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CONTINUE TO OBSERVE: LAURA LETINSKY POLAROIDS

“While a painting, even one that meets photographic 

standards of resemblance, is never more than the stating 

of an interpretation, a photograph is never less than the 

registering of an emanation (light waves reflected by 

objects)—a material vestige of its subject in a way that 

no painting can be.” 

— Susan Sontag1

Laura Letinsky’s work transports us in 

time. Working with Polaroid Type 55,  

the renowned instant development  

process yielding a unique image, Letinsky 

photographs fruits, flowers, food, utensils, 

and other fragments of everyday life. These 

interior spaces are a testament to their 

passing inhabitants, but only the ordinary, 

worn, used objects remain. Looking  

more closely, we notice the meticulous 

composition. The space that defines these 

domestic objects indicates that these  

pictures were not taken in a hurry but 

rather composed with care. Those who 

know Letinsky’s work will recognize in 

these her still lifes, a genre in which she 

has excelled since the 1990s.2 Like the 

objects depicted, these Polaroids too have 

undergone alterations. We see smears, 

1. Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Doubleday, 1977), 154.

2. See Hardly More Than Ever (1997-2004) or more recent series: To Say It Isn’t So (2006),  
Fall (2009), and The Dog & The Wolf (2009).

flecks, and other marks atop the image that 

disrupt the photographed scene. 

In Time’s Assignation, the impurities are as 

much a part of the image as is its subject. 

Letinsky is wont to work with a 4x5 inch  

camera, and like many photographers  

before the digital age, she used the  

Polaroid to make tests. This practical use 

was a technical aide, a way of obtaining  

a black-and-white preview that would  

subsequently be taken with the same  

camera for her color negatives of the same 

scene. Similar to a sketch, the Polaroid 

allowed Letinsky to explore the focus,  

time of exposure, and light, as well as 

overall composition. To reveal them to us 

today is a surprise; with these little images, 

we enter into the process of creation, the 

artist’s notebook.

The Polaroid Type 55 film was, when it was 

created in 1961, aimed at the professional 

market, and was appreciated by photo-

graphers because the film produced a  

reusable negative as well as a print.  

The appeal of working with the Polaroid  

Type 55 film was therefore to obtain an  
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immediate print but also to obtain a  

negative, from which one could make 

innumerable prints. Numerous photo-

graphers valued the Polaroid for its  

fineness of grain, the quality of material, 

and its richness of color (though the  

Type 55 was strictly black and white).  

The inventor of the process, Edwin H. 

Land, strove to ensure the highest quality, 

both aesthetically and technically. Ansel 

Adams, a master of more traditional  

photographic methods, was a true  

ambassador of the Polaroid, even as it  

eliminated the art and control of darkroom 

printing, a step so cherished by photo-

graphers. Amateur photographers seized 

the process with the same enthusiasm as the 

professionals for whom the Polaroid had 

been initially conceived. In addition to  

the practical aspect—being able to see the 

results of their images instantaneously—

photographers were intrigued by the  

technology realized by Land, soon  

experimenting with different cameras  

and processes of development: picture- 

making. And as they used it, they ensured 

that they left a trace of this remarkably  

singular technology. There is always a  

Polaroid signature.

Letinsky’s Polaroids were made from 1997 

to 2008, the year when the Polaroid Type 

55 film stopped being produced by the  

Polaroid Corporation. Even as Land  

extolled the technical perfection of its  

process, it is striking to note that Letinsky’s 

Polaroids are not dependent on this aspect. 

Perhaps it is more appropriate to speak 

of the technique’s decomposition! The print 

was not immediately fixed, allowing the 

chemical process to act upon the images to 

different degrees, in a somewhat arbitrary 

manner over two or three days following 

the initial exposure and development. 

Many artists developed a form of personal 

expression utilizing the Polaroid, its  

process leading them to experiment with 

the new language inherent in this material. 

For example, like Lucas Samaras, some 

interfered with the development of the 

print, playing with degradations, going so 

far as to scratch, peel, and paint upon the 

Polaroid. The interest of working with this 

process permitted them to play at once with 

both purpose and chance. With Letinsky, 

the degradations are not due to such expe-

riments. These were impossible to foresee 

and, rather, dependent upon the Polaroid 

material itself. She did not seek to elicit 

such changes in the image, nor did she stop 

them. And importantly, she also did not  

dispose of these little images. The fineness 

of grain in the Polaroid 55 allowed her  

to visualize the desired nuances for the  

final compositions of her final color  

photographs. Initially, they were an  

intermediate step for her—a guide—to allow 

her to construct her still lifes. She held on 

to them, intrigued by the degradations, as 

she found new qualities to her images thus 

transformed. And indeed, the relationship 

between accident and deliberateness,  

spontaneity and contrivance, fortune and 

work, are questions posed in her work.
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Light tones became milky, even opalescent; 

dark tones became mesmerizingly metallic. 

This film noted for its characteristic ability 

to offer a gray scale ranging from deep  

black to a perfect white was delightfully 

amazing as it turned to reflections of  

silver, tin, or gold. In this transformation,  

Letinsky's still lifes suggest a new angle,  

as though the impermanence of the  

represented objects was suddenly made 

manifest by the degradation of the  

prints themselves. Is it not in this case  

appropriate to speak of contemporary  

“vanity”? The passage of time and the  

fragility of life cannot be better evoked 

than in these “degraded” Polaroids.

Time’s Assignation unfolds into a stirring  

commentary on the slow degradation  

inherent in all things. Let us remember, 

however, that there was no thought of nos-

talgia or of memory when the little image 

came out of the Polaroid camera. In our 

digital age, when images appear and are 

transmitted instantaneously, it is easy to 

reminisce about the Polaroid. At the time, 

its immediacy was enchanting, its process a 

celebration of the present moment. While 

the Polaroid is dead, “but not quite bu-

ried,” as William Ewing points out in the 

book The Polaroid Project,3 we find in Polaroids 

that there is encore de la vie—still much life 

in the body. It was this idea that prompted 

Letinsky to gather her images in this book. 

Having held onto these small joys, these 

works, really sketches, transformed into 

3. William A. Ewing, ed., The Polaroid Project. At the Intersection of Art and Technology 
(London, Thames & Hudson, 2017).

little bits of golden, unique objects,  

which were all the more precious as their 

transformations were unpredictable and 

importantly, unrepeatable. The material 

itself had taken its path and thereby  

provided its own reflection on the  

vulnerability and fragility of life.

While digital technology has dematerialized 

contemporary photography (and also, in 

certain aspects, rendered it especially  

clear and luminous), Letinsky’s Polaroids, 

in which the degradation is induced by 

chemistry, chance, and the passage of time, 

are arresting precisely because of their 

materiality. Interest in these prints is also 

particularly keen, as we live in a culture 

based on the image, and saturated with 

images, yet these offer not just “a picture 

of.” Polaroids invoke nostalgia: we look at 

them from the present and they tell us  

of the past. They immerse us in another 

time. Letinsky’s damaged images seem  

even more to belong to a bygone era,  

framented from the now. The markings 

seem instead of a distant past, the  

degradation made equivalent to time’s 

weathering. So integral is this effect that 

time becomes the principal subject.

Serendipity distinguishes this series  

from Letinsky’s other works, since the  

degradation is not the work of the artist 

but of the medium. There is control in the 

choice of objects, their composition, and 

the light, but the artist does not control the 

destructive erasure of the image. Herein is 
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a mystery, a strangeness, a metaphor— 

life remains, in many respects, unpre-

dictable. And time’s passage can enhance 

things. That which seemed anodyne and 

which made us indifferent in the past may 

suddenly enchant us. Even as they date 

back only a decade or so, the images of 

Time’s Assignation are like objects unearthed  

by an archaeologist. Originating from a 

process that marked the twentieth century 

and left an imprint on our visual culture,  

Letinsky’s Polaroids instead evoke photo-

graphy of the nineteenth century. As is the 

case with the salt papers or albumine prints  

of early photographers, real beauty  

emanates from Letinsky’s images, which 

offer their own remembrance, a tattered, 

abraded memory.

Along with revived art-world interest in 

the Polaroid, it makes much sense too that 

Letinsky’s interest in her Polaroids was 

revived through the work she made  

as part of her last two series, Ill Form and  

Void Full (2010–2014), and To Want for  

Nothing (2016), photographs the artist 

constructed with images from different 

print and digital sources. Time’s Assignation 

comes in their wake, and inscribes itself 

perfectly within her œuvre: a twenty- 

year inquiry around the still life. Her 

exploration of the genre traverses a path 

through which perspective itself, as it is 

visualized through and by the photograph, 

is her subject. Like these two previous  

series, Time’s Assignation constitutes proof that 

photography has the power to rematerialize 

the real. She invites us to contemplate the 

circuitous life of the photographic image, 

and asks new questions about the medium 

without providing answers. Something 

always escapes....

As we live in a condition in which our  

attention is unrelentingly drawn to new 

and more images, Letinsky’s Polaroids  

play with authenticity, and the intimacy is  

particularly moving. Here, photography 

become memento mori, its very fragility  

declares it is not destined to survive,  

nostalgic perhaps, but without a hint  

of sentimentality.
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As morning dawned, the angels urged Lot,  

saying, “Up! Take your wife and your two  

daughters who are here, lest you be swept away in 

the punishment of the city.”

Do not look back or stop anywhere in the valley . . . 

Then the LORD rained on Sodom and  

Gomorrah sulfur and fire from the LORD out  

of heaven. 

And he overthrew those cities, and all the  

valley, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and  

what grew on the ground. 

But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and  

she became a pillar of salt.

— Genesis 19: 15–26

But she did look back, and I love her  

for that, because it was so human.  

So she was turned to a pillar of salt.  

So it goes. People aren’t supposed to  

look back. I’m certainly not going to  

do it anymore. 

— Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse–Five

The dangers of looking back, indeed. 

Yet here I am, a human. Really, is there 

any way to not look back? Even if not 

consciously, our past directs us in the 

here and now, and into the future. So why 

the imperative to not look back, even if it 

means being calcified, dissolved into the 

elements? A little, a good thing; too much, 

a poison? In today’s era of YouTube,  

Facebook, Tumblr, Instagram, etc., how 

much is too much? Why all the pictures, 

why all the looking? What pleasures and 

what dangers give rise to “voyeurism”  

(derived from the French, “voir,” to see)? 

Lot’s wife, in looking back, was fixed— 

as the photograph itself. Prior to today’s 

pervasive digitality, for its first 150-plus 

years, photography “fixed” reflected light 

waves onto a surface by means of light- 

sensitized salts in combination with other 

elements. Motion fixed as image, time 

stilled. As Roland Barthes writes in  

Camera Lucida, the photograph reveals that 

“what I see has been here, and yet  

immediately separated; it has been  

absolutely, irrefutably present, and  

yet already deferred.” Not only do  
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photographs contain the certainty of the 

past, Barthes continues, but, “there is 

always a defeat of Time in them: that is 

dead and that is going to die.” That we  

are all going to die is neither surprising  

nor avoidable. 

To be photographed is to be rendered as 

“past” as image, fixed, stilled. This is not 

Lot’s wife’s crime; it is her looking back at 

the sight of her former home, everything  

and everyone she knew at the precipice of 

disappearing. For this act of looking, be it an 

act of mistrust or of longing, her punishment 

is to be forever stilled. Are we too in  

danger of being transfixed by looking at 

photographs as if they were proof of  

something more than, “what I see indeed 

existed” (Barthes)? Their meaning is  

dependent upon context, then as now and 

in the future, presupposed, predetermined, 

and subject to societal norms and vagaries. 

To propose that the photograph provides 

certainty of something more than just that 

the past existed is to accept its illusion as fact, 

which is illusory. Whose fact? The past that 

the photograph captures only exists as . . . 

photograph. Its real a real not the real. 

The photographs in Time’s Assignation were 

made between 1997 and early 2008  

using a Polaroid technology that stopped 

being produced in 1997. As Nathalie  

Herschdorfer so eloquently articulates in 

her foreword to this collection, I used them 

to ascertain exposure, composition, light’s 

effects, and other formal cues. Often made 

over several hours and days, working to 

resolve a scene into a photograph, I made 

several exposures that tracked my thinking 

through the process. 

For me, finding the photograph is the task; 

the adage “taking a picture” anathema to me 

as I understand and appreciate the medium 

not as an image-taker, but an image-maker. 

The material of the picture-making affects 

what the image “says” just as much as  

the picture’s form and content. A crisp,  

medium-format, hard-edged lens, and 

saturated color speak to certain ideas of 

fashion, beauty, class, and identity; a soft-

contrast, blemished, sepia-toned image 

speaks of history, tradition, and time’s 

passage. We’re sophisticated if not fully 

conscious visual consumers, and subject to 

a picture’s rhetoric. These Polaroids speak 

of time’s passage in their resemblance  

to images made in earlier times with now-  

anachronistic photographic technologies. 

They look old, and, relatively, they are,  

given that technological innovation has  

progressed with unprecedented rapidity. 

Too beautiful to be in accordance with  

their intended obsolescence, I kept them.  

I remain transfixed; the material effects 

perfuming the images with an aura of the 

old and the handmade make them all  

the better because of the irony that they  

are neither. 

Photography’s negotiation of control and 

accident is a long-standing argument.  

Carried over from painting to photography, 

in the early 20th-century photographers 

such as the f64 group, sought to legitimize 

photography as an art by exercising  

complete control and deliberation, thereby 

emphasizing the image was made by the 

photographer rather than by the machine. 

As modernism spilled into postmodernism, 

randomness, chance, and accident were 

attributed value in the artistic process, not 

necessarily as a new thing, but rather as 

acknowledgment that this had always been 

a part of creativity. Photography, in ways 

different and like other media, involves 

a set of artistic decisions and allowances. 

Rather than repeating what one already 

knows, artists balance deliberation,  

contrivance, spontaneity, and accident,  

allowing for new ideas, knowledge, images, 

and texts. Personally, I never want to make 

a picture that I know exactly beforehand.

It has been a real pleasure to work with  

Nathalie Herschdorfer, who from the  

moment she saw these images completely 

understood why I’d held on to them, how 

they related to my overall and long-term 

investigation of the still life, and how  

this genre parallels the medium of  

photography itself. Her essay is beautifully 

nuanced and deeply insightful, exemplary  

of the close and careful looking and 

thoughtfulness with which she approaches 

art. Thanks too to Jennifer Yida Pan for  

her translation, in which she strove to  

remain true to the author’s intent. Megan 

Mulry’s exquisite editorial skills brought 

breadth and life to the translated essay, as 

well. Her calm oversight lent me the same 

as we worked to bring this book to press. 

Working with David Chickey is to work  

with the best, and to become a part of a 

community of the best. In this, my second 

book with Radius, I am even more  

impressed and appreciative of David’s  

focus and sensitivity, making each Radius 

book a full realization of each artist’s work. 

I am fortunate to have the support and 

friendship of so many, including interns 

and assistants Ellie Hogeman and Hyun 

Jung Jun, whose Photoshop-wonder-skills 

wrought these images faithfully. Raegan 

Bird, Ali Cole, Shelby Ragsdale, and  

Angela Zhang helped to organize the tangle 

of prints, scans, and files. The University  

of Chicago provides me with incredible 

peers, students, and a working environment 

enabling ongoing development as an artist 

and thinker. Over the years I was working 

with Polaroid materials in quest of related 

series, I received generous support  

from the Canada Council for the Arts, 

Anonymous Was a Woman, and the John 

Simon Guggenheim Foundation. 

As an artist, working with galleries is  

certainly a business, but vitally, it is  

also a friendship as our relationships  

develop through mutual respect, trust,  

and enthusiasm. I am happy and proud  

to work with Yancey Richardson Gallery, 

Aron Gent and Sibylle Friche of Document, 

Susanne Breidenbach of Galerie m Bochum, 

Tracey Morgan Gallery, and Joseph Carroll  
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Gallery, as well as Susan Bright whose  

interest has over many years intertwined 

with mine and generated a project that  

is sustaining for us both. 

To my dear friends whose support for me 

and my work extends far beyond just this 

project, I am truly grateful: Susan A.  

Beagley, Mary Frances Budig, Heiji Choy 

Black and Brian Black, Allison and  

Susan Davis, Jennifer Wilmeth Keller, 

Deone Jackman, Douglas Levine, Deborah  

Lovely, Susan Muller, Harvey and Elizabeth 

Plotnick, Michael J. Robillard, Janie Song 

and Dr. David H. Song, Mark Wight and 

Eszter Borvendeg. 

Looking back, thanks to my dad, Ed, who 

gave me my first camera, and my mom, Ada, 

who showed me how to go forward; looking 

aside, my two boys, Clyde and Louis, 

who won’t let me stand still; and looking 

forward, to my friends, especially Karen 

Reimer, whose wit and wisdom are an aid 

and a delight, and to the Birthday Club—

Marion Belanger, Mary Berridge, Ann 

Daly, Tanya Marcuse, and Jennette Williams 

(1952-2017)—who make me appreciate  

our many years, and hopefully many  
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complicatedness, and love. 
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