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John Chiara, Cabrillo Highway at Pescadero Creek Road, Variation 4, 2017 
 
Resisting the current of the digital age, American artist John Chiara employs an enormous Camera Obscura 
and a laborious process to produce evocative, monumental photographs of both natural landscapes and 
urban scenes. His photographs evoke intimate memories and recollections of places, an invitation for the 
viewer to dream.  
 
John Chiara makes his way, shaggy and breathless, down the sidewalk of a street in the Mission District, San 
Francisco's oldest neighborhood. Looking worried, he drags a wooden box the size of a piece of furniture a trolley. 
Sending his camera to New York, where he plans to spend a month taking pictures, would be risky and expensive. 
His equipment is indeed cumbersome... and absolutely unique: a camera obscura, measuring 2 meters by 3 meters, 
which he built himself and transports on a trailer. The 46-year-old American artist has been using it for over twenty 
years to photograph landscapes—in large format and silver—typically of California, and occasionally Mississippi. 
Recently, he has begun to capture streets of New York. While exhibiting at Paris Photo last November, he made his 
way to the Grand Palais on foot, a journey which sometimes lasted three hours, and never bothered to inquire about 
the metro. He traveled to France without his camera. "It would have cost me a fortune to ship!” he exclaims, 
laughing. 
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To chemically fix his photos, Chiara uses another original process of his own invention: drums made from sewer 
pipes, similarly impossible to transport. At a time when photography has become more instantaneous, more 
accessible, and more mobile than ever, Chiara goes against the grain. His unique process, though constrictive, is the 
only method capable of satisfying his obsession with detail and producing the images he envisions at the whim of 
his wanderings. 
 
Chiara — a name of Italian origin that means, by a fortunate, poetic coincidence, "clear" — has built a dozen 
camera obscuras since 1997. One of them is so large that the artist can climb inside it to photograph from within. He 
enters and exits through a long, flexible, black plastic tube, reminiscent of the tunnels common to children’s 
playgrounds. Once in total darkness, he cuts out photo paper and adheres it to the wall opposite the lens. "I do all the 
work that is usually done in darkroom,” he explains, “but at the time of shooting.” He sees the image appear as if 
drawn on the paper, and acts accordingly, intuitively. Often, he improvises a small choreography, blocking the light 
with his hands to dodge and burn certain areas of the paper. "In [the camera], the world is inverted," he says. “On 
the wall, the sky appears below, and left is right; we see the world differently." 
 
Because [Chiara’s process] does not use negatives, but instead the direct projection of light onto photographic paper, 
the image produced appears as if reflected in a mirror. In his images of Californian houses, numbers appear to be 
written backwards, doors seem to open the wrong way, and arrows indicate the opposite direction. In his 
photographs of New York and parts of San Francisco, he used only negative paper, "because they are electric places.” 
As a result, the values are reversed; bright areas appear dark, and shadows are illuminated. 
 

      
 

Left: John Chiara, 1972 21st Avenue, San Francisco, 2013;  Right: Larkin Street at McAllister Street, San Francisco, 2017 
 
His photos are monumental in scale without being grandiloquent. Roadsides, the corners of houses, wild bushes, 
rough facades, railings in front of the sea… His subjects are all ordinary, like glimpses of landscapes through a train 
window. While the images appear to have been taken spontaneously, Chiara's technique requires hours of 
preparation, and he usually takes only one shot per day. "The places that I like to photograph are the ‘in-between’, 
parts of the landscape that we would normally bypass without even noticing," he explains. “This allows each 
spectator to appreciate it." 
 
The Human: A Ghostly Presence 
 
There are no humans in his pictures. In the first place, the exposure time, which can be up to half an hour, is too long 
for passersby to appear on the paper. Nothing remains of a passing figure but a vague, ghostly presence. "I do not 
want to photograph people," he insists. “Otherwise, the image would become someone's photograph, it would show 
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something. My photos show nothing, they are states of mind. I hope they touch the memory, but without nostalgia: a 
visual memory, a memory of places.”  
 
Virginia Heckert, a curator at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles and author of John Chiara: California, published 
on November 15, says she was drawn to his pictures of buildings in California. "The way the light struck the 
facades... I was transported to my grandmother's house, in San Francisco," she says. “There was no resemblance to 
the place itself, but his photos have the power to trigger memories, a reverie. They are intimate because they put 
something in us.” 
 
Chiara describes his work as “part photography, sculpture and events.” Sculpture, because the photograph produced 
is an object: curved, full of reflections, covered with bits of Scotch tape, sometimes overexposed. All of these 
imperfections could be corrected in the studio. "It seems inappropriate to me,” objected Chiara. “I don’t want to 
betray the part of the event that produced the image.” The process of shooting leaves its traces on the paper: the 
edges are crooked because the paper was cut out in the dark, and sometimes drops of sweat create small white spots 
on the image. Working without a stopwatch or light meter, he instead marks the passage of time by tapping. That 
each photo is unique and impossible to reproduce does not seem to disturb him: "I do not see why I should have the 
same photo twice," he insists. He prefers to leave the image with its imperfections. 
 
"Every image he shares with us is a small miracle," says Heckert. 
 
 
This article was translated from its original language in French. 


