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Photographer Doug McCulloh has simultaneous shows

By Pat O’Brien
Special to InstantRiverside.com
triciajobrien.blogspot.com

International print and electronic media are chasing
Doug McCulloh for interviews these days, primarily
due to an astounding show, “Sight Unseen,” he curated
for the UCR/California Museum of Photography. The
Riverside-based photographer has two major shows on
display: the second, “Dream Street,” at the Riverside
Art Museum, features upcoming panel discussions.

More than 500,000 people clicked on “Sight Unseen”
photos the first day Time.com put a selection online
from the UCR/CMP show.

What will surprise most people is that the artists in this

exhibit can’t see. McCulloh, a Riverside-based

photographer, author and curator who is sighted, says

blind photographers possess the clearest vision on the

planet. They are unencumbered by conventional ideas of what makes a photo.

“Everybody in this show is fiercely determined. They never give up. It’s astonishing,” McCulloh (pictured in
front of Kurt Weston’s “String Theory: The Space Between Us”) said during an interview at the photography
museum.
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So how do they do it? Some have studios and construct images in their minds, then use a variety of lighting
techniques on chosen subjects. Others, lacking the ability to compose visually, use their senses — breezes, the
feeling of sunshine or traffic noise — to set up shots.

McCulloh said he thinks it’s more important why they do it than how. Among more than a dozen artists in the
show, Alice Wingwall calls what she does a political act, a radical choice to go against the convention that it isn’t
possible for the blind to take photos. Pete Eckert describes the brain as wired for optical input, so it needs to
keep creating images even without visual data.

Eckert, who sets studio shots
and “paints” with lights, used a
jewelers file to notch the focus
rail on his camera so that he can
feel the variations, and he uses
a device that reads exposures so
he can make prints in his dark
room.

(Right: Evgen Bavcar, “A Close Up View,” © by
the artist, courtesy UCR/California Museum of
Photography)

There are photos that transport
you to Mardi Gras, taken by
blind jazz pianist Henry Butler,
while Weston gets surreal
portraits by putting his subjects
against scanners.

“In a strange way, a scanner is a
perfect device,” McCulloh said,
pointing out a parallel between

sight loss and the scanned image — extreme detail up close, then blurred image fading to black.

McCulloh would have you believe his exhibits and books are a result of simple curiosity. “I just chase what I
think is worth doing. The rest is aftermath,” he said.

But the work is much more. It is innovative, courageous and multi-layered.

“Dream Street” at the Riverside Art Museum grew from a contest McCulloh entered to name a street in an
Ontario housing development. He photographed the transformation, from strawberry field to families moving in,
as well as empty dreams in the case of day laborers and people turned down for loans. A book (pictured) is
available via_ Heyday Books.

He approaches photography like a storyteller and is frustrated by
high-modernist exhibits with minimal text. “I would always rage: Give me
more, tell me something.”

He interviews subjects and shares mini-tales with viewers. DRE AM STRE ET

“Some prefer to put up the image and let people invent their own story. But I've
always found the craziness of lived life far richer and stranger than stories
conjured out of the limitations of a single mind. Rather than leaving a photo
unmoored, I prefer to offer glimpses and clues about some of the sets of
meaning embedded in that image,” he said.

“Dream Street” opens with his first visit to the field and an encounter with a wandering, blood-splattered man,
Eric, who had lost an eye in a fight. When McCulloh explained a housing tract was going to replace the field,
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Eric said that was nice, he could visualize it.

McClulloh participated in the LA Neighborhoods Project and is one of six photographers who made the world’s
largest pinpoint camera and photograph in an F-16 hanger at the decommissioned El Toro Marine Corps Air
Station.

There will be a panel discussion in connection with “Dream Street” at the Riverside Art Museum at 7 p.m.
Tuesday featuring McCulloh; novelist and UC Riverside professor Susan Straight; author and editor D.J. Waldie;
Fair Housing Council of Riverside County executive director Rose Mayes; and Connie Ransom, a Realtor and
former art-gallery owner. A book signing and reception will be held at 7 p.m. May 30. “Dream Street” is on
display through June 13 at the museum, 3425 Mission Inn Ave., Riverside. (951) 684-7111;
www.riversideartmuseum.org.

“Sight Unseen” is on display through Aug. 29 at the UCR/CMP, 3824 Main St., Riverside. (951) 827-4787,
www.cmp.ucr.edu

— photo by Pat O’Brien
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