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Opposite: Bee Chronicles Study No. 5, 2018

n my frequent walks through the
neighborhood, I often see the same
elderly couple who, like me, are on
their way to or from the wooded park

nearby. For several years, only the woman would
exchange cheerful hellos with me; the man didn’t
even look up. Then one day, he smiled at me. 

I think of moments like this when I look at
Keith Carter’s photographs, the simple moments
that make up our days during our brief stay on
Earth. These words from him sum it up for me:
“How do you find a way to say what an extraordinary experience
it is to be alive in this world? That is the kind of subject matter I
try to work with.” 

Carter finds the way in his photos of a man standing beside a
wheelbarrow tucked between trees, a small dish of blackberries
heaped pyramidal and a child soaring on a rope swing. Themes
of children, mythology, folklore and the anthropomorphic animal
world, the religious aspects of people’s lives, the places we go and
how we live — they all speak in his work. 

“I’ve always been and continue to be more interested in things
that happen in the real world rather than the conceptual world. I
come out of the real-world documentary tradition, but I don’t
practice straight documentary photographs anymore,” says Carter,
69, who is more recently known for his use of selective focus and
antiquarian experimental photographic processes. He’s lived in

the small, Southeast Texas town of Beaumont
near the Louisiana border all his life. Though
he’s traveled the world, “I’ve never tried to
make photographs that look like they’re made in
a certain place, but as if they could be made
anywhere, because in my mind they could be.” 

“Anywhere” lies “at the ragged edge of the
human psyche,” as Carter puts it. I ask him what
he means. “People’s lives, in my experience, are
imperfect, and they’re fragile. And I think the
awkward moments are what I kind of look for in

many respects. For instance, I was at a gala museum function the
other night, a black-tie affair, and a waiter stuck his white-gloved
hand in front of me with a bottle of wine; and it was the white
glove, the silhouette of a black dress and the shape of the bottle
itself that made the picture. That’s what I call those lovely askew
moments in time, where the world is at once mysterious and at the
same time perfectly objective. That’s what I look for.”

His photos are imbued with reverie and memory, metaphor and
hidden meaning. Their selective focus leaves an enigma in the blur,
for the viewer to finish the story. “The pictures I try to make are
slightly internal, and I think of them as sort of my journal, in terms
of what it’s like to experience this world,” says Carter, who uses a
modified Hasselblad and a Canon digital. “If I’m taking a walk and
attuned to everything, that’s wonderful, that’s all well and good.
But if I’ve got a camera in my hand, I’m in the game, I pay a differ-
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ent attention; my senses are highly attuned to any kind of emotion-
al or visual aberration or affirmation.”

Says photographer John Paul Caponigro, “Keith finds the extra-
ordinary in the ordinary, and that tends to lend substantial
insight. His visual poetry comes from and creates a deep emotion-
al connection and a powerful recognition that ‘this is the way
things are,’ even if you can’t say, intellectually, exactly why that
is. There’s also a warmth and humor that Keith has in abundance
— he has one of the biggest smiles you’ll ever see — and it trans-
lates into his work without it becoming comical.” 

Carter views his work not so much as individual images but
rather in-depth projects; and he is usually involved in two to three
at a time, taking about two years to arrive at a series’ roughly 70
cohesive images. He has published a dozen monographs. Caponigro
describes a book by Carter as “more like a collection of poems that
[Pablo] Neruda or [Ezra] Pound might write. You can rearrange the
sequence of images and they still connect to each other, and there’s
often a synergy with two photographs in proximity.”

Photography books played a key role in Carter’s budding inter-
est in the art form, sparked by his mother. Single and supporting
three children (their father had abandoned them when he was
five), Jane Carter did informal black-and-white photographs of
children and families (and later in color) outside in natural light,
beginning in the mid-1950s when male-run formal portrait studios
dominated. By age five or six, Carter was helping her in the
home’s makeshift closet darkroom, sliding prints around in the
developer.

Years later, as a student at the town’s Lamar University study-
ing business administration (“a good fallback,” a businessman
that his mother was then dating told him), Carter worked part-
time framing his mother’s pictures. In one of them, of a girl in a
straw hat holding a basket of kittens, he saw for the first time how
beautifully a photograph could render daylight. He borrowed his
mother’s Rolleiflex camera, made some pictures and showed her
his photo of two black men fishing on the Neches River. “Honey,
you have a good eye, you have a nice sense of light,” she told him.
“It set me on fire,” he explains. “It gave me confidence.”

Sculptor David Cargill and his wife, Patty, helped reinforce it.
Cargill, who lived down the street from Carter’s family and has
known him since he was four (the two still visit, frequently), tells
me, “Keith would bring what he was working on and we’d sit
down and say how he could improve. We were probably hard on
him, telling him, ‘This is where your picture is. You don’t need
this off to the side or that off to the side.’ He became more con-
scious of framing the picture with the whole negative and looking
at what he saw as a photograph.” Carter devoured the couple’s art

and photography books, especially on the painter Vermeer and
Cartier-Bresson’s The Decisive Moment. “I could see where he was
looking at other photographers’ works and doing something with-
in the same vein.” Cargill also soon noticed a power and consis-
tency of emotion in his black-and-white documentary images. 

Working from books soon was no longer enough for Carter. So
at age 25, he fibbed serious-scholar status in a letter to the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, asking to visit its photogra-
phy collection. Three days a week for a month, he held in his
hands the actual prints of Cartier-Bresson, Ansel Adams and
Alfred Stieglitz. Now Carter had a proper reference point for judg-
ing his work. 

While making his own pictures, he traveled the state twice a
year assisting his mother, and he started doing commercial color
portraits of children and families, too, for the next 16 years. A
couple years after his New York trip, he met Pat, the love of his
life, who became his wife and business manager. She died of can-
cer in 2015. “She was always encouraging of my abilities. She
gave me strength when I felt weak, and she always thought my
ideas were interesting to try and pursue.”

One idea, in celebration of their tenth wedding anniversary, in
1986, was to meander through back roads to unusually named
Texas towns. Starting in May of that year, and on weekends and
holidays for the next year, while Pat took notes Carter shot dozens
of rolls of film in 80 towns — among them, Fate, Happy and
Poetry — with the goal of one photograph from each. “Often we’d
arrive at the worst time of day for good light; my butt was numb
from sitting in the car. It was hot; I had to pee; nothing was there.
But slowly I began photographing that ‘nothing,’” writes Carter in
his first monograph, From Uncertain to Blue (Texas Monthly Press,
1988; and University of Texas Press, 2011, with Pat’s notes added). 

“I consider From Uncertain to Blue to be the foundation of con-
temporary Texas photography. It started a book-publishing tradi-
tion in the state that heretofore did not exist,” says Stephen Clark,
of Stephen L. Clark Gallery, in Austin, Texas. Catherine Edelman
Gallery in Chicago and Howard Greenberg Gallery in New York,
among others, also have shown his work over the decades.

Two more books followed — The Blue Man (Rice University
Press, 1990), a collection of duotone images of East Texas; and
Mojo (Rice University Press, 1992), composed of black-and-white
photos depicting the power of mysticism in everyday life in the
Deep South. Photos from them appeared in Texas Monthly. “Then
he did what no one else had done before in Texas,” says Clark.
“He sold prints. I knew the entire Texas photographic world.
Other photographers would sell a print now and then. They were
all really good, but virtually none of them made an impact the

“How do you find a way to say what an extraordinary experience it is to be alive 

in this world?”— Keith Carter
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way Keith did. People bought his prints and they went on walls.”
And galleries in New York and San Francisco, and eventually,
Atlanta, Houston, Austin and Seattle, showed his work. 

His documentary style caught the attention of more maga-
zines and record companies, sending him around the U.S. and
sometimes overseas. For his own work, he traveled throughout
the Southern U.S., south of the border and into South America
and to Europe. Says Clark, “He was a guy from Texas photograph-
ing the world, taking his vision from Beaumont. No one did that
in Texas before Keith.”

In the early 1980s in a Central Mexico cemetery, Carter took a
photo of trees with celebration streamers still fluttering from their
branches. “Being self-taught, I felt I was always a little bit behind
the times and thought I needed to do things at f/16 or f/22,” he
tells me. His print happily showed him the streamers blurry and
the branches sharp. “I saw a subtle sense of memory of these cel-
ebratory things out of context against the sky. It made me start to
think about nonliteral ways of thinking about literal things, and
I’ve carried that with me ever since.” 

Carter hit another turning point when he attended a panel dis-

Paradise. From Uncertain to Blue. Paradise, Texas, 1985
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cussion at a film festival in Galveston, Texas, in 1984, honoring
Texas playwright and screenwriter Horton Foote. At first, “the
panel was a snoozerama; I was about to doze off,” he says. By the
end, he was riveted, when Foote said that he found he needed to
belong to some geological place in order to root his work. Carter
continues:

I was just ready for that. I said to myself, “Why do I think
I have to go all over the world to make a significant photo-
graph? Why don’t I spend time in my own muddy, swampy,
mosquito-infested region? That’s what I’m going to do.”

“I’ve always been and continue to be 

more interested in things that happen

in the real world rather than the 

conceptual world.” — Keith Carter

Jack Witt. From Blueman. Woodville, Texas, 1987
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“If I’ve got a camera in my hand, 

I’m in the game, I pay a different attention.”

— Keith Carter

And the more I thought about it, the possibilities seemed
endless — a wide variety of races, religions, animals; and
rednecks, peckerwoods, four or five kinds of poisonous
snakes. I live in a town with alligators. I was electrified. I
couldn’t sleep.
“I think it’s important for some young artists to learn to belong

to a place, but it doesn’t have to be a geographical place,” says
Carter, who holds the Endowed Walles Chair in Fine Arts at
Lamar University, and has received several prestigious awards,
including the Regents’ Professor Award from the Texas State

Fireflies. From Fireflies. Texas, 1992
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University System. At Lamar, and in his “Poetics of Perception”
workshops where he’ll show up with his guitar, ready to jam, he
tells students to “root yourself to something, an idea, a style of
work, something you love, and grow from that. Now that I’m
older, those places have changed, but [Horton’s words] were very
helpful to me at the time. In the beginning, I tried to stay rooted
to [Southeast Texas] and make my world revolve around the cul-
tural aspirations backward and forward of the folklore of this
place.” By then, all the reading he’d done of the great Southern
writers had found its way into his visual storytelling.

One day at twilight, he came upon two boys ankle-deep in a
creek, playing with a jar of fireflies. “What went through my mind
was, ‘These skinny peckerwoods playing with fireflies. How beau-
tiful.’ Then I saw the magnolia tree, which just speaks of the
South. The light’s too dark, but let’s go make a picture. . . . I asked
them to hold still, but they kept moving around playing, and I
exposed a whole roll of film, using a tripod,” Carter tells me.
“When I developed the film, I was so disappointed, because it
wasn’t sharp, and my inclination was to make sharp photographs.
I showed the contact sheet to Pat and told her how I’d missed it.

Wheelbarrow. From A Certain Alchemy. Scotland, 2000
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‘I think you should print that one,’ she told me. So I did, and she
said, ‘I think you should print that one, for sure — bigger.’ By that
time, I was starting to come around to the fact that it had an ethe-
real quality and was about what you couldn’t see.”

This 1992 signature photo, “Fireflies,” with its selective focus,
“basically was a ‘mistake’ that ended up changing my life. It gave
me a certain courage that I didn’t have before. It opened me up to
the possibilities of the nuanced beauty found in imperfection
rather than perfection, and I started paying closer attention to
that.” Carter’s selective focus continued with Heaven of Animals
(Rice University Press, 1996), about the kinship between humans
and animals, and with dogs in Bones (Chronicle Books, 1996). 

Bill Wittliff, photographer, screenwriter and author, of Austin,
Texas, has known Carter for more than 30 years. He says: 

His subjects, whether they’re kids or animals, say to him,
“Here I am. Look here.” And he does. Certainly, with his
best work, he’s looking with his eyes, but he’s also looking
with his heart, and when you look at his photographs, it
resonates with your own. He can photograph somebody
from the highest reaches of society, but also some Mexican
kid playing with a stick, and find as much value in one as
the other. Keith is very open to the world, and then the
world often opens up to Keith. 
It did just that when Wittliff asked him to be the first artist for

the Southwestern & Mexican Photography Collection at Texas
State University in San Marcos, established in 1996. 

A year later, Carter published his sixth book, Keith Carter
Photographs: 25 Years (University of Texas Press, 1997). Then
came Ezekiel’s Horse (Southwestern & Mexican Photography
Series, The Wittliff Collections, University of Texas Press, 2000),
on horses and riders; and the South’s candid spirit in Carter’s
Europe, with Holding Venus (Arena Editions, 2001). All along, he
has photographed nudes, 16 of them featured in his Opera Nuda
(Lodima Press, 2007). Shortly before the book’s publication,
Carter started exploring nineteenth-century processes, while
learning digital techniques, adding to his ever-evolving photo-
graphic knowledge. His Talbot’s Shadow series of photograms
using egg whites and silver salts appears in A Certain Alchemy
(University of Texas Press, 2008). The book takes us through the
decades with the motifs that have always interested him. Children
fill the pages of Fireflies (University of Texas Press, 2009). 

In the year of Fireflies’ publication, Carter was diagnosed with
a rare form of ocular melanoma in his left eye. Thankfully, treat-
ments of radiation therapy killed it. Afterward, when he closed his
good eye, everything looked increasingly dark and muddy, with
black lines and a depth of field of about f/1.4. In 2012, drawing

from the real world once again, he figuratively replicated his dam-
aged eyesight by taking calligraphy pens, knives, toothbrushes
and arcane chemicals to his 2¼-inch negatives. “In my mind, I
was going to destroy what was precious, in hopes that I could
bring something new back that I would find intriguing. Every now
and then it worked,” he tells me, of his 20x20-inch Imagining
Paradise images that he playfully refers to as “dirty pictures.” 

The series changed the way Carter related to the emulsion side
of the negative, pointing him toward wet-plate collodion photog-
raphy, with its light leaks and flares, short depth of field and blur-
ring — “where you aren’t in perfect control,” he says. It was fit-
ting, metaphorically, given Pat’s terminal illness. That’s when he
started his Ghostland tintype series, in 2013. Using this technique
was also a matter of practicality. “I became frightened and knew
that our lives as we knew them would soon come to end, and
we’d have to stay in one place and make her as comfortable as
possible.” 

Carter’s current body of work takes him to a totally different
place. He has used both his own photographs and an anonymous
1860s photo album to make collages on handmade paper. Then
he layers them and cuts small circles in them. “Each one, even
though in a group, is a physical artifact, not a two-dimensional
image on paper. It’s got imperfections and ragged edges,” he says.
So far, Carter has made more than 50 of these roughly 11x14-inch
collages. One series, Notes on the Universe, addresses the effects
of global warming on Earth; and another, The Bee Chronicles, on
stress and honeybees. Carter notes, “A handful of people who fol-
low my work will be slightly puzzled. From my standpoint,
though, it’s so tremendously exciting, and at the same time it’s a
little bit unsettling, because it’s new territory.”

October 2018 brings the release of Keith Carter: 50 Years
(University of Texas Press). While the book celebrates Carter’s
work, every day he celebrates photography. He says,
“Photography has made me appreciative of the world I live in,
whether it’s the constraints of my small town or the broader
world out there. It’s enriched my life in ways that are hard to
articulate.”  

There’s a quote of Carter’s in A Certain Alchemy that I love: “I
feel about light the way writers feel about words.” And I think
about those kids with the fireflies. If his photographs could write,
they would fill a jar with light. ▲

Claire Sykes is a freelance writer living in Portland, Oregon. Her
articles appear in Communication Arts and dozens of other maga-
zines, as well as on American Photographic Artists’ website. She also
serves on the Exhibition Committee of Portland’s Blue Sky Gallery.

Keith finds the extraordinary in the ordinary, and that tends to lend substantial insight.
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Map of the World. From Ezekiel’s Horse. Paradise, Texas, 1998


