Pinhole Meditations

China, 2004.  We were about three hours outside of Beijing, two friends who live in the city, my husband and me. It was hot and humid as we began our hike through farmland and forest to find the Great Wall, which I could see in the distance, sharp as a razor against the sky. Packed in my backpack were my 4x5 pinhole camera, tripod, Polaroid film, bottles of water and baggies for transporting the film back to Beijing, in addition to my regular cameras.

A village woman had offered us her son as a guide and porter to help carry my 35-lb pack, but our friends declined. They had been here before, they said, maybe not exactly here, but close.

An hour and a half later, after trudging up a steep forest trail with no Great Wall in sight, we realized we were lost. Panting and dripping from the climb, our friend John hiked back to the village to locate the guide we had declined, but he was not around. We had missed our chance. 

On the way back to find us he met a woman picking mushrooms who agreed to guide us for four times the original guide’s price. Together we all hiked back up the incline, where we had already been, and down the other side, then up again. We had been on the right track in the first place, just not far enough. And suddenly we were there, surrounded by centuries of history, the unreconstructed Great Wall that snaked off into the distance as far as we could see. 

Except for the breeze there was no movement nor were there any other people. As I wandered around looking for what I wanted to photograph, I tried to imagine the incredible toil of the thousands men and women who gave their lives carrying stacks of heavy bricks up here, year after year, mile upon mile. I made my photographs, thinking about the incredible feats humans undertake in the name of war and peace.

 Pinhole photography is an archaic process. The exposures are extremely slow, ranging from a few seconds to 20 minutes, depending on the light. Because this is a camera that has no real "lens", the photographs have a rougher, less refined quality--more akin to the imperfect lenses of the early days of photography. The depth-of-field is amazingly deep, due to the tiny size of the pinhole that lets the image through to the film. 

Making the pinhole photographs becomes a Zen-like meditation, the long wait, the silence, the timelessness of place. 

When the exposures are done and I am satisfied, I take them back to my hotel in water-filled baggies. There I carefully wash them and hang them to dry in my hotel, hoping I carry back with me some of my experience to share with others.

––Rosanne Olson
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