational portraits of place as they are impressionistic moments of
heightened reality, almost psychotropic in their distortion and intensity. As he remains interior to the camera, so
does his art feel interior to our vision.
“There is no better way to fall in love with a place than to sincerely try to photograph it,” says Chiara. He arrived
in New York with visual preconceptions, but in the course of shooting there his sense of the place changed. His
electrifying images of the cityscape, some towering, some closeup, alter our own perspective of the city.

Since receiving his first camera at the age of nine, photography has been Chiara’s means of understanding the
world, and his unique method uncovers hidden facets of familiar urban spaces by making the ordinary seem
extraordinary. Exploiting the chance events of chemistry, using stripped-down components and extended time
(as much as 30 minutes per exposure), and manipulating from within to cause scarring and degrading and
aberrations of color and temperature, Chiara finds a kind of rapture in the very DNA of the photographic medium.
Meanwhile, the reflectiveness of the paper adds to the dimensionality of the surface, and suggests objectness as
much as image. The irregularities — crooked trims and curled edges — humanize the photograph’s mechanical
origins. The viewer is always drawn back to the work’s concrete properties as and image carrier as well as image.
Aesthetics are piggybacked onto process, which is made front and center.
Much of Chiara’s work links the long and hallowed line of landscape photography to the more rarefied vein of
photograms, but he is equally devoted to the built environment that he finds in urban centers. A series shot in
2014, Detached, focused on a disappearing mid-century housing district in San Francisco: a lamentation on the
iconic city’s loss of its renowned identity. Invited to shoot in northern Mississippi, he says, it was the “emotional
weight” of the walls he found there that attracted him, and he plans to continue “mining the area.”
Although he often shoots on populated streets, he separates himself from the traditional realm of street
photography by virtue of his peopleless end results. For his New York series, Chiara plays with the act of strolling
through a soaring metropolis, a flâneur idly absorbing the geometries that define Manhattan. He had to construct
a new device capable of a wider angle and more vertical exposures, and ventured into diptychs that fused two
perspectives, one above the other. These multiple views suggest the fractures of Cubism, the impulse to present
different angles of vision on the same field and thereby bend static reality to meet temporal reality. His work
inspires meditations in many directions, and not least on the psychology of seeing things passed unnoticed until
they are transformed by tricks of light.
John Chiara, West Side at Tioronda, is on view at Yossi Milo Gallery through May 21.
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