Headline:  Barefoot for the Album

Not in oil, but expensive:  How one persuades an artist/photographer to do pictures for the ancestor gallery

She wears a bright green wraparound dress but neither stockings nor shoes.  Her dark-blond curls are somewhat tangled, Jessica Todd Harper has already rearranged some furniture.  The apartment on 106th Street in New York’s Upper West Side is a jumble of cartons, stacks of books, and leaning picture frames - the occupant moved in only two weeks before.  But it is nevertheless exactly this temporary environment that the photographer has chosen for her shoot.  The 33 year old artist, who last year won the American Photography Award and currently has her 13th solo exhibit – this one in the Cohen Amador Gallery in Manhattan- has accepted a commission to do a portrait.   “Since the terms were so good,” she says, melting into a smile. 
Because by terms she does not in any way mean financial arrangements but “the unconditional readiness of the subject to let me present the scene as I see it.”  A growing number of people choose artistic photography for their home gallery of ancestors. “I believe, because a photo can so exactly capture what is going on in the subjects, even when all activities in the surroundings continue as though nothing were there.  Simultaneously the image is somewhat alienated by the surrounding. It is an interesting mixture of components.” But for 39 year-old Alexandra Arndt from Germany, who has lived for a long time in New York, engaging in this mixture is anything but a problem.  
“I have been a fan of her pictures for years,” says Arndt, “they have a particular kind of melancholy and inexorable relentlessness while they elevate everyday settings to art.  I have seen how she posed herself and her family in ‘Scenes from a Marriage,’ the series that made her well known. So I am anxious to see how she will present me - a stranger in this atmosphere that is unfamiliar to both of us.”  Arndt will have to wait a while for that.  Todd Harper does not photograph digitally but the “old fashioned” way with film, as she describes it.  And she makes careful choices before her customer gets to see the portrait.  In general the colored Epson prints, a meter wide and 80 centimeters tall, are worked over on the computer, scanned in layers, and calibrated for color, so that they often have the effect of a still life from the Renaissance.
Not only in New York are renowned artists transforming the private portrait from a passport photo image to a new interpretation. They accept few commissions, and usually the few private buyers are prominent. But if the client is familiar with the (artist’s) work and is able to completely trust the perspective of the artist, then “in an intimate collaboration many interesting as well as impressive photos can come about,” says prize-winning photographer Annegret Soltau.

You need to bring your sense of humor along when you go on a photo shoot with London artist Alison Jackson, who became famous through her staged snapshots of well-known people in precarious situations (her photo book “Confidential” appeared in Taschen Verlag).  Actually Jackson uses look-alikes and accepts, if the chemistry is right, commissions from private individuals as well.

Todd Harper asserts that many younger people have the idea of immortalizing themselves (through pictures).  “They want a more modern form of ancestor-on-the-wall that matches with their life style.”  Both women (Harper and Arndt), who only knew each other through telephone contact, get acquainted.  Living situations, Germany, America, family, travel plans— this before Jessica Todd Harper touches her cameras,- a Mamiya 7 and a Hasselblad. While eleven stories below, sirens howl and traffic roars, and the afternoon light slowly turns into dark rain clouds, Jessica Todd Harper asks, answers, and observes.  Unremitting.  Unphased.  No movement, no gesture, no detail of Alex’s hair, cosmetics, or clothing, as she soon announces, escapes her attention.  “Your shoes,” she says suddenly. “How important are shoes to you?” (Though) this appears to be a shot in the dark: it turns out that Alexandra Arndt is the proprietor of a shoe store.
“Portraits are always only a little layer of a personality,” explains Todd Harper, as she finally sets up the cameras and directs Alexandra Arndt to the sofa.  “I am fascinated by the aspects of a person that they are only slightly or not at all conscious of.  With photography, the subject and I find ourselves in a certain intimacy, but at the same time, I remain an outside observer.”  Finally she asks Alex to take off her shoes.  “Not because we just spoke about shoes,” says she.  She is focused on a lighter, private pose with angular legs.  “In ideal circumstances we would have such a shoot in the house of the family or person who wishes to have the portrait made,” she sighs, still unsatisfied with the picture, that she sees before her.  “Then I spend hours with my subject and ask her to do whatever it is she would normally do.  I open her cabinets, I look for clothing for her to wear, I choose fabric, pillows, flowers, glasses, things that I then arrange.” That’s how the “right picture” came to be recently with the writer Allison Glock or with the curator of a Philadelphia Museum, who offered her family of four subjects after being inspired by an exposition of Todd Harper’s work.  “It’s basically unusual clients who seek me out,” says the artist self consciously, although her photos had been seen in the magazine “O” of the talk show hostess, Oprah Winfrey.  She sits down on the sofa beside Alexandra Arndt.  “May I arrange your hair?”  She may. The ponytail is loosened and the style is rearranged.  While the barefooted photographer goes behind her camera, she continues talking and goes on as if nothing else were happening, as though this situation were a normal meeting of old friends. Because she knows that this is the only way she will capture the moment that she wants:  the thoughts that are focused on something other than her objective, on a question, an answer, far away, alone.  For that is really the central theme in Jessica Todd Harper’s work, in her recently published book, “Interior Exposures:” that whisper of loneliness,  in the midst of life, with a group, with family; the second after the laugh and after the last sentence—often even on a strange sofa in the middle of  Manhattan.  
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Sidebar: What does the world cost?  Jessica Todd Harper: portraits starting at $1500, family portraits from $4,000, plus the work-up, prints, travel costs, and expenses.  Tel 001/610/937/7476 www.jessicatoddharper.com
(also listed Annegrat Soltau, and Alison Jackson)

