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later explaimed were their joints cracking),

they answered questions in a spiritual ver

siont of Morse code. Soon after, the sisters
Pt Eih ST, L Eory T ]
moved fo Rochester, New York, and at-
tracted even more believers. Their childbood
home was later moved to Lily Dale, a con
tesporary psyehic conpmwnity in western
New York,
b frrma o L R

Thirteen years later, Boston engraver

Willicm Mumler, while alone in a roam,

took a .'L'!I.r'_l:"'l.'l'l'rli-'.' that, -:I_r.rl.'l' L-!-.'I'L'..11Jl1|::|.'.ljl'

ved the likeness of another fipure. Al-

b Mumler destroyed his megatives and

s eventaally brought to court for fr
this L'_E‘-"i-.'u{-.' launched what would become
kaawn as spiret photography. Chicago also
s i o e e
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As explained in the preface to The World
of Ted Serios: Thoughrographic Stud-
ies of an Ext racrdinary Mind (1966,
Serios was an out-af-work, alcoholic bellhop
who could project bis thoughts auto film us-

) 1
ing a Polarotd camera,’ Serios was usually
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provided with a “target image,” sealed in a
iy envelaie. and ited a rallad e
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paper called a “gizmo” to focus bis energy
More than one bundred years after the
genesis of Spiritualism and spirit photogra-
; : — ;
phy, two photographers, Nate Larson and
Marni Shindelman, .in'l'-.'r?:||l|'|.'|£ —psychi-
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cally and photographically—1o bridge a
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e than S00-mile gap between Roc
and Chicago, amd later Boston. Utilizing
a methodology mspired by governmental
EXPErimenis in .I’.':'I'I'.ll.‘l'f CiprIoInTge dur In'.'_-!!
the Cold War and outlined in Paul Smiths
book Reading the Enemys Mind: Inside Star Gare, Americas Psy

chic Espionage Program (2005), they created their own artistically
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arbitrated tests i remote v I prepare, they took a -.-.-;.trl:_i.l_'ug- i

out-of '-!'l.’:ll'. CXper iences at Lily Dale. s resulted i a proy

ot and ex-

hibirion titled Wirness: A Psychic Collaborarion,

d mie, a native of Rochester

Recently, Larson and Shindelman a:
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tn Boston,” to write about their collaborative project. When they emailed

and curator af the exhibirion Concerning the Spiritual in Phorography
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ue of the exhibition, a renegade fort
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this was Morse code,

to show up as dots. Initially, [ thought
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a creative and espired approach to a tele-
pathically imspired project. After recetving
d crypic ]'i'.‘f;:l:"r,‘l."_,‘.!'flﬂl Larson/ Shindel-
mman to an entail asking what the cipher
meant, | cnpu':! the dats into Word, only
then revealing their intended text.

Coincidence? Oy prﬁ:rn{ms'r:‘

What's Your Status?

As many have noted, Spiritual-
ists clothed themselves in the trap-
pings of technological advances, such
as wireless telegraphy and electricity.
Inspired by the then-new medium of
photography, seers followed the para-
digm of the dark chamber accordingly.
Indeed, there appears to be a photo-
graphic corollary for every elairvoyant
component: from performing in the
dark to acting as a highly sensitized
.'i-l.!i']ﬂl Tal,

Many paranormal develop-
n'scl'lr.-c—mu:]udl'ng slare WIILIRE,
ecroplasm, marerializations known
as apperts, and, more recently, Kirlian
photography—issue forth into the
].1]1}'_'.'i1_':3] realm. Each new fear is :‘!::]}'
caprured in photographic form, pro-
viding the requisite scienrific proof.
Such effects bring the photography
analogy Full circle, as film historian
Tom Guuning has observed:"Spirirs
are not simply caprured in pictures;
'[l:H:}' communicane 1'.'}{' EQMC 50IT OI”
picture language. The medium herself
1"‘”:3 Me a 501t ﬂ.r CAMmera; J'.ll.:r ﬁ}.‘lil'irﬂ .'I.I
negativity bodying forth a positive
image.”

Turn-of-the-century apologises
believed in the powers of the ether;
now, they tread in its linguistic and
metaphorical corollary, the Etherner.
Certainly, contemporary Spiritual-
ISTS persist in this use of rq:l;hnu]og}'

to bridge the gaps berween worlds. In

I'm a skeptic that

but cannot find the proof
Science can tell us

but it

answer the bigger



desperately wants to believe,
necessary to embrace it....

a lot about the world,

can't satisfactorily
questions.—NL
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the Witness project, Larson and Shin-
delman pur their own contemporary
rwist on this un ique connection. | heir
inirial research was conducred through
emails and texe messages, and they
also agreed not ro discuss their experi
mentes 'I.'i':—l".]”.}' l|:1[i| rl'll" J"'.'i"_jl{l:[ Was
completed. Ever since they invired me
ro write this piece, all of our communi-
carion has likewise been elecrronically
mediaced.

While there 15 no doubr we live in
an age of increased surveillance, Wit
ness also speaks ro agency being raken
back. This desire for connecrivity could
be seen as an antidote o an increas-
ingly virtual and uncerrain world. In a
recent Boston Globe article on a boom
in the psychic business since the eco-
nemic downmurn, Alex Palermo, owner
of the Original Tremont Tearoom,
explained, "Bur when you need an-
swers you cannot find with your five
senses, thar's when you go ro your sixth
sense. Spirit phoregraphy was born
during a time of narional rurmoil and
saw spikes in popularity during World
Whar I and I1. Ir should come as no
surprise, then, thar such matrers con-
tinue to, pun intended, haunt us roday.

Did You Receive Te?

During a Witness session, one of
the arrists would psychically send” a
series of objects to the other ar a pre-
derermined rime; the receiver then
attempted to “receive” the items and
record their impressions in a sherch,
Ower the course of four sessions, each
collaborator sent on two occasions
and received on two occasions. Notes
|1|-|L;: -.i_l'.1l.l.'i,'1:_15 were L-l.‘llll.,‘\'l:l"i _1:1;" Ej'll.'
photographs seen here document the
objects that were psychically transmit-
red. Larer, when preparing for a gallery
showing, Larson and Shindelman no-

ticed correlarions berween the images
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themselves and joined them rogecher in diprychs thar suggesr an ad
dirional psychic layer beyond the ariginal goal of the experiments.
II'[ E55E1CE, the artrisrs LDDk mrns :LCEIIlg a5 l—hc
film and the camera. Reminiscent of a yin and
yang symbol, the background colors also echo
photography itself—with black standing in for
the camera and darkroom and the white sym-

times in their efforrs: once -.ll.l'.i]l_g the inirial communicarion, again
during the phorographic crearion, and lastly, in the interprerive in-
teraction asked of the Anal receiver, the viewer.

Do You See Whart [ See?

Pareidolia is the capacity of people to perceive
patterns in random dara. Akin to seeing a bunn],-'
in a cloud, a face on the moon, or the Virgin
Mary in a window, we desperately seck to make
mmcrhing out of [mthing. Larson and Shindelman were

struck by the many formal and metaphorical similariries berween
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their objects’ photographs, An image of smoke being blown by Lar-

son, for example, shares not only the grey color of a small fuzzy oy

rhinoceros, bur also, remarkably, a similar anamorphic shape.
Witness also references synesthesia, a phenomenon guire preva-

lent in occult circles. In synesthesia, the senses cross or mix; one

claims ro see music, for example, or hear color. In one

session, Shindelman are bacon and atcempred ro eransic thar object

and experience to Larson, a vegerarian. His response?

Most of my impressions were bursts and fashes, so in this case,
I'd maybe have 2 Hash of porck, then a exture of mear, maybe a
dash of grease, mixed with a taste of salt. Some were multi-sen-
sory and some were strictly visual I chink thae in the end, the
bacon emerged from muldple smaller impressions. like pieces

’IHIH-L‘ o a 5"'.]';'.:|L'.



Is the Medium the Message?

As this is a journal on phorographic education, it seems appro-
priate to conclude with a relared anecdote. Early on in our studies,
many of us have yielded odd-looking effects on film or paper—usu-
ally explained away as a camera serap, lighe leak, moisture in the air,
or incorrect chemical processing, As Professor Mark Alice Durant
notes, phorography reachers often interprer enigmaric effects creared,
intencionally or not, by students."But sometimes [ am baffled my-
self” he wrires.”] may be teaching Beginning Photography, bue I feel
at times that [ am an inepr ghost buster, an incompetent debunker
of the inherent mysteries of the medium.” A close encounter of the
phorographic kind, Witness can offer us new ways to approach our
chosen medium,

Nate Larsont and Marni Shindelman bave been engaged in ongoing
collaboration since the swmmer of 2007. Their first project, Wirness:
A Psychic Collaboration, will be exhibited at The New Gallery in
Calgary, Alberta, Canada, in November 2009, and bas been previous-
ly shown at Rochester Institute of Technology and Shawnee State Uni-
versity, Witmess was also the subject of an Imagemaker presentation at
the 2009 SPE National Conference in Dallas. More information and
a free PDF catalogue can be found at telepathicwitness.com,
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Leslie K. Brown: Could you speak abour how you mer,
including your friendship and artistic relacionship, and how you
came to do this project? Also, how do you think your own personal
style or approach coneribured ro the project, or changed as a resulr?

Marni Shindelman: Nate and I mer officially ar the SPE
Mational Conference in Chicago in 2006, alchough we both have
stories of meeting earlier. Narte loved my lecrure ar a previous
SPE conference and I sent him a small book piece T had. Nare
does not remember receiving this. I fear it may have been sent
on the psychic plane,

Ar the time, I was working on a series based on Inrernet chain
emails and rumors. [ locked ar the Interner as 2 means of touch,
and how people believed in virtual communities, vireual sex, and
even virtual pregnancies. Working across distances with someone
else seemed a natural progression.

Nare's and my photographic seyle is somewhar similar, in char
we both work in studio with objects and solid colored backgrounds,
The most abvious change in my work from this project is it was my
first venture inco digiral printing, which I now use exclusively:

Mate Larson: My frst encounter wich Marni was ar che Mid-

west SPE conterence in 2004 in Columbus, I've long been Fasci-
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nated by the myviad types of connectons facilitared by the Interner,
so when [ saw the abstrace for her talk, T knew that it would be on
my conference agenda. I remember shyly approaching Marni afrer-
wards, bur felr awkward, We spoke only a few words; I don't think
that she remembers this meeting. We reconnected a couple of years
later and became fast friends.

Our collaboration began with mail art, sending loes of small
objects, prose, boaks, and collages back and forth. At the time,

I thoughe of it as an amusing diversion, but then Marni senr a pose-
card that confessed her obsessive notation of small events thar mighe
be evidence of a erime. She had her car stolen a few years earlier and
was not able to identily che culprit in court, despite her conhdence
that she could. I loved the failure of memory despite
hyper»preparaticn. I kepe the posteard in my art journal for
a long dime afterwards. It eventually became the genesis of Witmess.

I'm interested in the similar conceptual manner in which we
work. Our past work was often abour longing—mine for an epiph-
any or moment of clarity, and Marni's for connection. From this
perspective, the collaboration seemed like a narural synthesis
of our individual pracices.

LKB: Elsewhere, you address your varying levels of belief.

Can you elaborare on your experiences and beliefs before and after
your [out-of-body workshop] training as well as how you negori-
ared rhis during your prepararion?

MS: 1 have had psychic dreams since | was a child, bur dis-
missed them until about ten years ago. In graduate school, [ worked
with patients wairing for heart transplants. One night I dreame thar
two patients had gorren a hearr, an extremely rare accurrence, and
it happened the next day. After that, | hesitandy began to believe.
Witness for me became abour our levels of belief, and whar type
of proof each of us requires to believe,

NL: I'm a skepric thar desperately wants to believe, but cannor
find the proof necessary to embrace it. The world is a srange and
confusing place and it gives me comforr to think thar there is some
underlying structure or overarching plan. Science can tell us a lot
abour the world, bur it can't sarisfactorily answer the bigger ques-
tions. Religion likewise purports to hold the answers, but for the
most part, speaks in generalities and assigns the unknown o
a higher power.

Having psychic abilities would make it that much easier to navi-
gate life’s ambiguities, to know thar one is on the correct course. Do
I think that I have cthese abilicies? Possibly, but what would defini-
tively prove ic? Many psychic pracritioners have undergone extensive

and controlled resting bur are still relegated to che fringes of sociery:



Examining our project, there are overlaps berween Marnis pro-
jections and my receprion drawings and vice versa. How many
overlaps would it take to convince you, the view-
er, that we have psychic abilities? One? Four?
Ten? And what abour the near-misses? Marni sent a rhino. I drew
a Schnauzer. They have similar body shapes and language. Did [
fail? Or did I receive the visual outline and just miss the species?

It’s hard to know where the threshold is or should be.

LKB: Whar inspired you to choose the objects thar you did
and how did you approach photographing them? Whar life did
the abjects have before and after the experiments?

MNL: The pre-established parameters of Witness were thar,
for each session, we would choose five objects o stimulare the
senses. For the first session, I chose objects that revolved around a
sky theme, including water, smoke, a tarot card of the sun, a book
aboue the space race, and cotron balls thar reminded me of clouds,
For the second session, | selected objeces thar were loosely inspired
by Fluxus performances, such as Alison Knowless Nivea Cream
Piece and George Breche's work with dice.

MS: Scavenging for objects is part of both Nate's and my photo-
graphic practice, so [ chose items that resonated with me visually and
conceprually. Only one object has really had a life post-project for me.
The texture of the fuzzy rhino inspired a current series of work where
I flock or velverize things. Otherwise the objects were cither eaten,
maolded over, or are sitting in my studio (1 can't bear to throw them
out). Many of our picces of ephemera are part of the exhibition.

LKB: Could you speak a little about how you prepared for the
project, in particular, whar you did ar Lily Dale? How was it being
an outsider immersed in such a unique communiry?

ML: We visited Lily Dale during the summer of 2007 while
I was an artist-in-residence at Visual Studies Workshop in
Rochester. We took a workshop titled " Understanding Out-of-
Body Experiences” with Carol Gasber for a donation of $15 each.

When we registered, my hope was that it would instruct us as
to how to have such an experience and [ approached it earnesdly
with this incention. The workshop was four hours long, and in-
volved a lot of lecture, discussion, and two guided medirations.
During my sessions, I experienced visual hallucinations of dancing
beams of light on a distant herizon line. The instructor informed
me thar this was very good and that my visual perceptions were the
first stage of separating my psychic being from my physical body.
The instructor regaled us with scories of her astral travels accom-
panied by spirit guides, and spoke of endless overlapping planes
of existence, Both of us were slightly confused by her theories

and explanations.

MS: Ac Lily Dale, I began ro realize thar Witness for me would
become about two people communicating different beliefs to one
another. We each reacted ro the place in two very different ways—
I was a bit disappointed in the overall ambience of the place, and
MNare was a bit disturbed by the poteneial of it. [ wanted someone
to open their door, invite me in and recognize me as “one of them,’
bur thar didn't happen.

LKB: Working collaborarively in photography is not that com-
mon. Do you have any thoughts on why this mighe be and is chere
any advice you could share for those interested in such ventures?

MNL: For me, [ don't really think of myself as a photographer
any longer, at least not in the strictest sense. My thinking is much
more influenced by process-based conceprual work and performa-
tive video art.

Both of us approach a project in a very cerebral way; we start
with a simple observation and then gather research, prepare notes,
or build a set before ever picking up a camera. This lends itself naru-
rally to cooperation, and we're able ro discuss, analyze, and bounce
our energy off one another. To others interested in collaboration,
being able to use each other as sounding boards is tremendous.
Photography for me in the past was a very solitary, even lonely,
undertaking.

MS: This is my second collaboration. T think a successful one
is when you look ar the piece and can't remember whar idea was
yours, and what was the other person’s. The part we didn't expect
came during the final exhibition. The pairings you see here came
about from this process of looking at our visual dara and seeing
the connecrions.

On a technical note, when working rogether you have to give up
partial control and separate your friendship from the work. Nate
and I ser up business meetings, where we come to the breakfasc
table with notes and laprops. There is something incredible abour
being able ro expose and explore your thinking and imagemaking
process with someone else at this level. The first postcard I sent
Nate, which has become increasingly important to both of us (the
witnessing accidents card), includes some of my obsessive thoughts.
I never thought he would save it, or it would become
a framed piece in the show.

LKB: Has your “psychic connection” continued after this series?

MS: Surprisingly yes. Had you asked this four weeks ago, my
response would have been Mo, bur luckily our friendship has.” Re-
cently, we sat down for a meering and Nare pulled our some notes
on our next project. Surprised, I immediately asked him if he had

gotten the images from a book up in my studie.
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Stan Strembicki told me that sometimes
you make work years ahead of when you'll
understand it. Since so much of my art making
IS about collecting, | often live with objects
and Ideas for years before doing
anything with them.—MS
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