
MICHAEL ACKERMAN 

. d . d h ·spart oflifi=, we 
We ail know there are only rwo subJects, an smce eat 1 

ail know therc is only one subject. . 
He.re and hcre., two balanced birds - a small sweet font of wmgs. 

I · f hapes and fore-
More birds, devouring a carcass. An exp OSIOfl O s_ 

es, bur also notable for ail the vulrures quietly waiting t~eir ~rn. . ? 
T he vulrures were shot in India in 1993 and the hnle birds m ~OIS, 

as was this horse. T he dates tel l nothing, other than a paint of return. 

T he dates are cast to the w ind. 
And how could this horse and this skyscraper co-cxist ? But 

. 
Look, a ti ny pictu re of J in the garden as The Garden. (Michael 

sa id this isn't a good picturc, which isn't true.) 
And here., R in a hammock, gestating in a universe of dust and 

scratches. And to what will she g ive birth - a chi Id, a nove!, a film. ·· 
Now the two appea r in a pand as angds in some wood-walled 

heaven. Ycs, these spectral t ransformations happen, people become an-
gels or ghostS or spirits, even as they are al! the more a mother and daugh-
ter. Which is to say such moments fall into place and the beauty of the fall 
can't be denied and can even be struck onto film. 

A great challenge, to take in such radiance., to accept and cdebrate 
it, tenderly and fiercd y, against fashion, against superficiality, against 

cyruc= -
Anothe.r couple with the initiais J and R. Memories of precious, 

precarious visits to June Leaf and Robert Frank, two beloved, intimidat-
ing, and ve.ry funny arrists. 

Here, an elephant, which like all elephants in this world, accrues 
more sadness than it deserves. (My mothe.r once said, from ber bed in the 
nursing home: uThe elephant and the mouse, equal in their pain.") But this 
particular elephant could also be smiling, in spite of a broken tusk. 

Airplanes. As we share a great love of overnight trains, Michael 
and I share an awed terror about air rravel. We ask, how can people live 
under these roaring monoliths, surely too big to move through air, and 
how can we hurl ourselves in them from place to place? They're how we 
get home, that's all , and how we get away. 

A section of faces, many from parcelain partraits found on tomb-
stones, a few from official records. Sorne died of natural causes, but others 
were pulled into that European void called Holocaust or Shoah. Here, 
they ail surface like flowers in snow. 

Most a re children, a fact that becomes differently unbearable to 
those who become parents of young children themselves. These images 
a re, by default, re-photographed from orher photographie images. The 
result of such recontextualizing, however, is hardly academic/theoretical, 
much less pastmodern; strategies Michael doesn't engage in. 

No, with faces of dead children who has rime for such benumbed 
"art practice." And yet, one image is that famous shot of Anne Frank, the 
tilt of her head matched by an anonymous face nearby. Another is the also 
fa mous shot of a boy surrendering, from a Nazi repart on the eradication 
of the Warsaw Ghetto. So, it becomes apparent that Michael sometimes 
leaves the realm ofbeing "a photographer" in the traditional sense, just as 
he previously ditched the passible route of "photo-journalist." A person's 
got to do what a person's got to do. 

. contact sheet can be a un iverse unto itself, an unfolding play. 
Beniamm (of the band, Smoke), so fragi le and fearless, balances at the 
th reshold of a bathtub in lower Manhattan's "StuyTown," back when the 
light_ there was_ possible, beautiful, and cheap (back when Benjamin was 
possible, beaunful, and cheap). He'd become Michael 's dear friend · I'm 
proud to have introduced them, wish it cou Id have lasted. He died in i 999. 

ln our fil ms and photos, we get to have him back we d 
"A litt le bit." ' 

0
· 

lt is probably no accident then that the gesture of the embrace 
recurs agai~ and again in Michael 's work. Which leads me to what may 
be my favonte set of pICtures that he has taken of the coup! h · , e ont e sta1rs : 

To what do wc owc this st r:rngc ami tende r rec-ord i And ·h· 
,1 ,lt 11 the re-

cord of? 
A n older man and his young gi rlfricnd collapsed in d k 

f: h I b k 
run ·en sur 

rcnder . o r perhaps a at er an< son ro ·en toget her on 1 l · -
• - . . l • SU lll",l\ St J 

case ? Who 1s holdmg who up , Was the man nncea hoxerl lf th , . · · ir-
. . . h h" 1 • l Th . c iounger one 1s m fac t a woman. 1s s e 1s O\Cr. e st:u rs are at one • . . . c un11ddin 

and rippling, bendmg and unbendmg. · g 
This couple, whate,·er their relationship and n rn u nstance ·tr . 

attended to then in a series of photographs. equalh· harsh ·I · · c 
. • • • ' • •111 ' ccntk 

unwrapped over urne. But what urne 1s g1vcn - minu tes 1 _ • • . . . . iour,. or :in 
unending day or an unendmg mght ? You can 1us1 about hea h . . . r t e t1nn1· 
Joudspeakers in the background of the tram stat ion. and thinkin . · 

· d d h h 13 h . . h g 01 ,ta-rions I am rcrnm e t at t c t station 1s t e desccm fron 1 ' . . 1 t l e cross. 
There is no Christ here. Just the sta1rs, the two people and the 1 . p iotogr.i-
pher kneding. The actual clfcumstances, the truth ofit, the vrar d . h ' ' , an t e 
gender hardly matter, don't matter at a il . At its best, the work <peak • · s p.1st 
such details, and even beyond photog raphy. 

Another kind of panel , made from rows of instant pictures. 1'II 
propase that such constructions are a g raph of possibi litics or maybc one 
of those puzzles where you have to si ide litt le numbered squares around 
to bring a certain order. I see my brother Adam, his wife , .-\nna. artists. 
a life together. And my mother, dying, is still around here and here. l 
remember Michael reading Proust to her in good light in that bad room 
soon after ber stroke, as I would again four yea rs later, in her final passage. 

These days I read a lot of strange science writing; astrophvsi~s. 
cosmology, and so on, and in it encounter much dismantl ing ofaccepted 
notions of time. Propasitions that there is no such thing as separable past, 
present, and future, even if these seem to be exactly al! we know oi the 
world. Einstein threw some of the biggest wrenches, demonstrating th:n 
docks run at different speeds depending on location. and chat space and 
rime are not distinct entities but a fabric that can be stretched. (.-\nd if it 
can be stretched, perhaps it can even be tom.) T here is ta lk of black hales 
where time could even loop around and k ick itsel f in the ass . 

Time, in its great disarray, is a specialty of 1\!ichael .-\. His 11·ork 
respects and destroys it. 

We do what we can, putting nails in makeshift coffins - pull ing 
them back out with a pliers, cameras, darkrooms, pri nted pictures. 

Michael and I have draw n much sustenance from the work of 
some artists, musicians in particular, who have done heavy work. \Vork 
that is intense, serious, the oppasite of trivia l. Sorne of it could fairlv be 
called "dark." Vic Chesnutt, Elliott Smith, Cat Power, Ma rk Mukahy. 
Godspeed You Black Emperor! , Fugazi, Patti Smith, Benjam in. •• 

One thing l've most wanted rhose who didn't know them per-
sonally to understand is that as people they were. or are. in fart down-
to-earth and often funny. Very funny. Sure, they cou ld be out of sorts. 
fucked up or clown now and again, but ra rely g rave or solemn. and fa r 
from self-serious or pretentious. 

Michael Ackerman fits th is bill too. I've known him fo r a long 
· h - fi- d. his foot-t1me, some t irty years, from around when he was hrst n ing 

ing as an artist, and I value his humor now more than ever. He inakes me 
laugh and reminds me not to take m yself too ser iously (which has no

th1
ng 

d "th k" . know chat to o w1 not ta mg our work sen ously.) So, I want you to 

ho h. "f I be . ' . h" k" b l it makes me a ut 1m, 1 on y cause 1t s true and JUSt t m mg a ou 
smile. 

He sends me the stacked irregular panel of the birds and ask s: 
"Is this too much?" 
I answer back only "No, it's beautiful." 
Michael , cast yr doubts, 
aside. 

JEM COHEN 
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Nlgh t Shot Sleep 

During the first months of Jana' s life the nighte were. a 
mess.I remember her crying furiously every night,Radka would 
lay her down, give her her breasf..M.-and wait for her to fall 
asleep It took forever And then in the middle of the night ehe 
would wa.ke up, 1 don't know hew me.ny t.im.es, cryi.ng violently. 
Me photographing them beca.me part of this night ritual.It wasn't 
easy.When J~na. wati1 falling asleep and later in the night when 1 
!iea r d her crying , l'd takè my camera and a candle or little light 
, peek through the window of her room, and tell myself to go for 
it,Sometime? I would.Slowly I'·à open the door, quiet,ly go in, 
try t o see them in the darknees, try to put some light on them. 
lt wa.s tense~I wanted to photograph,Ra.dka wanted to flleep,But it 
was beautiful and I needed to do thi8. ln her fat;igue and deepair 
Radka a.lways thought I wae coming in. to help And if I didn't 
help ,. leave us a.lon~. 

Reading thi8 to he r ?he reminds me of one night in Warf'.aw 
when it wa8 4 in the morning and Jana was. crying for hours Radka 
wa8 l yi ng helples8ly on her ba ck am.d Jana on Radka•~ s tomach.Both 
of them exhaus ted and deflated,Re.dka heard the doo:r open and aga.il('\ 
n thou~ht ehe would get eome·relief but then she ~aw a hand holdin 
-:- aR candle like Iva1!ll Homeles s in the Ma~ter and M.argari t .a, She ~a 
s aw my r ~ce and the hunger in my eyes,pos se~sed by my need,On the 
ni ght5 when I didn't dare di s turb them I wnuld 3it in my room 
pi ~sed off that I wa~ missing it,After some time I started ueing 
a l ittle video camera with a fe ature called Night Shot.Tt could 
ree in t ot al darkne e~. 

From thi e experience l under~tooa the crucial difference 
be tween a mother and a father~A mother ms no distance She' 8 in~ 
all in.Radka ~uffered with her chil.d while l look.ed on in awe and 
fascination,And I understood the poverty of being a man and the 
perversion of being a photographer.Radka would have done anything 
t o s top Jana' e pain but l had other priorities,At around the s ~me 
time~ ~omeone asked me if I am able to love, 1 had never thought 
aboutit ~o s imply.'l'he e.newer was , and ~till is, no . Not enough 



Night Shot Sleep 

During the first months of Jana' s life the nighte wera a 
mess.r remember her crying furiously every night, Radka. would 
lay her down, gi ve her her breast.Mt- and wai t for her to f all 
a~leep It took · forever And then in the middle of the night she 
would wake up, l don"t knew how ma.ny tim.es, cryi.ng vio1ently. 
Me photographing them be came part of this night ritual.It wa~n't 
ea.sy.When Jans. wa.~ falling as leep and l ater i n the night when I 
lteard her crying , l'd také my camera a.nè. a candle or little light 
, peek through the window of her room, and tell myself to go for 
it,Sometimes 1 would .Slowly I"à. open the door , quiet,ly go in, 
try to see them in the d&kness, try to put some ligh t on them. 
It was tense., I ws.nted to. photo.gr aph,Ra.dka we.nted to ~leep,But it 
was beautiful a nd I needed to do thi8 . l.n her fat.igue a.nd despa.ir 
Radka a.lways thought I wa~ comi.ng in to help And if I didn't 
help,. lea.ve u~ a.lone. 

Reading thi.~ to he r she reminds · me of one ni ght in WarB&W 
when it wa.s 4 in the morning and .Jana wa.s crying for hour9 Radka 
was l ying helplessly on her ba ck am.d Jana on Radka. ' s s tomach. Both 
of them exhaus ted and deflated , Radka heard the ·door open and agai~ 
n thought ehe would get ~ome · reli e f bu t then she saw a ha~d holdin 
g -a.!4 candl.e like Ivam Hom.eles s i n the Ma~ter and Margari ta. She l'a 
saw my f a ce and the hunge r in my eyes,pos se ~sed by my need.On the 
nights when I didn't dare disturb them I would sit in my room 
pi~sed off that I wa~ mis3ing it, After s ome time I ~tarted using 
a little video camera with a fe a ture ca.lled Night Shot,It could P 
~e e in to:tal darkne~s, 

From thi 1:1 experience l under?-tooa t he c rucia l di fference 
between a mother and a f a the r.A mother ra ~ no di~tance She'~ in, 
a.11 in . Radka ~uffered with her chil~ while 1 looked on in awe and 
fasc inatio,n.And I understood the poverty of being a man and the 
perversion of be ing a photographer, Radka woul d have done a nything 
to ~t op Jana' e pain but I had othe r priorit ie~,At around the ~Rm~ 
timeë eomeone asked me if I am abl e to love,I had never thought 
aboutit eo ~impl y. The an~wer was , and ~ti l l i~, no . Not enough 
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