Advanced Photography/Visual Arts 306

Department of Visual Arts, Emory University

Instructor:  Jason Francisco

email:  jlfrancisco@earthlink.net

Office location:  Room 135 Visual Arts
The arts are but one art.






—William Butler Yeats
Un artista puede lograr cualquier cosa siempre que no acepte realidades o derrota por más de unos minutos.  (An artist can accomplish anything provided he doesn't accept facts or defeat for more than a few minutes.)

—John Cassavetes

OVERVIEW

This course is the most advanced course in the photo curriculum.  It asks that you complete an in-depth self-assigned body of work during the semester, with the goal that it be of an exhibitable quality.  The course is primarily critique-based, and assignments will be tailored to you as individuals and to the progress of your work.  The pace of the class is rigorous.  Every two weeks each of you will present a minimum of 15-20 new photographs, as well as writings, research and related materials as necessary, and this “installment” becomes the basis of new work to follow.  Major tasks of the course include learning to assess the evolution of a project, adapting form and content to changing needs and opportunities, addressing editing and presentational issues as core creative tasks, closely studying other photographers for their initiatives and lessons, and above all understanding how to make individual images, objects and texts collaborate toward a “whole” statement.

An important part of this course will be to understand how photographic meaning changes relative to photographic form, beginning with the choices to be made while photographing, to the creation of single images, images in combinations and sequences,  and images in relation to texts.  In the first half of the class you will be asked to work in the form of prints, and in the second half of the course, you will choose one of the four primary cultural sites where photographic meaning happens—the wall, the page, the screen, and the vernacular object.  Thus, for the second half of the course, you might choose to make a book, organize an exhibition or an installation (i.e. in response to an architectural space somewhere on the campus, or off-campus), or create a web site or DVD.   

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

A.  Final project

The realization of a mature final project is the center of the course, the goal toward which the assignments build, and the most important element of your grade. 

The final portfolio is due not later than May 5th at 11 AM.

B.  Critiques
Each of you will present work several times over the course of the semester.  It should be stressed from the beginning that critiques are not public grading sessions, but are, rather, opportunities to speak and to listen about the ways that photographs work and do not work.  It is critically important that you attend and participate actively in critiques.  Please note that critiques will begin on time:  please have work ready to hang for the beginning of the critique.  Work must be dried, hung and ready for discussion at this time.  (Please note that wet prints will not be allowed to hang for critique).

EVALUATION AND GRADING

Grades are important for many students in terms of their ambitions within and beyond their academic career.  There is, however, no mathematical rubric that makes sense to me to “calculate” a grade for a class such as this, because artistic progress follows no set path:  sometimes it is regular and cumulative, sometimes irregular and episodic.  It is very often a mixture of aptitudes imperfectly correlated to each other—intellectual, emotional, aesthetic, sometimes social or spiritual.  Invariably it passes through many faltering stages, which are indispensable, and not to be feared.  As a result of the natural variation in artistic development relative to artistic problems, generally I give tailored responses rather than letter grades in response to assignments.  Critical feedback and dialogue are, I have found, the best form of evaluation, and this is what evaluation during the semester will mostly consist of.  This approach requires patience with yourself and a primary degree of internal motivation.  

At the same time, to feel as I do that letter grades are very often coarse indices of artistic accomplishment and its pathways is not to say that evaluating art is merely arbitrary, or private, or beholden to a narrative about the intentions of the artist, or a superficial matter of “taste”—or in short, to use a commonly bandied term, “subjective.”  On the contrary, works of art contain a logic of interpretive choices, and engage the viewer in a nexus of propositions.  How a work of art defines its own problems, and how well it handles or answers them is something that can be analyzed and guided.  This is the sense in which understanding and evaluating a work of art is objective:  not how well it banishes or defeats ambiguity, but how well its premises and its execution sustain discourse and exploration.  

It seems to me most just to base a letter grade—which, once again, I am forced to assign—on a final body of work produced by the end of the semester.  Again, the main rationale for this decision is to avoid penalizing you for going through the (necessary) vicissitudes of artistic development.  The following are general guidelines that I use to determine a letter grade based on the final body of work that you submit:

A-range

1. The final works show strong technical control. 

2. The final works show a high level of insight and thoughtfulness about aesthetic issues (composition, lighting, timing and framing).  

3. The final works show a strong grasp of conceptual issues, and of a grasp of how the book form carries and communicates photographic meaning. 

B-range

1. The final works show rudimentary to good technical control.

2. The final works show a rudimentary grasp of relevant aesthetic issues. 

3. The final works show a rudimentary grasp of key conceptual issues.

C-range

1. The final works show mediocre technical control. 

2. The final works show a weak grasp of relevant aesthetic issues.

3. The final works show a weak grasp of relevant conceptual issues.  

F


Usually the result of grade being lowered due to missed classes and/or assignments 


(see below).

I will generally **not** consider the following issues as independent factors for grading:  

1. Timely completion of assignments:  I expect assignments to be finished on time.  Note: you are welcome to redo and reprint assignments as much as necessary in this course.

2. Attendance:  I expect you to come to class.  No classes are optional.

3. Participation:  the more actively you participate (understanding that “active” legitimately means different things for different temperaments), the more you will learn.  It’s a simple as that.

4. Effort:  most people don’t accomplish important things without trying, and I presume that effort is required to accomplish things in this course.  It is not usually necessary even to take extraordinary effort into consideration as a separate evaluative factor, because it usually results in exceptional work that speaks for itself.

Penalties

Though it rarely becomes necessary (because poor trying leads to poor work), I must reserve the right to lower grades based on the following criteria.  

1. Handing in an assignment late may result in your final grade being lowered one increment (e.g. B+ to B), and your final grade may be lowered by one full letter for each assignment not received at all.  

2. Your final grade may be lowered by one increment (e.g. B+ to B) for each class missed.  I will take attendance at the beginning of every class.  I will mark you late if you arrive more than 15 minutes after class begins (and for the purposes of grading, I will treat three late markings as the equivalent of an absence).  Please note that attending class means attending for the full period of the class session.   I will make exceptions to the attendance policy only in advance and of course in emergency situations.  You are entitled to know at any time what your official attendance record is.

3. Out of respect for the class, please do not use multimiedia and text messaging gizmos during class.

SUPPLIES

Because the photographic forms and formats will differ greatly from student to student, there is no single list of supplies applicable to all students.  The default form, if there must be one, will be fiber-based silver gelatin prints made with a 35mm camera. 

With the exception of cameras, all supplies have been ordered and are available from the Emory bookstore.  At the beginning of the semester, photo supplies will be located in the textbook section, but may be relocated to another part of the store later in the semester.

Film, paper etc. may be available locally from Showcase Photo, near the Emory campus.  These supplies are also available by mail from B&H Photo (www.bhphotovideo.com), and Adorama (www.adorama.com), both in NYC.  Note:  Both of these businesses close for Jewish holidays.  Weekly they close at 1PM Friday, reopen Saturday night and are open Sundays.  Note their holiday hours on their website.

For single-example digital books, I recommend either Fastback Books, located in Manhattan (www.fastbackbooks.com), or Edition One Studios (www.editiononestudios.com), located in Berkeley, Calif.

