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PHOTOGRAPHER FOCUS

SHELBY L

~ror over 30 years Shelby Lee Adams
b has returned to Eastern Kentucky
to photograph the native mou
people of the region where he was slso borm.
Most writers describe Adams's work as
documentary, But his work stretches and
redefines the idea of documentation, What
do Adams's photogeaphs document? People
of Appalschia, ves. but much more than that.
da.l'l".: s phot .:n=ra|:|h’ document - and invi
ionshi i _]'.-- recoxd vulnerabil
intimacy: & naked trust and o that
malke demands of the viewer not all have been
willing to meet.

didn't taks
The woman, who had relatives in Bastern
Kentwcky, but ived across the river
the Univers ty of Cincinmati where
n was hanging, w b
berate Adams loudly and la TOte 4
letter of protest to a Cincinnati newspaper.
The whole incident left Adams with many

tions about his work, his intentions
and ambitions, and in retrospect he says, It
was probably a good thing in that it turned
me into & serious artist, After that 1 began to
JuESTO =~ Adams recalls, =] asked
myself, ‘Do ] have a right to do this iz my
culture, but do I have the right to make these
pietures? Hooked at it from th vOmAn's s point
of view and every other poin 1 could

think of" In the end, Adams says, “1 thought.
1 need to do more of this work to explain
myself; | realized. as I hadno't reslly before.

that something very powerful was going on
with these pictures=" Disequilibrium and
resistance often build strength and balance,
and this upsetting incident built them in
Adams. He left Eastern Kentucky resolved to
bea painter when he weat off to the Clevelsnd
Art Inst r undergraduate work where
ke encountered and embraced photogesphy.
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He had generous teachers who responded to
SOmE car‘j photographs from Kentucky and
encouraged him to keep exploring that vision.
At that time, though, Adams never irnagined
rapits made in Appalachia would
ke In graduate school at
in the 1970s, Adams

had done 8 n'asle*r s thesis on Ralph Eugens
Meatyard, who had recently died, That was

a dry. criticsl, scsdemic project, but Adams
turned to Rentucky and spent houts taping
views with Meatyand's widow for a

multimedia thesis presentation, Even at an
scademic level, the pull of home proved
central. But it wasnt just the Rentucky
connection that drew him to Meatyards
work: he also felt an affinity of vision, the un-
steangeness of the strange.

At the time of the opening in Cincinnati,
Adsms worked for & greeting card company
in the area, The job paid well and ncluded a
car and a teavel budget. so when he set out to
make nature pictures, pictures of fogin valleys
or flowers or running creels, he headed back
to the area around Hazard, Kentucky, where
hevwas born, But stll, the intimate connestion
between the mountsin pecple and his lifes
work remained unclear to Adams, Like many
young photographers, his ambitions ranged
In197E, _.'_hc rrii:'.sl -.'n['he.-"r;t:«
Israeli condict, Adams wanted
to ke a photojournalist. l—e v.enl. o Menar
York locking for press credentisls. When the
head of the Black Star Agency, looking at his
photographs from Eastern rucky, asked
him why he wanted to go to the b JMicdle Exst

to E‘]’Jll."Er'a. o, Adams felt dumbstruck. He
hadn't put

it in words before. Finally, he said.
‘s important to photograph commoen
there just like my people in
ky.” The next day he had the credentisls
as off to Isrsel and later Epypt His
Middle East p]';:ul-. El'i. s s;:-lv:'. encugh
and allowed b k there for

snd

In 1976, at the
opening of his first
one-person show,
a woman spat on
Adams. "l didn’t take
it well,”” he says, “I
was shocked. It was
probably a good thing
in that it turned me
into a serious artist.
After that | began to
question everything,”’
Adams recalls. |
asked myself,‘Do
| have a right to
do this? This is my
culture, but do | have
the right to make
these pictures?'”
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Exiil With Family and Dogs 06

six months, But Adams became disillusioned
with the world of photojournalists, “For the
most part. they were a jaded bunch who drank
too much, and 1 thought there was something
steange sbout riding out to & location in the
desert in an air-conditioned Mercedes-Benz
bus equipped with a bar.” The politics also
bothered him, When he speaks about his
tegchers in Cleveland. he emphasizes that
they weren't political. They encouraged him
to return to Kentucky, not to kelp the “war on
poverty” - a phrase and  period regarded with
some disgust in Appalachia - but because they
=A% 4 vision emerging in his work, a vision
that needed exploring and expanding,

B.obert Frank once said that a photogeaph is
& portrait of the photographer at the moment
he made the photograph, Frank's idea rings
true for Adams's work. Becrusze Adams's work
focuses entirely on people and their stories.
their appreciation of his work expands
when viewed through the lattice of his own
life story. Locatiom, family, acceptance.
and groundedness fgure so Importantly in
hiz photographs because all of these were
uncertain in his youth, In his second book.
Aphaiacidar Legocy. Adsms recounts how his
father disdained mountain folk as lower class
and kept Adams from associating with them.
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Later, in a consolidated high school, because
he came from the rural part of the councy,
Adarns found himself lumped with the
mountzin folk &z part of the shunned class.

COther kinds of dislocation and
disconnection drew Adams to mountain folk
as well, His father's work caused the family
to live halfl of each vesr in & different city and
the remsining half in Kentucky. Moreover,
tension at home Detween parents caused
Adarns to seek refuge with his grandmother
and his sunts, The aunts and his grandmother,
though not poor, were mountain follk, and
they essentially raised him. His uncle, Dr
Lundy Adams, an old-fashioned fareily doctor
who knew and made house calls wo families
all over the hollers, later took on & similar
parental robe, Through “Doc” Adams, he saw
1 web of connection and compassion that he
wiould later emulate through his art. Thus,
Appalachia, real Appalachia, felt like home
to Adams, not only a3 & physical location, but
also an erpotional one, Gradually, he accepted
the fact that things made sense there, and
photographing there made sense, too.

A number of dichotomies have fueled
Adams's erestive history. IF dislocation and
connection form one, the tension between
what ssems steange and what seems not

simply sensible, but intimate and revealing,
form another, During college Adams took a
summer job &5 a0 attendant-on-call at the
Morthampton State Mental Institution in
Massachusetts. “It was a way to leave the
mountains and see new workls” Adams
recalls

Those new worlds, though, turned out b
be alternate realities, mentsl worbds only
the patients knew from the inside out. Their
strangeness made a kind of sense in a way that
an air-conditioned bus equipped with a bar in
& war zone did not. Adamss scceptsnce of
the strange and acceptance by the strange has
proven sn exciting and problematic path in his
artistic caceer, [n 1976, photographer Wendy
Ewald introduced him to the Childers family.
and almost immediately he felt accepted and
at home. Rather than consign their three
mentzlly and physically handicapped childzen
- Homer, James, and Seling - to an institution,
the whole family pulled together to keep and
care for them at home. After long talks with
the farnily, Adams began to photograph them.

The work had two problems, both
of which worked against Adams's larger
arnbitions. First. whether he liked it or not.
vigwers didn't bring khis personsl experience
of the Childers children or of the mentsl
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patients in Mazssschusetts to their experience
of the photographs, Little in the images helped
viewers blanket their shock with empathy.
Second, on the face of it, the photographs
seerned to support sl the worst stereotypes
about Appalachian inbreeding, But Adams's
affection for the family and his belief that the
images were important and should be seen
got the better of him, “I was rather pigheaded
in submitting that work”™ he says. “After
sbout ten years, [ realized that the Childers
photographs, if anything, kad probably held
me back, But I'm still doing work with the
family today, and eventuslly there will be a
book on the Childers, and it will have nothing
to do with Appalachia per se, but simply their
hurean story™ All of Adams's work stands
defiantly in the face of stereotypes about
Appalachia, All of it asks viewers to forget
those sterectypes and to look into, not at, the
photographs, to view them not only with a
critical eye, but also with an eye open both to
emation and to imaginative relation,

Take the photograph of Amanda with Doliz
under the Gim Rack, for exsmple. For some
viewers, the presence of a shotgun on the wall
trurnps everything else, It blinds them to the
litthe girl who wanted to show off ker “babies™
and whose innocence lives happily in 4 world
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where, from time to time, & raccoon that
wion't stay out of the attic is just asking to be
shot. Adams poses all his work, He stages very
littbe,

Take theimageof the pool table, foresxcample
At the end of a hot day, Lloyd Deane Noble
and his grandsons pull the table out into the
shade to play and relax. When Adams set up
to make the picture he laughed, “This is like
something cut of Fellind,” And things only got
more bizaere when one of the boys went to
get his pet snake to show, just a5 Amands kad
gone to gat her dolls, Another boy was already
lifting weights, In Adams, a5 in Meatyard, the
steange sppesrs comfortably at home in the
ordinary.

Adams has worked now in 12 counties in
Eastern Kentucky and his photographs cover
a wide range, The old, young, rough. soft, sexy,
virile and plain all appear in his expanding
porteait of horme, It has been suggested more
than once that Adams's subjects don't know
what theyre doing in posing for him. Argela
anid Oowrd Bird Housez puts the lieto that notion
While Adams knows most families well and
has often photographed several generations as
thery have grown up, sometimes he encounters
an interesting face he senses will make a
telling photograph, He didet know Angela,

but asked someone he did if they thought she
would agree (o pose. She agreed, and while
Adams was setting wp. she started talling
“I've studied your work, 1 like the pictures
where people don’t smile. [ think theyre
moze real. ['ve been thinking about how you
make pictures” Adams continued with the
setup. Angela's grandfather strolled about
behind him. VWhen the session was over. her
grandiather said. “Mow, this is it This is really
the way it 1s today, the old and the new. She's
4 beautiful young girl in modemn dress, and
look: at those old gourds. You got both worlds
in one picture.”

“My subjects are a lot more hip than most
pecple think” Adams chuckles, In his
photographs, they join him in & quest for
revelation and acceptance, a deeply human
quest most make at one time or another.
Mo one here seeks pity, Nobody apologizes
for how they look or how they live. It's the
challenge of openness and honesty Adsms
takes on in his photogeaphs, and it's that
challenge they imvite viewers to embrace,

James Ehem is the suthor of Ralph Bupes
Memtyard: The Family Albwm of qu.'bm.l l._ratr:
e (ther Figurative Ph:ltﬂgruph. (DAL
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Amanda with dolls - 2002

Photographs discussed
but not reproduced Iin
the FOCUS article.

~ Angila - 2006



L1l T, |IaSUE 10 $5.95 US $7.958 CAN §9.058 4

Focus

FINE ART PHOTOGRAPHY MAGAZINE

PAUL P
CAPONIGRO /SR  \ARIIYN

MONROE

FUGENE

ATGET SHELBY

LEE
ADAMS

NYC,
T3
ROME,
MADRID,
PARIS &
LONDON




	sla additional.pdf
	sla1.pdf
	sla2.pdf
	sla3.pdf
	sla4.pdf
	sla5.pdf
	sla add 2.pdf



